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MICHAEL MEDVED is a film critic, best-selling autl10r and nationally syndicated 
radio talk show host. His daily three-hour program, emphasizing the intersection 
of politics and pop culntre, reaches more than two million listeners in 130 markets, 
coast to coast. He also is featured on the lntemet at <www.michaelmedved.com>. 

Bom in Philadelphia and r-d.ised in San Diego, Dr. Medved graduated with hon
ors from Yale and then attended Yale Law School, where his classmates included 
Bill and Hillruy Clinton. After working as a screenwriter in Hollywood, he reviewed 
movies for C and later as chief film critic for the New York Post. He also served 
for twelve years as co-host of Sneak Previews, the nationally televised weekly movie 
review show on PBS-1V. Dr. Medved is the author of eight non-fiction books, includ
ing tl1e national bestseller What Really Happened to the Class of '65? and, most 
recently, Saving Childhood. 

Dt: Medved and his wife, Diane, are Hillsdale College Life Associates. They have 
delivered a total of lllectures before Hillsdale seminars botl1 on and off can1pus. 
Last year, the College awru·ded Dr. Medved an honorary Doctorate of Humane Letters. 

Dr. Medved delivered these 1'ema1'ks at 
Hillsdale College's All-school Sp1'ing 
Convocation, held on campus in Ap1'il. 

T 
he graduation of tl1e class of 2000 is a 
momentous occasion for many reasons, but 
I want to reflect specifically on two aspects 
of our contemporaty world tl1at weren't 

supposed to be part of tl1e yeru· 2000 at all: national
ism and religious faitil. If someone had been speak
ing at a convocation ceremony a hundred yeat'S ago, 
cettainly tl1e consensus would have been tilat nation
alism ru1d religion would disappear entirely, or at 
least weaken profoundly, during tl1e 20til century. Yet 
contraty to all infonned expectations, tl1ey remain 
significant, undeniable forces in our civilization. 
Everyone predicted tl1at by tl1e end of tl1is century we 
would be entering a great era of internationalism, of 
globalism, of humru1 beings casting aside tl1ose old, 
"outworn" identities as members of distinct tribes or 
nations. We would all assume new identities as citi-

zens of tl1e world; yet this has not been tile case, 
despite tile fact tilat tilere was even a language, 
Esperanto, tl1at at one tin1e early in tile century was 
widely promoted as a replacement for all tilose other 
"divisive" languages, such as English, Spru1ish, 
French, Gem1an, and Russian, tl1at people pet'Sist in 
speaking from time to time. 

Look around tl1e world of tl1e new rnillenrilum: 
nationalism has never been more vital, more 
intense, more impassioned. I a.tn not only referring 
to tl1e explosion of nationalism in tl1e fmmer Soviet 
empire--where they have reversed the American 
motto, "e pluribus unum" ("out of many, one") and 
effectively adopted "ex uno plurinla" ("out of one, 
mat1y")-a11d to tile old Yugoslav empire, where we 
have all leatned, to our pain and sorrow at points, 
about Serbian, Bosnian, Kosovat; ru1d Croatian 
nationalism. Consider as well tl1e benign national
ism of Scotland, Wales, and Catalonia ru1d tl1e not
so-benign nationalism of Quebec. Even as the 
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European Union issues a single currency, Europe is 
alive with expressions of national life that no one 
would have expected to exist in the late 20th century. 

The reports of nationalism's demise proved 
highly exaggerated, and the same has been true of 
forecasts that religion would wither and disappear 
from our world as a vital force. A century ago there 
was a general sense that we slowly would enter the 
sunlight of pure reason and discard old-fashioned, 
moss-grown faith. But look around: one of the com
pelling foroes in every comer of tl1e globe is the 
vibrancy, the reawakening, of religious faith. It cuts 
across racial, cultural, and geographic lines. 
Religious faiths that offer a strong grounding in 
in1mutable values draw new adherents and energy 
everywhere. Here in the United States there are 
countless Evangelical, mainline Protestant, 
Catholic, Eastern Orthodox, and Jewish families in 
which young people prove profoundly more reli
gious and more engaged in religious tradition than 
were their parents or grandparents. 

Why did the predictions of a hundred years ago 
miss the mark so widely? They completely misun
derstood the impact of science and technology. They 
assumed that by shrinking the world, by bringing us 
all closer together through better and faster commu
nication and transportation, technology would erase 
national boundaries. This was particularly true of 
people's expectations about mass media. They felt 
that once the whole world worshiped at the shrine of 
Charlie Chaplin-the first truly international enter
tainment icon-and later, once I Love Lucy became 
international currency that was irresistible and 
accepted everywhere, all the national, regional, and 
local boundaries would mean nothing. But quite the 
contrary has occurred. The smaller the world has 
become and the busier our lives have become, the 
more we have all needed a place, a set of values, a set 
of traditions to call home-a distinctive home. By the 
same token, advances in science, rather than rele
gating religion to the ash heap of history, have 
shown us how much more than ever religious faith 
is needed. The more we understand and master the 

physical universe, the greater our need to come to 
teffi1S with the spiritual reality behind it. 

