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"THAT'S THE DEAL" 

MATRICULATION CONVOCATION ADDRESS 

LAWRENCE UNIVERSITY 

SEPTEMBER 25, 1986 

BY RICHARD WARCH 
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Though I eschew bumper stickers on my own car, confess 

that when driving on lang trips, lulled by the gentle breathing 

of my slumbering passengers, become a compulsive reader of 

same .. The variety, as you know, is staggering, r-anging from the 

banal and trivial to the offensive and preposterous and 

including everything in between. Mind you, it's not that I'm 

really interested in whether or not the car ahead of me has 

successfully navigated Pike's Peak or if the family has paid a 

visit to Busch Gardens. Nor am I particularly taken by messages 

that suggest that. the dl"""iver is imploring heaven on my behalf or 

which ask that I lean on the horn if I agree with some particular 

proposition plastered across the rear fender. And I must confess 

that after the first few yellow signs announcing that there is a 

\/ baby on board or an e~·~ -husband in the trunk, my sense of 

amusement flags~ But I keep looking, tailgating across the 

interstates and the blue highways in search of a good read. And 

there are rewards. Occasionally the genre does yield a word of 

wit or wisdom or wackiriess wo'r·th rememb_ering .. Last month, on 

route 2 in New Hampshire, I caught this one~ commenting on the 

nature of participatory democracy: 11 Don,t Re-elect t~nybody~ II 

And, right here in the Valley~ r~ve come across this one, 

commenting on the meaning of life in America: 11 The one who dies 

with the mast toys wins~~~ 

Let's consider the implications of these two statements for 

a moment. 11 Don't Re-elect Anybody," as it tuJ.-ns out, e>(presses a 

sentiment that is increasingly widespread in terms of political 
( 

participation these days. Our last two presidents, in fact, have 
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won election by running against Washington politics, as it were, 

and the old adage of "·throw the bums out" seems to be enjoying 

renewed life. Ronald Reaga.n"s frequent assaults on government 

itself and on the men and women who work for its various agencies 

have not only demoralized many federal employees, but have 

demeaned the very notion of government !Service. Other evidence 

points to the same attitudinal problem. A survey measuring trust 

in government has found th(:tt those >::t·f us who believe that 

government can be trusted to do the right thing ''only some or 

none of the time'' has doubled to 54 percent in the last twenty 

years. And a recent Roper poll showed that the number of people 

who feel that ''things in this country are pretty seriously on ·the 

wrong track" totalled over half of the respondents. 

With these attitudes abroad in the land, it may strike us 

as little wonder~ that when it comes to elections, Americans seem 

to be passing .. In 1960, 63 percent of those eligible voted. In 

1980, 52 percent voted for president, but only 38 percent voted 

far members of the House of l::.:epresentatives. This decline 

continued into the 1984 elections. Many if not mast of us seem 

not only prepared not to re-elect anybody, but not to ~!~Si 

anybody either. On a more immediate level, the percentage of 

Lawrentians castin~;~ ballots in the last LUCC election totaled 

less than half of the eligible voters--43 percent. 

If politics is turning into a spectator sport, as it 

were, accumulating toys seems to be enjoying more broadbased 

support. At b-?ast that ende,-avor- may be: seen as a metaphor ·for 

what has been the prevailing mood in recent years. Being one:os 
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own best friend, loakinq ·~ut for number one, and the 11 me 

generation.. are but three ph:-ases that point to this phenomenon, 

with the dreaded Yuppie often portrayed as the embodiment of the 

type. The story about the two young men hiking in the woods sums 

up this ideology well. As they proceeded down the trail~ they 

spied a grizzly bear some fifty yards ahead of them. One of the 

hikers took off his knapsac~ sat down, and began changing his 

hiking boots for designer runniMg shoes. 11 !.Alh.at are you doing 

that ·ff.:!!'""? 11 his companion a-!.:~!ked; 11 Y0U C<3.Ji~t 0Ut!'""Un tha.t bear. II 11 I 

don~t have to outrun the bear, 11 the first fellow replied, ''I just 

have to outrun you.'' 

