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Adlai Stevenson, governor of Illinois and Democratic presidential candidate in 1952 and 1956, echoed the
message of Catharine Beecher and publicists of "Republican motherhood" of the 19th century in this
speech to the female students of Smith College. His message was that women, irrespective of their
inclinations and educational attainments, ought to put the molding of the characters of husbands and
sons first, in the interest of good citizenship. Stevenson declared, "Women, especially educated women,
have a unique opportunity to influence us, man and boy." Betty Friedan, in her book The Feminine
Mystique, cited this speech as an example of how post World War II society reinforced the idea that a
woman's primary role was to raise and nurture her family. Friedan wrote that Stevenson "dismissed the
desire of educated women to play their own political part in the crises of the age. " Stevenson said, "I
want merely to tell you young ladies that I think there is much you can do . . . in the humble role of
housewife-which, statistically, is what most of you are going to be whether you like the idea or not. . . . "
Adlai Stevenson Speech on Role of Women
Countless commencement speakers are rising these days on countless platforms all over the world to tell
thousands of helpless young captives how important they are—as citizens in a free society, as educated,
rational, privileged participants in a great historic crisis. But for my part I want merely to tell you young
ladies that I think there is much you can do about that crisis in the humble role of housewife—which,
statistically, is what most of you are going to be whether you like the idea or not just now—and you'll like
it!
To explain what I mean I must ask you to step a long way back and recall with me that over vast periods
of history and over most of the globe the view has prevailed that man is no more than a unit in the social
calculus. Tribal life—the way of life pursued by man for by far the longest period of his history, of which
there are many remnants today in Africa—knows no individuals, only groups with disciplines and group
sanctions. But then at a certain point in time and place there took place the most momentous revolution
yet achieved by mankind—a revolution compared with which such achievements as the discovery of fire
or the invention of the wheel seem modest. In the origins of our Western civilization, among two small
peoples of the eastern Mediterranean, the Greeks and the Jews, the great Copernican revolution of
politics began: the discovery that the state exists for man, not man for the state, and that the individual
human personality, spirit, soul—call it what you will—contains within itself the meaning and measure of
existence and carries as a result the full range of responsibility and choice.
Once the Greek vision of reason and the Jewish concept of moral choice had sent man forth onto the
stage of history in this new guise of self-determination and responsibility, clearly only one form of

society would provide a framework for the new energies and capacities that could now be released. That
form of society is the free society upon which the peoples of the West have been engaged for the last two
thousand years, with disasters and setbacks, with triumphs and tragedies, with long sweeps of history's
pendulum between the extreme of freedom and tyranny, of individualism and collectivism, of rationalism
and spiritualism.
The peoples of the West are still struggling with the problems of a free society and, just now, are in dire
trouble. For to create a free society is at all times a precarious and audacious experiment. Its bedrock is
the concept of man as an end in himself, as the ultimate reason for the whole apparatus of government,
and the institutions of free society fulfill their task only in so far as this primary position of the free citizen—
the homo liber et legalis—is not lost to sight. But violent pressures are constantly battering away at this
concept, reducing man once again to subordinate status, limiting his range of choice, abrogating his
responsibility, and returning him to his primitive status of anonymity in the social group. And it is to these
pressures in their contemporary forms that I want to call your attention because I think you can be more
helpful in identifying, isolating, and combating these pressures, this virus, than you girls perhaps today
realize.
As you have learned here at Smith, science, among other things, arose out of the disintegration of feudal
society and the rebirth of individualism in the Reformation and the Renaissance. As the individual mind
was released from medieval bondage, as reason again became the test of faiths, the processes of free
inquiry opened vast new fields of knowledge and human endeavor. There followed an almost explosive
expansion of mental horizons. Science, born of freedom, and technology, born of science, grew by leaps
and bounds into a giant of power and complexity. Certainly the material well- being of Western man was
advanced with a speed and to an extent never before seen on earth. And there were great spiritual
advances.
But, as always, history's pendulum swung too far, this time toward the extreme of social fragmentation, of
individualism, of abstract intellectualism. And it seems to me that the very process which, in the name of
individual liberty, disintegrated the old order—this very process has developed into a powerful drive
toward the precise opposite of individualism, namely totalitarian collectivism.
Let me put it this way! Individualism promoted technological advances, technology promoted increased
specialization, and specialization promoted an ever-closer economic interdependence between
specialties. The more intense the specialization, the more complete the interdependence of the
specialties—and this necessity of interdependence constitutes a powerful economic drive toward that
extreme of a machine state in which individual freedom is wholly submerged.
As the old order disintegrated into this confederation of narrow specialties, each pulling in the direction of
its particular interest, the individual person tended to become absorbed—literally—by his particular
function in society. Having sacrificed wholeness of mind and breadth of outlook to the demands of their
specialties, individuals no longer responded to social stimuli as total human beings: rather they reacted in
partial ways as members of an economic class, or industry, or profession whose concern was with some
limited self-interest.
Thus this typical Western man—or typical Western husband!—operates well in the realm of means,

