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Thank you very much President Rainsford, Dr. Abernathy, Governor Milliken, 

distinguished guests, members of the Board of Trustees, faculty, Class of 1978, 

your families and friends. I must say I feel a bit ovenvhelmed by the introducti.::m 

and the citation that has just been read. 

On this pleasant, greensward of this beautiful campus, I feel irresistably 

reminded of the two cows in my native state on a spring hillside in the Berkshires, 

when one of them noticed a milk truck going by with the legend "Superior Da.iry" 0:1 

it in a sort of arch on the side of the truck, and under the "S" on the left it 

said, "Grade 'A' milk from pure-bred, contented cows." On the right it said, "Homo

genized, pasteurized, purified, Vitamin D fortified." This cow turned to the other 

cow, sighing, and said, "You know, sometimes I feel so inaQequate." 

But I ili'11 very much honored, pleased, to have been asked to come here today, 

not only to receive this degree but to address the members of the Class of 1978. 

In so doing, my congratulations a~e, I confess, tinged with envy; I envy you your 

four years at this college, this beautiflJ.l caJ;lpus--and I speak as somet;1ing of an 

expert on campuses, having visited, I suppose, at le~st 150, and I've never seen 

one, never seen a setting for a cen::mony like this as beautiful as this. And of 

course today couldn't be more magnificent. 

I suppose, too, I envy yOLl your vitality, ycmr youth; but most of all your 

future. You may have heard it said that there is an ancient Chinese curse I"hich 

goes, "Hay you be condemned to live in in-teresting times." This, of course, is 

just one more proof that the distinction between a curse and blessing may be in 
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the eye of the beholder. In my eye, and I hope yours, one could ask for nothin;
 

more bleso;ed than the opportunity to live in interesting times.
 

This, I should tell you, is my second commencement speech of the week--not, 

I hasten to add, the second I will have given. The first was a searing indicL~2n~ 

of lvnerican society delivered by AleAander Solzhenitsyn at the Harvard University 

cor..rnencement. Solzhenitsyn indicted us for a loss of courage, for allowing our

selves to be overwhelmed by Inaterialism, by letting overwhelm us, too, an onsla~~ht 

of triviality, and for the disappearance of our moral and spiritual values. He 

expressed deep concern whether the United States retains the will, the resolve, to 

play its part and carry out its responsibility toward a stabler world order. And 

he blamed all this, almost literally--I don't think I'm being unfa~r--to the Re

naissance of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and to the humanism which 

grew out of it. He spoke, it seemed to me, with a trace of Russian absolutism 

in his condemnation both of us and of his own country. 

But perhaps this absolutism is traceable, at least in p~rt, to the fact that 

Russia experienced no Renaissance and no RefOl'lTlation , for that matter, for certainly 

the revolution, a far more recent event in time, whatever it was, could be called 

neither a Renaissance nor a Reformation. 

In the context of today's theme, the theme of the closing days of this acade0ic 

year at Kalamazoo College, Solzheni tsyn' s "LJeremiat" can be read as a fundamental 

challenge to the liberal arts traoition and everything it stands for. I found this 

tradition thoughtfully and eloquently expressed in an essay by your Provost, Dr. 

Laurence N. Barrett, in the Annual Report of the College for 1976-77. Characterizing 

a liberally-educated person, Dr. Barrett said that such a person "knows what he 'sees 

and then tries to understand it, rather than seeing only what he expects to, \,,'nat 

he already knows and understands." 
i 
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Further on, Dr. Barrett observes, "Liberally educated people often have 

another great gift, or it has been nurtured in them--the abili-ty to ask the 

" 

creative c:ruestions." And he might have added, "'rhe ability to ask questions," 

whether or not they prove to be creative because they satisfy the urge to know, 

to achieve intelligibility in a complex and sometimes chaotic mli verse and society. 

But, of course, questions are subversive. The very destructive processes 

which Solzhenitsyn was alluding to as eminating from the Renaissance and the ad

vent of humanism were questions that have progressively eroded the fowldations 

of the institutions of authority in our society. Once we have been taught to 

question, we no longer accept the response, "It is so because it is written; 

it is so because that is the teaching of our fathers; it is so because I tell 

you it is so." And the corollary of that has certainly been that in place of 

authoritative answers there have all too often been substituted continuing 

questions that still- have not found any satisfactory response in the sense of 

creating a solid thing to which one can cling and give one's face. 

It is true that the liberal arts tradition places emphasis on individual 

freedom and self-development. It is true also that the line between ir.dividualism 

and egocentricity 1S narrow. with a lack of a sense of authoritatively declared 

limits, there can be a loss of self-esteem. This has been quite convincingly 

shown in studies of children growing up in a too-permissive atmosphere. I've 

never forgotten from the days when I was a cartoonist the drawing in the "New 

Yorker" showing a little boy in a nursery schaal or maybe first grade saying to 

his teacher, "Do I have to do what I want to do?" 

Where is the point at which the loss of discipline converts liberty to
 

license? Where is the point at which in the midst of so much freedom of choice
 

we lose our moorings, and with these, our self-confidence. What is the point at
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\.;hich m0.t.eriali~;m beCOIrl~3 excessive and authority beco::l,="s inadequate? 

