
Try to resolve some disputes outside 
the courts, O'Connor advises graduates 

FoUo1/to'in~ is rh ~ 1982 commencomcnl uddres!'i by U.S. 
Supreme Court lusuce Sundro Doy O 'Connor: 

First. I wan I 10 say hello to the clHRK o f 1982. You ur o the 
peoPle who asked mo to be with you today. My presence 
here reneets that ~he r8 uro some offers Ihot even suprome 
court justices can t refuso. Yours WUK one of thum. Tha nk 
you for asking me to shu re your day with you. Thtmk you . 
Don Kennedy. for your klOd words Bnd thouMhls: und Ihnnk 
you. deaf friends of Stan ford Hnd of the g radua tos. for 
beinS here today (or Ihls wonderful celebrat ion , 

As I stand hero a nd look about me, it is like luklnJot 0 

journey in 8 time tunnel. 
I remember. so clearly, the dny I first sol in Ih is am

phlthea ter. 1t ..... 8S tho end of September , 1946. T he ucc;usion 
waS the £irst g8thc r i n~ of my own closs. the Gluss of 1950. 
While your class and mine a re se paruted by il span of :12 
years. I can assure you thu t our two clussos shu re a com
mon belie£. Thure IS no grea te r. more roresi~hled urnco In 

this land of ours than the Admissions Office o f S tnnford 
Universi ty. Ce rlf'linl y. nil of you would URrea th ut i f my 
decisions on the U.S . Supreme Court Arc us wi,.;c us Fred 
Hargadon's admiSSIOns decisions about you in the sprin~ uf 
19i5. this co~nt ry is e nt e r ing into a judicial ;.:olden age . 

F.ach sp rmg. w hen I was he re. I would como for the 
wo.nderfu.1 sp r ing ~i n.~~ . One yenr . a~ a group wus s ingin~ 
"Stnjollng In the Rum . It s ta r ted to ram . p roving u )!ulin. th nt 
Stan ford student s con make anything ha ppen if the y tr y 
hard enou~h . 

I received my unde rgra dua te de~ reo in 1950 on this sput. 
durmg the pres ide ncy o f \-Va lla ce Ste rling. whn Is with us 
here tod8)'. 

My las t appen rance wa s three yeu rs ngo when I su t in 
the SArno fi rs t row horo. ns a trus tee . n ud wllt chccl my 
oldesl son car ry the pres idenl's fl ug a t his own ~r8dull tiun 
ceremun y. 

I hove one more future vi~ l t he re tlw t I know of nuw : the 
~raduR. hOn of m)' voun,::cs t so n . H SLphomoro he re. whu 
proudly ca rnes the ti tle o f adm lrnl II f Ihe 8 i)( W R Y Y<lchl 
Club. 

I reulita Iha t we hove ga thered he re this morning to 
appla ud those o f you whu wil l be recciv i n~ de~ rees . But. {IS 

QI'IC whu ha s sent a few dollars to Sta nford fur childre n whu 
have been s tudents here. I s u~~es t tha t there are seve rn I 
heroes Rnd herullles here today who should be recu~lliz.e(1 
and With whom yo u ~rndua tes would like to sha re your 
Illory. 1 re fe r . o f course. to your paronts who ma do twu 
slgnlricnnt cont r lbutiuns to you r presonce tudRY. Firs t. they 
had thc brains whic h you we re lucky cnou.'I'h to inhe r it fmd. 
secondl~'. they. a nd VArio uS bene factors o f Stllnford. 
provided the mone\' tha t yuu needed to sustain yourselves 
""hile you were here . I congra tulate your pare nts . a nd I 
commend you g raduates fur your ~ood judgmen t in se lec: tin),{ 
)'our pa ren ts . 

I have no t had time to sive ma ny to lk.s Ih is yoar My 
duties on the court don ' t g ive me the luxury o f muc h o xtra 
lime. A commencement speech is a pa r tic ularl y d iHicult 
a5Si~nmen l. You are given no topic nnd a re e xpected to be 
able to inspire a ll tho gradua tes with u s tir r in)l speech 
about nothin~ al all . (suppose tha l's why so many luwye rs 
are A9ked to be commence ment speake rs: wo'ro in the hobit 
01 t 8lkin~ ex tensivelv even w hon we h8ve nuthing 10 slty . 

But 85 I begin . , want to b r ien ), comment un severa l 
cMOSes that have occurroo in our country s inco , was a t 
Stanford. 

Althull8h we criticize our cuunl ry. il is well to 
periodically mention the strides we hov6 made us II IlHliun 
in recent decades. 

