
reLtx, neither uf them can afford lO say 
dl,H power docs not nutler. Yet, at the:: 
S;II11e time there is a sense in which, 
once the aggressor has been checked, 
some surt of psychological deullf~, 
some relaxation of tension, is bound to 
occur, whether people like it or not. It 
takes phlce because peoplc corne to take 
c\'en their very armaments somewhat in 
their stride; or they get used to a situa
tion, in spite of its colossal hazards; 
even in a C(Juntry li ke Russia it tlIrns 
out that you can't keep the elastic at 
streich all the lime; you can't hold 
me n's minds forever lO a single political 
olJjective-they want to be th inking of 
their art or their fami lies, their religious 
concerns, or their falling in love. 

I need not tell you that the coming of 
this kind of psychological detente in 
politics has ils dangers as well as its ad
vantages. It has it s dangers if you re
fuse to permit the relaxation of tension; 
blll also it has its dangers if the relaxa
tion is allowed to occu r. It produces a 
situation in which the other party is 
liahle lO make surprising changes o f 
tactics. And they may not always be 
unscrupulous ones. Surprising changes 
even in the direction of virtue arc pos
sible. Wh ile we go on producing big 
ger and better hydrogen bombs, doing 
the same thing that we have got ac
customed lO doing. they might even 
think of something entirely unexpected 
-something that might even make our 
hydrogen hombs comparativel y useless 
to LIS. And sometimes a revolutiona ry 
government can be qu icker than we are 
in a change of tactics. Sometimes it is 
more easy for a revolutionary govern
ment to change the record and to pro
duce someth ing original than it is fo r 
a stable and settled government, where 
people and things too easily tend to 
get into a rut, and one is in danger of 
doing what >'ou might c.:l ll al most rou
tine thinking. 

F OR T H IS re,IS0n, certain things 
which I would call "imponderables" 

arc very itn/Xlrtant in the university, 
where we have to consider not merely the 
promotion of subjects of study, but the 
aClUal creation of the personalities who 
are going to count at the next turn in 
the world's history. Issues are not al
ways settled by economic superiority 
and sheer weight of guns. One of the 
things that has made l11e most nervous 
about our side of the world, not only 
in the last ten years but in the ten years 
and in the twenty years before that, has 
been the materialistic way in which we 
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[()uld calculate whether the weight o{ 
economic power W,IS all one side or the 
(Jther; whether the one side had the 
bigger guns or not; as though we had 
forgolten one of the patent (acts of his
tory, that a brilliant genius :.Imong 
generals with a mere handful of re
sources call sometimes cut his way 
through all the ee(Jllornic ;mcl military 
advantages that YOli have got. N othing 
can get behind lhe (act that imagina
tion and genius can prevail. And when 
it comes to a change in the character 
o( the conOict between East and W est, 
particularly if it's going to come to the 
form of a conflict of civilizations, then, 
above all, the one that is likely to pre
vail is the one which has the greater 
imaginative power at its disposal. 

Now, my own university regards it
self as a place of religion as well :.IS of 
education and research. 1 would like 
to think of a university as a seat of the 
Fine Arts, too. And, r would like to 
add that lhe cultivation and the devel
opment of humor is itsel f pa rt of what 
r am trying to describe. What we are 
Out to develop arc the qualities of per
sonality: and those who lay more 
emphasis on the spiritual factor in life 
are going to do very much to feed and 
cultivate the more imaginative side of 
human beings-the tr ue source of real 
originality. Some of m, in our calcula
tions, ;l re liable to be a little too direct
ly utilitarian to remember that the 
production of personality, the creation 
and eliciting of imagination-these arc 
things which first of all we are out to 
promote. 

- H F.IWF.RT B urrERFIF.LD 
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PRINCE BISMARCK once remark
ed that one-third of the students of 

German universities broke down from 
overwod; one-third hroke down from 
dissipation; and the other third rulcJ 
Germany. As I look about this Yard 
today, I would hesitate to pred ict which 
third attends reunions, but I :.1m confi. 
dent I am looking at the "rulers" of the 
United States in the sense that all active, 
informed citizens rule. I can ' think of 
nothing more reassuring for al l of us 
than to come again to this institution 
whose whole purpose is dedicated to the 
advancement of k nowledge and the dis
semination of truth. 

I belong to a profession where the 
emphasis is somewhat differen t. Our 
political parties, our poli ticians, are In-

terested, of necessil>', in winning IXlpu
tar sllppon-:l majorit)'-ancl only in· 
directly truth is the object of our con
rroversr. From this polemic of con
tending factions, the general public is 
expected to make ,\ discrimi nating judg. 
ment. As the problems have become 
more complex, as ollr role as a chief de
fe nder of Western civilization has l>e. 
come enlarged, the responsibility of the 
electorate as a court of last resort has 
become almost too great. T he people 
desperatel y seek objectivity and a uni· 
versity such as this ful fi lls that function. 