Is That Your Final Answer? 
SHOULD WE celebrate or lament the fact that the 
vital foroes of nationalism and religious faith, which 
weren't supposed to be part of our world, have sur
vived and will accompany us into the new millenni
um? To answer this question we need an even broad
er historical perspective. Go back about a thousand 
years and look not at Y2K but at YlK, because there's 
a crucial lesson to be learned. In the year 1000 AD., 
no rational person would have predicted that the next 
millennium would be dominated by Western 
European civilization. The largest city in the world 
was Cordoba, the Islamic city in Spain. It boasted 
street lamps, an advanced sewage system, and a great 
university in 1000 AD. The second largest city was 
Kaifeng in China. On the Indian subcontinent an 
ancient civilization was well developed and sophisti
cated. Any reasonable person would have concluded 
that these civilizations would continue to lead the 
world in science, scholarship, the arts, and living 
standards. Yet these well-developed, powerful, domi
nant cultures all gave way to the West. Why? 

This may count as a terrible over-simplification, 
but two factors that contributed to the weakness of the 
cultures rivaling the West involved centralization of 
authority and an attitude toward change tl1at can 
only be described as smug and dismissive. China was 
always centralized, and the Ottoman Thrks imposed 
great centralization on Islamic civilization after they 
came to control it. In contrast to the top-down, cen
tralized structure of Europe's chief competitors, the 
West has drawn energy from its diverse, fiercely com
petitive centers of energy and innovation. The United 
States has proven uniquely blessed precisely because 
its constitutional structure guaranteed elements of 
localism and decentralization. 

The other key disadvantage of Asian and 
Islamic societies related to their certainty that their 
institutions reflected ultimate, eternal truth. China 
had gunpowder, fireworks, and a well-organized 



bureaucracy, but it also had a basic response to the 
question for the ages: "Is that your final answer?" 
That civilization's answer was "yes." Islamic civi
lization also developed an attitude that the status 
quo was, to borrow the title of a Jack Nicholson 
movie, "as good as it gets." In Japan this attitude 
was so extreme that they closed off the nation from 
the outside world until 1854. These twin 
weaknesses-centralization and smugness-should 
be counted among the features of the last thousand 
years that we don't want to take with us. That's why 
we should celebrate the resilience of nationalism: 
the strongest opponent of centralization, of putting 
all cultures into a blender and coming out with 
only one flavor, is a stubborn insistence on nation
alism, on unique, distinctive, and irreducible val
ues and traditions. This is a valuable aspect of our 
civilization, not one to be discarded. 

Meanwhile, a unique gift from the religious tra
ditions of the West has helped to preserve us from the 
static, self-satisfied, and sometimes arrogant sense of 

"as good as it gets" that has weakened other civi
lizations. That great gift is guilt. Guilt sends a mes
sage: "You can do better. You can improve yourself. 
You can improve your world." This questing reli
gious spirit, resisting overall centralization, under
mining unchallenged certainties, has characterized 
the West's triumph over the past thousand years. As 
long as nationalism is tempered with the knowledge 
that no national identity ought to be imposed as a 
centralizing force, and as long as firm religious faith 
in immutable truths is tempered with the knowledge 
that the status quo is not "as good as it gets," tl1at we 
can do better, and that guilt, not greed, is good, we 
should enjoy new triumphs in the years ahead. In 
other words, the nationalism and diverse, restless 
religious fervor so characteristic of tl1e West have not 
damaged our societies. They have, rather, facilitated 
the vitality of our civilization in competition with 
other social structures. These are the aspects of our 
tradition tl1at we ought to take with us into the mil
lennium ahead. (continued on pg. 7) 
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The New Millennium 
and the Mission of 
Hillsdale College 
WHAT BEITER antidote could there be to centraliza
tion and concentration of power than this little center 
of hope, energy, and daring in the middle of nowhere? 
What. a way to glorify localism; what a way to glorify 
the idea that not everything comes from the top down! 
The questing spirit growing out of the faith traditions 
of the West, the idea of doing better, is one of the ener
gies that have made this college prosper. Hillsdale pro
fessors, students, and administrators speak consta11tly 
of the need to work harder, do better, and strive for 
constant improvement. They emphasize the opposite 
of the smug and arrogant attitude that ''we have 
arrived." Hillsdale's view of itself is that "we are arriv
ing." Far from fearing change, Hillsdale's philosophy 

embraces and welcomes change accompanied by 
strong roots in timeless values. 

My charge to you, the class of 2000, is to honor the 
constructive spirit of nationalism, to go forth not as 
citizens of the world-that doesn't mean anything
but as heirs of the American experience, conunitted to 
the unique, distinctive, and priceless inheritance of 
this nation; to continue enabling this culture to make 
its unique contribution; and to go out rooted in the 
religious faith of your fathers and grandfathers, 
mothers and grandmothers, but with the knowledge 
tl1at we must always strive to do better and make new 
beginnings. So let me conclude in this most politi
cally inconect of locations with the most politically 
incorrect possible combination of nationalism and 
religiosity by saying, "God bless you all, and God 
bless America." 6 
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