First of all. a s my p resence here today e vidences. the 
opportun ities for women in this country have c ha nJ,:nd 
dramatically. As some of you may hHve road. Ihe on ly job 
oUer I received in Ihe private sec tor 0 11 my )l rndualion from 
Stanford Law School. in 1952. wos a lob 8 S a Ic),{nl 
Meretary. However . s ince It was a pa rtnor in thnt sa me lo w 
tim whu. as attornoy )(cnoro l. recomme nded my up
PIlintlDent 10 the president. I have no present intontion o ( 
uutia Ung lelola l ac tion . Today. almos t 40 percent of fill lo w 
IChooI classes a re compnsed of wome n. Tnlented wome n 
are beinll IJc ti vuly rec ruilt.'d bv privnttt law firm s on 
It'8dWlliun . Women iud~cs fi re serv inlo! Rbl y at fi ll cuurt 
Ie.ek. 

The other flreat dm n),fc hH~ been In the m c:reusoo op
PQf1unities in our llind fur members uf mmoritv ~roups . The 
'-'l he!trt of thi s coun try IS equillit), of opportun it y. nnd 
~t for all individua ls (or whlll the v arc . nnd , urn 

riUed to lee some progress in that ru~nrd . 
We allO have somewhat clenner Olr nnd some whAt -net" '«eter ond somewhnt sma llor co rs than when I 

~adualed . While nuno of the problems refl ected n rc run ll y 
~e can a t least see n few c hnngos Hnei some 

t Cltn '-embor. 8 S I WAS growing up. Rnd when 1 WA S a 
libldent here. reading about and hea r in): a bout the ~rell t 
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An informed, reasoned 
effort by one citizen 
can have a dramatic 
impact on how ... 
a legislator will vote 
and act. 

-Sandra Day O'Connor 

historic leaders of nu r country. petJple w ho " prt.oserved it 
IHt liun" or "chun~ed ,)lC course o f a gcnc ra ti6n. " I \\Uuh1 
a lso read about the peuple then in power. I would wonder 
wh At they we re rea ll y li ke. They seemed so dis ta nL I 
wonde red huw l or nnyona else could ever impac t on Ihem 
beca use " they " seemed tn remute . und ye t pllwedul. Since 
September. f suppose I ha ve been one of " them. " the people 
a ltha t sea t or gove rnme nt in thiS natiun. Todav. 1 c.m share 
with you some th ing I hAve lea rned repeatedl y. a s I engaged 
in publi c se rvice in Ari z.una . and now III V,lashin~ t on . 

Fi rst . evervono. rega rdless of rank or repul a lion. sh<i res 
the same basic humall qua lilles . Bnd has his or he r fo uJls as 
well as vir tues . Secondl y. the person who rea ll y fa vora blv 
Impac ts on th is wo rld is. u~ hus a lways been the eli se . nol 
an insti tut ion . not a committee. fi nd not 8 person who iusl 
happens lu ha ve a tlt lo: ra ther . it is the Iruly qUBlit a livc 
ind ivid ua l. The qua lit a tive individual does ma iler in this 
quan titative world of ou rs . now as e ver . 'Nhcn I Spe8~ o f the 
quulit a tive individua l lind his or he r role in life. I am not 
speoking jus t abou t tho he ro who sla vs the dra~on or the 
humanis tic poli lician who de font s the demagogue . I am 
spea king of e \'e ry person in this lund. For eBeh of us has 
dra gons a nd demngogues we musl batt le: and how we fi~h t 
Ihnt ba ttle is more meanin~rulto each of us than a lew ion or 
legondary gia nts 

This dual concept of the qua lit a tive no tiona l leader . as 
well 8S the qua li ta live unknown cit izen . IS expressed in the 
Ta lmud very niell lv: 

" In every H~C. there comes a time w hen leadership 
suddenly comes rorth tu meet the nCL'd s uf the hour . And S fi 

there is no ma n who does not find hiS hme. und Ihere IS no 
hour thn t docs not ha ve it s leeder." 

At Cirst blush . this a ncient soyinJ.! s U8ges ts merelv tha i 
tho re w ill a lwn ys be tI Mos~ when a 1\'IUllCS IS nL'edcd. Yel. 
on (urthar e xa millHliun of the words . " the re is no mUll whu 
does not rind his lime." we reo li t o th u l the mcssa )Ze con
voyed is th u t each of us. in our own individuRllh'cs and the 

rises we fa co will ho ve fj time to lead . Whe ther we will 
lead only a fa mil y. or a humUul of rrie nds . fi nd whe re Hnd 
how \\'0 wili luad . is up to us. our ViflWS on(1 Our tnle nlS. But 
the hour Wi ll como for our:h or liS . a nd oc'cHuse we ~now 
this. we s urely musl u lso know th rt t the very na tu re uf 
humonity and socie ty. rcgurd less (If it s s i7.c ur com plux ilv. 
w ill ulwa ys turn on Ihe oct of the ind iv idun l <1n(1. the re fore 
on the qua lit y o( that ind ividuol. 

