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Colin R. Lucas, President
The University of Oxford
The University of Tokyo Graduation Ceremony

Mr President, Colleagues, Graduates of the University:

It is certainly a great honour for me to have been invited to address you today on this most auspicious occasion. I
am honoured to have been chosen to bring you congratulations on your graduation in this famous university. It is, fi-
nally, most gracious of you to allow me to speak in English.

Let me begin, then, with the most important matter today, that is to say the celebration of your achievement in
gaining a degree. The University of Tokyo is justly renowned. It is one of just a small number of great universities
in the world whose reputation is recognized worldwide. Its entrance criteria are exacting and, therefore, it is not
easy to become a student here. Its courses are demanding, whether at the undergraduate level or the graduate
level. They require students to study attentively and to make a sustained effort of work and will to reach the high
level of academic attainment that alone can satisfy a university with a reputation as high as this one. Of course, I
have read novels from Japan as I have from my own and other countries, which recount the pleasures of student life
outside studies. Students would be dull creatures if they did not engage fully, passionately in the broad activities of
life. But that is not the substance of being a student and no—one can graduate from this university on that basis. The
opportunities are very great for students in this university with its outstanding academic faculty and its abundant
resources for science and scholarship. For that very reason, the challenges are very great also. These are challenges
to the mind, intellectual challenges which oblige students to understand complexity and to resolve difficulty.

Therefore, it is not easy to get a degree from the University of Tokyo. The fact that you are here today demon-
strates that each of you has responded to that challenge. Of course, this outcome brings pleasure to those who have
taught you or supervised your research and it brings joy to your family and friends who have supported you. Above
all, however, it is a great personal achievement for each of you. I do congratulate you on it. You are quite right to
take pride in it.

A graduation ceremony is an important moment. Different universities in different countries celebrate it in differ-
ent ways, whether as noisy festivals or as solemn events with formal speeches. Whatever the manner, however, the
point is the same. We are engaged here in what anthropologists call a rite of passage, when you become what you
were not before—that is to say, graduates of the University of Tokyo. You enter into a new condition and you also
leave this place to go into separate lives. Yet, at the moment of separation, the graduation ceremony emphasizes
that you all have one thing in common, a bond of identity with each other: you are graduates of this university. And
that joins you with a great body of others who have graduated before you or will do so after you. You remain in
that sense members of your university, even though you are no longer physically in it.

Since you are now university graduates, I think it might be useful for me to talk for a few minutes about the na-
ture and purpose of universities. It is certainly the case that with the arrival of globalisation and the knowledge
economy the traditional view of universities is being challenged. Whether or not globalisation is, as some argue, sim-
ply the next step in a centuries—long process of welding the world together on the basis of power and commerce, it
is true that the communications revolution has introduced a qualitative change in the speed and the global character
of change. We do appear to be at a moment when the economic and social map of the world can change. Older—es-
tablished prosperities may be threatened, new opportunities are possible for others. New forms of knowledge have
become the key to prosperity. The capacity to produce this knowledge, to process it in a sophisticated manner, to
understand it and use it have become urgent needs for societies. The new economy is rupturing the old conception
of higher education because it demands that knowledge be not laboriously acquired and closely held by a rather
small group of people as a sign and instrument of local social power. Instead, it demands that knowledge be broadly
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disseminated and rapidly accessed as an instrument of collective prosperity for the whole population. Furthermore,
given the rapidity with which technology is developing and thus the forms of knowledge and their use are changing,
it follows that a society needs a mechanism to re—skill periodically its active population.

It is self-evidently true that a “knowledge economy” must centrally engage education and universities in particu-
lar. Universities are one of the prime producers, holders and teachers of knowledge. Universities are the principal
deliverers of the high-level skills of reasoning and analysis that underwrite any creative action. We in universities
are therefore inevitably affected by these accelerating changes in the world, we are inevitably part of the attempt to
control and respond to them.

At one level, we have of course been quite directly affected by the changes. On the one hand, the heart of our
work has been transformed by the electronic revolution—complex processing, modelling, and imaging make possible
the enormous and rapid advances in the biosciences, our libraries are digitising books, we are teaching in virtual
classrooms, we access huge quantities of data on the web, and we communicate our results electronically worldwide.
On the other hand, universities are ceasing to all look alike and are differentiating into different functions. So, univer-
sities are changing and will continue to change, even those which remain close to the classic model.

More significant, governments round the world have come to regard universities with a different eye. Faced with
the urgent need to react to globalisation, most governments outside the United States have redefined the function of
universities to be drivers of the economy, “dynamos of growth” in the new economy as an Australian government
document called it. Recently, many governments have quite explicitly set universities the tasks of generating new
knowledge to protect or enhance the nation’s place in the global economy and of providing skills to larger numbers
of the population to a high level to maintain competitiveness. Universities are called upon to transfer more useful
knowledge into the working economy; they are urged to become more engaged in directly helping local businesses
to solve manufacturing or design problems; they are directed to adapt the way they deliver learning so as to enable
the population to learn while remaining economically productive.

