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Annapolis, Maryland 
· September 27, 1980 

THE DUTIES OF 
HIGHER EDUCATION 
TO AMERICA, I 

Address by EDWIN JULES DELATTRE 

M embers of the St. John's College Community 
and Honored guests 

When a nation undertakes by an act of its own volition to 
achieve an educated public - because it is convinced that individual 
human beings have the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of hap
piness, and because it has the courage to practice an experiment in 
governance of, by, and for the people- the risks of confusion about 
what an educated public is and about what the mandate of educa
tional institutions shall be are very great. In America, we are run
ning these risks - to our credit, for they are noble risks to take - but 
we do not always run them wisely or well. Accordingly, I have 
chosen this opportunity to speak to the duties of higher education 
to America. 

There is at present, and traditionally has been, more or less 
widespread despair over the state of American education, both in 
the schools and in colleges and universities. But despair is a form of 
self-indulgence we cannot afford. It is better to be instructed by the 
insight of Catherine Drinker Bowen in perceptively describing the 
diligence and will of James Madison and George Washington 
before and during the Constitutional Convention at Philadelphia in 
the summer of 1787. These men knew, she explains, that the situa
tion then was too serious for despair~ So, too, with American ed
ucation today: the situation is much too serious for despair. 

The seriousness of the American educational scene emerges in 
part from the immensity of the challenge we have set for ourselves 
as a country. But it is also rooted in two elemental mistakes into 
which education generally, the broader public, and the American 
government have fallen. 
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The first error is in believing that the education of the public is 
coextensive with public education or with formal education. This 
falsehood implies first that independent institutions have no cen
tral place in the education of the public, which is historically false. 
More important, it implies that schools, colleges, and universities 
can be expected to fulfill the educational responsibilities of families, 
churches, legislatures, courts, communities, the media, and adults 
generally in public and private life - expected, that is, to be entirely 
responsible for teaching and learning. Schools and colleges cannot, 
of course, fulfill any such expectation; in fact, when they are unable 
to rely on families, communities, and others t-Oleach in the home 
and in public, lessons of respect for learning, for discipline, for self
control, for the law, and for people, schools and colleges cannot by 
themselves fill the educational vacuum which inevitably results. 

The second basic mistake is in supposing that because we are 
committed to the education of the public, formal education must be 
everything to everybody, must seek to satisfy the transient and 
even trivial interests of every individual or group of individuals, 
however ideological or self-interested, no matter what. Education 
has no such obligation; to suppose that it does is to promote its de
struction through progressive collapse into preoccupation with the 
immediate gratification of the most fleeting wishes of the very stu
dents whose inexperience and naivete make them especially de
serving of more respectful and demanding instruction. Education 
cannot give everything by asking nothing, for if it asks nothing, 
demands nothing, stands for nothing, it has nothing left to give. 

The issue of what duties education does have is joined by Mor
timer Adler and Milton Mayer in The Revolution in Education, 
where they write: 

"Education needs to know what it is doing and why, and 
to be aggressive about it. 'The keystone in the arch of 
our government,' Jefferson called it. What the thinking 
of the past was able, at its best, to do for some, the 
thinking of the present must try to do for a society of 
all." (p. 34) 

What, then, is education, particularly higher education, to do, 
and why? What is education to stand for, and to stand for aggres
sively? What, that is, can education rightfully be expected to do for 
a society of all? 

The principal educational birthright of every child born in 
civilized society is the opportunity to learn to use his or her mind 
resourcefully-with precision, rigor, and imagination. The oppor-
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tunity must be designed to advance the achievement of personal 
competence in the practice of human life and the capacity to recog
nize competence or the lack of it in others. 

Now in practice, as every teacher knows, few opportunities are 
greeted with a less cordial welcome than this one. We need only to 
recall the reward of Socrates for his efforts to combat the intellec
tual and moral complacency of his fellows to appreciate how very 
unwelcome the opportunity to learn to use a mind reliably can be. 
The opportunity is unwelcome in part because it is intolerant of laz
iness and even more because it strikes at the heci:rt of human 
vanity. 

Perhaps no better account of this vanity, this arrogance which 
struggles against the idea that trustworthy and penetrating uses of 
mind and thought must be learned, can be found than the ironic 
sentence with which Rene Descartes begins his Discourse on 
Method. There, in prescribing "the Method of rightly conducting 
the Reason and Seeking Truth ... ,"Descartes writes: 

"Good sense, is of all things among men, the most 
equally distributed, for everyone thinks himself so abun
dantly provided with it, that those even who are the 
most difficult to satisfy in everything else, do not usually 
desire a larger measure of this quality than they already 
possess." (p. 3) 

For all that has changed since Socrates was executed in 399 
B. C. and since Descartes published the Discourse in 1637, the wide
spread contentedness o-f humanity with its own good sense surely 
has not. The nearly idiomatic refuges from careful, rigorous 
thought, so common in everyday discourse, testify with a ven
geance to the fact that we have not changed. The sanctuaries from 
the need either to think hard or to learn to think well include such 
commonplace phrases as "I have a right to my own opinion," and 
"Well, who is to say?" 

Of course we have a right to our opinions, but more important, 
we have the freedom to decide which opinions we shall have. The 
right to an opinion is not nearly so striking or important as the 
freedom to test opinions by objective standards of evidence, to seek 
by means of our right to an opinion to reach opinions that are right. 
Only diligent effort and careful thought can yield truthful opinions 
supported by real evidence; taking refuge in the right to an opinion 
is normally a way of expressing satisfaction with what one believes, 
however unreflectively, and of declining to think through the right
ness of one's opinions. On balance, if education settles for the right 
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to opinions and neglects the instruction basic to reaching opinions 
which are right, it will have settled for much less than half the loaf. 

The same considerations apply to the question, "Who is to say?" 
The question masquerades as an implicit defense of tolerance of the 
views of others, but the masquerade deserves to be challenged. In 
fact, the question is a rhetorical device for bringing to a halt serious 
reflection about right and wrong conduct, practices, and policies. It 
amounts to a merciless attack on thinking itself, for it denies that 
considered views are better than unconsidered ones, and it advo
cates abnegation of the responsibility to deliberate conscientiously 
before making decisions about how best to behave. Phrases such as 
these are the guardians and protectors of the human vanity Soc
rates and Descartes understood so well, and they deserve no com
fort from the educational community. 

Thus, both contemporary experience and human history teach 
the lesson that we are inclined to place inordinate confidence in our 
own undisciplined thoughts. We are inclined to attribute credibility 
to our own dear selves. 

Any system of education, any school or college, which does not 
stand actively for intellectual humility, which does not stand unmis
takably for the irreducible importance of learning to use a mind, 
which cannot or does not resist the temptation to yield to human 
vanity on this score, is intellectually bankrupt and faithless to its 
public duties. 

Yet the power of the temptation for colleges and universities to 
give in, and to let the schools give in with them, is immense. Some 
of the tempting appeals are well-intentioned: ''We must teach what 
interests students, for then they will study hardest and learn the 
most. And, we must offer whatever studies our students, actual or 
prospective, say they need, for these will be relevant to their lives." 
Other arguments more obviously serve the short-term interests of 
institutions themselves: "We must offer courses which will attract 
students, for enrollment is required to balance the budget. We 
must broaden our course offerings in a time of declining enroll
ments to compete for a larger share of the student market and to 
survive in the face of other institutions which are doing the same." 

Both types of appeal, for better or worse, fail. To teach what
ever interests students, and to settle for that, is to forsake the idea 
that there is anything essentially worth teaching or learning and to 
deny that there are any interests which education ought to encour
age. It is to reduce education to fancy, fashion, and whim. The 
methods of science, the lessons of literature, the problems of phi
losophy, the meaning in human experience, the function of institu-

8 

tions - the very subject matters in which a mind becomes disci
plined - are sacrificed to whatever byways of study students feel to 
be interesting. Acquiescence in this sacrifice amounts to testimony 
that neither a mind which is equipped for the practice of human life 
nor the studies which can so equip it are important. This is no 
lesson to visit on students. As Alexander Meiklejohn observed in 
writing about students nearly seventy years ago, "To be perfectly 
frank about the whole matter, I believe that in large measure our 
pupils are indifferent to their studies simply because they do not 
see that these are important." The duty of higher education is 
scarcely to admit that demanding studies which teach the most 
compelling achievements of humanity in our own and other times 
and give access to the habits of mind which constitute civilized in
telligence, are unimportant when compared to idiosyncratic de
sires. It is rather to accept the challenge, the burden, of showing 
how very important they are. 

The appeal to relevance is equally unpersuasive, for in practice 
it has led to the reduction of teaching to training in specific skills 
which are not adaptable and which rapidly become obsolete in the 
presence of advancing technology. Such a short-sighted vision of 
relevance pays no heed to the utility of learning how to learn, and 
so, while it promises the greatest immediate utility, it seldom 
delivers. 

The arguments for institutional survival offer even less that is 
compelling. It is not the purpose of institutions merely to survive, 
but rather, in the case of education, to provide instruction which 
does not glorify the trivial. Some institutions are clearly prepared 
to survive to death, that is, to destroy their capacity to treat stu
dents seriously by succumbing entirely to quickly outmoded fash
ion. These institutions are, at the same time, unlikely to look 
beyond their own immediate financial needs to the broader national 
issue of how higher education can be financed generally with the 
greatest advantage to taxpayers, to students, and to the country as 
a whole. 

The colleges and universities which continue to undercut the 
curriculum in order to secure financial gains will fail to contribute 
to healthy dialogue in educational and political arenas about the 
best ways to achieve the pedagogical and financial ends of instruc
tion. Instead, like the political factions whose effects Madison 
sought to control, they will continue to disregard the public good 
and to seek their own security at the expense of students who de
serve better. 

Now given the duty of higher education to demonstrate and af-
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firm the value of rigorous study, to show in practice the point of dil
igent reading, writing, experimenting, translating, and convers
ing, to stand for the habits and skills of a useful and reliable mind 
how is it to fulfill its rightful charge? ' 

The answers lie in the substance of the programs of study and 
the nature of the teachers in higher education. 

No one has ever successfully demonstrated to the educational 
community that one particular program of study provides the 
greatest likelihood of broad literacy and astute reflection among 
students. It is possible to identify students who have emerged with 
mature habits of mind from highly diverse programs of study in 
both two-year and four-year institutions of higher education. Yet 
while the programs of study differ, they have specific characteris
tics in common. 

First, they emphasize careful study of books which can stand 
the test of thorough scrutiny, books whose mistakes as well as 
truths reveal the marks of sustained thought. The programs never 
allow libraries to be sacrificed for mere "media centers." Second, 
they provide opportunities for students to work closely with 
teachers and with fellow students; they generate by regular, dis
cursive association a community of inquiry, the context in which 
minds come truly to life. Third, they are attentive to the fact that 
the habits of a disciplined mind have application in the totality of 
human experience; they do not permit narrowness of mind or the 
reduction of mind to a mere means, for example, of securing em
ployment. That is, they treat the life of the mind as an ongoing life, 
mseparable from the whole domain of human action. Fourth, they 
insist that education can neither be given nor received like a gift, 
and they teach that students much "reach for it with themselves." 
They take themselves and their students seriously. Fifth, they ex
pect and require sustained student work, particularly in writing. 
They do not treat multiple choice tests as objective and essays as 
subjective but exactly the opposite. They are based on the recogni
tion that a reasoned essay, an essay in which conclusions are built 
on considered evidence, exhibits a level of objectivity which is ines
timably beyond anything which can be achieved by multiple choice 
or single word answers. Sixth, they expose students to the broad 
range of tools of inquiry and discovery known to humanity, to the 
multiple ways by which we are able to learn and to know. But above 
all, the programs of study that really work rely on the efforts of 
teachers worthy of the name. 

