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THE ESSENTIAL UNIVERSITY 

Mr. P r e s i d e n t , Members o f the Board of T r u s t e e s , c o l l e a g u e s 

i n the f a c u l t y and a d m i n i s t r a t i o n , honored g r a d u a t e s and y o u r 

f a m i l i e s and f r i e n d s , I am p r i v i l e g e d t o speak t o you at t h i s 

i m p o r t a n t ceremony. In i t s L a t i n o r i g i n s "ceremony" i s r e l a t e d 

to the words " c a r e " and " c u r e " . T h i s ceremony then s y m b o l i z e s 

both a c a r i n g and c u r i n g , a c a r i n g i n t h a t the U n i v e r s i t y honors 

you upon y o u r academic achievement, and a c u r i n g presumably of 

y o u r doubts and a n x i e t i e s i n h aving reached t h i s ceremony. (And 

d o u b t l e s s as p a r e n t s who have p r o v i d e d moral and f i n a n c i a l s u p p o r t , 

some of us may w e l l f e e l t h a t t h e i r g r a d u a t e s have not o n l y been 

w e l l c a r e d f o r but a l s o hope t h a t t h e i r d e s i r e f o r a h i g h e r degree 

i s c u r e d . ) The purpose of ceremony i n g e n e r a l o f c o u r s e i s to 

i n v e s t major even t s i n our l i v e s w i t h t h e i r e s s e n t i a l meaning 

and s i g n i f i c a n c e . T h i s ceremony i n the U n i v e r s i t y i n v i t e s us t o 

r e f l e c t on why we are here and to r e a f f i r m the c e n t r a l v a l u e s 

o f e d u c a t i o n and the e s s e n t i a l u n i v e r s i t y . 
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At my g r a d u a t i o n from the U n i v e r s i t y o f I l l i n o i s i n June, 

1950, the s p e a k e r was the governor of the s t a t e , the Honorable 

A d l a i S t evenson. I t was i n many ways a t y p i c a l commencement 

t a l k . I t was one g e n e r a t i o n t a l k i n g to a n o t h e r , l o o k i n g back 

and l a m e n t i n g the mess i t had made of a w o r l d f u l l o f promise, 

and l o o k i n g f o r w a r d t o a new w o r l d r i s i n g out o f the r u i n s of 

World War I I . 

Ours was a new dimensioned w o r l d , Stevenson t o l d our 

g e n e r a t i o n (many o f whom were v e t e r a n s ) , one i n which r e s t l e s s 

f o r c e s were at work, s p i r i t u a l , s c i e n t i f i c , p o l i t i c a l , and 

p h i l o s o p h i c . "The r e m o t e s t c o r n e r s o f the e a r t h f e e l the 

fer m e n t , " he s a i d , and i t was our c h a l l e n g e and o p p o r t u n i t y to 

d e v e l o p what was good i n the new "and keep what was b e t t e r i n 

the o l d . 

Then — c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of h i s v i s i o n , and h i s eloquence--he 

s t r u c k a somber, admonishing note. Ours, he o b s e r v e d , was an 

Anxious Age i n which we were " d o u b t i n g our b e l i e f s and b e l i e v i n g 

our d o u b t s , " an age more concerned w i t h p e r s o n a l s e c u r i t y than 

p e r s o n a l a c h i e v e m e n t , an age of n u t t y n e u r o t i c s l o o k i n g 
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f o r s u b v e r s i v e enemies under the bed and behind the c u r t a i n s , 

o f i r r e s p o n s i b l e a c c u s a t i o n s o f d i s l o y a l t y , o f g u i l t by 

a s s o c i a t i o n , o f t i m i d i t y and i n t o l e r a n c e . "The shadow of a 

nameless f e a r s l o p e s a c r o s s the l a n d , " he s a i d . "There i s 

t a l k o f t h o u g h t c o n t r o l among J e f f e r s o n ' s p e o p l e . " In our 

e f f o r t s t o combat the v a r i o u s f a n a t i c " i s m s " t h a t make up 

t o t a l i t a r i a n i s m , we were i n danger of becoming the very t h i n g 