Sume times I £lm concerned tha t people In our countr\'. 
including young. Blft ed people like you . li t s lImc point 
deve lup It sense thut govornme nt Hnd our socie tv have 
grown so complex a mi so large tha t thu IJld ividuAi s imply 
ca nnot impac t on tho der isiuns thot a Hoct the country a nd 
a ffec t fill of us . 

Let me d isabuso you o f tha t notion. M)' experience in the 

."""ul iYe . 1.,lololiYO .nd judicial br.oches .1 ~I 
a nd my potllion on the .upreme court .U point to thi. 
conclusion: a n in fo rmed. l'88eoned effort b)I one c.ltizen can 
MvedrHmalic impact on h<rW someone. like a 1 .... lor. will 
vote Hnd act . When I wa. in the letiaJature. one penon. 
lOrTIetime5 ",·ith a direct int e rn t in the ID8tter . MJlM'timee 
without one. would on occaaion penuade me by the racta. 
by the da r ity of the explanation and by the f88lO1lin8 . 10 do 
80me th ins which I never would otherwise have done. J have 
been a t CC:lucuses ~'hen 8 group of legislaton wes tryins to 
d6Clde what to do. and. time and lime apin , my fellow 
legilila tors would refer 10 the logic or fairness of what 50IIle 

pla in . unlnown ci tizen has said. 
I have hud an opportunity to view this same basic 

phenomenon (rom H dHferenl perspective in my role 85 8 

Supreme Courl Jus ti ce . A ma lor ity o r litigants who cume 
befo re us a re people who a re essen tially unknown. not only 
10 us but even Within their own community. \ .... ·0 resolve their 
p roblems and. in Ihe prOCf.,>5s. resolve the p roblems of 
thousands of mill io ns simila rly s it uated. 

J might make n simila r point about the lawyers who 
a ppea r befo re us. CertRlOl y. some or Ihose who a ppear 
bufore the court a re a mong the mosl he ra lded advoca tes o f 
the la nd . but most are not. Most are lawyers .... ·ho have 
ntwer been befo re the court before and will never be there 
asea in . Ma ny of these la w)'ers are rrom sma ll fi rms a nd 
small towns . Some of the besl arguments in the 150 or so I 
have heard ha ve come rrom legal unknowns. a nd sometimes 
the a rgume nt of 8 famed la w yer fa ils to Ih'e up to his o r her 

rep~~aell:;s'ent ia l poin t o( a lJlhJs IS simply to make the SHme 
poin l In a d iffe rent con te xt. The individua l con ma ke things 
ha ppen. It is the ind iVid ual who can brlOg ~ tea r .'0 ':"~. eye 
a nd the n cause me to la ke pell in ha nd. It IS the mdlv1duol 
who ha s a ctc·d o r tned to a c t who will not only force A 
decisioll but be a ble 10 impac t il. 

Thus fa r . I ha ve been ta lking to you (o r the most part 
a bout the role of the ind iVidua l in partic ipa tin,lZ 10 !luvern
menial deciSIOns . But my p r rnc lp<11 message to you is 
brooder IhAn thot. It IS th iS. tha t the ma in goal each of us 
should ha vc in !He 1S 10 solve prob lems and to help ot he r 
people . We do this beca use il is Impo rt a nt and il is needed. 
But we do thiS a lso bcc.:1use it w i)) h r ing us pleasure und 
pride In our own actllJOs. 

I cannol u\ orempha il.e IhHt Ihe re a rc amil lin~ \\ a vs in 
wh ich the ind ividual ca n impac t on socie lY. e ve n ns a 
vOl Ul1 1eCr a nd V.' ilho ul re ference to a ny gove rnmental act a t 
a ll. Le I me ~ Iye you one exa mple . o f whic h the re Rre 
thousands I know a man in Phoenix w ho conc e ived o f the 
idea o f a n or~.lIl j z.a l ion he ca lled second ha rvest. Essen tia lh' 
w ha t he " a n ted to do wa s In feed the poor . but to d o it as 
cos t e Hicien lly as he could . So he a r ra nged fo r nelds which 
had been ha rves ted by Ihe iarme rs to be harvesled a gain b\· 
volunteers for all of the ma n y products whic h st ill 
remAined : th is was how the o rga nization ca me to be ca lled 
"second ha rvest." He a rra n$loo a lso to gel foods from 
)il rocery s:ores that we re othe r wise goinJ!' to be throw n o u t 
beca use Ihev wer e becominJ! oUlda u~d . a lthou~h s till 
nu t riliOus. He ra ised cash a nd boug h I food in bu lk from 
w holesa le rs a nd aU uf these things were d istributed to 
people who needed it. I-lis concept wa s so s uccess (ul the 
orga nization has no ..... sprcad 10 ma nv a reas in our nation. 
This is one person. One ide a . One Qualita ti ve individua l 
Impact in~ meanm~full y on w hat some cons ider 10 be a n 
unca ring wo rld . 