Teaching is an art. It is at once the most demanding and the 
most dangerous of all arts. It has fallen into disfavor in some 
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quarters in America, partly because of prejudices such as those ex
pressed in such phrases as, "Those who can, do; the rest teach;" 
partly because of public suspicion that anyone who would work for 
a teacher's salary cannot do better; partly because of the glorifica
tion in some universities of research, scholarship, and publishing at 
the expense of teaching; and partly because of the undeniable fact 
that some teachers are just not very good at it. 

Education is responsible to fight the prejudices, to restore 
teaching to its rightful place of honor in academic institutions, and 
to exercise the courage of insisting that tenure for teaching faculty 
be awarded on considerations of merit in the classroom. 

But what of the art of teaching, its demands and its dangers? 
We should recall that before the word "pedagogue" came to be 
associated with pedantry and dogmatism, it had a positive and 
powerful meaning: a person serving as a guide and leader for 
children. The teacher as artist, the teacher worthy of the name, 
must deserve to be entrusted with the responsibilities of leadership 
in the presence of students - children, youths, or adults. The 
teacher must have what real teachers have always had-as William 
Arrowsmith puts it, "a care and concern for the future of man, a 
Platonic love of the species, not for what it is, but what it might be." 

And it is here that the demands and dangers of practicing the 
art of teaching are most evident: The teacher, like Socrates, must 
embody, must be the living exemplification of, the largeness of 
mind, the depth and breadth of understanding and vision, to which 
the student is expected to aspire. And in his or her work, the 
teacher must exhibit the vitality of a continuing aspiration to be
come more competent and more wise. Teachers who fail in this em
bodiment visibly put the lie to the importance of their students' 
work; they jeopardize the integrity of formal education by endan
gering its capacity to make educational opportunity genuine and 
compelling. 

The fulfillment of these principal obligations of higher educa
tion - to stand for the qualities of mind which bring us to our 
higliest achievements in the conduct of human life - is possible for 
us. If, of course, we put our minds to it. 

Thank you. 

Address by President Edwin J. Delattre upon his Inauguration at 
Annapolis, Maryland, on Saturday, September 27, 1980. 
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Annapolis, Maryland 
September 27, 1980 

AN AMERICAN SCHOLAR: 
THE YOUNG JAMES MADISON, I 

Lecture by WILLIAM J. BENNETT 

M y subject is the young James Madison and his special relation 
to books, to his education, to politics, to his friend Thomas 

Jefferson, and to the cause and the meaning of the American 
Union. All this is intended to disclose something of what I believe 
we can fairly call the character of the young James Madison, an 
American scholar. In Santa Fe I shall talk about the scholar James 
Madison's view of the young American character. Two flips of the 
same coin. Walton Hamilton said once the greatest tribute we 
could pay to the founding fathers would be to raise them from im
mortality to mortality. Well, I think we should have the Founding 
Fathers in both forms, mortal and immortal, and that suggestion 
applies in special force to James Madison. In short, he deserves less 
obscurity. 

There are some of us to whom Madison is something of a hero 
and to whom he isn't -quite so obscure, some of us who wish he were 
both more palpable to mind, and, if not less immortal, then less 
obscurely immortal. But as a story reveals, a story with which I'd 
like to begin, sometimes believing this about the young James can 
get you into trouble. 

I don't think it inappropriate to begin tonight with a story, 
though it is a story which is admittedly self-serving in two ways. 
First, it's self-serving because it associates me with your new and 
well-loved President. But at the beginning of this lecture I seek any 
grace that connection might give me. Second, it's self-serving 
because it portrays me as an admirer of Madison, so it may appear 
that I am here to persuade you in the next few minutes what good 
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judgment I have for admiring such a fine person. But be that as it 
may, I am going to go ahead and tell the story, for I must establish 
a credential; and the story presumes to establish ardor, if not schol
arship as a credential. Some scholarship soon enough. 

The occasion in question was a visit to Charlottesville Virginia 
when your new President - who was then not a new Pre~ident but 
an aging director - and I were visiting his parents, Jules and Donna 
Delattre. Jules suggested that we ride over to see Monticello. I was 
not much enthused about that. I am one of the few people who believes 
that while Madison is entitled to a little less obscurity than he has 
received, Jefferson is perhaps entitled to a little more. But I judged 
the trip would be worth it - after all Jefferson at least was a contem
porary- and since one school of historical method now has it that 
one doesn't study the man, but his contemporaries - and his father, 
and his psyche, his diet, even his socks and his garbage - I yielded. 
And the company was good. It was a rainy day and when we got to 
Monticello there were very few people. Meeting us was one of those 
lovely and handsome matronly ladies who seem to populate great 
American historical houses, self-appointed as the guardian of the 
ghosts therein; she was our tour guide. As I recall there was only one 
other couple with us. We first went to the dining room where the 
hostess announced a list of some of the people who dined here with 
Mr. Jefferson. When she paused for questions, or purring praises, I 
asked her if Madison had ever eaten here. Yes, she said, as memory 
served her, Mr. Madison had dined with Mr. Jefferson in this very 
place. Well, we went on to the library, and saw this wonderful set
ting where Jefferson had been surrounded by books and where chairs 
of Jefferson's own design were prominently displayed. 

At that point, as I recall, I mentioned that I could imagine Mad
ison and Jefferson there engaged in conversation about the state of 
the Union or the descent of obligations. Our hostess's reaction to 
my second mention of Madison was less happy- she nodded guard
edly, seeming to grant to me at least that I had the sense of what 
the right activity in that room was, but gave me little more. Now, 
at that point the younger Delattre - your Delattre - nudged me and 
said something that all of you will come to know to be typically De
!attre - quick, clever, direct. As I recall it was something like "Bill, 
if I were you, I'd cool it on Madison." Well, ever mindful of his ad
vice as I am, I kept my silence for as long as I could through the 
rest of the tour or, at least most of the rest of the tour. But when 
we entered part of the house where there were guest bedrooms, 

. our hostess pulled on what to all appearances looked like a large 
drawer at the bottom of an enormous chest. This bottom drawer re-
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vealed a small bed which at its full length could have been no longer 
than 41/2 feet; I simply lost control of my wits and countermanded 
your good President's direction. Because you see, little Jemmy 
Madison, ~she w~s ~alled-all 5 feet 3 and 95 pounds of Jemmy
came to mmd as fittmg perfectly in that little bed. So without any 
prudence for consequences I said, "I'll bet Madison slept here." 
That did it. Even for this gracious Southern lady this was too much. 
Remember, this was the kind of gracious Southern lady for whom 
equanimity, poise and composure constitute three cardinal virtues 
and a fair share of the world's good things. Turning on her heels 
she said to me, icily, "Young man, this is Monticello, home of Presi
den~ Thomas J~fferson, third President of the United States. If you 
ar~ mterested m Mr. Madison I suggest you get in your car and 
drive to Montpelier." I beat a hasty retreat with the guffawing 
Delattres a little behind me at the door. 
. An addendum:_ At Montpelier, there is a piddling little grave 

site. You must drive down a dirt road and there you see a stone 
marked simply ''Madison." 

A life is richer and more various than the explicit elements re
vealed at any one stage of it. In the cases of most men, we would 
agree with George Eliot in Middlemarch that a fragment of a life is 
not the sample of an even web. Character is not cut in marble. It is 
not s~mething; solid and unalterable. It is something living and 
changmg and it may become well or diseased as our bodies do for 
character is a process and an unfolding. Men are always in the ~ak
ing, ~oth ~rtues and faults are capable of either shrinking or ex
pandmg. Smners have a future, and saints have a past. So with 
M~di~on. I ha~e ~ried to be conscious of this wise caution of George 
Ehot s, and I hmit myself to the young James Madison. But I limit 
this brief portrait for another reason. The Madison papers as they 
now exist go only through Volume 10, through the years 1787-
1788. That is as far as I have gone. I know almost nothing about the 
older James Madison, the post-1788 James Madison. I have been 
told that Madison married well - the buxom Dolly - that he became 
President of the United States, but that later that shining charac
ter and distinction were not evident as they were earlier. Some vir
tues shrank, some faults expanded. Or, perhaps, as is true of all 
men, he was simply better for some jobs than for others. What 
about him then? What's his story? 

Well, ~n ?~ef, Madison was born in 1751 in King George 
County, Vrrgima, and he began immediately to put together per
haps one of the most impressive resumes in American history. He 
entered the College of New Jersey, Princeton, and received his 
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Bachelor of Arts Degree in 1771. (More about Madison as student 
in a minute.) From that point, Madison held a string of public of
fices: 1775 Chairman of the Committee of Public Safety in Orange 
County, Virginia; 1776 a delegate to the new Virginia Convention 
at Williamsburg: 1777 member of the Virginia Council of State; 
1781 Delegate to the Continental Congress; member of the Virginia 
House of Delegates in 1784 when he wrote the brilliant Memorial 
and Remonstrance in favor of religious liberty. In 1786 Madison 
was appointed to the convention which met right here, at Annapo
lis, at which he drafted a report recommending a second conven
tion, that to take place in Philadelphia in May 1787. Before going to 
the convention, in April of '87, he wrote the Vices of the Political 
System of the United States, an indictment of the scheme of the 
Articles of Confederation. And in 1787 as one chronology, my favo
rite one for its terseness, charmingly puts it, he "drew up outline of 
new system of government." For the years 1787- 1788 the same 
terse chronology says "contributed to Federalist Papers, success
fully led pro-constitutional debate in Virginia convention." Indeed. 
Well, it was in this period, 1775-1788, that that radiant character 
became manifest. 

Our first brief look is at the young Madison's relation to books, · 
at this young intellectual whose passion was politics and equally the 
young politician whose passion was ideas. This drift, this combina
tion has not been appreciated by all. On one side of the critics many 
modern-day writers in political theory simply ignore him. On the 
other, as Patrick Henry, his contemporary, once put it, "Madison," 
he said, "is a theoretic statesman." It was said with· contempt. 

Inqeed Madison had a special relationship to learning, and the 
new James Madison Memorial Building of the Library of Congress 
would, I think, please him for though he was not much for domes 
and spires and things of that ilk, he would be happy to be so closely 
associated with books. To Madison, many things were unnecessary, 
but books were stuff. It is said that he always read, and more, that 
he always read for a purpose. He knew there was an intimate con
nection between books and politics, and in his bones he knew, and 
embodied, the intimate relation between what citizens read and 
what animates public life. Specifically, he believed that levers and 
schemes and plans and designs of government, which one did not 
know, which one could not think of, were levers, schemes, plans 
and designs that one was neither free to have for oneself, nor to 
give to one's descendants. So books mattered. 