we opposed. 
• 

Which p o i n t brought Stevenson t o the h e a r t o f h i s message 

to the g r a d u a t e s : t h a t we, each o f us, born as we were i n a 

f r e e and d e m o c r a t i c l a n d , were o b l i g e d to e x e r t "a c o n f i d e n t 

f i g h t i n g f a i t h i n freedom." And i n a manner r e m i n i s c e n t o f 

the p r o p h e t i c s t y l e o f Whitman and Sandburg, Stevenson e x h o r t e d 

the sons and da u g h t e r s o f I l l i n o i s : "you are the i n h e r i t o r s 

o f a g r e a t t r a d i t i o n born and n u r t u r e d i n c e n t u r i e s of p a i n 

and e f f o r t . You have r e c e i v e d here i t s b e s t g i f t — an 

e d u c a t i o n . Man the defenses of the humane i n d i v i d u a l i s t 

t r a d i t i o n a g a i n s t i t s avowed enemies, i t s c o v e r t f o e s -

i n d i f f e r e n c e and i g n o r a n c e — a n d i t s f r i g h t e n e d f r i e n d s who 
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would s u r r e n d e r i t t o save i t . You have the components o f 

good judgment and w i s e d e c i s i o n . " 

In s h o r t , as g r a d u a t e s we were to know and p r i z e the 

u n i v e r s i t y - - t h r o u g h i t s c o n t i n u a l s e a r c h f o r and communication 

of the t r u t h , i t s e l f an exemplar o f f r e e d o m — f o r i t s c a p a c i t y 

t o f r e e us from the bondage o f i g n o r a n c e , i n d i f f e r e n c e , 

i n t o l e r a n c e , and our baser s e l v e s . In t r u t h i s freedom, i n 

freedom f u l f i l l m e n t of mind, s p i r i t , and s e l f , and t h a t whole 

c l u s t e r o f v a l u e s sought f o r and p r i z e d a t a l l times by 

c i v i l i z e d p e o p l e everywhere. 

I c i t e t h e s e remarks of A d l a i Stevenson a t l e n g t h because 

of t h e i r i n t r i n s i c m e r i t , but c h i e f l y because I t h i n k t h e r e i s 

no n o b l e r d e f i n i t i o n or more e s s e n t i a l purpose o f a u n i v e r s i t y 

than h i s s t a t e m e n t o f i t . The h i g h e s t c o n d i t i o n t o which man 

can a s p i r e i n t h i s w o r l d i s f r e e d o m — f r e e d o m of mind, s p i r i t , 

and b e i n g . I t i s a c o n d i t i o n e a r n e d , not c o n f e r r e d . I t -is 

earned by a c t of w i l l , not by f a i t h or f i a t . I t s reward i s 

independence, the p o s s e s s i o n o f one's t r u e s e l f and h a p p i n e s s . 

The U n i v e r s i t y i s at once a means and end t o t h a t high 
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a s p i r a t i o n . I t o f f e r s c o u r s e s and g r a n t s degrees to g i v e us 

knowledge, which g i v e s us c h o i c e , which i s i t s e l f a f i r s t 

c o n d i t i o n of freedom. Through l e a r n i n g and the p u r s u i t o f 

t r u t h , t h e u n i v e r s i t y f u l f i l l s our humanity, our c a p a c i t y 

f o r c i v i l i t y and humaneness, our c a p a c i t y to know and be 

o u r s e l v e s . U n i v e r s i t i e s everywhere p r o c l a i m the adages 

"know t h y s e l f " and "the t r u t h s h a l l make us f r e e " ; they a r e 

indeed cause and e f f e c t . 

* * * 

These are high sounding s e n t i m e n t s , I know, and s u s c e p t i b l 

to s k e p t i c i s m or n e g l e c t i n our age of mass e d u c a t i o n when a 

c o l l e g e degree i s g e n e r a l l y viewed as a c r e d e n t i a l f o r a j o b 

or p r o f e s s i o n r a t h e r than the mark o f the l i b e r a t e d mind and 

s p i r i t . But o f c o u r s e t h e s e are not m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e 

a c h i e v e m e n t s , as the c l a s s i c a l arguments about the i d e a of a 

u n i v e r s i t y w o u l d sometimes s u g g e s t . 

