
Mr. President, trustees, members of the faculty, members of the graduating class, ladies and gentlemen, 
first of all I want to thank the president, faculty, trustees too, I won’t forget them, trustees, faculty, and 
students of the college for giving me the opportunity to be here in this beautiful setting, this fine 
institution, especially to talk to you young people in the graduating class. I’m happy to be able to take 
advantage of this opportunity. I read that it was hoped that President Ford would give the address this 
afternoon, and I had been looking forward to hearing him speak, I met him and talked briefly with him 
before but I thought it would be fine now that he hasn’t been able to come, that I am talking, it has 
occurred to me that I should try to think about what he would have said and then perhaps conduct myself 
accordingly. Well, you know, with Reagan barking at his heels, he probably would have talked about the 
security of our nation. We need to make our nation strong to protect it, to preserve the nation. And I think 
that I should talk about that too. You know, you young people, I don’t really envy you. You are starting 
out now in a uncertain world and you are going to have to make decisions, decisions that may well change 
the nature of the world for all future generations of human beings. In the past, it didn’t matter very much 
what human beings did. They couldn’t change the world very much, the world would continue to go on in 
about the same way no matter what they decided. But scientists have made so many discoveries during 
the last hundred years, discoveries that have changed the nature of the food we eat, the clothes we wear, 
means of transportation, and communication, our means of waging war have changed everything and 
have given man so much power that now there is the possibility that by his actions man will determine the 
course of the future in a very significant way. Perhaps the human race will be wiped out because of 
decisions made by human beings, perhaps civilization will no longer exist or perhaps we shall go on to 
worlds such that future generations of human beings will lead good lives. It is you young people, you and 
others of your generation who are going to have to make decisions. Well, you’ve been making decisions, 
largely personal decisions, but there are great decisions that are needing to be made. I’ve worried about 
this matter of decision-making for decades, and ten or fifteen years ago I finally got around to formulating 
my thoughts along these lines. How should decisions be made? I think that they should be made in 
accordance with some basic principle and I believe there is a principle which I consider to be a scientific 
principle upon which we can make decisions. This is the principle of the minimization of suffering. I 
know what causes me to suffer, and I hope that other people will act in such a way as to keep me from 
suffering unnecessarily. I feel that it is a consequence of that feeling on my part that I should behave in 
such a way as to keep the suffering of other people to a minimum. Whenever a decision needs to be made 
on a personal family group, community, national, worldwide basis, then we should consider the 
alternative paths that might be followed and select that one that is associated with the smallest amount of 
human suffering, the smallest predicted amount. This process can’t be applied with complete certainty 
that it is right, but I believe that we can estimate. We have to take into consideration future generations of 
human beings, not just people who are now living, the amount of suffering involved. But we can’t give 
each generation the same weight as the present generation because we don’t know enough about future 
generations and our predictions are less certain. This doesn’t mean they should be given zero weight, they 
should be given some weight falling off some lot with the distance in the future when that generation will 
come into the world if the human race survives. Now this principle isn’t a new principle. All of the major 
religious and philosophical systems contain centrally the same principle. Paul, St. Paul for example 
expressed it, “as ye would that others should do unto you do ye also unto them likewise.” But if we ask 
explicitly how much suffering is likely to be associated with alternative courses and discuss it going also 
far into the future, a hundred years or a thousand years into the future, then we may be following a 
procedure that will help us to make the right decisions. I believe that we should have in accordance with 