It was natural that in a 1 783 congressional committee report 
Madison was the moving force behind the recommendation of "a 
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list of books proper for the use of Congress," the germ of the Li
brary of Congress. What he recommended was a guide to the ideal 
legislator's library. And what was in that ideal legislator's library? 
Well, Locke, Hooker, Plutarch, Hobbes, Hume, Montesquieu, 
Machiavelli, Plato, Aristotle, and more. I need not continue I think. 
You get the idea of the list, and I presume here at St. John's if any
where you get the idea behind my mention of a list. (I'm carrying 
coals to Newcastle, I hope.) Let me carry one more. Look back a 
few years before 1783 and look at James Madison as a student. 

Well, James Madison began reading and reading seriously, 
reading good books when he was very young, before he ever saw 
Princeton. On his own, this frail, little boy studied Greek, Latin, 
French, Spanish and mathematics, and was taken by the moral 
force of Addison and Steele's Spectator, which he devoured. When 
he went to Princeton, he was already well-educated; (he knew more 
then than most of today's graduate students, heck even more per
haps than some of today's entire graduate schools,) and he contin
ued to read. 

But at the College of New Jersey at that time, there were other 
stimuli in addition to books. Overseeing the curriculum and all the 
boys at Princeton was the famous Scottish-born divine, the feared 
and fearsome Dr. John Witherspoon. Well, as president of the col
lege, and because he was president of the college, in a now almost 
universally superannuated practice, Witherspoon lectured in moral 
philosophy to all his students. Imagine. 

It was Witherspoon who lectured Madison and Philip Freneau 
and Billy Bradford and the others, Madison's friends, on a great 
number of topics; but most of Witherspoon's lectures could be sub
sumed under one steady and constant Witherspoonian exhortation: 
"Boys," he would say, "do not live useless and die contemptible." 
Now we must admit that Witherspoon's method was not that of 
Socrates. Markedly dogmatic, he taught dogma as he saw it, and he 
saw it, all right. Unlike many in today's schools of education, 
Witherspoon didn't worry that he was imposing his values on stu
dents; Witherspoon only worried that he wasn't imposing his values 
on students. Stimulated by Witherspoon's intellect, Madison's mind 
bloomed. 

So Madison studied. Studied what? Well, what's the right cur
riculum for somebody who wants "to outline new system of govern
ment?" He remained an extra year at the college in preparation for 
a career in public life, and he studied not policy science, public 
policy, opinion polls or behavorial trends, but Hebrew and ethics, 
history and theology. So at Princeton, as Professor Adair says, 
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"the arguments of the philosophers became for Madison the slo
gans of a fighting faith and a political creed." 

A brief digression in the form of a question. Should Princeton 
take the credit? Should we ask tonight, here in this place, ladies and 
gentlemen, how much credit a college may take for its famous 
alumni? Well, not all, I'd say, but some. In this connection, you may 
recall Adam Smith's argument that given the state of one's igno
rance and predilections at 17 it is hard not to improve in the next 
three or four years no matter what the talent or the environment. I 
think Witherspoon and the walls deserve a little more than that. 

What else did Madison get out of college? Well, Madison suc
ceeded in acquiring that to which many good students are entitled 
that mixed blessing and curse in which a good college educatio~ 
pl3:ys a positive part: that is, right after college, and partly because 
of it, young James suffered an identity crisis, and from his college 
he had the means given to get out of it. You see, at the age of 22 he 
returned to Virginia and wrote to Billy Bradford that he did not ex
pect a long or healthy life for himself. "As to myself," he wrote, "I 
~m t?o dull and infirm now to look out for any extraordinary things 
~n ~his world, for I think my sensations for many months past have 
mtimated to me not to expect a long and healthy life. I have little 
spirit or elasticity to set about anything that is difficult in acquir
ing." Madison was one of that breed of very good students known 
to any teacher- the fine undergraduate who underrates himself. 

But with the support and encouragement of friends, Madison 
read and read and worked and worked and wrote and wrote and he 
put his young life together. So when he arrived in Philadeiphia in 
1787, twelve days early for the Constitutional Convention, he was 
the best prepared of all the members on the issues before it. But 
this _w3:sn't unusual for this man who loved the action and passion 
of his time through books. He was always prepared; he always did 
his homework. 

Now began the hot center of Madison's career as a "theoretical 
an intellectual statesman, politician and thinker." His own effort~ 
and the times were now to "thrust greatness upon him." He had 
just the combination that was needed by his country, and that com
bination was to become a national resource. Here was that un
folding. So let's look a little at Madison's character as politician. 

Well, first what does it mean to be a theoretical politician? Ob
viously, it requires more than knowledge and love of books. So with 
Madison. Madison's special relation to politics can be described 
simply, he loved politics. 
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In politics, in the old politics of the smoke-filled sealed rooms at 
Philadelphia, situations were always unfolding but were seldom 
fully u~olded. But this bright young man could see where they 
were gomg and more than once he made both his classical learning 
and his quick intelligence count, and count in the nick of time. As 
T. V. Smith says, Madison was that rare combination of intellectual 
who understood, as he loved, politics and statecraft. Ortega y 
Gasset says in The Revolt of the Masses, "Politics is made up of 
unique situations in which a man suddenly finds himself submerged 
whether he will or no. Hence, politics is a test, which allows us bet
ter to distinguish who are the clear heads and who are the 
routiners." More than once Madison made it evident that he was 
one of the clear heads. 

For example, early in the federal convention, on June 6, Sher
man of Connecticut argued that the objects of union, of a new gov
ernment, must be very few. They should be limited, he said, to de
fense against foreign danger, protection against internal disputes 
and the resort to force, and for needed treaties. These, Sherman 
said, and perhaps a few lesser objects alone rendered a confedera
tion of the states necessary. Sherman, no fool and not alone was 
for giving the general government power to legislate and ex~cute 
only within a sharply defined province. Madison was quick to his 
feet. As the records say, and I quote, "Mr. Madison differed from 
Mr. Sherman in thinking the objects mentioned to be all the princi
ple ones that required a national government. Those the gentleman 
from Connecticut mentioned were certainly important and neces
sary, but Mr. Madison combined with them the necessity of pro
viding more effectually for the security of private rights and the 
steady dispensation of justice. For it was interferences with these 
that were evils which perhaps more than anything else produced 
this convention. "Was it to be supposed," Mr. Madison said, "that 
republican liberty could long exist under the abuses of it practiced 
in the states? The gentleman, Mr. Sherman, had to admit that in a 
very small state faction and oppression would prevail. With this ad
mission, Madison moves in and, as the report says, argues: "Are we 
not then admonished to enlarge the sphere as far as the nature of 
the government would admit? This is the only defense against the 
inconveniences of democracy consistent with the democratic form 
of government." Though Madison's plan, as you know, was further 
debated and qualified he, with his fellow Virginians, had set the 
terms of discussion, and they won. 

But they didn't always win; Madison wasn't always successful. 
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He lost a lot; he lost on his (original) opposition to a bill of rights. It 
might be worth mentioning why the young Jam es Madison was op
posed to a bill of rights - certainly not because he was opposed to 
rights, but he feared, this theoretical statesman, what many sensi
ble administrators fear - (what someone who thinks it through 
fears)- that enumeration would mean delimitation. On this, to J ef
fersori in 1788 he wrote, "There is great reason to fear that a 
positive declaration of some of the most essential rights could not 
be obtained in the requisite latitude. I am sure that the rights of 
conscience in particular, if submitted to public definition, would be 
narrowed much more than they are likely ever to be by an assumed 
power." In Madison's mind it was not the state that gave rights. If 
in enumeration we missed one, it might be lost forever or taken to 
be a dispensation of the state for which a sovereign people would 
have to beg. Finally, on this issue, Madison showed that he could 
change his mind, and he did. 

He lost on other things. He lost on his wish for a federal nega
tive on legislation in the states; he lost on proportional representa
tion for the Senate as well as the House; he lost on his conviction to 
abolish slavery immediately or in a few years. 

But overall, on balance, he won. Now how did he take it? You 
find out about a man and his character not only in defeat, not only 
in victory. You find out in both, and through both defeats and vic
tories Madison revealed a lot. Through them both he revealed that 
character, that quality of equanimity: he had about him a kind of 
sportsmanship. He was able to prepare his own constitution for oc
casional defeat without becoming defeatist. When he lost, he didn't 
pout-he didn't whine about mistreatment. His communication 
with others - friend and opponent - was frank, quick, manly. Read 
the exchanges at Philadelphia. Another thing: his sense of sports
manship gave him patience. He had the gift of the superb politician, 
the tactic, as Professor T. V. Smith calls it, of "creative waiting." 

Now politics involves compromise. What of compromise? Was 
he, the theoretical statesman, willing to compromise? John Silber 
has said of compromise that there is a great difference between the 
willingness on principle to compromise - a .willingness Madison, 
given the respect he had for his colleagues, had in abundance - and 
the willingness to compromise on principles. Properly, Madison 
had no such willingness of that second sort. The federal union -
that was the object, and when he lost, as long as he did not lose it, 
that which mattered most, he took it in stride well enough. He 
didn't curse the universe (or if he did so, apparently he did so . 
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privately, out of earshot of his colleagues and biographers), and he 
returned to business the next day. 

Now perhaps he was able to do all this with balance because, 
although he was an intellectual in politics, he was not one who 
believed in nonsense; he resisted the seductive appeal of the abso
lute. He never worked for the absolute, but for the better; he did 
not make the political good the hostage of the best, ladies and gen
tlemen. He took the eventual prohibition of slavery where he could 
not get the immediate prohibition, but he did what he could to 
stretch the possible from the better to the much better. And, fi
nally, Madison knew, as Tommy Corcoran (Tommy the Cork) has 
said, that you can't take politics out of politics. And, as I have said, 
Madison loved politics. 

Books and politics were not all that he loved. ;rhere was a well
developed social and personal side, too. There were several inter
esting parts to Madison's social side. For example, he was said to be 
entertaining at parties - not the lampshade-on-the head type cer
tainly, but he was witty, and he liked a good joke, could take one, 
and it was said that he told good, colorful stories. But I think the 
most memorable part of the personal young Madison was that of 
Madison as a friend, and particularly as a friend of Thomas Jeffer
son. For Madison's friendship with Thomas Jefferson was an em
bodiment of that kind of perfect friendship that Aristotle describes. 
It included pleasure and utility, but over and above them there was 
shared purpose, a common end, and an enduring goodness on both 
sides. 

It was so fine a friendship that more than one of Madison's 
biographers has asked whether there has ever been a friendship 
comparable to that between Jefferson and Madison in intimacy, in 
the degree of, and in the trustfulness of, collaboration and in dura
tion: it lasted more than 50 years. It's hard to think of many 
competitors. I have mentioned Aristotle's analysis. Perhaps, as 
some have suggested, justice can be done to it only by recalling 
another friendship. "And the soul of Jonathan was knit with the 
soul of David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul." Madison 
and Jefferson met - could it have been any other year? - in 1776 
and worked together, starting then, on all aspects of revolutionary 
efficiency and later on the new scheme of government. 