The re a rc IOn ume rable ways in which all o f us can help 
in HII fields . Le t me mention onl y one whic h is close to my 
hea rt. One of the th ings ea ch of you c:an do a s IndiViduals te) 
imp rove our nation 's cour t system is 10 help us resolve more 
of th ~ d isputes wh ich anse in this count rv some placc othe r 
than 10 Ihe courtroom. I believe the re is a w idespread a nd 
justified view in thi s country tha i qua ntitative lv the Court s 
are ca rrying too large a burden . the size o f whic h cannot 
? dequa tely be resolved me rely by inc reasin,\l! the number of 
ludges. and tha i qunlit a tive ly the courts a rc bem)! asked ttl 
sol\'e problems (or w hich they are no l institutionallv or 
t ra dlt iona llveQuipped . 

The result s of Ihis d ouble burde n a rc well known to vuu . 
Coury delavs a re so severe in some jurisdic tions tha t .to 
?8~neved pa rt y might jus t as we ll ha ve no remed)' a t a ll . 
rhe OSls II f IitiRution have on e n become so h i):h as to 
de pr IVe manv o r our ci tizens of true a ccess to Ihe L'Our ts and 
tu ca use lihgulion to become kn own as the newest form r 
" the sport o f k.i n~s . " 0 

W hat can we do a boulthis? There are other a lt e rnatives 
to some '!,.r our trad itiona l ways o f resolving our problems . ';1 
some m~ tH nccs . de lay has bee n avoided And the costs of 
proceedlflgs ha~e tw:cn diminished by legislallon rcqu lrinJi,1 
ma ndatory a rbitra tion of certain claims. (lr s implified 
~ n r~el y unadm inist e red probate proceedin~s. Som~ 
IUrtsdlc tlOns. hove 8 ltad ed the problem bv s impliried 
proced.ures III small cla ims court s . ~" ore recentl v. eHorts 
are bemg ma~e to resolve mnn y problems. i ncludin~ la ll
dlo rd-tena nt dispu tes . at c itizens ' di spute resolulion cente rs 
..... here l ayme~ . ralhe r than lawyers. help mediKte disputes. 

Other socle hes hove not had tho same need o f In ~'yers 
o r Cour ls tha i we ha ve here. \"hlle Japan a ffords perhaps 
Iho most ex tre me exa mple . 1t is inIOtc!>linJl: 10 note that in 

c:oOlinuC"d on nt:' '' ' paRt:' 
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Japan th r~ i one ltl::lW~ r r~,r Bvory 10 . 000r.C i~j z~~Rwhereas 
in CaliforOlB there 18 OnO If\wyor for (Jvor'Y l33 CltIZQfl S . 

As aitizen. tJ form I' ItJgjslolor nnd fl juogo. T am fully 
awa re of the iner 0 eo numbor of Inw,' nnd. th erefore. the 
incre ed likelihood of dlRPlItoS flri Hing. Howevor. f firmly 
believe tha t individu I on I bu. in s concerns ca n 
rlrama ti · ally impa t on resolving their own problems 
oulsid of the c urt '. First. J !:iUR~o~ t to Iho ·o of you who will 
be in busines tha t y u v r fH fully c msido r providing in 
your contracts tha t an . di put. a ri ing h tween Ih " par ti e 
will be resolved by a rbi tr lion. Arbitra tion oft en ca n 
provide a speedier and a a ti sf t r lulion. 

Secondly. I ug . t. u n ti t di sputes. you 
remember the olden rul : do unto th rs wha t you would 
have them do unto you. Tha t migh t m k ou a little more 
generous. save you a lot f lime and m n and make my job 
a lot easier . 

I wish I could visit and get to know ou all. You a re a 
talented. fortunate. attractive group. You a re the cream of 
our nation. As I said at the beginning of my r marks. 32 
years ago I sat where you sit toda y. Thirty-two yea rs from 
now my wish for you is that you will love this school as much 
as I have for all these years. that you wiJI be a ble to be 
proud of the many improvements we will have made in our 
SOCiety in those intervening years. that you haven't had to 
pay too many lawyers' feed. that you will have spent a 
Significant portion of your life putting service. public or 
private. above self. that you will have had fun and ex
Citement along the way and that you will all be lucky enough 
to be able to have your children attend this paradise on 
earth that we love and that we call Stanford. 

June J 6. J 982 