Evidence that this kind of self-centeredness is not just 

episodic can be fcund in the fifteen-year changes in the 

-:1t.t.i tLtdes -.::~.nd \lal l.,.tes cJf inc::Jtni ng college freshmen~ From the 

early 1970s to the mid-1980s, the values which have increased 

most ,3.r~:-:.:: 1) f:Jein1;} \-'ery , .. .,ell cJff financially, 2) being an 

authority~ ~) having administrative responsibility for others, 

and 4) obtaining recognition. Tht-2 val Ut'2S shDwi ng the o;~reatest 

decline are~ 1) developing a philosophy of life, 2) participating 

in cammunitv affairs~ .); cleaning up the environment, and 4) 

oromoting racial understanding. 

Ove!-- 3 twenty year period, this change is further 

illustrated by the fact that in 1960 almost 90 percent of college 

students wanted an education that would help them '1 benefit 

m.;::;,nkind":; years ago~ the percentage had dropped to 42. 

Additional su~~2v data confi~m the present situation~ when asked, 

for ~he first time ~n 1985u whether the individual can do much to 

over a thi~d repli8d in the negative. 
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asked if they c:onsidered it imp<Jrtant to partic:ipate in c:ommunity 

action, influence the political structure, or influence social 

values, the percentage of positive replies among students was 23, 

16, and 33 respectively. 

In citing these statistics, I mean to convey something of a 

note of disappointment and despair. My disappointment and 

despair are mitigated, to be sure, by the fac:t that Lawrenc:e 

students differ from the national noF"ms, and in some cases differ 

dramatically.. Whereas only 32 percent of all college freshmen in 

1985 viewed promoting racial understanding as important, for 

e~-~ample, 48 pe1.-cent. of Lawrent.ians did so. And whereas a third 

of all students agree that the individual can do little to change 

society, only a quarter o·f Lawrence students hold that view .. 

But these differences cannot mask the facts, namely, that a 

little over half of the Lawrence respondents did not see the 

promotion of 1.-acial understanding as important and that one in 

four feel that individuals c:an do little to c:hange the society in 

whic:h they live. And ~'olhi 1 e it is hea.J ... teni ng to note that 60 

percent of you believe that it is essential or very important to 

develop a meaningful philosophy of life--contrasted with the 

national norm of 43 percent--it is sobering to note that the 

Lawt-enc:e response h.as declined by 25 percent in the last fifteen 

years. 

At this point~ as should be obvious to all of you, this 

address is well on the way to becoming a jeremiad--that form of 

address perfecti-3d by the second and thil'-d g(2ne!"·atians of new 

world Puritans who lamented people~s lapses and declension from 
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the virtues of their forebears and decried the resulting state of 

New England society and piety. And while not wishing to deny 

that element of my purposes here, do want to offer some context 

for understanding why believe we need to rediscover and 

reaffirm a vigor·aus sense of civic purpose and engagement out of 

and as an eNpression of this community of learning .. 

Plato argued that "if you ask what is the good of education, 

the answer is easy--th~-at education make~s good per-sons and that 

good persons act nobly~" For Plato, as the upperclassmen know 

and as the fr·eshmen will soon discover, noble action was 

fundamentally public action--acting as citizen in the realm of 

civic affairs. Indeed, Grah(3:m Wall ace once characterized the 

great philosophers of Athens as 1'training free citizens to 

e}:erci !se judgment on behalf of a consc:iot..tS'l y self·-governed 

( community," a notion that Joseph Tussman argues is 11 .an especially 

apt statement of what liberal education is--when it is what it 

should be. " 

Such ideas not only can be traced to antiquity, but they 

have a distinctly American .articulatton as well .. The Founding 

Fa.-thel""s understood and proclaimed that education and a free 

soci.ety were ine:-(tricably interwoven~ indeed that the latter 

depended on the farmer. Thomas Jefferson, for e:-:ampl e, said 11 I 

know of no safe depository of the ultimate powers of society but 

the people themselv<:s, and i·f we think them not enlightened 

enough to exercise their control with wholesome direction, the 

remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform their 

di.scretion .. " Washington concurred: ' 1 It is substantively true, 11 

6 



( 

( 

( 

he wrote, "that virtue or morality is a necessary spring of 

popular government. ••• Promote, then, as an object of primary 

importance, institutions for the general diffusion of knowledge. 

In proportion as the structure of government gives force to 

public opinion, 

enlightened." 

it is essential that public opinion should be 

The genius of _the American experiment has been--perforce, 

must continue to be--the bqld commitment to self-government, 

government--as Lincoln put it--of, by, and for the people. That 

being the· case, the wisdom of the people becomes of primary 

importance, and the political savvy and discernment of the people 

regarding the public good remain the bulwark of a free society .. 