But they were different. Oh, were they ever different! Jeffer
son, as you know, was the visionary, a philosopher, not in the strict 
sense, but at least an intellectual. He never brought his thoughts all 
together in a unified scheme. Yet for all his closeness to philosophy, 
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his was a mind guided less by the wisdom of the past than by its 
own flashing, creative, often idiosyncratic luminosity. The revolu
tion in the young country needed such a mind: the song had to be 
sung, the Declaration had to ring in men's ears, you had to say, if 
not theorize, "liberty" a lot. But the country also needed-and Jef
ferson needed - a companion who could consistently translate re
publican ideals into political institutions, someone who could test 
the ringing principle against its various applications. So Madison's 
analyses were the litmus for Jefferson's visions. For example, "the 
earth belongs to the living," Jefferson pronounced in a famous 
phrase, and let each generation of the living make their own laws. 
Well, this maybe sounded good, but does it survive scrutiny? No, 
says James Madison. James Madison, the theoretical statesman, 
points out that if the earth belongs to the living and the living are 
free to legislate the past out of existence, then there will always be 
problems: (a) the danger of interregnum, (b) periodic revisions in 
the laws encouraging pernicious factions, (c) James Madison asks, 
"if the earth belongs to the living," what of laws, of rules concern
ing the descent of estates and inheritances - should such be in the 
hands of the living? - If so, what a mess-and finally ( d) Madison 
says to Jefferson that a continuously novel government loses tradi
tion and ultimately the "cumulative respect of a patriotic citizenry." 
The young James Madison could parse, do the syntax of, a principle 
as well as any man then or since. 

You may not agree with me, but I regard Jefferson's absence 
from Philadelphia in 1787 as a good absence because the work of 
the Constitutional Convention -different from that issuing in the 
Declaration of Independence-was not the kind of work at which 
Jefferson was best. He too was better for some jobs than for 
others. 

The intellectual differences between Jefferson and Madison 
were mirrored in their physical and dispositional differences too. 
Jefferson was striking, a natural aristocrat, tall and rangy-6 foot 
2-stylish, even modish in dress. But Madison, as we know from 
the image of that little bed, was nature's commoner, small- 5 foot 3 
-barely 100 pounds (it was said once of James Madison that he 
looked like a withered little apple-john), dressed always in his grey 
or black, meager equipment for a heroic role, indeed as one com
mentator put it, ill-equipped for a hero's role in every natural attri
bute but intelligence. Also, Jefferson was not averse (a) to being in 
the center of things, nor (b) to having it known that he was in the 
center of things- though it is true he often wished to be at home 
reading, and for interest in honor he was no match for Hamilton. 
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Madison, too, as we have seen, was in the center of things - he did 
have, as one contemporary put it, a kind of chronic presence -but 
with presence Madison had, and sought, a kind of chronic anonym
ity. And, as I told you, he got it. 

Perhaps this is a bit whimsical, but I regard as another inter
esting difference between the men, between these two men this: 
where was the center of the heart? What was the ordering of the 
ordo amoris? May we infer anything from the things they loved? 

Jefferson loved books, and he loved Virginia, and he loved 
France, and when we think of Jefferson, it is easy to think of him in 
Virginia, in the house at Monticello, or in Paris. And in some ways, 
I think he was of Virginia and of France - I think of him there- but 
James Madison cannot be thought of in any other land but this. 
Madison never left America and perhaps this was because of the 
unreliability of his health, as Madison himself said. But perhaps in
stead it was, as one scholar has put it, because he was in and of 
Virginia and America so completely that the need for European ex
perience did not exist in him. Jefferson loved Paris, its commerce 
in fashion, and tobacco, as well as the commerce in ideas. "Here in 
France," Jefferson once wrote John Adams, "it seems that a man 
might pass a life without encountering a single rudeness. Were I to 
proceed to tell you how much I enjoy their architecture, sculpture, 
painting, music, I should want words." Well, Adams' response is 
less cordial than Madison might have made, but it would have 
echoed something of Madison's sentiment. For Adams, that sturdy 
and hearty republican, after reading Jefferson's letter about the 
wonders of France - painting, music, no rudeness-wrote back to 
him: "But what is this to me? I receive but little pleasure in behold
ing all these things because I cannot but consider them as baga
telles introduced by time and luxury in exchange for the hardy, 
manly virtues of the human heart." And Adams and Madison did 
not share in anything like the same degree the long-lasting enthusi
asm Jefferson had for the French Revolution. It was of Madison, 
not Jefferson, that James Barbour of Virginia said "Is not in him 
the good genius of his country personified?" A final word about 
their friendship, perhaps a familiar one to some of you, but it must 
be repeated. Fifty years after they met and four and a half months 
before Jefferson died-Jefferson was then ailing, debt-ridden and 
worried about his impoverished family- he confided this to his 
long-time friend James Madison in these words: "The friendship 
which has subsisted between us now half a century and the har
mony of our political principles and pursuits have been sources of 
constant happiness to me through that long period. It has also been 
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a great solace to me to believe that you are engaged in vindicating 
to posterity the course we have pursued for preserving to them in 
all their purity the blessings of self-government which we had 
assisted in acquiring for them. If ever the earth has beheld a 
system of administration conducted with a single and steadfast eye 
to the general interest and happiness of those committed to it, one 
which protected by truth can never know reproach, it is that to 
which our lives have been devoted. To myself you have been a pillar 
of support through life. Take care of me when dead, and be assured 
that I shall leave you with my last affections." Now, ladies and 
gentlemen, the harmony of their principles was less than perfect, 
but they didn't let it get in the way of their mutual affection. When 
they disagreed, they didn't fall out over their differences. And each 
was always at home for the other. 

A week later Madison replied: "You cannot look back to the 
long period of our private friendship and political harmony with 
more affecting recollections than I do. If they are a source of plea
sure to you, what ought they not to be to me? We cannot be de
prived of the happy consciousness of the pure devotion to the public 
good with which we discharged the trust committed to us. And I in
dulge a confidence that sufficient evidence will find its way to 
another generation to insure, after we are gone, whatever of jus
tice may be withheld whilst we are here." Now if you go to Monti
cello, you can see these letters. (If you watch your manners at Mon
ticello, you will have the time to read them through!) A final 
thought on Thomas Jefferson and James Madison: Has there ever 
been a friendship of greater public consequence? 

The last heading I wish to address (and then I look forward to 
discussion with you after a break) has to do with Madison's special 
relation to, and his feeling for his new country. In one of the most 
frequently quoted passages of The Federalist, as you all know, the 
young Jam es Madison speaks of the danger of faction. A faction, he 
says, in part, is a group of citizens united by a common impulse of 
passion. It is inevitable that factions will arise in a free society; for 
as John Adams had said, because reason and self-love exist within 
the same skin, this makes the existence of factions - both singular 
and plural partiality - a fact of life in a free republic. It cannot be 
otherwise. "Liberty is to faction what air is to fire ." In his realistic 
appraisal of human nature, Madison did not exempt himself from 
the strictures he placed on the rest of the human race. And as a 
man, he would have been the first to admit that the seeds of dis
cord, of faction, were sown in his nature as in his colleagues. And 
yet, if we look at the career of the young James Madison, his parti-
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ality, his interest, the "faction" which he and others whom he was 
able to bring along with him made, it was a faction that is always 
the same. It was a reflection of that character. The young Madison 
had that quality of being always himself, never anybody else, and 
was so built that he was ever partial of the same cause: the cause of 
republican government and union and with it a certain ethos. To 
him that cause, a single country with a federal government with 
power sufficient to govern, was the aim. Most else was expendable, 
including the credit. If we take this young man in the totality of his 
acts, he may then be described in his own terms as a passionate fac
tionalist for the cause of republican union and country. Well, what 
was that country to him? 

I believe Madison's commitment to union, and to one of a cer
tain sort, was so complete, so deep, that he was able in an extraor
dinary way to anticipate and describe not only the desired "scheme" 
and structure of that Union but also a sense of its desired pulse. 
You know a government, like a society, like any institution - a com
pany, a team or a college, a center - has not only its structure and 
its stories, its laws and its lore; it has a feel, a mood, a pulse. 

We can discern that feel of what Madison sought in many of his 
writings. Let's look at just one last one. A little background on it. 
In the creation of a new system of government, there are lots of 
problems; the largest ones were settled at Philadelphia, but others 
remained to be discussed, and one of the problems facing the new 
government before the first Congress was the question of titles, 
this an important matter of tone for a new country. What, for ex
ample, should the President be called? It was hoped that he would 
be given a title with the requisite authority and dignity so that he 
would be respected in a way something like the king had formerly 
been. And yet, obviously enough, there were fears and worries that 
things could go too far in this direction. John Adams and a commit
tee of friends had suggested "His Highness, President of the 
United States and Protector of the Rights of the Same." For this 
suggestion Adams received much ridicule. "Mr. Adams and the 
men from Massachusetts," one sarcastic commentator wrote, 
"have misunderstood the Revolution, they want the loaves and 
fishes of government and wish to transfer the scepter from London 
to Boston." On May 11, 1788, in Congress on this question of titles, 
Madison rose to speak against the royal variety of names. (I do not 
offer this as one of Madison's most critical addresses, but it's a good 
one and, for my purpose, I think a telling one.) He said this: "I am 
not afraid of titles because I fear the danger of any power they 
could confer, but I am against them because they are not very re-
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concilable with the nature of our government or the genius of our 
people. Even if they were proper in themselves, they are not so at 
this juncture of time. But my objection is founded in principle; in
stead of increasing, they diminish the true dignity and importance 
of a republic and would in particular, on this occasion, diminish the 
true dignity of the first magistrate himself. If we borrow the ser
vile imitation will be odious, not to say ridiculous also; for' we must 
copy from the pompous sovereigns of the East or follow the infe
rior potentates of Europe. In either case the splendid tinsel or gor
geous robe would disgrace the manly shoulders of our chief. The 
more truly honorable shall we be by showing a total neglect and dis
regard to things of this nature. The more simple, the more republi
can we are in our manners the more rational dignity we shall ac
quire." Rational dignity, simple republic manners, here's the pulse. 
Remember James Barbour: "In him was the good genius of his 
country personified." 

William James has written that the great use of a life is to 
~pend_ it for s~mething that outlasts it. Madison and his colleagues 
m Philadelphia and before, here in Annapolis and, after, in the 
papers of New York, and in the debates in Virginia and other state 
co~ventions, succeeded finally in giving us a working blueprint 
which has had a magnificent vitality. As James Bryce described in 
The American Commonwealth, the world watches with more than a 
little interest how this, how our, experiment will turn out. Unlike 
others, we have lived long and continuously, with only small emen
dations under a single document. It is different elsewhere. Perhaps 
you know the story of the 19th century Englishman who goes to the 
public library and asks the clerk for a copy of the French Constitu
tion. "I'm sorry, sir," says the clerk, "We don't keep periodicals 
here." Not a utopia, "not a plan based on the deceitful dream of a 
golden age," not a New Man, but only something better. 'We are 
teaching the world the great lesson that men do better without 
kings and nobles than with them," Madison wrote. And at bottom, 
of cour~e, th~ plan was made of ideas, the outcome of a long intel
lectual mhentance. Madison did not invent or contribute much to 
the theory of the rights of man and the purposes of governments, 
he was not a systematic philosopher but through him, this theoretic 
statesman, these ideas.were galvanized and with a degree of inten
tionality and foresight not seen before or since made the fabric of a 
working nation. 