Your theme has been "COITlIOunity," and whether one speCiKs of a co:nmunity 

in ~lich one lives, a crn~unity s@all enough so that one can know one's neigh

bors, or the larger corr.munity of the state or the nation, or the community, 

indeed, of humanity itself worldwide, it is·true serely that we have seen too 

much frd9mentation and too little of a sense of sharing. 1~ere has been, it is 

fair to say, perhaps so much absorption in self-act.ualiza'.:.ion--an ugly \-lOrd, 

think--that it may not be too far from the mark to say that we are becoming the 

"me" generation. 

All of these ~1ings do contain, surely, an element of truth. Any generat.ion, 

any society, is subject to flaws--as Dr. Rains ford remarked earlier this after

noon--that can be added up as the foundation for an indictment against it, And 

yet it does not follQ'..,7, of course, that these are the \-lhole .truth. Yesterday, 

flying from Washington to Detroit, I sat next to one of my Washington friends. 

He I S2D 2.'-TtbassacJor from a vlestern European country to the United· States, and for

mer ~~b2ssador from his country to the Soviet union. We were talking about 

Solzhenitsyn's Harvard address, and he observed that Solzhenitsyn fundamentally, 

like so many Russians, is a believer--a believer who wants the security of a 

society that he can feel responds to the inner needs he has for a secure faith. 

During the course of my effort to respond to some of the strictures upon society 

in the united States expressed by Solzheni tsyn,· my friend the ambassador said to 

me, "But you, too, are a believer." 

I suppose that I have always been one of those whom H. L. j·1enc:ken called 

the "chronic hopers and optimists of the world." But I don't think it S only this 

that gives me confidence that, cespite the elements of truth in the Solzhenitsyn 

indictments, it is neverthless not a fair characterization of American society 
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or l®erica's future. It is not 8ven, I believe, a fair characterization of 

l®er ica' s role in the world cormnulli ty. 

I do not believe that.in the end anyone or any society can be too free. 

r do not believe that there is a line beyond which one should not ask too many 

questions. I do not believe that there is such a thing as learning too much 

about the world, about our society, or about ourselves. I do believe that the 

aims and ideals of the liberal education are valid, for I think that one can 

convincingly demonstrate that despite the association of Skepticism with the 

decline of authority, one can also associate a growth of understanding with a 

grO\.Jth of moral· COITuni tment. 

In the end, I regard these two things as inseparable. For if we do grasp 

the fact that as individuals we belong to society, we understand that as indivi

duals we cannot define ourselves except in association with the parents, brothers, 

sisters, relatives, neighbors, friends, teachers, ministers, clergymen, who have 

shaped our lives, then we understand that there is a bond ,,7hich inseparably relates 

us toa larger community-~ultimately, the community of all mankind. 

To me, the words will always be profound and inspiring that were spoken by 

John Donne in that famous sermon \oJhich contains the memorable phrase, "A..r1d never 

send to know for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for thee." But the lines '1 remem

ber best are those which go, "Every man's death diminishes me, for r·am involved 

In mankind." 

r believe, too, that in the end freedom is inseparable from discipline. l,s 

\.;'oodrow Wilson expressed it, "The sailboat is most free \.Jhen it is obeying the 

wind;" when its sail is full and \vhen the hand on the tiller is sensitive to the 

forces of wind and wave. ~~en the boat goes into the wind, into irons, the sail 

slacks, she loses headway, control, because she is no longer subject to the 
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discipline of the helmsman, the ,.;ind, «Tid the \·!tives. 

There 1 I believe, an inseparable relationship hetween individualism.0> ,'"

and community. Individuals find flilfillment lD community, and CO>nffiuni ty is 

constituted of people who are diverse, but in their diversity also recognize 

the responsibility of sharing. The same kind of inseparability exists between 

rights and obligations. All of these things, ln my view, are elements of the 

creative balance that human society is always striving to achieve, but never 

quite attains. Success can never be perfect; we always fall short on one side 

or the other. 

But I believe that America has a truer, broader, more magnanimous vision 

of what a society can be or should be than any other society has had, and has 

given more, under conditions of greater strain and diversity, than any other 

society to the fulfillment of these. Dr. Abernathy, who is on this platform, 

can attest, far better than I or anyone here, to what this commitment has meant 

anc is contributing and will contribute over the years as we come closer to 

the ful£illment of our vision for this society. 

I think its true of you, of your generation--you have a broader understandins, 

a greater sense of involvement, a greater willingness to engage yourselves, 

whether as members of the Peace Corps, or as lawyers later on in communities 

where legal services are needed by -the poor, or in working on behalf of the sick 

and the needy; you do have a sense of what this country means and of the aware

ness, too, that you cannot be or become your whole selves except as part of the 

community. 

In final answer to Solzhenitsyn I would say that,- yes, we are aware of our 

flaws and our shortcomings, but we will not give up the values that, to a degree, 

may be -responsible for the seeming lack of discipline or authority. We shall con
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tinue to striV8 for a co:mnuni ty a,; a whole wi thin ,·:hich bot!'; discipline and 

freedom, individualism and cOffinunity, rights and obligations, self-fulfi}_lment 

and the recognition of the claims of others, are brought together to as high 

a degree of fulfillment as these things can ever achieve. This is surely some

thing to work for, somet.~ing to take s;'tisfaction in, a never-finished and ever-

continuing task, the participation in vrllich is its own reward. 

I bid you Godspeed, I hope you will have and contribute that kind of satis

faction in whatever you do. Thank you very much. 

(Transcribed from tape of ceremony.) 
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