Education, 

democracy. 

in that' sense, is viewed as a necessary ingredient of 

What Jefferson and Washington and others argued--the 

,democratic requirement of informed citizen participation in 

public life--may be understood, simply, as an effort to avoid 

what Bertrand de Jouvenal foresaw when he warned that "a society 

of sheep must in time beget a government of wolves." 

Just as our early statesmen spoke of democracy's dependence 

on an enlightened and educated citizenry and their civic virtue, 

so too have educators affirmed the civic purposes of learning. 

The establishment of Harvard College 350 years a_go in the 

wilderness of the Massachusetts Bay Colony was motivated by the 

felt need for educated leadership. A11d while that pure purpose 

obviously flagged over time, there were those who reminded their 

fellow New Englanders of the reasons for a college education. 

Solomon Stoddard, preaching one of those .ier·emiads I alluded to 

earlier, put it this way: It is "not worth the while for persons 
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to be sent to the ~9ll@Q9§ to learn to Complement men, and Court 

women L~"and, we would add, Y.!.£§ Y§!:.§~J; they should be sent 

thither to prepare them for Publick Service." Indeed, some 

version of tha,t claim spurred the founding of other colleges--at 

Yale, the language called for youth to be instJ"ucted in the arts 

and sciences to fit them for "Publick employment both in Church & 

Ci vi 1 State"--and such purposes h(sve rem.ai ned part of the 

language of higher education into this century. 

Such sentiments,··then, have prev.cdled over time. Charles W. 

Eliot. spoke of this aspect of the missi.on of higher education a 

hundred years ago: "And what wi 11 the university do ·for· the 

c:ommunity? 11 he asked. And he answered: it will make a 

rich return of learning, poetry, and piety. Secondly, it will 

foster the sense of public duty--tha·t great virtue which makes 

republics possible." And in another place Eliot argued "that 

the best solution to the problem of national order lay in the 

education of individuals to ideals of service, stewardship, and 

cooperation. 11 Eliot~s claims are of a piece with the assessment 

of Wi 11 i am Mathe!" Lew:l s. 11 Educat.ian, 11 he said;~ 11 iS not concerned 

primarily with intellectual luxuries, but with elements which 

make the individual ,3. valuable member of society. 11 

While American colleges and universities continue to hold to, 

some version of these views into the present day, such 

utterances, frankly, have lost the force and conviction they once 

posse~:;sed.. The1--e are no doubt many reasons fcJr this diminution; 

( Walter Lippmann located the change in the nature of education 

itself and offered this explanation 46 years ago. Modern 
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education, Lippmann said, "is based on a denial that it is 

necessary or useful or desirable for colleges to continue to 

transmit from generation to generation the religious and 

classical culture of the Western world. It abandons and' neglects 

as no longer necessary the study of the whole classical heritage 

of the great works. 

11 Thus there is an enormous vacuum where until a few decades ago 

there was the substance of education. And with what is the 

vacuum filled: it is filled with the elective, eclectic, the 

specialized, the accidental and incidental improvisations and 

spontaneous curiosities of teachers and students. There i,s no 

common faith, no common body of principle, no common body of 

knowledge, no common moral and intellectual discipline. Yet the 

graduates of these modern schools are expected to form a 

civilized community. They are expected to govern themselves. 

They are expected to have a social conscience. They are expected 

to arrive by discussion at common purposes." 

Lippmann's point was that such expectations were no longer 

valid and viable and hence that education no longer served with 

force or meaning the civic purposes it had long espoused. The 

condition he described probably remains more or less true today. 

What higher education Q2§ served, and served effectively, is the 

individual and individually-defined interests and intended 

pursuits of students. Most often, this service is related to the 

individual's private life--typically, vocational--and, as we hear 

with enervating monotony, to the individual's quest for securing 

personal goals and satisfactions. And so we circle back to the 

survey findings I cited a few moments ago: that, in the main, 
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American college students today hold p~ivate objectives in higher 

regard than public ones. 

is the predominant mode and the situation 

that has promoted the most comment and concern in and beyond the 

higher educational community. But leaving it at that will hardly 

do. In fact, there are signs which contradict that general state 

There is, if you will, another side to the 

situation~, and that otht:~t- side deser\les to be nurtured and 

advanced .. 