Well, so what? So this, for one. There may not be a better case 
study o~the t~th that i_deas matter, that ideas have consequences, 
than this tracmg of this course of Madison's intellectual/political 
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story and its descendancy. These ideas, his ideas, mattered. Dif
ferent ideas shape social fabrics, different societies and outcomes 
are formed. And the differences are seen today. It is not so much 
because of machinery as because of ideas; it is more because they 
chose to follow Marx and not Madison that the harvests in the en
tire Ukraine do not match those of much smaller Iowa. 

But it is more than a matter of harvests for we must make the 
reflexive point: These ideas of James Madison which made a soci
ety also have gone toward making us who we are as a people. On 
this point, John Quincy Adams in Congress said it better than I 
can. Speaking shortly after Madison's death, Adams said, "Is it not 
a preeminent degree by emanations from his mind that we are here 
assembled as the representatives of the people of the states of this 
union? For is it not by his exertions that we now address each other 
by the endearing appellation of countrymen and fellow citizens?" 
Yes, and little James, God love him, knew what he was doing. 
!hough not eager for the credit, he knew the role he might be play
mg. As Professor T. V. Smith points out, the poet A. E. Houseman 
says, "The night my father got me his mind was not on me," but we 
cannot say this of the father of the Constitution. What is given, 
then, to us, is an inheritance, if we are willing to make the labor to 
possess it. 

So then, I conclude simply that the American scholar, the 
young James Madison - lover of books, theoretic statesman, politi
cian, creative compromiser, loving friend, unabashed patriot, and 
factionalist for his country, a man of simple manners and rational 
dignity, is worthy of our study and some attention. For an age that 
is said to have no heroes, he is worthy to be one. A hero? Yes. For 
the sake of his honor? No. A final thought on James Madison. We 
do not have heroes for the heroes' sake, but for our own. We do not 
seek to grasp the high way Madison took his mortality and his prin
ciples for his sake, but for our own. And we do this, we take care of 
Madison when dead, I think to help us find and to know that virtue 
peculiar to ourselves as a people. 

And finally tonight, ladies and gentlemen, given the occasion 
for which we gather, may I offer a brief and simple moral if you 
care to take it? Take an able young man who knows who he is and 
what he is about, give him a chance, an opportunity, and a com
modious setting and we may all become the beneficiaries. 

Thank you. 
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Delegates From Universities and Colleges 

OXFORD UNIVERSITY (12th Century) 
A. Graham Down, Delegate 

HARVARD UNIVERSITY (1636) 
Herschel Lerner Langenthal, 
Delegate 

THE COLLEGE OF WILLIAM AND MARY 
(1693) 

Marjorie Lanston Fitzgerald, 
Delegate 

YALE UNIVERSITY (1701) 
Alexander K. Barton, Delegate 

THE UNIVERSITY OF PENNSYLVANIA 
(1740) 

John M. Bixler, Delegate 
Melvyn Hammarberg, Graduate 
Chairman 

Department of American 
Civilization 

PRINCETON UNIVERSITY (1746) 
John. B. Jessup, Jr., Delegate 
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Santa Fe, New Mexico 
October 4, 1980 

THE DUTIES OF 
HIGHER EDUCATION 
TO AMERICA, II 

Address by EDWIN JULES DELATTRE 

Members of the St. John's College Community and Honored 
guests: . 

Four months ago, in early June, the St. John's College Board of 
Visitors and Governors conducted its last meeting of the 1979-80 
academic year. All of us in attendance at that meeting had the good 
fortune to witness a presentation by one of our most able faculty 
colleagues, a good friend. In his presentation, he reminded us that 
our work is "to teach on the knife edge between childhood and 
adulthood." Because we are partly responsible for what happens on 
this knife edge, because education is everybody's business, I have 
chosen to speak today on elitism and education in America. The 
task of education is, of course, to teach on the knife edge, on the 
edge between intellectual innocence and intellectual maturity, 
which comes at different times in individual human lives, and in 
some lives, sadly, never comes at all. 

Last weekend in Annapolis, I explained that higher education 
can fulfill this, the most compelling of its obligations, only by stand
ing unequivocally for the educational birthright of every child to an 
opportunity to learn to use his or her mind resourcefully-with pre
cision, rigor, imagination, and vision. I urged· at that time that 
higher education should not confuse its obligation to serve these 
ends faithfully with a duty to be everything to everybody. Higher 
education has no obligation to teach all occupational skills, no 
obligation to glorify the ideologies of ·special interest groups, no 
obligation to teach whatever anybody ·warits to learn. Rather, 
higher education should not be diverted from its task of promoting 
the best habits of mind nor from the educational means-diligent 
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study of demanding texts and works of art-: which it is best 
qualified to bring to students' achievement o~ in_tellec~ual and_ emo
tional maturity. Above all, because the prmcipal aim of higher 
education is to aid people to learn to use their minds reliably, to 
cultivate their intelligence and nourish and understand their own 
feelings, so that they can plan sound and honorable courses of ac
tion, higher education must never give up on students by asking too 
little of them. 

Sticking to its duty, providing a real educational opportunity to 
the public, is always a struggle - for higher education and for the 
schools - because education, like everything else, is subject to the 
winds of fashion. And when you are on a knife edge, especially 
when you are on a knife edge -as those who climb the glorious 
mountains which surround us know so well - it is wise and prudent 
to pay attention to the winds, lest they should blow you away. 

The best of all opportunities in higher education enable stu
dents to learn to use their minds well through continuing, .deliber
ate practice in reading, writing, experimenting, reflecting, demon
strating, listening, observing, translating, conversing, and gaining 
respect for the facts. These opportunities for learning take the 
liberal and fine arts seriously, expecting of students that they will 
work in texts and exercises which give instruction in mathematics, 
the sciences, languages, literature, art, music, philosophy and his
tory. But some prevailing winds of fashion blow against such pro
grams of study. 

In and around education, arguments are offered and accepted 
that because education must provide equal opportunity for all who 
want it, and because individual human interests vary, it should not 
require students to work in studies of no immediate interest to 
them; cannot expect work in mathematics or the sciences by those 
not interested in them; should not treat literature or philosophy 
because they have no apparent utility; need not worry about art or 
music, because these are frills (always the first to be sacrificed in 
any budgetary squeeze )-and because matters of taste cannot be 
disputed in any case; should not expect students to take an interest 
in the past because it has no obvious relevance; and should adapt to 
whatever patterns of speech and language usage students bring 
with them, because all are equally good. Education, it is argued, 
should not insist on any standard use of a native language, let alone 
on the study of foreign languages. 

These claims and arguments are rooted, finally, in the fashion
able conviction that the traditions of higher education in America 
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are elitist, that elitism is discriminatory and therefore vicious, and 
that the needs and rights of the public require of education that it 
purge itself of elitist tendencies. 

It is time that higher education became clear about elitism .~nd 
anti-elitism, for the contemporary dogmas of fashion threaten to 
cast out what is good in higher education by conceiving of it as 
necessarily connected to what is and has been evil. Against the 
winds of these dogmas, education must secure itself on the knife 
edge, and this requires clear understanding of itself. 

An elite is a select or favored class of persons. The simplest 
meaning of "elitism" is "a belief in the rule of society by a select 
group." An elitist is a person who believes in the preservation of 
such selectivity. In contemporary parlance, calling someone an 
elitist is rather like calling him a racist or a sexist. By this 
understanding of the word, an elitist is a bigot, a person who wants 
to preserve or establish certain prerogatives and opportunities for 
some people while denying them to others when there is insuffi
cient justification for distinguishing or separating the people in 
question. Thus, because treating people differently, when there is 
no compelling reason for different treatment, is unjust, anti-elitism 
presents itself as an attack on the injustice of elitism and as a 
defense of justice in American education. 

Has there been injustice in American higher education and in 
the schools? Absolutely. Discrimination against women, minorities, 
the poor, and adults is all too visible to anyone who pays attention 
to the past and, in some measure, to the present. But beyond its 
straightforward recognition that such injustice is intolerable, anti
elitism is caught in basic confusions about the nature of justice. 
Worse, because it concludes that nothing in general can be asked of 
all students in higher education once higher education is charged to 
serve the broad general public, it ends in denigration of the human 
spirit and its capacity for aspiration, in a lack of respect for 
students, and in implicit denial that serious, reflective study is an 
appropriate activity for students in higher education. That is, it 
y'ields the consequence in education that to rid ourselves of elitism, 
we must relinquish expectations of excellence. Effectively, anti
elitism concludes that if we seek to give more people a chance in 
higher education, we must ask less, or perhaps even nothing, of 
them. To relinquish standards of excellence in this way is to leap off 
the knife edge, for fear of the wind. It is literally suicidal. 

The fundamental confusion of anti-elitism about justice is its 
commitment to the idea that justice consists in treating everyone 
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the same, by offering everyone whatever they want. But justice 
does not. Justice consists in part in offering people what they de
serve, and in education, what people deserve is the very best we are 
able to give, the very best opportunity we can provide for people of 
varying talents to develop their capacities for learning and discov
ery. This vision of justice insists on equality of real opportunity. So
called anti-elitism obliterates the distinction between sameness and 
equality, ignores factual differences which are relevant, and con
cludes that education should be all things to all people, which, in the 
end means being nothing to anybody. 

Misunderstanding justice as the same for all no matter what, as 
giving all people whatever they want, and ignoring what they de
serve, destroys the possibility of expectations of excellence. Oppor
tunities in education for a public, however large or small, risk irrel
evance unless this supposed conflict between justice and excellence 
is clearly perceived to be unreal. One need not stand for elitism in 
any of its dangerous senses to stand for excellence, and to seek 
thereby to provide opportunities for students which will give them 
a chance to draw the very best out of themselves. 

Consider, if you will, what standing for excellence means in 
practice. It does not mean standing only for the excellence of an 
elite-an elite of the most intellectually gifted, or any other. It 
means standing for the very best each student can draw from him
self or herself and refusing to believe that students are so terribly 
limited that they cannot do work that takes patience and effort. It 
means setting before students examples of excellence of thought, 
character, and conduct which show clearly some of what there is in 
human life worth aspiring to. It means showing through study the 
things disciplined, active minds can do, and this requires overcom
ing barriers of language and gaining access to the domains of in
quiry in which learning and discovery take place. It means offering 
to students honest, knowledgeable, candid, patient criticism of 
their work that amounts to encouragement to do more work, to 
press harder on their abilities. It means exposing students to en
during achievements in the fine and liberal arts to show them the 
vastness of the humanly possible. It means insisting in day-to-day 
practice that it is unworthy of us to ask less of ourselves in the 
achievement of intellectual and moral virtue than we have to give. 
It means reminding ourselves and our students that just because 
most of us will never advance knowledge by having genius, that 
most of us, by definition, will never be the very best at what we do, 
it is no less important to do the best we can with what we have been 
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given. It means, in all these ways, showing that self-respect must be 
earned by one's labors, and that it is genuinely earned when, in 
light of relevant circumstances, opportunities, and constraints of 
environment and ability, we are doing our utmost to become the 
best people we are able to become. 

