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President David Oxtoby 
Pomona College Commencement 2011 

May 15, 2011 

In these few minutes, I would like to frame three lessons from your Pomona education that I 
encourage you to take with you as you leave this campus. 

The first is: ñFacts matter.ò There are some objective truths on which intelligent, unprejudiced 
observers can agree, such as ñforce equals mass times accelerationò or ñDarwinian evolution 
connects humans to other species.ò  In the face of a simple fact such as ñBarack Obama was 
born in Hawaii,ò there is a disturbing tendency these days to state the opposite forcefully and 
publicly, in the hopes that others will not recognize a fact as a fact. Then such an issue can be 
presented as a subject on which different conclusions may be drawn and on which further 
study is needed. 

But this denial of objective reality corrupts public discourse and is fundamentally contrary to 
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In Char Millerôs historical analysis, the beginning of the twentieth century was a time when 
there were big problems but also the confidence that new ideas could help the country to 
address them. We face an even larger set of problems at this point in our history, and I hope 
that your education has taught you that, now more than ever, we need big ideas and the 
commitment to make significant changes.  A retreat into thinking small and reflecting wistfully 
on the past will not help us to move forward. 
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