
Adapt to Make the World a Better Place 
[Adapted from a Graduation Speech by Fareed Zakaria] 
 
Art Buchwald once gave a very short graduation speech. He said, “Ladies and gentlemen. 

We’re leaving behind a perfect world. Don’t screw it up.” 

I think it’s difficult for any of us to make that claim to you right now. We are going through a very 

difficult time. Whether it is geopolitically or economically, clearly these are awkward and difficult 

moments for you to graduate in to. But let me tell you why I remain very optimistic, and this is 

the short message I want to leave you with. 

The point I’m trying to make is that we can all very easily describe the problems that the world 

faces — economic, environmental, geopolitical — but what is always very difficult to describe is 

the human response to the problems. In the 1760s, an English clerk, Thomas Malthus, 

predicted that England would run out of food and that its population would starve in a famous 

essay called, “The Essay on Population.” Malthus was entirely right in describing the problem. 

He did not understand the human response. England invented an agricultural revolution, then 

an industrial revolution, went on not simply to feed its people but a large part of the world. 

If you look at the current economic crisis, we can all describe all the problems we face. But it is 

very difficult to know what you will do in response to it. What we will do in response to it. What 

governments will do, what industry will do, what nonprofit organizations will do, and how the 

collective human response will thus change history. 

If you look at the last 200 or 300 years, it is a story of challenge and response. And it is much 

easier to describe the structural challenges we face than to describe the human response to 

those challenges that will change history. 

So if you ask what the future holds, I don’t know because I don’t know what you will do. And it 

really is up to you to decide what you are going to do. But you will do something because in 

every small way that you act, you act as productive economic beings, as moral beings, as social 

beings, and in all those actions, when collected together you change history. 

That is my simple message to you. Recognize that you are the change you seek. You are the 

great agents of change in the world. When you look at all these forces — the rise of China, the 

rise of India — whatever it is, remember you can adapt to them. You can embrace them. You 



can respond to them in ways that will better your life, better the life of your society. You cannot 

ignore them. You cannot fight them. But what you can do is adapt and make the world a better 

place. 

What does this mean in terms of what industry you should go into? I don’t know. I don’t know 

whether nanotechnology or biotechnology is the wave of the future. I don’t know if you should 

become investment bankers or artists. Investment banking isn’t looking so hot these days 

though [laughter]. 

But I will tell you something very simple and obvious, which is that it is likely that human beings 

will find fulfillment and will be rewarded for the same qualities that they have been rewarded for 

for 5,000 years. And that is intelligence, hard work, honesty, a sense of character, loyalty to 

family and friends, and above all love and faith. 
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