If thus standing for excellence is taken, however thoughtlessly, 
to smack of elitism, then education needs more of it. Students de
serve that education offer and expect no less. 

Now if higher education generally were informed by this regard 
for excellence and committed to the domains of study which seem 
to provide the best opportunities for it, it would be in a position to 
broaden the knife edge on which we teach, to make it a more secure 
place to stand because of greater possible purchase and grip. 

Specifically, higher education would by such a commitment be 
forced to address with an abiding sense of obligation questions of 
how best to help students gain access to the fine and liberal arts, 
forced to contend with questions of what to teach in the sciences, 
mathematics, and languages, and how to teach them. Rather than 
following the so-called anti-elitist course of leaving students alto
gether to their own devices and simply giving up on their having ac
cess to these demanding but rewarding studies where their inter
ests might become more broadly fulfilling, higher education would, 
in this view, direct itself to the difficult work of making educational 
opportunities real for students of widely different abilities. The 
questions would be so compelling that higher education would have 
to take on features of a community, of partners on the knife edge. 
Individual institutions would explore with others their experience 
and comparative strengths and weaknesses, and would seek empir
ical evidence of the comparative effectiveness of different ways of 
teaching and learning in the fine and liberal arts. There is some of 
this today, but not nearly enough-not enough understanding of 
ends, and not enough testing of means with colleagues in educa
tion. Good educational institutions urge students to talk with each 
other, but they do not teach this lesson well together by example. 
And in this activity, higher education would broaden the knife edge 
between intellectual innocence and intellectual maturity because 
its deliberations would necessarily affect pre-college level schools. 
Higher education has been an impatient critic of the schools; liberal 
arts colleges have often forsaken them as inept; universities have 
tended toward the advancement of specialization rather than 
teaching; graduate schools are almost utterly divorced from school 
teachers; and colleges of education express more concern about 

39 



how to keep practicing teachers coming back for more courses to 
bolster enrollment than they do about how to contribute to the best 
in-service education for those teachers and for the schools where 
they teach. 

If higher education, especially in the liberal arts, took a greater 
interest in them, the schools too would be in a position to be part
ners on the knife edge, in a position to promote intellectual matu
rity more than they do at present. If they had the encouragement 
and cooperation of teachers in the liberal arts, cooperation in build
ing ongoing programs of study for themselves so that they could 
learn more about the subjects they teach and the subjects their col
leagues teach, they would be better able to offer their students 
greater access to worthwhile studies. If they generally had the ben
efit of deliberating with some practitioners of the liberal arts in 
higher education about what materials to consider for their class
rooms, their courses could be better, the opportunities for their stu
dents richer. If higher education worked on the knife edge with the 
schools, there would become progressively more room for us all and 
almost no chance of being blown away. The schools would have bet
ter academic programs; higher education would know more about 
beginning students; and those beginning students would know 
more about how to use the resources of institutions of higher edu
cation. For them, the progress from innocence to maturity through 
formal education would have coherence and intelligibility. 

In the case of education the challenge is always to build up our 
knife edge, to make it broader, to give our capacity to provide edu
cational opportunity a place to stand, and to invite others to join us 
there. 

In seeking to broaden the knife edge, in offering the best it can 
think of and test to students, and in offering itself to the schools 
and thereby to the communities they serve, higher education is in a 
position to attain the peak of the fulfillment of its obligations to the 
country and to humanity. 

In the end, we can reach this peak only by extended collabora
tion at all levels of education. No one can do it alone. And reaching 
such peaks, after all, is the reason for all of us to venture onto the 
edges of knives. 

Thank you. 

Address by President Edwin J. Delattre at his inauguration at St. 
John's College in Santa Fe, New Mexico on October 4, 1980. 
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Santa Fe, New Mexico 
October 3, 1980 

AN AMERICAN SCHOLAR: 
THE YOUNG JAMES MADISON, II 

Lecture by WILLIAM J. BENNETT 

A s some of you know, I spent last weekend with your sister in 
Annapolis. On Friday night I spoke about the character of the 

young James Madison, an American scholar. I spoke about James 
Madison as a student, as a lover of books, as politician, friend, and 
"factionalist" for union. I had a very good time with your sister. I 
hope, I think, some of the family enjoyed it too. One of the family 
pleased me enormously by saying to me, "You threw a party for 
James Madison and invited all of us." You see I was lavish in my 
praise of Madison and his importance to all of us, how he still mat
ters to us; and I guess the admiration, and my pleasure in the admi
ration, showed. But don't think it was all peaches and cream and 
champagne for me. It wasn't. Not everybody completely enjoyed 
the party or enjoyed it without reservation. Some people thought I 
was an academic Wolfman Jack, a keynote speaker for the cult of 
personality, or a groupie for Madison. I'm not. I think too a few felt 
that I admired the virtues less and the man more. That's true. I 
know the virtues, but it is the man I admire. It's true too that some 
were puzzled over the pleasure I revealed in my admiration of this 
great and cunning little Founder. In discussion after the lecture 
about it, during a few questions, I felt a little like Antony and his 
crew at the party on ship when old Caesar comes on board and 
says, "Our graver business frowns at this levity." But that's not 
unusual. Some are prepared to concede everything to intellectual 
work except joy. And please be clear; my feelings were not hurt 
that a few others didn't like the party as much as I did, and I got the 
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kind of objections one expects to get from serious, even solemn 
students of intellectual matters. 

I say this because although I intend to be serious tonight, again 
I do not intend to be solemn, and I thought I should warn you. The 
subject tonight_:. an exploration of James Madison's (and our) view 
of the character or virtue peculiar t.o America:-defies, denie~ such 
an attitude or tone. Now, as you will see, I thmk there are vrrtues 
peculiar to America- America, that set of ideas in the f?rm of a 
country which James Madison had such a great part m estab
lishing. And I think too that exploration, if not contemplation, of 
the virtue or virtues peculiar to us should give us some pride, satis
faction, and pleasure. But whether and whatever our virtue is, it is 
not, it just is not, the kind of virtue that calls forth Bach cantatas 
(and certainly not Wagnerian operas). This country, our country, 
might merit awe, but more likely, more fitting, it merits regard and 
affection for it; and these too are merited for our country's rather 
modest, everyday, and commonplace virtues. As we shall see, 
though ours may not be the stuff of which ideal republics, (or even 
close to ideal republics) are made nevertheless, if we do not begin 
the inquiry by setting our sights too high, our virtues and the good 
sense of those who intended it, are not inconsiderable. 

The things I want to talk about are these (1) What does it mean 
for a society or country to have or reveal a virtue peculiar to it? (2) 
What, if any, is America's peculiar virtue or virtues? and (3) How, 
why and in what ways does it arise, and what if anything should we 
be doing about it here and now? (Or at the very least, when the lec
ture's over?) Again, this is exploratory. There's a lot written, I'll 
refer to some but I think it's inconclusive. 

The first point is that the search has to be made because, unfor
tunately, James Madison didn't say very much about our virtue. 
Too bad, but as you will recall he was much more concerned with 
developing and setting up a system which would prevent all sorts of 
tyrannies and discords and destructions and despotisms - he was 
more concerned with those than he was with speaking to the 
achievement of virtues - more the prevention of harm than the do
ing of good. But he did say a few things. First, minimally sanguine 
he predicted we would not destroy or eat each other. He said once 
that his vision of America in the future was that of "the fertile ac
tivity of a free people and the benign influence of a responsible gov
ernment." And he had in mind all sorts of fertility and benignity, I 
think. Another time he said, "It is chimerical to believe that a 
republic can survive without any virtue in the people." Good, but 
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what virtue? Well, damn it, too bad for you (or for me anyway), he 
doesn't say what that virtue in that republic is or ought to be. And 
finally, he says in Federalist #55: "As there is a degree of depravity 
in mankind which requires a certain degree of circumspection and 
distrust so there are other qualities in human nature which justify a 
certain portion of esteem and confidence. Republican government 
presupposes the existence of those qualities in a higher degree than 
any other form. Were the pictures which have been drawn by the 
political jealousy of some among us faithful likenesses of the human 
character, the inference would be that there is not sufficient virtue 
among men for self-government; and that nothing less than the 
chains of despotism can restrain them from destroying and devour-
ing one another." . . . 

And other than that he doesn't say much. So the question is: Did 
Madison and the Founding Fathers anticipate, in addition to pre
venting the spread of vices incident to all previous republics, that in 
the one they established there would be virtues endemic to it, part 
of it, that might flourish in it, as part of that fertile activity 
perhaps - and if they did think so, what would these virtues. look 
like? What would be that "sufficient virtue"? Can we help Madison? 
Can we be latter-day Publiuses? Well, some have tried already. 

Martin Diamond, for one, has helped all of us to think about this 
by offering a useful comparison: "How would Aristotle rank 
America?" Diamond asks. Good question. Aristotle knew a lot 
about virtue. Now, we know what the Ayatollah thinks of America 
- it is no less than "devilish" - but what, asks Diamond, would a 
fairer and very much smarter observer like Aristotle think? Well, 
Diamond says by way of background that in Aristotle - let us com
pare for a few minutes Aristotle's polity wit? ours - ~amond 
reminds us that the mores and laws of any particular regime, for 
any thing that can be called a political regime; have a great effect 
of its character, its ethos. Further each political regime, lYy these 
mores and laws, is in the business of handicrafting distinctive 
human characters. "The polis is an association aimed at the good 
life for the sake of attaining a perfect (and self-sufficient) ex
istence." A regime has an idea of good character and aims at it. The 
best polis, of course, generates the highest human chara~ter: 0!1-e 
that is truly excellent and embodies justice, courage, friendship, 
and the like. Aristotle recommended a way to do it. To do it, Aris
totle, being no Pollyanna about human motivation and the force. of 
appetite and narrow self-interest in men, calls for a comprehensive 
and rigorous set of laws, educational schemes and the like. Because 
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we're not born that way, with that virtue, to insure, to handicraft, 
that better character, Aristotle sends our characters to camp. No 
naive romantic, Aristotle does not believe the achievement of vir
tue is inevitable. Or one might say, as Justice Holmes did, that if in
evitable, the mode in which the inevitable comes to pass is effort: 
everybody's, and the laws' and the mores'; so Aristotle is a high
minded conscious conspiracy to produce the best kind of citizens, 
ones with an interest in, as they exemplify, justice and the other 
virtues. 

Well, immediately, using this analysis as a model, it looks like 
America might not even qualify as a political association in Aristo
tle's sense, for looking at ours one might conclude both from what 
we see and from the theory laid down by the Founding Fathers, 
that although we may offer a commodious setting for mutual pro
tection and the satisfaction of needs; perhaps we do not reach, as a 
polity would, for an idea of right character or virtue at all. That's 
the challenge. We are, it might be argued, not in the handicrafting 
of good human characters business at all. Well, this is another way 
of asking the main question - do we have an idea of the just, or are 
we pr<;>pelled solely by mere counsels of prudence? Diamond points 
out that it might look like the latter. After all, he says, looking at 
the founders, it is clear first that Madison is a modern, more a child 
of Machiavelli, Bacon, Hobbes and Locke than Aristotle, and 
Madison and his friends therefore wish to take man as he is and not 
expect too much. And the Founding Fathers seemed to believe that 
expecting too much can lead to tyranny, despotism, and this was 
unacceptable. So do we here, in this country, just settle for pre
political association and arrangement and not reach for political 
community at all? Remember James Madison in #10: It is only "the 
regulation of various and competing interests [that] forms the prin
cipal task of modern legislation." Is there a minor task or several 
minor tasks for legislation toward the ned of handicrafting char
acter? James Madison doesn't say so, nor does the Constitution or 
The Federalist. It says, as you know, expand the sphere, watch the 
factions develop, regulate where necessary - but nothing about 
making good characters. 