This exclusive emphasis on economic function is, I think, quite new. It is understandable. Innovation is a central
activity of universities. It is natural to turn to them in an economy which lives more than ever before by innovation.
Moreover, although academics should rightly seek independence of mind, universities have historically always been
responsive to the needs of their society. There is indeed considerable potential in universities for innovation that can
be economically powerful. Universities ought and do contribute directly to the well-being of their society in eco-
nomic as in other terms. In fact, looking at major research—intensive universities round the world, such as this one, it
is clear that they are performing extremely well in the direction that I have just described.

However, we need to ask two questions. First, can universities really be the economic dynamos of growth which
so many governments currently demand ? I think the hope is exaggerated. It is based upon an idea of how the new
economy industries grew in California and Massachussetts. But these did not develop because of a government pol-
icy to stimulate universities. It was a complex phenomenon mixing venture capital, entrepreneurs, specialist legal
services and university research. It is not at all clear that the universities were the crucial part of this. Indeed, uni-
versities cannot be a major energy of the economy by themselves. There must be partnership with industry. Indus-
try has to come towards universities, collaborate with them, and invest in them if university research innovation is
to flow fully out into national prosperity. Finally, there is a serious risk of distortion in the university. If, for economic
reasons, we put all the emphasis on applied research, there is a danger that pure research, which is not obviously
transferable to the working economy, will become unvalued. Yet, all applied science begins at some point with inno-
vation in the pure sciences. To neglect it would be to diminish the great creative force of universities. Similarly, to
emphasize science research as the only valuable aspect of universities would be to damage very seriously the aca-
demic balance of healthy universities.

This leads me to my second question. Governments have seen globalisation in terms of technology and technology
they have seen in terms of applied science. Applied science has therefore been equated with the new economy. This
equation is too simple. But the question is this: is it right to see the essential function of universities as an economic
one ? The answer to that is no.

Universities are about much more than the economy. That is a short—term preoccupation. Universities really are
the bedrock of civilized society, of society that has the knowledge and the skill to improve its material well-being
but also the sense of its own identity and social values to keep itself in broad equilibrium and good order. Universi-
ties exist, in the first place, to enquire into the very nature of things. They seek to establish first principles in all
matters, so that we may distinguish between the true and the merely seemingly true. They do this subjecting all
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knowledge and argument to tests which produce rational meaning that holds true in as diverse and complex situ-
ations as possible. They seek an understanding that is as universal as possible. The object of their understanding is
the whole experience of mankind and its natural environment from the material and physical right the way through
to the spiritual. So, as I was saying earlier, universities create new knowledge: they do so either by discovering that
which was not previously known or else by giving new meaning to what was already known. At the same time, uni-
versities are also the guardians of the great accumulation of knowledge inherited from previous generations. They
are therefore in a real sense both the creative intelligence of society and its memory. They represent that skill that
humans have developed in ensuring that experience and knowledge survives each passing generation by being writ-
ten down. These are very high functions. It seems to me that they are necessary to society and that they ought
therefore to be protected. This has nothing to do with a passing concern about, say, the economy even though that
is undoubtedly of real importance in the moment.

The other great function of universities is to transmit knowledge to each successive generation, to educate young
people. It would be absurd to say that universities are monasteries and that faculty and students are not moved by
private ambitions and purposes. Many students go to university in order to gain quite specific skills or diplomas for
the purpose of employment. That is also what university is for: society needs its cleverest people to gain useful skills
to benefit themselves and the society. However, it does seem to me that there is a purpose beyond that.

A university education should leave the student inhabited by these values that are those that preside over the
academic purposes that I have just outlined. Students should leave university knowing that they should seek the
first principles in all matters that they address. They should have the habit of seeking the true nature of complex is-
sues before them, of seeking to distinguish the truth on the basis of unprejudiced analysis. This appears to me to be
not simply the recipe for successful personal life but much more importantly the essence of a stable tolerant society.
The Twentieth Century, in which I lived the large part of my life, was really too full of the horrors that derived
from populations incapable of doing just that.

These habits of thought depend, however, upon qualities of mind which university education must develop. It is
very easy for students to rely upon being told what to think. It is easy for them to feel no need to look beyond what
is provided in a class. No student should leave university without having been transformed—transformed into a per-
son of independent judgement. The most precious quality that a graduate acquires from a great university like this
one is to think for him or herself. It is a hard business learning to take charge of one’s thought, to question what is
proposed, to look for evidence to support one’s own argument. Yet, it is from independence of judgement allied with
curiosity that comes the true spark of individual creativity. Every society survives and prospers in the end because
of the ability of its citizens to know their own mind and to be creative. So, the skills of the mind that you have ac-
quired here are not just for you to use in your own private interest; they are also for you to use for the good and
improvement of the society in which you come to live and work.

These are the qualities and the responsibilities that you carry out from here with your degree. I wish you every
good fortune in life.
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