In 19th c e n t u r y E n g l a n d - - t o whom we owe much f o r the 

shape and i n f o r m i n g s p i r i t o f our e d u c a t i o n a l i n s t i t u t i o n s - -
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th e argument about the e s s e n t i a l u n i v e r s i t y u s u a l l y p i t t e d S i r 

F r a n c i s Bacon and the p h i l o s o p h y o f u t i l i t y and p r o g r e s s a g a i n s t 

P l a t o and l i b e r a l e d u c a t i o n - - o r more h a r s h l y j u x t a p o s e d as the 

p h i l o s o p h y o f works v e r s u s words, o r , from the o t h e r p o i n t o f 

v i e w , the d o c t r i n e o f sweetness and l i g h t v e r s u s P h i l i s t i n i s m . 

To what e a r t h l y p urpose, Thomas Macaulay c o m p l a i n e d , was 

the c u l t i v a t i o n o f the P l a t o n i c i d e a l , o f the good, the 

t r u e , and the b e a u t i f u l ? A very poor h a r v e s t i n d e e d , he 

t h o u g h t . "There had been p l e n t y o f p l o w i n g , h a r r o w i n g , 

r e a p i n g , t h r e s h i n g . But the g r a n a r i e s c o n t a i n e d o n l y smut 

and s t u b b l e . " To f o l l o w Bacon, on the o t h e r hand, was t r u l y 

t o advance l e a r n i n g i n the s e r v i c e of p r a c t i c a l and p r o g r e s s i v e 

ends, i n s h o r t to make i m p e r f e c t men c o m f o r t a b l e . "In P l a t o ' s 

o p i n i o n , " Macaulay a s s e r t e d , "man was made f o r p h i l o s o p h y ; 

i n Bacon's o p i n i o n p h i l o s o p h y was made f o r man; i t was a 

means t o an end; and t h a t end was to i n c r e a s e the p l e a s u r e s 

and t o m i t i g a t e the p a i n o f m i l l i o n s who are not and cannot 

be p h i l o s o p h e r s . " P l a t o ' s was a p h i l o s o p h y o f mere words, 
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Bacon's th e p h i l o s o p h y o f f r u i t f u l works. 

So much, under Macaulay's s t r o n g c l u b , f o r the P l a t o n i c 

i d e a l and i t s c l u s t e r o f human v a l u e s — v a l u e s which Bacon 

h i m s e l f had scorned as "the a r r o g a n t d a l l y i n g o f mathemati­

c i a n s " or as C o l e r i d g e - - i n a s y m p a t h e t i c and w i s t f u l m o o d -

s t y l e d "the dear gorgeous nonsense of P l a t o . " 

On P l a t o ' s s i d e t h a t knowledge was i t s own end, i t s own 

reward, was t h e e l o q u e n t John Henry Newman. C o n t r a s t i n g 

commercial or p r o f e s s i o n a l e d u c a t i o n w i t h l i b e r a l e d u c a t i o n , 

he a s s e r t e d t h a t the purpose o f a u n i v e r s i t y e d u c a t i o n was t o 

f r e e and f u l f i l l the mind and s p i r i t . Knowledge, l i k e h e a l t h 

i t s e l f , i s c a p a b l e of being i t s own end, worth p u r s u i n g f o r 

i t s own sake. Without demeaning u s e f u l knowledge, he c l a i m e d 

t h e r e was a h i g h e r knowledge of s e l f r e a l i z a t i o n , whose 

genuine a t t r i b u t e s were freedom, i n d i v i d u a l i t y , m o d e r a t i o n , 

and wisdom. Such knowledge was the r e a l i z a t i o n o f one's 

i n d i v i d u a l i t y , one's be s t s e l f and c h a r a c t e r . E d u c a t i o n , 

t h e r e f o r e , was "a high word; i t i s the p r e p a r a t i o n f o r 

knowledge; and i t i s the i m p a r t i n g o f knowledge i n p r o p o r t i o n 
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to t h a t p r e p a r a t i o n A u n i v e r s i t y i s , a c c o r d i n g to the 

u s u a l d e s i g n a t i o n , an Alma Mater, knowing her c h i l d r e n one 

by one, not a f o u n d r y , or a m i n t , or a t r e a d m i l l . " 

Newman s e t f o r t h h i s i d e a s on l i b e r a l e d u c a t i o n i n 1852. 