An d the IXllitic:11 profession needs 
both the technical judgment and the 
disinterested viewpoint of the scholar, 
to prevent us from becomi ng imprisoned 
by our own slogans. Therefore, it is reo 
grettable that the gap between the in· 
tellectual and politician seems to he 
growing. Instead of synthesis, dash :lI1d 
discord now characterize the relations 
between the two groups much of the 
ti me. Authors, scholars, and intellectu
al s can praise every aspect of American 
society hut the political. Ra rely. if 
ever, have I seen an y intellectual bestow 
praise on eit her the political profession 
or any political body for its accomplish
ments, its ability, or its integrity-much 
less for its in telligence. To many uni· 
versities and scholars we represent noth· 
ing hut censors, investigators, and per· 
petrators of wh"t has been called "the 
swinish cult uf anti-Intel lectualism." 

James Russell Lowell 's satyric attack 
in the Bigloli' Papers 1110re tltJn 100 
years ago on Caleb Cushing, a dis· 
tlnguished son of Massachusetts, a cele
brated member of Congress ;J1\d At· 
torney General, sets the tone: "Gineral 
C IS a dreille smart man, he's ben on all 
sides that g ive places or pelf. hut con
sistency still wuz a par t of his plan
he's ben true to one party, and that is 
himsel f." Blit. in fa irness. the way of 
the intellectual is not altogether serene; 
in fact so great has become the popular 
suspicion that a recent survey of Ameri
can intellectuals by a national magazine 
elicited from one of our foremost lit
erary figures the guarded response, "I 
ain't no intellectual." 

BOTH SIDES ill this batlle, it seems 
lO me, are motivated by largely un

founded feeli ngs of distrust. T he poli
ticia n, whose allthority rests lIpon the 
mandate of the popular will, is resentful 
of the scholar who can, with dexteritr, 
slip from position to position without 
dragging the anchor of public opinion. 
It was this skill that caused Queen Vic· 
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toria's Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne, 
to say of the youthful historian Macaulay 
that he wished he was as su re of any
thing as Macaulay was of everything. 
The intellectu.LI, on the other hand, 
~illds it difficult to accept the d ifferences 
between the laboratory and the legis. 
huure. In the fo rmer, the goal is truth, 
pure and sLmple, without regard to 
changlOg currents of public opi nion; in 
the lauer, compromises and majorities 
.LIld proced ural customs and rights af
fect the ultimate decision as to what is 
fight or just or good. And even when 
they real ize this difference, most intel
lectuals consider their chid fu nction 
that of the cri tic-and politicians afe 
se nsitive to critics. "Many intelleclLlals," 
Sidney Hook has said, "would rather 
'die' tha n agree with the majority, even 
on the rare occasions when the majority 
is right." 

It seems to me tha t the time has com e 
fc.r intellectuals and poli ticians al ike to 
wnsider not what we fear separately 
but what we share together. First, I 
would ask both groups to recall that th e 
American politician of tod.lY and the 
American intelleclLlal a rc descend«i 
frO Ill a common ancestry. Our nation's 
first great poli ticians were also among 
the nation's fi rst g reat wri ters and 
scholars. T he fo unders of the American 
Constitution were also the fou nders of 
American scholarship. The works of 
Jefferson, Madison, H am ilton , Frank
lin, Paine, ,LOd Joh n Adams-to name 
hut a few-influenced the literature of 
the world :IS well as its geography. 
Books were their tools, not their ene
mies. Our political leaders traded in tIle 
free com merce: of ideas with lasting re
suits both here and abroad . 

I N THE.SE golden years, our 1X)litical 
le;lders moved from one field to a n

()(her with amazing versatility and vital. 
ity. Jefferson and Franklin still throw 
long shadows over many fields of learll
ing. A contempora ry described JdTer
'iOn, "A gentleman of 32, who could 
calculate an eclipse, survey an estate, tie 
an artery, plan an edifice, try a cause, 
break a horse, dance a mi nuet, and play 
the violin." 

Daniel Webster could throw thun
derbolts at H ayne on the Senate floor 
and then stroll a few steps down the 
corridor and dominate the Supreme 
Cou rt as the foremost lawyer in the 
country. Joh n Quincy Adams, after be
ing summarily dismissed from the 
SenJte for a notable di splay of inde
pendence, could become B()ylston Pro· 
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fessor of I{hetoric ,Lnd Or.Hory .It 
Harvard .Illd then become a great 
Secretary of State. (Those were the 
happy days when H arvard professors 
had no difficulty gwing Senate confir
mation.) 