Robc~rt B(::!ll ah :• in !:!:a9.i1?.. gf. i;b.§ !j§§!::S.1. Io.Qi~i2I:d9:l..i§!!! ~~!JQ 

~SH!!f!!!."!:.IT.U:El.:!.:!; i.C!. 6ill~r.:i.;;.'~!J. \~tf.§~, not.t~s that despite the prev(:\1 ence of 

personal and private pri~rities~ few Americans ''have found a life 

devoted to ~personal ambition and consGmerlsm satisfactory, and 

most ar9 seeking in one way or another to transcend the 

T.H. Huxley expressed 

somet.h:L nq cJf thE~ same i dt~,?. ;.'>Jh(·!m he sad d that 11 the sense of 

uselessness is the seversst shock which our system can sustain. 1' 

There is, then, evidence to suggest and support the persistence 

of individual c~mmitment tc community, on behalf of others, to 

what might be styled noble action in the p!Jblic sphere. And 

thouqh that c~mmitment is~ Bellah argues, constrained by the 

ethos of individuali~m, it is nat crippled by it. 

These evidences of commitment and action are, 

and parcel of our national make-up. The Founding Fathers 

ceJ. ebr·· -:~t.:r-:?d And Plexis de Tocqueville viewed its expression 

as one of the most salient features of democracy in America. 

Tacqueville found that in a democratic society, the individual--
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being on equal footing with other individuals--is powerless 

alone. Through concerted and common purpose and action, however, 

(' the individual gained power and influence and this, he found, was 

the American practice. Here is how he put it: 

( 

"If each,citizen did not learn, in proportion as he individually 

becomes more feeble and consequently more incapable of preserving 

his freedom single-handedly, to combine with his fellow citizens 

for the purpose of defending it, it is clear that tyranny would 

unavoidably increase together with equality. I Among democratic 

nations ••• all the citizens are independent and feeble; they can 

do hardly anything by themselves, and none of them can oblige his 

fellow men ~o lend him their assistance. They all, therefore, 

become powerless if they do not learn voluntarily to help one 

another ... 

And, Tocqueville discerned, that is exactly what Americans 

did. They joined together not only in the realm of politics, but 

in all aspects of civil life. 11 The Americans,n Tocqueville 

wrote, 11 make associations to gi.ve e.nterta.inments, to found 

seminaries, to build inns, to construct churches, to diffuse 

books, to send missionaries to the antipodes; in this manner they 

found hospitals, prisons, and schools ..•. Wherever at the head of 

some new undertaking you see the government in France, or a man 

of rank in England, in the United States you will be sure to find 

an association. 11 

What Tocqueville here points to is the endemic tension in 

the American democracy between private and public life, between 

individual pursuits and common interests. What kept American 

(, society from flying apart, he thought, was that this tension did 
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( not snap, and that private life and individual pursuits did not 
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c 

dominate the equation. Plato addresses this tension in In~ 

B~2~Qli£ and resolves it, as it were, by attempting insofar as 

possible to deny rulers a private life. "The guardians have no 

private homes, no families, no private property~ Those outside 

the ruling class, on the other hand, have only private lives.'1 

A democracy rejects this bifurcation between rulers--those 

who only 1 i ve a public 1 i fe--and others--those who only 1 i ve a 

private life. That is a bold and adventuresome rejection, for it 

is predicated on the fragile notion that the individual in a 

democratic free society will, in fact, behave not only as a 

private person but as a public agent .• As one political 

philosopher puts it, "democracy~s basic assertion is that every 

citizen has two distinct roles to play. Each citizen is a 

member, a subjsct, a private person free within the common limits 

to pursue his Cor her] private ends~ But each is also an agent 

of the body politic, a ruler, a [member] of the sovereign 

tribunal with all of tl1e duties, obligations, and 

responsibilities that go with that role." 