Ten y e a r s l a t e r i n America P r e s i d e n t L i n c o l n s i g n e d the g r e a t 

Land-Grant A c t , e s t a b l i s h i n g the p u b l i c s t a t e c o l l e g e s and 

u n i v e r s i t i e s , i n whose f o r m a t i o n the dichotomy of u s e f u l 

l e a r n i n g and l i b e r a l l e a r n i n g was w i d e l y debated. 

At the very f i r s t meeting (on May 11, 1870) of the 

Board of T r u s t e e s of t h i s U n i v e r s i t y ( t h e n The A g r i c u l t u r a l 

and M e c h a n i c a l C o l l e g e o f O h i o ) , the n a t u r e o f the new 

i n s t i t u t i o n was argued. A s s e r t e d one t r u s t e e , "the c o l l e g e 

s h o u l d e d u c a t e our farmers as f a r m e r s and our mechanics 

as mechanics." T h a t , responded a n o t h e r , would be t o s e t a 

narrow e d u c a t i o n a l purpose s u r e l y doomed t o f a i l . I n s t e a d , 

he a r g u e d , the t h i n g t o do was " t o educate the man as a 

man and not a machine ." The C o l l e g e was not " t o t e a c h 

boys t o plow, but to educate them," and he hoped t h a t i s s u e 

would be f u l l y c o n s i d e r e d by the Board. 
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T h i s p o i n t of view was f o r c e f u l l y s t a t e d a few months 

l a t e r by Joseph S u l l i v a n t . A broad and l i b e r a l f o u n d a t i o n of 

e d u c a t i o n was n e c e s s a r y , he s a i d , and i f the t r u s t e e s had the 

means, he would have t a u g h t i n the C o l l e g e e v e r y t h i n g worth 

knowing. "What the farmer and mechanic needed, l i k e a l l 

o t h e r men, was a good e d u c a t i o n ; and i n p r o p o r t i o n as t h a t 

was g e n e r a l and l i b e r a l would they be b e s t f i t t e d f o r t h e i r 

* 

s p e c i a l v o c a t i o n s . Hence S u l l i v a n t ' s p r o p o s a l f o r o r g a n i z i n g 

the C o l l e g e i n t o ten major a r e a s o f the b a s i c and a p p l i e d a r t s 

and s c i e n c e s , s y m b o l i z e d i n the s e a l of the i n s t i t u t i o n — a s i t 

s t a n d s today--by an e t e r n a l pyramid whose base i s know!edge 

and body the a r t s , s c i e n c e s , l e t t e r s , and a g r i c u l t u r e , the 

l a t t e r because i t was the c h i e f o c c u p a t i o n o f man. 

* * * 

How has the U n i v e r s i t y s e r v e d i t s f o u n d i n g p h i l o s o p h y ? 

Does i t c r e a t i v e l y b a l a n c e u s e f u l and l i b e r a l l e a r n i n g , 

* A l e x i s Cope, H i s t o r y o f The Ohio S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y ,pp.24 ,36 ,37. 
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v o c a t i o n a l i s m and s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n , the P l a t o n i c and Baconian 

i d e a l s ? There i s no c a l c u l u s , of c o u r s e , to measure the 

responses t o t h e s e q u e s t i o n s , anymore than the sum o f the 

c r e d i t hours r e q u i r e d f o r each of your degrees i n d i c a t e s the 

q u a l i t y o f your i n d i v i d u a l e d u c a t i o n . 

In the hundred and e i g h t y e ars s i n c e S u l l i v a n t ' s s e a l 

was adopted, the Ohio S t a t e U n i v e r s i t y has c o n f e r r e d more 

than 225,000 degrees and i t has touched the l i v e s o f c o u n t l e s s 

p e o p l e . The lamp o f l e a r n i n g t h a t crowns the pyramid i n the 

s e a l has beckoned a l l t h e s e s e e k e r s because of the U n i v e r s i t y ' s 

e s s e n t i a l p u r p o s e s : 

t o seek, p r e s e r v e , and advance knowledge i n the quest 

f o r t r u t h ; 