This link between the A merican 
scholarship and the American politician 
remained for a century. Just one hun
d red years ago, in the Presidential cam
paign of 1856, the Republicans sent 
three brilliant orators around the C:lln
p..'lign circuit: William Cullen Bryant, 
Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, and 
Ralph Waldo Emerson. Those were the 
even happier days when all "egg-heads" 
were Republica ns. 

I wou ld hope that both groups, recall
ing their common heri tage, might once 
again forge a li nk between the intellec
tual and poli tical profession. I k now that 
scholars may prefer the mysteries of 
pure scholarship or the delights of ab
stract discourse. But, "Would you have 
counted hi m a friend of ancient 
Greece?" as George William Curtis 
asked a cent ury ago during the Kansas
Nebraska Controversy-"Would you 
ha ve counted him a friend of Greece 
who quietly d iscussed of patriot ism on 
that G reek summer day through whose 
hopeless and immonal hours Leonidas 
and his three hundred stood at T her
mopylae fo r liberty?" No, the duty of 
the scholar-particula rl y in a republ ic 
. mch as ours-is to contribute his ob
jective views and his ~nse of liberty to 
the affa irs of his stale and nation. 

SECONDLY, I would remi nd both 
groups that the American poli

tician and the American intellecltlal 
operate within a common fra mework
a fra mework of liberty. Unfortunately, 
in more recent ti mes, politicians and in
tcllecltlals have quarreled bitterly-too 
bitterl y in some cases-ovcr how each 
group has mel the modern challenge 
to freedom both at home and abroad. 
Politicia ns have questioned the discern
Illent with which intellectuals have re
acted to the si ren call of the left; and 
intellectuals have tended to ;lCCUse poli
ticians o( not being always aware, 
especially here at home, of the toxic 
effects of freedom restrai ned.' 

While differences in judgment where 
freedom is endangered are perhaps in
evitable, there should nevertheless be 
more basic agreement on fu ndamenta ls. 
In this field we should be allies, working 
together for the common C:LlIse. 

And fi nally 1 would stress the 
great potential gain for IX)th groups 

rOllltill~ from increased political c~ 
opcr.ltion. T he American intellectual 
and scholar must decide, as Goethe 
put it, whether he is to be an anvil-or 
a hammer. T he q uestion he faces is 
whether he is to be a hammer-whether 
he is to give to the world in which he 
was reared and ed ucated the bro.'ldest 
possible benefits of his learning. As one 
who is fam iliar with the political world, 
1 can testify that we need it. 

In fo reign affairs, fo r example, the 
parties dispute over which is best filled 
to implement the long-accepted jX)1icies 
of collective security and Soviet contain
ment. Perhaps these policies afe 110 

longer adequate. But the debate goes 011, 

(or neither party is in a position po· 
litically to undertake the necessary re· 
appraisal. 

Republicans and Democrats debJte 
over whether flexible or rigid price sup· 
ports should be in effect. But this may 
not be the real issue at all . Neither 
program may offer any rea l long-range 
solution to our many farm problems. 

Other examples could be given in 
defini tely-i n taxation, in fo reign tradr, 
of how we make the best use of auta.. 
mation and our nuclear potential. The 
intellectual who can draw upon his 
rational, disinterested approach and his 
fu nd of learning to help reshape our 
pol itical life can make a tremendous 
cont ribution to their society while g'lin· 
ing new respect for his own group . 

I do llot say that our political and 
public li fe should be turned over to 
experts who ignore opinion. But I 
would urge that our poli tical parties 
and our universities recognize the need 
for greater cooperation and understand· 
ing belween politicians and intellec· 
lU:J.\S. We do not need scholars or politi. 
cians like Lord John Russell, of whom 
Queen Victoria remarked, he would be 
a better iUan if he knew a third subject 
-but he was interested in noth ing but 
the Constitution of 1688 and himself. 
What we need are mell who ca ll ride 
easily over broad fields of knowledge 
and rccogni7..e the mutual dependence 
of our two worlds. 

"Oon't teach my ooy poetr),," an 
English mother recently wrote the 
Provost of Harrow. "Don't teach 1m 

Ix,y poetry; he is going to stand fClr 
Parliament." \Vell, perhaps she WJS 

right-blll if more politicians knew 
poetry, and more poets knew politics, 1 
am convinced the world would be J 

little better place to live on th is Corn 
mencement Da y of 1956. 

- JOliN F. KENNEllY 
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