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I think that on no future day will I be more proud to be an

alumnus and .trustee of Wake Forest University. It is immensely satisfying

to be officially honored because one's Alma Mater has done well in the defense

of academic freedom.

I gladly accept the Alexander Meiklejohn Award on behalf of the

students, faculty, administration, and trustees of Wake Forest University. All

were involved in the events and decisions described by Professor Davis. There

was remarkable consensus. Frequently the Wake Forest community is a cantankerous

place known to look with dark suspicion on unanimity.

Hindsight should not be regarded as twenty-twenty. Reasons for

decisions are often constructed in the lull after the storm, and there is much

editing and invention.

My own account is this:

We were confronted with two problems. The answers would affect

the basic personality of the University. There was the usual anguish as we

sought compromises that would placate a host of antagonisms suddenly crowded

into our academic amphitheater. After that understandable detour, we stopped

fooling ourselves and said that the open platform shall remain open and that

the Board of Trustees shall remain the final arbiter in decisions affecting

the life of the University.

I surmise that few members of the Wake Forest community respect

Mr. Flynt. His contempt for people is too great. Certainly the Trustees would

have preferred a more distinguished person to do battle over. We were helped

considerably by President Scales who reminded us that Wake Forest and the
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State of North Carolina have been hospitable for years to speakers of all sorts

and that every so often a group of students will push to the limit the University's

devotion to the First Amendment. Mr. Flynt's appearance was an embarrassment,

but it would have been a greater and longer lasting embarrassment to restrict

such appearances.

In a sense, the second issue was less clear-cut. The Baptist

State Convention, which requested that we return a portion of the National

Science Foundation grant, felt that its principle of church-state separation

was being violated. The Board respects that tradition and upholds it. But

we could find in this instance no danger of government intervention or control.

There were numerous examples of government intrusion in the University's

day-to-day operations but none in this particular grant.

Differences of interpretation eventually raised the question

of control, and here I think we knew quickly where our responsibilities lay.

The buck stops with the Trustees.

We respect those persons in the Convention who, for a while,

were our adversaries. So, our decision was made not out of scorn but simply

out of a knowledge that being Trustees made us responsible for this turn in

the course of the University's history.

Because Wake Forest is worth its salt, these were not the first

such moments of crisis. In North Carolina we still talk about a man whose

students called him "Billy with the red necktie." He was Dr. William Louis

Poteat. He was president of Wake Forest, and in 1925 staunchly opposed a bill

in the North Carolina Legislature which would have put the state on record

against the teaching of evolution. He, more than any other person, is credited

with the defeat of that bit of noxiousness. Poteat was attacked bitterly, but

his name is the only one in that episode that people still recall.
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Gerald W. Johnson, the Baltimore author, journalist, and editor,

is a member of the Class of 1911 at Wake Forest, and he is one of the persons

who wrote a letter seconding the nomination of Wake Forest for the Meiklejohn

Award.

On other occasions Mr. Johnson has written that his Alma Mater

is a "pistol packin' mama" and that "she is rowdy, but there are those who love

her." He referred, of course, to intellectual rowdiness, to an institution's

willingness to involve itself in significant issues.

It is interesting to me that another Wake Forest alumnus, who

is a former editor of Esquire magazine, said the following at a commencement

luncheon:

"Twice a year at board of visitors meetings, I have listened

with awe as faculty and administration have struggled, without a whit of

self-consciousness, to define that special quality a Wake Forest education

should provide for its students. Always this tension--the imperatives of

religious faith against the imperatives of scholarship--underlies this dialogue.

I hope we never lose it. It sends us out into the world with perhaps a little

more guilt than our contemporaries, but guilt is a concomitant of responsibility,

and that's all right, too."

The speaker was Harold Hayes who has just started a new news

program for ABC television and who might be expected to be the sort of person

to become impatient with the religious heritage of Wake Forest. Mr. Hayes also

seconded the nomination of the University.

The quotes I have read may give you a small, and I suppose imperfect,

understanding of why Wake Forest is the kind of school it is and why we did those

things which caused you to honor us.
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I am a country lawyer, and I confess that I once thought academic

freedom merely a nicety, a bow tied to an academic package. I know better now,

and I am grateful that my Alma Mater still educates me, still prickles me, still

makes me uneasy.

Albert Camus wrote a great deal about freedom. In 1955 he made

a speech in honor of a South American newspaper editor who had been driven into

exile. In one part of his address Camus talked about individual freedom. The

quote is no less appropriate when one reads it with the idea that Camus is

talking about our own colleges and universities. Here is what he said:

"When one knows of what man is capable, for better and for worse,

one also knows that it is not the human being himself who must be protected but

the possibilities he has within him--in other words, his freedom. I confess,

insofar as I am concerned, that I cannot love all humanity except with a vast

and somewhat abstract love. But I love a few men, living or dead, with such

force and admiration that I am always eager to preserve in others what will

someday make them resemble those I love. Freedom is nothing else but a chance

to be better, whereas enslavement is a certainty of the worst."

I thank you for your determination to make education better and

less encumbered. I am grateful to President Scales who has been in other battles

for academic freedom. The Award is his as much as it is anyone's. He is civil,

intelligent, and courageous, and he will not abandon principle. The Meiklejohn

Award will make us more aware of the issues of freedom. And for that, I thank

you, too.


