2009 University Commencement Remarks
from Harold Hongju Koh
President Kerrey, trustees, members of the faculty,
graduates: Thank you for the honor of this degree.
I’m so touched to receive it, especially in the
company of four honorands I so greatly admire. Like
all of us, when I think of graduation, I think of family.
As a boy I remember watching my late father sitting
at his desk, writing our tuition checks, calculating
and recalculating the declining balance. He looked
so worried that once I said, “Dad, I’m sorry my
education is so expensive.” And he said, “I’m not
sorry. Why do you think I work? Why do you think I
live? We can’t give you much, but if we give you your
education, we give you everything.” So if we could
have a round of applause for those special people in
your life.
So, like you, my fellow graduates, I owe my degree
today to four of the most—the four most precious
people in my life. They’re here in the audience: my
wife, Mary Christy Fisher, a Legal Services attorney;
my daughter, Emily, who, after working in Florida for
President Obama’s campaign, will soon start working
at a charter school in Brooklyn; my son, William, who
just completed his freshman year of college; and my
mother, Hesung Chun Koh, who, while earning a PhD,
became the mother of six, the grandmother of 11,
and, as of last year, a great-grandmother. And you
can imagine how grateful she is that today, for once,
someone in our family got a degree for which she
didn’t have to pay tuition.
I actually have a favor to ask. In a few weeks, my
mother will turn 80, and for the last year I’ve been
wracking my brain for a surprise 80th birthday gift,
and then this morning it hit me: What about an
ovation at Madison Square Garden? So give it up for
my mother, her 80th birthday.
I told you, she’s bigger than Madonna. It’s a special
honor to receive a degree from this special university.
Since its founding, the New School has exemplified
Thomas Huxley’s vision of a university as a place
in which “thought is free from all fetters and in
which all knowledge should be accessible to all
comers.” My fellow graduates, in the last few years,
you followed in the footsteps of such extraordinary
thinkers as Charles Beard, John Dewey, Bertrand
Russell, Hannah Arendt, Martha Graham, and Frank
Lloyd Wright. The founders of this university imagined
a free and open space where they could discuss
ideas without censure and where scholars could
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explain to each other and to their students their
deepest life’s passions.
In that spirit, I hope you’ll let me say a word about
my own life’s work: why Americans should care about
international law. I’ve been asked to be the chief
lawyer for the State Department, a position for which
I am awaiting confirmation. And in these difficult
times, let me say how thoughtful you are to give a
degree to someone who is between jobs.
In just the last few weeks, I’ve spoken about
international law with many people, including a
number of senators, and I’ve been surprised at how
rarely we talk publicly about why international law
matters. Many in our country have not given that
question much thought, and some have given too
much weight to three myths about international law.
The first myth is that somehow international law,
the treaties and rules that govern relations among
nations, is not really law, and that we Americans have
no reason to follow it. But respecting international
law was one of the founding credos of this country.
The authors of the Declaration of Independence
saw fit in our new nation to pay what they call
“decent respect to the opinions of mankind.” Yet
Americans who would never dream of disobeying the
law at home argue that obeying international law is
something we should do only when it’s convenient
and in America’s interest.
But in fact, in most cases, following international law
is in America’s interest. Like individuals who obey
domestic law, nations who obey international law find
that it is both the right and the smart thing to do.
No law should be a straitjacket, but we’ve all learned
since September 11, if we don’t obey international
law, we squander our moral authority and damage our
capacity to lead.
Helping our leaders manage these global challenges
is what lawyers for multinational corporations do,
and if I am confirmed as general counsel at the State
Department, it is what I hope to do. As one of my
predecessors described, “The job to which I’ve been
nominated means holding the country we love to its
own best standards and principles.”
Now, I know the years since 9/11 have been
exhausting, but the last eight years are so much less
important than the next eight, which will determine
whether the pendulum of U.S. human rights policy

will swing back from where it’s been pushed, which is
why I for one have chosen to leave a home, a school,
and a job that I love to help our government face
these challenges. My fellow graduates, I ask you to
do the same. You now have your diplomas; you will
find your jobs; but please make sure you take the
time these next few years to devote an important
part of your energies to public service. Once again,
it’s time to ask what you can do for your country,
because our country has never needed you more.
After law school, when I told my mother I had taken
a high-paying, private job, she paused for a second
and she asked, “Did they need you the most?” I said,
“What?” She said, “Do they need you the most?”
She said, “You have your education; you have so
much privilege; no one has more privilege. Isn’t it
time for you to serve the least privileged?” So, fellow
graduates, in the years ahead, follow your passions,
take chances, serve causes larger than yourself. But
most of all, please stand for something.
You now have your degree, but your education
was always the means, not the end. “The goal of
education,” Yale’s chaplain William Sloane Coffin
once wrote, “is not to drive a wedge between thought
and action, but to enable action of a higher kind.”
People who are privileged to study at places like The
New School are smart and accomplished. But you
can become risk averse, and too often you can end
up leading a life not of service but of risk aversion.
And that’s often how the most privileged end up
serving the most privileged. It’s easier to take the
safer path, but if you take chances and serve a
greater good, you’ll find a more exciting life. And
remember what they always say: “Ships are safe in
harbor, but harbors are not what ships are for.”
You, the members of the Class of 2009, let me
speak to you, because you belong to the first
genuinely global generation. You’ve grown up in the
age of the Internet, unlike your parents, who say
things like “How do I get on the interweb?” You have
lived your entire lives online. As my friend Van Jones
pointed out, if 20 years ago you could sit on a park
bench and have all the knowledge of the world flow
onto your lap, they would’ve said, “You are a god.”
Today that’s what you do when you use your laptop to
read Wikipedia. Twenty years ago, if you had walked
down the street moving your lips and someone in
China could hear you, they would say, “You are a
god.” But today, it’s just you calling your friend on
your cell phone.
But here’s the irony: Until now, you’ve thought of
these technologies as toys, not tools. You’ve used
these technologies to imagine yourself as a rock star,
or an auto thief—not to imagine lifting others out of
disease or poverty. You’ve used the Internet to fight
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imaginary wars, but have you used it yet to end real
wars? In the last presidential election, that started to
change. Americans like my daughter used YouTube,
text messages, Twitter, to bring people to the polls
and to make them better citizens. You live in a global
century. And in the years ahead, please use the
knowledge and tools you have mastered to be better
global citizens. There is so much insecurity in this
world, we must fight it with all the tools we have. And
one of them—and that is my message today—one of
those tools is international law.
So let me close with some bad news and some good
news. First the bad news: In the years ahead, you’ll
face uncertainty, difficult choices. In making these
decisions, you will feel so lonely. For all the love and
support that’s arrayed around you today, you’ll find
that there are some decisions only you can make.
Those decisions will be for you alone. But here’s
the good news: As you make these decisions more
and more, you will come to trust yourselves, you
will come to believe in yourselves; for, after all of
these years of schooling, after all of these years of
education, you will find that wisdom in yourself.
So before you leave, please look up here at your
teachers. Think of the ideas and the hours they
shared with you. Think of your loved ones, those who
are here and those who could not be. Draw strength
from their enormous faith [in] and love [for] you.
Look at your classmates, and consider all you’ve
taught and shared. And finally, take one last moment:
Look inside yourselves; trust the wisdom that you
find there. Remember your dreams, remember your
values, and, most of all, hold on to your principles.
The principles that brought you here, and that
brought you through here. And as Adlai Stevenson
once said, “As you leave here, remember why you
came.” Happy graduation, good luck, Godspeed.