as the Romans did before him. But outside his specialty, in the realm of ends, he is apt to operate poorly
or not at all. And this neglect of the cultivation of more mature values can only mean that his life, and the
life of the society he determines, will lack valid purpose, however busy and even profitable it may be.
And here's where you come in: to restore valid, meaningful purpose to life in your home; to beware of
instinctive group reaction to the forces which play upon you and yours; to watch for and arrest the
constant gravitational pulls to which we are all exposed, you workaday husband especially, in our
specialized, fragmented society that tends to widen the breach between reason and emotion, between
means and ends.
And let me also remind you that you will live, most of you, in an environment in which "facts," the data of
the senses, are glorified, and value judgments are assigned inferior status as mere "matters of opinion." It
is an environment in which art is often regarded as an adornment of civilization rather than a vital element
of it, while philosophy is not only neglected but deemed faintly disreputable, because "it never gets you
anywhere." Even religion, you will find, commands a lot of earnest allegiance that is more verbal than
real, more formal than felt.
You may be hitched to one of these creatures we call "Western man," and I think part of your job is to
keep him Western, to keep him truly purposeful, to keep him whole. In short—while I have had very little
experience as a wife or mother—I think one of the biggest jobs for many of you will be to frustrate the
crushing and corrupting effects of specialization, to integrate means and ends, to develop that balanced
tension of mind and spirit which can be properly called "integrity."
This assignment for you, as wives and mothers, has great advantages. In the first place, it is home
work—you can do it in the living room with a baby in your lap, or in the kitchen with a can opener in your
hands. If you're really clever, maybe you can even practice your saving arts on that unsuspecting man
while he's watching television. And, secondly, it is important work worthy of you, whoever you are, or your
education, whatever it is—even Smith College—because we will defeat totalitarian, authoritarian ideas
only by better ideas; we will frustrate the evils of vocational specialization only by the virtues of intellectual
generalities. Since Western rationalism and Eastern spiritualism met in Athens and that mighty creative
fire broke out, collectivism in various forms has collided with individualism time and again. This twentiethcentury collision, this "crisis" we are forever talking about, will be won at last not on the battlefield but in
the head and heart.
If the Colosseum at Rome is, as some say, the symbol of Roman failure to integrate mind and spirit, or
means and ends, the hydrogen bomb, we might say, is the symbol of our own very similar self- betrayal.
And one may hope that Hiroshima, like Rome's bloody arena, may be remembered at some distant day
as a scene symbolizing a new beginning for mankind.
So you see, I have some rather large notions about you young ladies and what you have to do to rescue
us wretched slaves of specialization and group thinking from further shrinkage and contraction of mind
and spirit. But you will have to be alert or you may get caught yourself—even in the kitchen or the
nursery—by the steady pressures with which you will be surrounded.

And now that I have dared to suggest what you should do about your husbands and friends, I am,
recklessly, going to even make some suggestions about your children as well.
In the last fifty years, so much of our thinking has been in terms of institutional reform—reform of the
economic system, social security, the use and misuse of government, international co-operation, etc. All
this thinking has been necessary and salutary, but somewhere along the line the men and women whose
personalities and potentialities will largely determine the spirit of such institutions have been lost to sight.
Worse than that, we have even evolved theories that the paramount aim of education and character
formation is to produce citizens who are "well adjusted" to their institutional environment, citizens who can
fit painlessly into the social pattern.
While I am not in favor of maladjustment, I view this cultivation of neutrality, this breeding of mental
neuters, this hostility to eccentricity and controversy, with grave misgiving. One looks back with dismay at
the possibility of a Shakespeare perfectly adjusted to bourgeois life in Stratford, a Wesley contentedly
administering a county parish, George Washington going to London to receive a barony from George III,
or Abraham Lincoln prospering in Springfield with nary a concern for the preservation of the crumbling
Union.
But in this decisive century it seems to me that we need not just "well-adjusted," "well-balanced"
personalities, not just better groupers and conformers (to casually coin a couple of fine words) but more
idiosyncratic, unpredictable characters (that rugged frontier word "ornery" occurs to me); people who take
open eyes and open minds out with them into the society which they will share and help to transform.
But before any of you gallant girls swear any mighty oaths about fighting the shriveling corruptions and
conformations of mind and spirit, before you adopt any rebellious resolutions for the future, make no
mistake about it—it is much easier to get yourself and yours adjusted and to accept the conditioning
which so many social pressures will bring to bear upon you. After all tribal conformity and archaic
dictatorship could not have lasted so long if they did not accord comfortably with basic human needs and
desires. The modern dictators are reviving a very ancient and encrusted way of life. Hitler discovered this.
The Fascists knew it. The Communists are busy brainwashing all over Asia. And what they are washing
out is precisely independence of judgment and the moral courage with which to back such judgments.
And there are, alas!, some leaders in our country who certainly have a brainwashing glint in their eye
when they meet with an unfamiliar idea.
Now, as I have said, women, especially educated women such as you, have a unique opportunity to
influence us, man and boy, and to play a direct part in the unfolding drama of our free society. But I am
told that nowadays the young wife or mother is short of time for the subtle arts, that things are not what
they used to be; that once immersed in the very pressing and particular problems of domesticity many
women feel frustrated and far apart from the great issues and stirring debates for which their education
has given them understanding and relish. Once they read Baudelaire. Now it is the Consumers' Guide.
Once they wrote poetry. Now it's the laundry list. Once they discussed art and philosophy until late in the
night. Now they are so tired they fall asleep as soon as the dishes are finished. There is, often, a sense of
contraction, of closing horizons and lost opportunities. They had hoped to play their part in the crisis of
the age. But what they do is wash the diapers.