\John Gardne1 ... , in the reviS(-:?d version of his book f;~£§!l§D.f.§:, 

states the case here suc:cinctly: "Freedom and obligation~ liberty 

and duty--that~s the deal.'' And in fulfilling the deal in terms 

of obligation and duty, one acts as citizen~ as one concerned 

with the public interest~ the welfare of others, and nat with 

private goods and aims. Betrayal of the public interest to 

private interest is, one author has opined, ''the treason to which 

we have become callous." The "deal," i.n Gardner~s terms, is to 
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have it both ways, not only to celebrate one's individuality and 

freedom, but for each of us to recognize "the mutual dependence 

of the individual and the group" and to "pay tithes of 

allegiance--give something back--to family, community, nation, 

humankind .. " 

For Lawrence and for Lawrentians, these ideas need to have 

force, To the extent that the college affords only opportunities 

to educate the student as private person and to further the 

individual~s private aims, it has failed, The college must also 

nurture and celebrate the individual as public agent, and find 

ways to promote those expressions of public service and voluntary 

action which foster our citizenship and which, ultimately, give 

meaning to our lives. President Henry Wriston put it well: "The 

reconciliation of individualism with social demands is one of the 

highest functions of the college. But it never can be discharged 

by putting ... self-interest at the center of life." 

There is, as I said a moment ago, reason for encouragement 

here. In 1985, nearly three-fourths of the Lawrence respondents 

in the polls cited earlier stated that they deemed it 

essential or important to help those in difficulty. A little 

over three-fourths indicated that they had engaged in some form 

of volunteer service within the past year. Many student 

organizations on campus have a service component as one of their 

purposes and priorities. A significant number of new students 

responded warmly and positively to Ralph Nader's talk and call to 

action last Fr~day regarding citizen movements. And many members 

of the faculty and staff of the college are active and 

contributing participants in a var{ety of public and service 
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activities and groups. Surely, then, we can draw from these 

sensibilities and behaviors the base from which to move. 

propose that we do so. 

Last year, in thinking about just these kinds of issues and 

concerns, I promoted and secured Lawrence's membership in a new 

national organization of a little over 100 colleges and 

universities called "Campus Compact: The Project for Public and 

Community Service." This confederation is dedicated to charging 

"the nation's institutions of higher education to recommit 

themselves to equipping their students to be the committed, 

compassionate ci-tizens upon which this nation depends." On 

behalf of our community, I accept that charge. 

While recommitting and equipping will require analysis, 

thought, and conversation, my aim here is not for us to debate 

but to deliver, not to deliberate but to do. In their article 

"On Participation," Hanna Pitkin and para Shumer argue that 

11 there are a number of things we c:an~t do until we ca.n think 

about them, but being a good citizen is probably something that 

w~ can~t think about until we do it. 11 Let~s do it. 

In the coming year, the college will work to investigate and 

delineate service opportunities within and beyond the immediate 

community in which we live and will, in addition, consider other 

initiatives· to help promote student involvemen-t with such 

programs. I have spoken with Aron Livingston, president of the 

Lawrence University Community Council, about these intentions, 

C and he shares my conviction that they deserve a top place on the 

LUCC agenda for the coming year. In addition, I would here call 
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on all student organizations to make voluntary service activities 

a priority for their members. would ask that we consider 

reviving "Lantern," the umbrella organization that was charged 

with promoting the ideal and practice of service in and for the 

Lawrence community, a symbolic act that might express our larger 

intent and which would give new meaning to the Lawrence motto of 

"Light, More Light." 

would urge faculty to continue to express in their 

teaching the applicable connections between coursework and public 

concerns, between the life of the mind and our lives in our 

communities. And, finally, I propose that through an ongoing 

series of campus conversations--structured and spontaneous--we 

give voice and reflection to those common concerns of peace, 

justice, freedom, ·equality, and human dignity that constitute the 

shared aims that bind us together. We are all adept at 

expressing and furthering our own interests; we need to find ways 

to discover and celebrate our collective· interests. 

As we do these things, I believe we will be most faithful to 

a central if neglected element of the best purposes of liberal 

education. And as we do these things, am confident that we 

will find that service to others and society will bring rewards 

and satisfactions far beyond our imagining. We will find, with 

George Berna~d Shaw, that the true joy in life is being used for 

a purpose recognized as a right. one. We will find, finally, what 

it means to be a citizen. 

Freedom and obligation, liberty and duty--that's the deal. 

( That's the deal that calls upon the better angels of our nature 

to act in the public realm and for others. That's the deal that 
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defines our democratic freedoms and enables our common life. 

( That's the deal I urge we accept as part and parcel of our living 

and learning at Lawrence. 

( 
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