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IN THE CAU:3E OF a~EEDOM 
!I 
·i 

Aqdress by professcH John Hopi" Franklin of the 
., 

University of Chicago dt the Commencemen·t Exercises 
of Kalamazoo College - aune 15, 1969 

Me. Pres ident, Members of the BOd.rd of Trustees, Members of 

the Faculty, Members of t~he Graduating Class, Lad ies and 

Gentlemen. 

There was once a time when graduates would expect 

commencement speakers to tell them about the world into which 

they were about to enter. And the speakers would oblige. 

All too often they would deliver a c1ich~ ridden commentary 

on how complex and difficult the outside world was and how 

much action there 

the g~aduate~ -

. world . Finally, 

place in which to 

was out there. Then, they would ~elcome 

indeed, almost dare them -- to enter that 

they would call upon them to make it a better 

live and work. Things are rather d~fferent 

these days. Speakers and others who live beyond the proverb

ial ivy walls and who visit the centers of higher education 

get a special view of the outside world and witness a kind of 

action on the campuses themselves that they have never seen 

before. 

Anyone who presumes to speak to a commencement assemblage 

in this year of unrest and turmoil runs the risk of either 
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. slleaking in the ineffeci:ive monot:OfJ';,S of many of his pre- ";,
! 

d(~cessors or trying to contributE! something to an interpre-· 
.1I Ii 

'.. 

tation of the troubles i.:hat all of 11S face. Ei ther postun~ 

iE.; ;unenviable, to say the least. W(~re it not for the fact 

that I have spent virtually all of my life engaging in some 
i 
I 

form of communication with the members of the community of 

higher education, I might not even have the temerity to 

stand before you today. E~en if my credentials are not what 

I should like them to be, my desire to see the college and 

the university community as well as the larger community 

fulfill the healthiest dreams that all of us have for them, 

is immeasurably great. 

The world today is frequently and accura·tely viewed 

by college and university students as a world torn bY,the 

barbarism of war, the injustice of racism, and the searing 

reality of disadvaritage and even poverty. Through it all 

/ 

they seem to sense a pervasive and persistent erosion of l 

the freedom to define and pursue their own destiny. In the 

governance and curriculum of our colleges and universities 

students do not see a sufficient connection between what 

they are learning and doing today and what they are quite 

certain will be their roles in the reordering of society to

'.'-.,.,. 
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morrow. They seem quit.e certain,. moreover, that the largE!.!:" 

commLinity is just wai tin(~i' to force them to conform to its 

ways,and to accept it u.ncritically with all its defects and 

deficiencies. That they are unwilling to accept the colleges 
r· 

and universities as they are or, indeed, the world as it is 

has been made amply-clear during the present academic year 
~ '. 

by the more activist elements among collE':ge and university 

students. 

No area of life has escaped the searching scrutiny and 

the unequivocal indictment of the present student generation. 

Higher education, they say, is dominated by resistance to 

change and reaction against reform. Worse still, they tell 

us, it is the pliant instrument by which the political, social, 

and economic establishment keeps itself entrenched. It trains 

much of the officer corps of the military establishment, it 

prepares a cadre of scientists to do the dirty work of the 

militar~~.industrial complex, and it engenders an insensitivity I 

that .. makes it virtually impossible for students to understand 

the depth of racial and other injustices in our society. The 

higher learning has not freed them, they conclude; it has 

attempted to keep them enslaved. In the process, it has de

bauched its function and blasphemed its high purpose. 

During the current year, then, the great crusade has 

been in the cause of freedom. It has manifested itself in a 
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vd.riety of ways . In on.;~ !I)lace i i:: E:ought to remove the 

." 
rf:~straints that once ab=iuced libclc)us and profa,ne writings, 

In another place it demanded the removal. of all regulationEI 

governing the conduct of :studenb; 'i.n any place at any time. . ! 
: 

At. still another place it was a crusade against the pre

sence on the campus of representatives of businesses and 

institutions whose activities were judged to be objection

able. At another level it was a crusade to be free of pre· 

cise judgments by the faculty regarding the quality of acad

.,emic performance. It was also a crusade to introduce new 
. 

,
,
 

courses and programs into the curriculum and new personnel
 

into the faculty when such innovations were consonant with
 

the aspirations of the crusaders.
 
I' 

Like all crusades, the present movement to restructure 

the institutions of higher education and to reorder our 

society has evoked considerable zeal on the part of its par

ticipants. To this have been added the enthusiasm and vigor 

that are among the great blessings of youth. Zeal, enthusi

asm, and vigor in so many instances during the past few 

months have propelled their protagonists in a direction that 

has inexorably led to violence. In the cause of freedom, and 

with their newly found freedom, our students have occupied 

buildings, defaced and damaged them, burned libraries, and 

,.' 
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attacked professors ane[ ,:itudents who have disagreed with 

them. Some officials b.ave respond,:~d by strengthening what. 

I· 
little campus security they had, by calling the police, and 

by reqUesting the protection of the national guard. The 

result has been a shocking amount of personal injury and a 

tragic loss cif human life, to,say nothing of the permanent !, 

1~ 

'. ! 

damage that such violent confrontations Dave inflicted on 

institutions and on people, regardless of their own posi
,I 

tions, who happen to be a part of them. 