Well, not so fast. Aristotle shouldn't dismiss us too quickly, Dia
mond says. Consider the following: (a) The Founders take self
interest to be the principal motive of human action, and they bless 
it in effect- go to your satisfactions and your schemes, folks, says 
James Madison. Now what happens, what characters come from 
this low foundation? Well, grant that this is a lower foundation 
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than Aristotle's, and perhaps it tends, in this society, to a vulgariza
tion of things. Eligibility for citizenship is set low. But, to use a 
figure, if America is a country club, then you only have to be a man 
to join it; anybody can join. (They can even come in boats and sign 
up.) And, Professor Diamond says, though it may be a low founda
tion, it's got some advantages. What are they? First, it's a solid 
one. Why? Because it depends upon that operation of action - the 
pursuit of self-interest - which comes naturally to men (more on 
that in a minute). Second, it extends membership. And up to a 
point, the bigger the better it works, says James Madison. So if it 
works, it will work for a much larger group than did Aristotle's: 
more people, whatever their characters, can play. Three, and now 
we get a glimpse of some "small letter" virtues - in unleashing ac
quisitiveness and in encouraging commerce, Diamond believes the 
Founding Fathers believed that citizens would pick up some good 
habits in the process; specifically, men will pick up if not the Aris
totelian, then what we call the bourgeois virtues. 

So we turn to the possible lines of defense of a democracy based 
on prudent self-seeking and self-improvement, in a primarily com
mercial republic. What are those lines? I submit some for your con
sideration. First, for example, Samuel Johnson said, "men honestly 
engaged in business are doing the least mischief that men are ca
pable of." Is "least mischief," like the lesser of two evils a virtue? 
But further, more to the point, we have Montesquieu, who was 
read closely by James Madison here on this point. Montesquieu 
writes, "frugality, economy, moderation, etc., are virtues gener
ated in a democracy founded on commerce." Ours is such a democ
racy. It was set up to improve the conditions of men - (ask immi
grants why they came here )- and it improves them in the process 
of improving their condition. The argument then is that such a 
scheme does not only not necessarily atomize and balkanize people 
and set them against each other, or work only to self-interest nar
rowly conceived; further, it may even bring them into the moral 
light as it encourages them to work together in common schemes, 
organizations, clubs, associations - perhaps, yes, in the first in
stance to serve their own interest, but in doing so, as intended or 
unintended consequence, they serve that of others too and the qual
ities of cooperation and patriotism are elicited, not in abundance, 
not all the time, but to some degree. As Tocqueville put it, "the doc
trine of self-interest in America does not inspire great sacrifices, 
but every day it prompts some small ones .... It establishes habits 
that lead men to virtue." Virtue is not the premise of the polity, but 
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it becomes a by-product of its regular processes. It is arguable at 
least, and I would agree, that a republic, if it starts as one of com
merce and not of virtue, then it starts low, but it may build up or 
reach up to some virtues. This is both Diamond's argument and his 
assessment of America. 

He concludes that by the extraordinary degree of self
government which Americans actually exercise, and in the modi
fied self-interest they pursue, American character reaches up to re
publican virtues. The deep popularization of political life, properly 
worked on helps us to find an excellence peculiar and proper to 
ourselves, and to reach toward other excellences. Thank you, Pro
fessor Diamond. But who works on it? How does it arise? 

Where might we look? What are the sources, the places the 
things which work toward the right kind of reaching? Toward the 
right kind of virtues? Toward goals and virtues of excellence? 
Toward counsels of excellence and goodness? Toward the 
republican virtues? 

May we step back from this a minute and get another perspec
tive? I want to be sure we all know where we are. I recall an ex
cellent question from a student at Annapolis that focuses us on 
these matters. After I had gone to great pains to stress the clear
headed realism of the Founding Fathers about human nature - by 
reminding the audience of phrases like "liberty is to faction what 
air is to fire"; "the seeds of discord are sown in human nature 
itself'; "so strong is the propensity of mankind to fall into mutual 
animosities that where no substantial occasion presents itself, fan
ciful distinctions have been sufficient to kindle their unfriendly pas
sions and excite their most violent conflicts" - all these familiar to 
you. After all this testimony, the student said, "Well, if human be
ings are so bad, then why did Madison give them so much liberty 
to do bad?" Put another way, if the Founding Fathers are thought 
of as teachers, and liberty was the prize, then they did not award 
their students with liberty on the basis of their students' merits, did 
they?" Right, the answer is no, they didn't. But this did not mean 
either that the Founding Fathers thought men were bad, nor that 
they were therefore not entitled to liberty. They would have 
resisted both conclusions. First, liberty wasn't to be withheld even 
if men were bad because liberty, to the Founding Fathers, was 
what we call in modern parlance "a non-negotiable issue." James 
Madison says, "Liberty is essential to political life," a condition 
precedent to any decent society, no matter what men will do with 
it. Sure, James Madison says, you can remove the mischief liberty 
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does - faction - by removing the liberty, as by removing the air 
from fire you can snuff it out. It can be done. It has been done. Get 
rid of liberty, institute the Third Reich, the Great Purge, or even a 
fainter imitation, sure, but the cure is still worse than the disease, 
and this was not a cure seriously entertained by our doctors in free 
society. Further, even if James Madison thought it would have 
been wise to fiddle with liberty, he simply didn't think a society or 
government could. Why? Well, because it simply didn't have the 
right to. Why? James Madison and his friends were moderns, 
moderns of a particular sort; and they started, they began, not with 
Rawl's Original Position but with something far better, with the no
tion that men were free and were free not by any grant of govern
ment, but were free because they were men. They were just free, 
for good or ill, with or without government; and liberty to them 
was not the sort of thing it is government's place either to take or 
to give away. 

So then, did they feel sad, being committed to liberty as they 
were and knowing men would act, as they are described as acting 
in #10? Is there a letter from James Madison to Thomas Jefferson 
saying, "Well, we've got to give them liberty - we're committed to 
that - but it's a damn shame - because they're made of such fright
fully bad stuff. They're such knaves"? No, there is no such letter. 

Now what about men being bad? To say that because the seeds 
of faction are sown in the nature of man and because reason and 
self-love exist within the same skin - (John Adams said that) - does 
not mean or necessarily lead to the judgment that men are bad. 
Such evidence as James Madison and his friends had in books about 
men in other societies, and before their eyes from men's actions 
around them, led them to say only that men are men. It's like this: 
If you are standing under a tree from which a little bird drops little 
dabs, well, you may say "that damn bird," but you can't say it's a 
bad bird; it's just a bird. A sloth that hangs upside down and sleeps 
isn't a bad sloth; it's just a sloth. And a skunk who - well, you know 
what I'm getting at. So too is the man who acts like Madison por
trays him acting, in self-interest, not a bad man. Does Publius think 
man is bad? No, only that he is man. And we are cautioned about 
condemning man to moral perdition even on the basis of the evi
dence. Hamilton, in another of The Federalist Papers, writes, "the 
supposition of universal venality in man is little less an error in po
litical reasoning than the supposition of universal rectitude." Yes, 
the seeds of faction are sown in man. And because of those seeds 
we'd better be ready for their sprouting! And, that's what the Con-
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stitution and other things are about and intended against. But are 
there other seeds? Well, that's were we don't have a positive com
panion to the Constitution to guide us. 

In sum, in #10, the brilliance, the clarity, and the sobriety of 
James Madison and his friends are revealed in part by their willing
ness to take men as they find them. At the same time it seems as if 
they leave man's improvement to himself and to his colleagues and 
neighbors and associates, in both sole and joint activities in such ac
tivities as earlier described. Now, what else might be there, to be 
quickened by the right stimuli? What develops the other seeds? 
Where do we look? What are the processes, plans, forces - consis
tent with liberty - that will help us, encourage us, entice us, lure us 
(what's the right verb?) to do whatever it is to get us to that better 
virtue peculiar to ourselves? 

Before carrying the inquiry a step further, let's first make the 
task a little harder. Let's state the case against, or at least charac
terize it, in eyes other than just Aristotle's. We should do this. To 
defend the idea of a virtuous America today in Diamond's, Tocque
ville's, Montesquieu's, my terms, is to face criticism from both the 
left and the right. On the left and the right, America is assailed as a 
crude and atomized carnival. Read Christopher Lasch. America, he 
says, is a country without virtue, without community, without ex
cellence. Even the wise and loving critic Mr. Kristo} wonders 
whether we have lost our noble and traditional moorings. He says 
our institutions no longer "exemplify those values which should 
govern the lives of citizens; they no longer magnify them; they no 
longer reassuringly sustain them." We've lost the virtues we once 
had. But despite this assessment, I still think we can defend Ameri
can virtue as extant, not a spotless America, certainly not a vir
ginal one, nothing like a perfect one, a far less than perfect one, but 
one which, even with all its faults, even with its obscenities, one 
may still be not a bit embarrassed to speak for, to these critics and 
to Aristotle. Here's the answer I think, or part of it, anyway. It is 
not an unfamiliar list. 