— t o p r e s e r v e , promote, and a p p r e c i a t e our c u l t u r a l 

h e r i t a g e ; 

— t o s t i m u l a t e d i s c o v e r y , r e f l e c t i o n , r e s e a r c h , and 

c r e a t i v i t y f o r t h e i r u s e f u l n e s s and f o r t h e i r own sake; 

— t o t r a i n and educate f o r the p r o f e s s i o n s and o c c u p a t i o n s 

which are the complex f a b r i c of our f r e e s o c i e t y ; 

and to promote i n d i v i d u a l and p e r s o n a l g r owth, f o r the 
sake o f s e l f , c i t i z e n s h i p , and s o c i e t y . 
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U l t i m a t e l y , i t s s u c c e s s i n f u l f i l l i n g t h e s e purposes has 

been and always w i l l be p e r s o n a l and i n d i v i d u a l . As Newman 

s a i d , a u n i v e r s i t y i s t r u l y an Alma Mater, knowing her 

c h i l d r e n one by one, the c h i l d r e n — t o c o n t i n u e h i s f i g u r e o f 

s p e e c h - - t h e r e b y knowing t h e m s e l v e s , who they are and o f what 

they are c a p a b l e . 

T h i s s e l f - k n o w l e d g e i s g e n e r a l l y not some Newtonian 

law, or grand Eureka of r e v e l a t i o n , o r p a t e n t or key to 

w e a l t h and h a p p i n e s s . I t i s u s u a l l y v e r y modest i n d e e d - -

as modest (and funny) as Thurber's d i s c o v e r y i n h i s botany 

c l a s s t h a t he had drawn not a p l a n t c e l l from h i s m i c r o s c o p e 

but the s p e c k l e d r e f l e c t i o n o f h i s own e y e b a l l . I t i s the 

modest but t r u e d i s c o v e r y some one p e n c i l l e d on a w a l l i n 

U n i v e r s i t y H a l l , GOD IS DEAD! NIETZSCHE. P r i n t e d r i g h t below 

i n a n o t h e r hand i s , NIETZCHE IS DEAD! GOD. And perhaps 

s t u d e n t d i s c o v e r y may be even more modest (and l a t e ) than 

t h a t . I'm t o l d by a dean he o v e r h e a r d a g r a d u a t i n g s e n i o r 

showing h i s mother t h e Campus. As they walked a c r o s s the Oval 
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toward the F a c u l t y C l u b , she a s k e d , "what's t h a t t a l l w h i t e 

b u i l d i n g on the r i g h t w i t h the s t a t u e i n f r o n t ? " "That, hmm, 

t h a t , " he s a i d , " I t h i n k i s the l i b r a r y . " 

What the e s s e n t i a l u n i v e r s i t y i s most commonly f o r i t s 

s t u d e n t s , t h e n , i s s i m p l y a p e r s o n a l and i n c r e m e n t a l s u c c e s s i o n 

o f the e x p e r i e n c e , "Oh, I see!" But, as g r e a t poets a s s e r t , 

the a c t o f s e e i n g — i n t o and through — i s the u l t i m a t e a c t of 

s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n . Through i n s i g h t we remove our mind-forged 

manacles. As t h e eye i s formed, observed W i l l i a m B l a k e , such 

are i t s powers. "The t r e e which moves some t o t e a r s o f j o y 

i s i n the Eyes of o t h e r s o n l y a Green t h i n g t h a t stands i n 

the way." The i n f i n i t e v a r i e t y o f e x p e r i e n c e t h a t i s the 

u n i v e r s i t y c o n s t a n t l y c h a l l e n g e s each of us t o see f r e s h l y , 

i n t o and t h r o u g h t h i n g s and o u r s e l v e s . 

I am aware t h a t f o r some — t h o u g h s u r e l y nobody here — 

the u n i v e r s i t y s e r v e s none of t h e n o b l e or modest purposes 

I have c i t e d . For a few the c o l l e g e campus w i l l peak i n a 

r e s p i t e from r e s p o n s i b i l i t y , a p l a y g r o u n d f o r d i s s e n t , a 
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prolonged summer camp f o r r e c r e a t i o n o r r e v e l r y , a l a b o r a t o r y 

f o r "a l i f e - s t y l e " , an ho n o r a b l e p l a c e t o l o a f - - a t l e a s t 

f o r a w h i l e - - " a hot bed of r e s t " , as some w i t has s a i d . 