I' The very language used in describing such developments 

is itself antithetical to everything for which an institution 

.I of higher education stands . It is virtually inconceivable 

that 6ne can seriously or sanely talk about the pursuit of 

the higher learning in terms of the use of physical force, 

the deployment of police and troops, the enemy, or allies, or' 

victory, or defeat. This is the language of the battlefield, 

, i not the language of the laboratory. It is the language of 

the street brawl, not the language of the library. It is the 

language of boisterous passion, not the language of quiet 

reason. But it is in the laboratory and the library that one 

can discover the real instruments of change - the power of 

reason and logic and truth - that one can most effectively 

use to make the most successful crusade in the cause of 

freedom. 
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At this point in tho unfoldinq of the drama of human 

hi.story, I have no sure Vi'dy of a::;s(;ssing the validity of 

the claims of either sidE:. I knuw, both from history and 

f:com personal experience, that the ills of our -society are 

legion and the deficiencies of our institutions of higher 

education almost defy delineation. If I should devote my 
q 

remarks to a canvass of our shortcomings.in both spheres, 

I would detain you for an inordinate period of time. Any 

one of you could do the same thing -- and perhaps better 

than I could. It is enough, for the purposes of our dis

cussion, to assert that our institutions are far from per

fect and that they require the constant and constructive 

attention of all of us if they are to serve us in the way;! 

that they should. I am more concerned with the creation of 

a climate and a set of circumstances that will make it pos

sible for us to establish the educational and social order 

that I believe most of us desire. 

I doubt that any of us knows the precise answers to 

the great questions about the present or the future that 

any of us can raise today. I wish that I knew the answers, 

but I do not. I wish that you knew, but I am not convinced 

that you do. Any of us can criticize our shortcomings, and. 

indeed we should. I do, and I hope that you will. But if 

I 
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WE! have learned anythin~r ilt all 0'::; Ive have sought the answurs 

tel our most profound qUE?s'l:ions, it: is that we are only un- " 

certain about the answe~s. That is the nature of the higher 

learning. It counsels us to have a certain humility and a 

certain tentativeness even about the answers that we b~lieve 

that we have found. 

A troubled world is in no position to reject out of 

hand any solutions to our problems that the present gener

ation may offer. For years and years we have tried to solve 

these problems with something less than complete success. 

And we continue to grope for solutions without actually find

ing them. As I observe events and developments in various 

parts of the country, I am persuaded that there is no dispos

.. 
ition to reject any and all suggestions. Society is too 

guilt-ridden an~ too fearful of violence to assume a posture 

of complete intransigence. Surely, there are those who have 

no intention of ever conceding to others the freedom that 

they enjoy, including the freedom to deprive others of their 

rights. But even with the power that they enjoy in our time, 

they are fighting a losing battle; and they deserve to lose. 

The world is changing -- and very rapidly indeed. New nations 

refuse to yield to the pressures of the old. Men and women 

of peace are challenging the assumptions underlying the new 

wars that are being waged in the cause of a dubious freedom. 
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The disadvantaged and t:h" disinh""r::_ted are rejecting the I.
, , 
, i

: i 
old as well as the new ferms of control and exploitation. i 

'The young are insisting- on a large:c role in shaping their 

• own destiny.� 

But the crusade for freedom creates problems for� 

even as it moves ever closer to victory. With its certainty 

about its goals and its means of achieving them, the crusade 

tends to transfer all those who are lacking in zeal into the 

camp of the enemy. That is understandable, but it is also 

lamentable; for, to paraphrase the character in "Peanuts," 

the cause of freedom needs all the friends it can get. If 

its goals are well-defined, its means must be worthy of the 

ends .. Therefore, it can scarcely permit its zeal to make 

traitors of the faint-hearted and enemies of the doubters. 

If the crusade for freedom is certain about the world' it 

seeks to create, it must be equally certain that it does not 

destroy freedom in the pursuit of its goals. It cannot re

place one form of intolerance with another. Indeed, it must 

not replace one form of slavery with another. There have 

been innumerable crusades for freedom in the past, but they 

have all foundered at the point where they refused to share 

on an equal basis the freedom that they sought. 

not 'make that grievous mistake again. 
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There is no good C~CI >ion why 'f/(! should repeat that 

e:cror.' We are assembled today to celebrate the triumph of 

m'l.U I S mind over his passions, to take note of the power of, 

the intellect in solvinlj" the problems of mankind. Ii: those 

,d(~voted to the higher learning can push back the frontiers 

of knowledge and discover new meanings of life, it is not 

too much to expect that they should do the same in the 

cause of human freedom. And the cause of freedom must be 

served by all of us. It cannot be served by the use of 

brickbats and deadly weapons, but by the use of reason to 

outmaneuver and outflank the enemies of freedom. War is a 

ghastly form of human activity when it is waged in Viet 

Nam.'It is no less ghastly when it is waged in the seat 

of learning. It is here that passions must be calmed and 

where reason must prevail, not merely for the sake of the 

survival of the seat of learning but for the sake of the 

survival of the world. 
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