There are still activities that push us, inspire us, or just invite 
us, to view ourselves as moral/political beings who consider the in
terest of others and the common interest; there are still alive 
things that invite us to a broader idea of ourselves. (1) Such stuff 
runs through some laws, not laws that mandate private behavior. I 
am thinking only of some of those that regulate public behavior, but 
yet invite us to model private behavior and motivation on 
them - say civil rights laws. On occasion it is still true that "The 
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Court is a teacher in a vital national seminar." Yes, sometimes it is. 
(2) How about, for those who can remember, military service? Oc
casionally, it is said to stretch one's view of self and community. 
Mindful of civic virtue Mill wrote, "War is an ugly thing, but not the 
ugliest of things. The decayed and degraded state of moral and pa
triotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth fighting for is 
much worse. A man who has nothing for which he is willing to 
fight, nothing he cares about more than his own personal safety, is 
a miserable creature who has no chance of being free, unless made 
and kept so by the exertions of better men than himself." Recent 
draft regulation statistics suggest Mill's sentiment is not dead. (3) 
Voting, those "solemn occasions where a sovereign people selects 
the instruments and agent of its will"; (4) Jury duty, there to do jus
tice to one's peers; (5) Churches, the beneficent and controlling 
influence of religion. The instruments of religion are hardly dead. 
Tocqueville, as you know, held religion to be "indispensable to the 
maintenance of republican institutions." An earlier authority, 
George Washington, told the nation that religion provided the "in
dispensable" support of those "dispositions and habits which lead to 
political prosperity"; (he said not commodious self-preservation, 
but political prosperity.) For a later authority along the same line, 
see Professor Walter Berns' book on the First Amendment. (6) 
Public education? It is not clear, certainly it is not inevitable any 
more that this informs about, or forms, a common heritage; but, 
yes, I would say "yes" about some places. (7) What of parents, 
grandparents, community, professors - contingent, sometimes yes, 
sometimes no. It would be wrong to think of all these people as sin
gular factions - wrong for some I know anyway. That is, Federalist 
#10 doesn't describe all the people, all the adults I was exposed to 
when I was a child. Nor does it describe the reporter's father I read 
about the other day. A reporter was writing about the things peo
ple are proudest of in their lives. The reporter decided to interview 
his father. "Tell me, Pop," he said, "tell me what you're proudest of. 
What'& the one thing in your life that you did that you take the 
greatest pride in?" The reporter, perhaps expecting to hear about 
an act of great self-sacrifice or singular moral courage, waited pa
tiently while his father thought. Finally, the old man spoke: "Son," 
he said, "in my life I have turned in three fire alarms - none false." 
Not the pinnacle of ideality or virtue, you say? True enough, but 
not bad. (8) Television? Not likely, not often. (9) Team work - what 
incites sportsmanship - yes. I think so. (10) Joining in a variety of 
common enterprises -yes, often. (Perhaps even being a fan (except 
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in Boston and Philadelphia-that works the other way, back 
toward the state of nature). (11) Working a job in a commercial 
republic? Yes, in some places. For example, managers for IBM 
whom I know have not done much to alter Montesquieu's descrip
tion. Believe it or not, much compromise, moderation, fellow feel
ing still abide there under those white shirts. We can make more 
additions. Are they working? Has virtue lost all her loveliness? Has 
virtue lost her vitality? No. Let me point, as I near the end here, to 
two other possible springs of our peculiar virtue. The first goes 
back to this grant of liberty business. 

The Founding Fathers, good Hobbesians or Lockeans as they 
were, certainly may not have believed that liberty was a grant that 
was theirs to give; they believed that as free men we already had 
liberty. But, I would like to point out that it was damn considerate 
on their part to leave it with us. Compared to others in shoes simi
lar to theirs, it was particularly unusual on their part, as philoso
phers and statesmen, in forming the structure, to leave the liberty 
we already were said to have with us. So, if it wasn't liberty they 
gave us, it was nevertheless a gift of great restraint and wisdom, a 
gift of lucid and generous theory and practice that those who had it 
in their power left it to us. They knew the risks of liberty but they 
resisted the temptation for "fail-safe," for enforced virtue, by in
sisting on the fundamental freedom, on the right most valued by 
civilized man, as Brandeis called it, the "right to be let alone." For 
in the end, at the bottom line, they still left with each the right of 
each to do with his liberty what he pleases: to rise to his own high
est level of virtue or excellence or patriotism, or to go to hell in a 
handbasket. They left us in our nature unperturbed and invited us 
to be more if, if we chose to accept the invitation. Again, that's 
more than most designers or rule-makers have done before and 
since. But it is also true, I submit, that with the gift came the impli
cation, the expectation that here, in this society, more might-and 
now let's say it - more should arise. 

Now enters James Madison again for one last piece of help. 
Look at the language in which the gift of liberty is given. Where 
would we find it? Try the Bill of Rights for one. Madison as you 
know was originally opposed to a Bill of Rights for fear that "they 
could not be obtained in the requisite latitude 'if submitted to 'pub
lic definition,' " but he relented; and he relented on a number of 
grounds-the urging of Jefferson, the political predicament- the 
states wouldn't buy a Constitution without a Bill-and he gradually 
comes to accept them. But there was another reason too, a reason 
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that might be useful for our purposes, for as he says in 1788, "what 
use then, it may be asked, can a bill of rights serve in popular gov
ernments? I answer this: The political truths declared in that sol
emn manner acquire by degrees the character of fundamental max
ims of free government, and as they become incorporated with the 
national sentiment, counteract the imvulses of interest and 
passion." 

So for a candidate as another possible spring of that virtue pe
culiar to us I am with James Madison who, at last, here, near the 
end, has made his intelligence count, as it often did in Philadelphia, 
in the nick of time. National sentiment, arising from incorporation 
with political truths, when the citizen is able to, invited to - (may 
we say, without fear of violation of his liberty?) - educated-to, the 
political truths of his heritage, when he becomes cognizant of the 
gift, may give his avarice pause. Might not such truths stimulate 
such sentiment and work on such other seeds as are in him? Will a 
citizen who ceases to be an alien to his own culture, and who sees 
its moral and political sagacity -and himself . as a legatee, not be 
moved-may I say it? - a little out of himself, at least on some occa
sions? Or at least have that faction seed a little qualified, a little 
challenged? One need not invoke Pericles' Funeral Oration, not 
near that much is needed; one thinks of Socrates in Crito, not even 
that much needed; of Hegel saying ''but the republican's whole soul 
was in the republic, the republic survived him and there hovered be
fore his mind the thought of its immortality," - no, not even that 
much. Less can be the more that is enough here. But it is possible 
that something can and does happen, in the contemplation of that 
inheritance and that membership. And it can invite us to something 
more than the meanest view of ourselves. We know it if we study it 
that this polity - George Washington's, Thomas Jefferson's, James 
Madison's, Abraham Lincoln's - is more than an arrangement of 
prudence, that it has worked toward more than prudence, that it is 
"dedicated" to more than prudence. All I'm saying is that such a 
knowledge might quicken something in its members which it does 
not quicken in others elsewhere. 

A final thought on virtue. A contemporary condition and an 
irony are all suggested in the last candidate for a source or spring 
of virtue for Americans. And it is related to this last. Whether or 
not it was apparent, whether or not I made myself plain, I have just 
argued. that the contemplation and consideration of the ideas that 
comprise the American founding may play some role in the self
formation of virtue in the citizenry. I believe that. Now, who is re-
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sponsible for the invitation to that study, that consideration, that 
contemplation? Well, in one sense all of us, I suppose. But in our so
ciety and in the division of labor we have, it falls mainly to the intel
lectual class, to the teachers and the professors. And since teachers 
listen to professors, it rests more than any place else with the pro
fessors, particularly those who teach government and political the
ory and American history and philosophy. And as is plain, all too 
many of them are not inclined to such an appreciation. 

Many of those who trade in ideas of course find this to be too 
low, too vulgar, too commercial a country. (Now, there's an irony 
here: the irony is, the really funny thing is, that these ''lower" aims, 
aims lower than many intellectuals would prefer, were aims set by 
a group of 18th-century American intellectuals who have no equals 
today.) Many whose life is self-described as "the life of the mind" 
are not at home in America. It has set its sights too low for their in
tellectual taste. That's all true. The point is: the sights for his coun
try and his place in it can't be raised unless a citizen is given 
reasons to look at it. That takes efforts, an invitation to do so, and 
it is an invitation many don't wish to extend to their students. 

In.conclusion, I'd say that there are virtues endemic to Amer
ica; we do have virtues peculiar to ourselves, but they are not inevi
table. The virtues and their vitality are determined in part by the 
vitality of ideas which are their incitement. The issue of our virtue 
remains, as it always is, in doubt; but good men and women can, if 
they wish, continue both the works in ideas and in virtue which 
Publius Madison and his colleagues started so well. 
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SANTA FE PREPARATORY SCHOOL 
(1963) 

Dr. John E. Bachman, Headmaster 
Robert W. Kurth, Faculty Member 

INSTITUTE OF AMERICAN INDIAN ARTS 
(1962) 

Jon C. Wade, President 

WITTER BYNNER FOUNDATION (1972) 
Dr. Douglas W. Schwartz, Delegate 

The Faculty 

J. Burchenal Ault 
Robert S. Bart 
Charles G. Bell 
James M. Benefiel 
Stuart Boyd 
Samuel E. Brown 
Nancy Buchenauer 
Robert M. Bunker 
Don B. Cook 
Wiley W. Crawford 
William A. Darkey 
E. Ray Davis, Jr. 
Michael Dink 
Marsha Drennon 
Robert Druecker 
Elizabeth Engel 
Glenn A. Freitas 
Ellen Gant 
Sharon Garvey 
Charlotte Gray 
Dean Haggard 
R. Thomas Harris, Jr. 
Emery C. Jennings 
David C. Jones 
Georgia Knight 
Philip LeCuyer 
Thomas McDonald 
Paul Mannick 
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Jam es Mensch 
Timothy P. Miller 
Gerald Myers 
Lynda Myers 
Robert A. N eidorf 
William O'Grady 
Michael Ossorgin 
Peter D. Pesic 
Roger S. Peterson 
Robert D. Sacks 
Thomas K. Simpson 
Barbara Skaug 
Elliott T. Skinner 
Grietje Sloan 
David Starr 
John S. Steadman 
Cary Stickney 
Scott Stripling 
Ralph Swentzell 
Kent Taylor 
David Townsend 
Stephen Van Luchene 
Bruce Venable 
John Verdi 
Hans von Briesen 
Alice H. Whelan 
Landon Young 



Distinguished Guests 

The Honorable Leila Andrews 
Judge 
New Mexico Court of Appeals 

Dr. Richard M. Angle 
President 
St. Vincent Hospital 

The Reverend Martha Anna 
Baumer 

United Church of Santa Fe 

William J. Bennett 
Director 
The National Humanities Center 

Ellen Bradbury 
Director 
New Mexico Museum of Fine Arts 

The Reverend Donald L. 
Campbell 

Episcopal Church of the Holy Faith 

Saul Cohen 
Chairman 
St. John's College Annual Sustaining 
Campaign 

Mrs. Abel Davis 
Chairman 
St. John's College Annual Sustaining 
Campaign 

George H. Ewing 
Cultural Affairs Officer 
State of New Mexico 

Anthony Jeffries 
Member 
Board of Directors of the Alumni 
Association 

Dr. Robert E. Rhodes 
Academic Coordinator 
Board of Educational Finance 

The Reverend Milton A. Rohane 
Trinity on the Hill Episcopal Church 

Senator Thomas Rutherford 
New Mexico State Senate 

Fr. Blase Schauer, O.P. 
Director 
Liturgy of Sante Fe 

The Reverend J. B. Sharp 
St. John's United Methodist Church 

The Reverend Canon George A. 
Stracke 

Retired 

The Honorable Lewis R. Sutin 
Judge 
New Mexico Court of Appeals 

Major General Woodrow P. 
Swancutt, USAF (Ret.) 

Chairman 
New Mexico Council of Independent 
Colleges and Universities 

The Honorable Arthur E. Trujillo 
Mayor of Santa Fe 

The Honorable C. B. Trujillo 
Former New Mexico State Senator 
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St. John's College 
Annapolis, Maryland and Santa Fe, New Mexico 

Inaugural Proceedings 
and Lectures 

The Duties of Higher 
Education to America 

Address by EDWIN JULES DELATTRE 
President of St. John's Col/,ege 

September 27, 1980, in Annapolis 
October 4, 1980, in Sant.a Fe 

An American Scholar: 
The Young James Madison 

Lectures by WILLIAM J. BENNETT 
President of the National Humanities Center 

September 26, 1980, in Annapolis 
October 3, 1980, in Sant.a Fe 