this principle the goal of building a nation, during the next hundred years or two hundred years, a nation 
and a world in which every human being has the opportunity to lead a good life with the minimum 
amount of suffering. This means that he must have good food, good clothes, housing opportunities for 
education to the extent from which he can benefit, the good congenial job permitting him to contribute to 
the work of the world, leisure and money permitting him to enjoy the wonders of the world. The 
consequence of this is as we think about the future generations of human beings and recognize how much 
value it is to us to be able to enjoy the wonders of the world we see that we must work to conserve, 
preserve these wonders and not allow them to be destroyed by the continuing encroachment of 
civilization and industry into the forests and mountains, pollution of lakes and oceans, and destruction of 
the world in other ways. This is a great problem. As I said yesterday, it is impossible to achieve these 
goals with the present population or the increased population of the world that is predicted. It is essential, 
recognized I believe by everyone, that to have a good world we must get control of the population 
problem. You know, I worry about you young people. You look pretty happy to me, but as I think back 
upon my own early life and about others, other people that I knew, I recognize that you have been going 
through a period of much suffering. Young people are not children, adolescents, young people are not 
carefree, happy mortals. They are passing through a terribly traumatic period when they have not yet 
discovered what their relationship is with the world, with other young people, with older people, with 
society as a whole, it’s a miserable time. I hope that you feel that you are about through it safely. You 
know, when I was a boy, we were helped by—fellow youth and I were helped by society by customs 
which applied social pressures on to behave in such a way as to cut down the amount of suffering that we 
might experience. Many of these pressures—social customs have disappeared now, and I fear from my 
own observations that this means that young people suffer more than before. It is—it can be a cause of 
suffering to get married when you are young and worry about what your wife or husband might be doing 
but you know there’s the feeling that the marriage ceremony had significance, that there are pressures 
operating to help for the stability of the family. As I have come into contact with young people, young 
men and women who have been living together and have separated, it’s mainly the young men that I 
know about, they have suffered more I believe than young people in comparable but not identical 
situations suffered fifty years ago or even twenty-five years ago. Well, I trust five days from now my wife 
and I celebrate our fifty-third wedding anniversary and shortly thereafter Mr. and Mrs. Kresge celebrate 
their fifty-third wedding anniversary. We were married in the same year, 1922, and I know that my wife 
and I have lead pretty happy lives, and I’m pretty sure after talking with the Kresges’ they have lead 
pretty happy lives too. Could we have done that if we had been born seventy-five years later than we 
were? I don’t know and I hope that you young people are thinking carefully about what you will do in 
these personal relationships. I recommend that you get married and live to celebrate your 53rd wedding 
anniversaries. Well now, as we try to apply this principle to various problems that are pertinent now you 
may be called upon before now to vote on a proposition similar to proposition 15 in California about 
regulating nuclear power plants and you must be thinking about those problems. Let’s think about the 
problem of fuel energy. We burn petroleum to generate electricity and to provide thermal energy, and we 
are burning it at such a rate that the supplies may be largely exhausted. Petroleum is a valuable substance 
for uses, a raw material for synthesizing drugs and making textiles and in many other ways. Is it right for 
us to burn it all up? In this way that would be possible only because it is essentially free. You people have 
got control of oil wells of course collect money for it but it’s essentially a bounty of nature provided 
freely to us, is it right to burn it all up? The same thing applies to coal, it is a valuable material for the 
same reason, as a source of raw materials for carbon compounds, the fissionable nuclei thorium and 



uranium are existing here in short supply. The various estimates are that if we go along with the 
construction of fission power plants it will all be used up in forty years or perhaps eighty years, and then 
the world will no longer have a supply of these fissionable materials. They have been wasted in this 
profligate manner with only five percent efficiency when you take into consideration the energy required 
for mining or refining fuel than taking care of the dangerous or radioactive fission products that are 
produced as well as the rather low efficiency of the power plants themselves. Is it right to burn up all of 
this nuclear fuel? I believe not. I think that we should preserve, conserve the exhaustible resources of the 
world in order that future generations may have their share. Sooner or later, within a hundred years, we 
are going to have to rely almost entirely on solar power, solar energy. We should be putting hundreds of 
millions of dollars a year into the job of developing the economically and technologically acceptable 
methods of using solar power now, rather than doing the job later after we have wasted hundreds of 
millions of dollars in developing other sources of power based upon the exhaustible materials. So I 
recommend that this course be followed, I hope that you will think seriously about it.  

