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1. INTRODUCTION: THE SPARK FOR REVOLUTION 

 

In his essay “History,” the great American philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote that 

“[e]very revolution was first a thought in one [person’s] mind, . . .”1 Phrased slightly 

differently, we might say that the individual provides the spark for revolutions in thought.  

 

This idea is especially important to remember in our increasingly global culture where 

transportation, technology, and economic networks connect billions of people around 

the world every hour of every day. Even in the best of times, it is easy to feel small—

even insignificant— in such a world. In times of greater uncertainty, such feelings can 

increase dramatically.  

 

After all how much difference can one person really make in such a vast and complex 

world? 

 

                                            
1
 Emerson, Ralph Waldo.  “History.”  1841.  Essays:  First Series.  Philadelphia:  Henry Altemus, 1894.  7-

39.  Page 8.  Emerson originally used what was in his time the accepted gender neutral reference “man’s 
mind”;  these remarks will use “person” as the comparable contemporary gender neutral reference. 
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2. MAKING A DIFFERENCE IN A VAST AND COMPLEX WORLD 

 

This is a question that you, as the inaugural class of Founders Scholars, already know 

how to answer. Here in Bloomington, you have tutored children, served as mentors, and 

led a remarkable diversity of organizations. These local efforts make a difference one 

person at a time, one group at a time.  

 

But as IU’s finest students, your ambitions match your achievements, encouraging you 

to think on a broader scale. You have helped extinguish smoking across the university. 

You have fought for human rights in Dafur. And you have established a micro-loan 

program to help combat global poverty. Of course, these are a mere snapshot of the 

difference our Founders Scholars have made over the course of their years at Indiana 

University.  

 

Simply put, one person can make a world of difference. 

 

 

3. INTELLECTUAL REVOLUTIONARIES 

 

Revolutionary thinkers throughout the centuries have known this as well. We need only 

look to thinkers like Copernicus, Charles Darwin, and John Maynard Keynes to see the 

revolutionary spark within the individual.  

 

The heliocentric universe of Copernicus was considered blasphemous though it sparked 

the Scientific Revolution in the sixteenth century. Charles Darwin’s Origin of the 

Species, which is celebrating its 150th anniversary this year, presented the sustained 

scientific case for evolution, another concept considered heretical at the time. And 

Keynes’ macro-economic theory about the importance of government spending during 

recessionary times flew in the face of the then-prevailing laissez-faire theories, which 

advocated only minimal government intervention.  

 



Page 3 of 4 
IU Bloomington Honors Convocation 

4. THE COMMON LANGUAGE OF LOGIC AND REASON 

 

Each of these revolutionary thinkers based their ideas on observation, analysis, and 

synthesis. Each spoke the common language of logic and reason that grew out of the 

very best educations from what were then the world’s best universities in Bologna, 

Padua, Edinburgh, and Cambridge. Each transformed their knowledge into wisdom that 

guided their efforts and shaped their arguments.  

 

You are learning that same language of logic and reason at Indiana University where 

you have honed your abilities in argument and reasoning, have developed flexibility of 

mind and skills, and have broadened and deepened your own knowledge.  

 

The knowledge you are gaining here will lead you towards wisdom. 

 

 

5. REVOLUTIONARY COURAGE 

 

But of course, sparking a revolution in thought takes more than a shared language.  

 

It takes courage:  courage to suffer a thousand failures, courage to break with the past, 

courage to speak. Even in the best of times, it is easier to sink into the status quo than 

to sand away the jagged grain of old ideas; easier for many to surrender to silence and 

fear than to give voice to new ideas that just might change the world. 

 

In more challenging circumstances, like those we face today, our desire for safety often 

increases in direct proportion to the uncertainty of the world around us. But we cannot 

remain in safe harbors if we aim to make a difference in our world. We must continue to 

venture towards the horizons of knowledge that represent change and possibility.  
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We must take the same risks that our own intellectual ancestors have taken— like 

Copernicus, Darwin, Keynes, like Curie, Carver, Newton, like Confucius, Banneker, 

Unamuno, and so many others.  

 

As Founders Scholars, with records of sustained academic accomplishment, you 

already know the pathway towards innovation, discovery, and achievement. You must 

share your knowledge with others to help ignite an era of change and prosperity. Such 

is the weighty but rewarding responsibility that comes with your education.  

 

Given voice, your intellectual passions can help shape our world.  

 

 

6. CONCLUSION 

 

To complete Emerson’s statement with which I began, “Every revolution was first a 

thought in one [person’s] mind, and when the same thought occurs in another [person], 

it is the key to that era.”2  

 

As Indiana University’s finest, you hold that key.  

  

Guided by wisdom, may you have the courage to use it.  

                                            
2
 Emerson’s “History.” Page 8. 


