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It is the saddest characteristic of the average 

undergraduate that he is a person of no consequence. 

Not that this distressing state of affairs appals him; 

he rather delights in his obscurity. Unendowed 

with initiative, untroubled by ambition, he drifts, 

together with three thousand replicas of himself, 

through the short years of his University life. 

Then comes the time when, armed with a Third-

class degree and a taste for beer, he leaves for a 

preparatory school situated (of course) in a healthy, 

secluded spot, there to teach small boys, wearily 

and imperfectly, the rudiments of mathematics. He 

has left Oxford as he entered it, so dim as to be 

scarcely visible. 

We acknowledge that this is a damning and 

even slightly insolent indictment; but it is made 

all the more significant by its apparent truth. It is 

only necessary to count upon the fingers of one 

hand the number of outstanding personalities of 

whom everyone has heard to realise how many 

thousand others pursue an unprofitable existence 

in impenetrable obscurity. 

The reason for this self-effacement is not far 

to seek. The Public School System, designed by Dr. 

Arnold to make schoolboys believe in God, has 

perversely induced them to worship athletics. It 

has bred in them, too, an unquestioning regard for 

what is familiar and an automatic contempt for 

what is extraordinary. Such an attitude of mind, 

from which springs a passionate desire to emulate 

one’s fellows only in mutual conformity, saps the 

individuality of most young men even before they 

have left school. And so, for these unfortunates, 

Oxford is but a continuation of their school-

life, a place in which it would be bad form to be 

conspicuous, a place in which only the eccentric 

will endeavour to emerge from the rut. 

We deplore this mental outlook; we are anxious 

that in future it shall no longer prevail. But, while 

we exhort undergraduates to make the best of that 

ability which, we are assured, is latent in every 

man, we do not encourage them to seek notoriety. 

The last of the ‘celebrities’, bored and boring to 

the end, has departed. We would not welcome the 

regeneration of the species. But even this we would 

countenance rather than have Oxford for all time 

a preserve for mediocrities. 

The past six weeks have given the freshman 

an opportunity to become accustomed to the 

arduous business of being an undergraduate. 

Now is the critical moment: either he will embark 

upon a creditable career, or else he will lapse into 

obscurity. We refuse to consider the last possibility; 

it is upon the former that we insist. Let him write, 

draw, paint, sculpt; let him speak at the Union. Or, 

if his brain wilts at the prospect of this unwonted 

exercise, he may engage in less strenuous pursuits. 

Let him, though only as a last resource, become 

discreetly eccentric and parade the streets in a 

leopard-skin or lead a pet lobster down the High. It 

scarcely matters: it is only essential that he should 

do something. 

‘Dim Young Men’
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