One of the great causes of human suffering is war, and associated with war, militarism, which even 
without war causes a huge amount of human suffering. We’ve gone a long way toward ridding the world 
of war. There exists stockpiles of nuclear weapons in the world such that balance of terror has existed 
now for twenty-five years that prevents the great nations from waging war on one another. There’s no 
doubt about that, it is impossible to believe that leaders of nations would be so insane as to engage in a 
nuclear war that would simply destroy those nations, kill all the people in those nations, and perhaps all 
the people in the whole world, destroy civilization itself. It is impossible to believe that. This sort of 
political argument about détente with the Soviet Union is completely meaningless except as an expression 
of political activity, we do have détente with the Soviet Union. And yet we continue to spend tremendous 
amounts of money on nuclear weapons and weapons of other sorts. Now let me review the situation about 
nuclear weapons, the estimates made by various people and even referred to, verified by President Ford 
himself, are that the United States has thirty thousand nuclear weapons and the Soviet Union twenty 
thousand. The average estimated energy of these nuclear weapons is one megaton. A megaton is a million 
tons of TMT, the equivalent of a million tons of TMT. The Civil War was a six megaton war, and a 
megaton is fifty times the explosive power of the bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki. So we 
have then in the United States approximately thirty thousand megatons of nuclear weapons, many of them 
carried around by submarines from which rockets can be sent out with independent multiple 
independently directed warheads, sixteen rockets perhaps a hundred and sixty weapons, independently 
directable bombs per submarine, thirty thousand one-megaton that’s thirty thousand megatons. This is, 
let’s see there are about two-hundred million two-hundred twenty million, this is a hundred and forty tons 
of high explosive for every person in the Soviet Union. Now, during the Second World War four-tenths of 
a person was killed per ton. That’s pretty inefficient you know one stick of dynamite, two-thousandth of a 
ton will kill several people but four-tenths of a person. The atomic bombs, Hiroshima and Nagasaki killed 
about five people per megaton, and if I go in between one person per megaton, the thirty thousand 
megatons would be enough for thirty billion people a hundred and forty times the amount needed to kill 
everybody in the Soviet Union. And, you know, the Soviet Union  it is estimated is behind with their 
twenty thousand, that they only have about a hundred times the amount needed to kill every person in the 
United States. And I suppose there are politicians in the Soviet Union who say we need a bigger budget 
for the Soviet Pentagon, Heptagon, I’m not sure what the Soviet Pentagon is like, a bigger budget because 
here the United States is ahead of us. Now, whenever we spend an additional ten billion dollars on nuclear 



weapons, refining them, introducing various refinements, our nation becomes less safe. I believe that the 
only chance the world will be wiped out by a nuclear weapon initiated by the United States or the Soviet 
Union is because of some technological or psychological accident. Whenever you fiddle with matters, 
make the system more complicated and introduce new things, the chance of these accidents increases. If 
we want to cut down the chance of the worlds being destroyed, we should stabilize the system by 
international agreement, start cutting down the amounts. If we had one percent, if we had nuclear bombs 
in amounts one percent and machines for delivering them and vehicles in amounts one percent of the 
present values, this would still be a deterrent because that would be enough to kill everybody in the Soviet 
Union and the United States too. I haven’t advocated that the stockpiles be destroyed, I advocate that they 
be cut down to say one percent with a great saving in money, and that they be stabilized in such a way 
that we try to get to decrease more and more the probability the horrible accident that would lead to the 
catastrophic exchange of these weapons and probable extinction of civilization.  

Well, there’s another way. Here we are spending ten percent of our income in this country on militarism. 
It’s very wasteful. Raw materials such as copper, other metals being used up at tremendous rates in a 
wasteful manner, this is responsible, this great expenditure on militarism is responsible for our miserable 
economic situation, for the depression, for the decrease in the standard of living in the United States and 
the world as a whole. When I was in India eight years ago I made an analysis of the economic situation. 
The rupee was devalued from about five rupees per dollar to about seven and a half to the dollar because 
of a five billion dollar, five billion rupee deficit in the foreign exchange, foreign trade of India. And that 
year India paid out five billion dollars to the United States, the Soviet Union, West Germany, other 
countries for military devices, for tanks, warplanes, and other military devices. This devaluation which 
robs the people, this devaluation of the rupee was the direct consequence of their high expenditure for 
weapons from the outside. The United States sells ten billion dollars of weapons to the underdeveloped 
countries of the world, and the Soviet Union similar amounts, and they are proud of the fact that our 
foreign trade includes ten billion dollars spent by these nations, where the people, as a whole, are far from 
leading good lives for weapons, why don’t we have an agreement with the Soviet Union under which and 
with other leading nations that would restrict the sale of these weapons to these countries. Benefit 
everybody in the world. In my mind there’s no doubt that the Soviet Union would follow our lead. The 
military burden is greater per person in the Soviet Union, it’s the same amount, but the standard of living 
is only half as great which makes the burden of a hundred million dollar military budget, ninety million 
rupee military budget a greater one for those people and for us. I’m sure that this is an achievement that a 
president administration that was really working for the welfare of the American people could 
accomplish. Well you young people, you young people have this great burden of having to make the right 
decisions. If you do make the right decisions, then the people of the following generations, the young 
people of the next generation may have to make just as—do just as hard a job of again making the right 
decisions. But you might be able to hand on to your descendants of the next generation a world to which 
you have made a contribution, a positive contribution greater than our generation has made, which has in 
some part been positive but in considerable part been negative. I hope that you will take your duties as 
citizens and members of the human race seriously and do your duty as you see fit after thinking about 
what the problems are and what your duty is. Thank you.  