Now, I hope I have not painted too depressing a view of your future, for the fact is that Western marriage
and motherhood are yet another instance of the emergence of individual freedom in our Western society.
Their basis is the recognition in women as well as men of the primacy of personality and individuality. I
have just returned from Africa where the illiteracy of the mothers is an obstacle to child education and
advancement and where polygamy and female labor is still the dominant system. The common sight on
the road is an African striding along swinging his stick or his spear, while a few feet behind comes the
wife with a load of firewood on her head, a baby on her back and dragging a couple more children by the
hand.
The point is that whether we talk of Africa, Islam, or Asia, women "never had it so good" as you do. And in
spite of the difficulties of domesticity you have a way to participate actively in the crisis in addition to
keeping yourself and those about you straight on the difference between means and ends, mind and
spirit, reason and emotion—not to mention keeping your man straight on the differences between
Botticelli and Chianti.
In brief if one of the chief needs in these restless times is for a new quality of mind and heart, who is
nearer to the care of this need, the cultivation of this quality, than parents, especially mothers, who
educate and form the new generation?
So, add to all of your concerns for Western man, your very special responsibility for Western children. In a
family based upon mutual respect, tolerance, and understanding affection, the new generation of
children—the citizens of tomorrow—stand their best chance of growing up to recognize the fundamental
principle of free society—the uniqueness and value and wholeness of each individual human being. For
this recognition requires discipline and training. The first instinct of all your untutored egos is to smash
and grab, to treat the boy next door as a means not an end when you pinch his air rifle, or deny the
uniqueness of your small sister's personality when you punch her in the stomach and snatch her lollipop.
Perhaps this is merely to say that the basis of any tolerable society—from the small society of the family
up to the great society of the State—depends upon its members learning to love. By that I do not mean
sentimentality or possessive emotion. I mean the steady recognition of others' uniqueness and a
sustained intention to seek their good. In this, freedom and charity go hand in hand and they both have to
be learned. Where better than in the home? And by whom better than the parents, especially the mother?
In short, far from the vocation of marriage and motherhood leading you away from the great issues of our
day, it brings you back to their very center and places upon you an infinitely deeper and more intimate
responsibility than that borne by the majority of those who hit the headlines and make the news and live
in such a turmoil of great issues that they end by being totally unable to distinguish which issues are
really great.
Yet you may say that these functions of the home could have been as well fulfilled without your years of
study, performed perhaps better by instinct and untroubled by those hints of broader horizons and more
immortal longings which it is the purpose of a college education to instill.

Well, there are two things to say to that. The first, of course, is that in modern America the home is not the
boundary of a woman's life. There are outside activities aplenty. But even more important is the fact,
surely, that what you have learned here can fit you as nothing else can for the primary task of making
homes and whole human beings in whom the rational values of freedom, tolerance, charity, and free
inquiry can take root. You have learned discrimination. You have the tolerance which comes from the
realization of man's infinite variety. Because you have learned from history the pathos and mutability of
human affairs, you have a sense of pity. From literature you have learned the abiding values of the
human heart and the discipline and sacrifice from which those values will flower in your own hearts and in
the life of your families.
There can be no waste of any education that gives you these things. But you can waste them, or you can
use them. I hope you'll use them. I hope you'll not be content to wring your hands, feed your family, and
just echo all the group, the tribal ritual refrain. I hope you'll keep everlastingly at the job of seeing life
steady and seeing it whole. And you can help others—husbands, children, friends—to do so too. You
may, indeed you must, help to integrate a world that has been falling into bloody pieces. History's
pendulum has swung dangerously far away from the individual, and you may, indeed you must, help to
restore it to the vital center of its arc.
Long ago at the origins of our way of life it was written of a valiant woman in the Book of Proverbs:
Strength and beauty are her clothing; and she shall laugh in the latter day. She hath opened her mouth to
wisdom and the law of clemency is on her tongue; she hath looked well to the paths of her house and
hath not eaten her bread idle. Her children rose up and called her blessed; her husband and he praised
her.
I could wish you no better vocation than that. I could wish a free society no better hope for the future. And
I could wish you no greater riches and rewards.
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