C i t i n g such t h i n g s and i g n o r i n g the c e n t r a l purpose o f 

h i g h e r e d u c a t i o n , some c r i t i c s a s s e r t t h a t the U n i v e r s i t y 

has no c o n s t i t u e n c y . Perhaps n o t , i n a narrow p a r t i s a n 

sense. But the f a i t h t h a t s u p p o r t s and s u s t a i n s the e s s e n t i a l 

u n i v e r s i t y i s i n f a c t the a b i d i n g f a i t h i n t h e American Dream, 

i n p r o g r e s s , the improvement o f s e l f and s o c i e t y , and the 

q u a l i t y o f our l i v e s . As an American i n s t i t u t i o n the u n i v e r s i t y , 

t h e r e f o r e , remains one of our bes t i n v e s t m e n t s i n freedom; 

and as s t u d e n t s , f a c u l t y , and a l u m n i - - f r i e n d s o f The Ohio S t a t e 

U n i v e r s i t y - - w e s h o u l d p r i z e i t , p r a i s e i t , and r e j o i c e i n i t . 

I t may be a f t e r a l l t h a t the be s t g i f t o f the U n i v e r s i t y i s 

to t e a c h us how to r e j o i c e , how to p r a i s e . W. H. Auden's 

s p l e n d i d t r i b u t e t o the poet Yeats as a g r e a t t e a c h e r i s 

a p p r o p r i a t e as w e l l t o our g r e a t , g r e a t U n i v e r s i t y : 
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With your u n c o n s t r a i n i n g v o i c e 

S t i l l persuade us t o r e j o i c e ; 

In the d e s W t s of the h e a r t 

L e t the h e a l i n g f o u n t a i n s t a r t , 

In the p r i s o n o f h i s days 

Teach the f r e e man how t o p r a i s e . 

* * * 

In the g e n e r a t i o n s i n c e Stevenson e x h o r t e d my g r a d u a t i n g 

c l a s s to r i s e up and be the new r e s o l u t e breed of J e f f e r s o n ' s 

p e o p l e , we have indeed w i t n e s s e d a w o r l d i n s o c i a l , s p i r i t u a l , 

economic and p o l i t i c a l f erment. We have seen n a t i o n s i n t h e 

t h r o e s o f n a t i o n a l i s m , o u r s e l v e s h a v i n g s u f f e r e d a n a t i o n a l 

trauma. We have seen the accommodating e f f o r t f o r i n t e r n a t i o n a l 

i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e because we know t h e r e i s no o t h e r w o r l d or 

g l o b a l community to move t o . We have voyaged t o the c o l d 

s u r f a c e o f the moon and the r i n g s o f J u p i t e r and have y e t f u l l y 

to l e a r n t h a t t h r o u g h our abuse o r n e g l i g e n c e our own 

environment can become as h o s t i l e and a l i e n as t h e i r s . We 

have seen t h e s l a v e r y o f c u l t i s m and the s e n s e l e s s c rimes and 

t e r r o r i s m o f man's inh u m a n i t y to man. 
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And y e t , the sun a l s o r i s e t h . W hile ours i s h a r d l y an 

age o f h e r o e s , i t i s a time t h a t i s s e r i o u s and determined 

i n i t s s e a r c h f o r peace, p e r s o n a l d i g n i t y , and the q u a l i t y o f 

human l i f e . I t i s a time t h a t seeks purpose and p e r s o n a l 

achievement. In t h a t s e a r c h t h e U n i v e r s i t y w i l l c o n t i n u e 

to p l a y an i n d i s p e n s a b l e r o l e . And s i n c e the one freedom 

we do not have i s the c h o i c e i n which time we would l i v e , 

we must be guided by Stevenson's w i s e a d v i c e to d e v e l o p what 

i s good i n the new age and keep what i s b e t t e r i n the o l d , 

c o n f i d e n t i n Emerson's f a i t h , t h a t " T h i s t i m e , l i k e a l l t i m e s , 

i s a v e r y good one, i f we but know what to do w i t h i t . " 

/ml n 


