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America has been a wonderfully resilient nation. We have 

seen war, economic depression, and in recent years a 

Constitutional crisis, in which a series of Presidents illegally 

used the police powers of government to attack political 

opposition. We have come through these difficulties. The 

American people, acting through their leaders, and worki�g 

through their local institutions, have prevailed again and again. 

when other nations would have sunk into dictatorship and 

repression. 

Now we have another crisis, a very quiet crisis, which we 

must resolve. To do that, we need to re-emphasize an element of 

the Am2ric3n success story which has been of bedrock importance. 

I mean the sense that we. as individuals, are the source of 

govern�ent. and that we ourselves a�e the source of change. 



asking you to �ske sure the �ay you think about government is in 

keeping with the way the revolutionaries who founded our nation 

envisioned a self-governing people. Do not act as if the center 

of government were in Washington, and that responsibility 

radiates from there. Imagine, instead, that the center of 

governmental responsibility lies with you yourself, and radiates 

from you outward, 

One of the most creative aspects of our form of government 

is that we divide the responsibility for our needs between 

ourselves, working at the state and local level, and the national 

government in Washington. But we delegate to Washington only 

that which we cannot do in forums closer to the center of power 

-- the center which remains with us. It is the maintaining of 

this division which lies at the heart of our present problem. We 

have b2en deputizing people in the �ashington bureaucracy to do 

things �e need to do for ourselves. and I rraintain they cannot do 

as well as we can� For the hTerican government to continue to 



question, 11 �ho's in charge here?'' And it is of the utmost 

i1oportance for each of us to answer, "I am. " 

Some of you graduating today will want to enter federal 

service. That's fine. We need good people in Washington, and I 

encourage you. But I am convinced nothing could do more for our 

nation than for the greatest number of young people to return to 

their community, or settle in a new one, and take personal 

responsibility for it. Think of the image I used a moment ago. 

You are the center of responsibility for how we are governed. 

You therefore keep the important activities of government as 

close to you as possible, so you can have an effect. You work to 

do things at the community level before you delegate authority to 

the state, and you delegate to Raleigh before you delegate to 

Washington. The secret of American democracy has always been 

that it works from the grass roots level up, �ot down from the 

top. 
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come a long �ay as a nation, just as you have come a long way to 

be graduating here today. But ask yourself whether we got this 

far because of what Washington did, or because of what local 

people did. The high schools you came from exist because the 

people of your communities took it upon themselves to develop the 

local school system and to run it. Western Carolina does not 

exist because of anything Washington did. It exists because 

local people decided to build a college in a mountain vale so 

that their young people could study and prosper. In  case after 

case, the institutions America has thrived upon have been 

created, not because of any sweeping national policy forged in 

Washington, but because somebody in his own hometown decided he 

was responsible for its well-being� 

It is in the years after college that most people realize --

or fail to realize -- that they are now responsible for the 



schools to illustrate what I mean. For nearly as long as you can 

recall, your life has been directed and controlled by the 

schools. Now, that relationship will be reversed. You will 

begin to vote, to pay taxes, to send children to school. And it 

will be up to you to shape and influence the life of the schools. 

You will have to exercise your responsibility to participate in 

government. You may be a voter, only. You may run for the board 

of education� But you are the source of any improvement or 

neglect your schools will have. 

If you know your own origins, you will realize what a 

triumph of effort the schools really are. Our present 

educational system has not existed forever. It did not come into 

being spontaineously. People built it, and not too long ago. 

Many of you, I am sure, are the f irst college graduates in your 

family. I can tell you that my own parents �ad very little 

ch�nce at saucation� My mother could neither read nor write. 



schooling for granted� They valued it, they needed it ! 
and they 

got busy and provided themselves with school facilities. We are 

not far, in time, from the one-room schoolhouse in the pines. We 

are not far from the day in which the majority of North 

Carolinians were illiterate. The school system you just came 

through is a modern invention, created largely by local 

initiative, with state aid and standards. 

When you enter your own communities, you will have the , .  

opportunity to build upon this kind of inheritance. People 

create institutions and pass them on. The next generation has 

stewardship for them, and will leave them better or worse. That 

responsibility is ours for our lifetimes, and this fact is the 

rock on which our nation stands. 

I challenge you to answer the needs of your day in the fo��� 

closest to you. I feel we are trying to attack proble�s at tbs 



has never given up trying for per fection. This is one of the 

keys to our survival. But at the same time, we tend to be 

impatient, and to try to get a ''quick fix" through Washington. 

I don't mean to suggest that we need no government in 

Washington, or that anything done at that level of government is 

necessarily evil, It is just that many of the things we are now 

looking to Washington to do do not belong there. They belong 

,. 

with us, either at the local or state level, where they can be 

done more carefully, at less cost, and -- most importantly --

with the least loss of the power we are supposed to keep with 

ourselves. 

say, in our Constitution, that are the government, we 

are the authority, and we hold the ultimate responsibility for 

success or f2ilure. The working out of our problems, the 

direction of our national the VC:'Y spirit we have as a 
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people, all rise up from the people. Never. in the history of 

the world, have these matters been imposed from the top down, 

with any success. That is the realization people had 200 years 

ago, and I ask you to remember it now. 

I ask you to return to your communities, or to make your 

homes in new places, with the complete understanding that the 

responsibility for your community rests with you. Every man and 

woman has a silent call to service, and on his answering it we 

all depend. Soon, the care of all our institutions will be 

delivered into your hands. I urge you to govern well, to serve 

willingly. Join the voluntary service clubs in your town, find 

the area on which you want to go to work, and put your shoulder 

to the wheel. America is no more than individuals who 

contribute. communities that work, institutions that live and 

change as need be. To the degree that this is not so, America •� 

the less� To the degree you make it so, Ame�i ca is the gre2te�. 


