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Dear Mr. President, Professor SUNG Nak-in,

Dear members of Seoul National University, dear students and guests, Ladies and
gentlemen,

First of all, I would like to express my deep gratitude for inviting me to speak at this
distinguished university and to take part in today’ s enrollment ceremony. This is a
joyous occasion in several respects: First and foremost, we have gathered here today to
celebrate your start into a new life — your life as a student at the Seoul National

University, one of (if not the) most prestigious universities of South Korea.

Since its establishment in 1946, Seoul National University has strived to lead the nation

with wisdom and courage every step of the way towards achieving economic
development and democratization. Today, Seoul National University has gained a global
reputation for academic excellence, joining the ranks of prestigious universities across
the world.

Similar to President SUNG Nak-in today, I attend the enrollment ceremonies at Freie
Universitat Berlin as its President. And similar to the students attending the enrollment
ceremonies at my home institution, I see the same array of feelings such as hope and
excitement and maybe also a little fear mirrored in your faces. University life is one of
the most formative periods of one’ s life. In the following weeks you will immerse
yourself into Seoul National University’ s academic environment. You will attend lectures
and seminars at SNU’ s many different colleges and graduate schools. You might be given
the chance to be directly involved in the scientific research done at one of SNU’ s
research centers. Of course, you will also meet a lot of new friends that might accompany
you for the rest of your life. You might even make friends from all over the world during
a stay at one of SNU’ s many international partner universities. For example, at the Freie

Universitat in Berlin. Which leads me to my next point.

This morning is also a joyous occasion in regards to the special relationship between



Seoul National University and Freie Universitit Berlin. Germany, and Berlin in
particular, has a very specific history of division and reunion in the second half of the
20th century, a history that is still very much present. Freie Universitit played a very
significant role in this history and thus, as its President, I would like to say just a few

words to introduce Freie Universitit to you today. As you will see, this institution’ s
origins are closely tied to the struggle for freedom and democracy, as it took place in
Berlin during the decades of division and Cold War. Veritas - lustitia - Libertas or, in
English, truth - justice - liberty. These are the three normative ideals of Freie
Universitat” s founding motto. During the founding years of this university right after
World War II, these were by no means just high-sounding or academic ideals, but also
describing an urgent need and a plan for political action. Following the end of World
War 1I, Berlin’ s traditional university found itself in the Eastern part of the city

controlled by the Soviet Union.

Political and ideological pressures were rising, and they soon resulted in severe
discrimination and suppression. And so, in response to these pressures, Freie Universitit
was founded in 1948 in the western part of the city not by a government decree or a
decision of a ruler, but by students and professors who were calling for just that: a
free university. Their simple-sounding appeal to the ideal of freedom had a very
concrete meaning under the threatening circumstances, and it was the simplicity of this
call that formed part of its force. Thus, the founding history of Freie Universitit is also
a lesson on how normative ideals can forcefully articulate the need for action and

change.

There is one element that I need to add to complete the picture. A key reason why
the founding story of Freie Universitat was successful was the international support that
the initiative of our founding students and professors received. This was our good
fortune, for the support came both locally from the Western allies in Berlin, and from
abroad, especially from the United States. And so it is not surprising that one of the

most memorable hours in this institution’ s history during the Cold War was the visit



of the United States President John F. Kennedy in 1963, just two years after the
construction of the Berlin Wall and just a few months before his tragic assassination.
Based on this founding history, Freie Universitit has later seized opportunities to help
other academic institutions and individuals internationally. As a recent example, let me
just mention our activities in the network called “Scholars at Risk” which strives to
offer safe havens for those scholars and researchers who face persecution in their

home countries.

Today, Freie Universitat is a full-scale research university with 11 faculties plus a joint
medical faculty with Humboldt-University. Altogether, Freie Universitit has more than 70
institutes and offers more than 150 programs of study. The fact that Dahlem is home to
not just to Freie Universitit, but also to several Max-Planck-Institutes and other federal
research institutions, makes it into one of Germany largest and strongest locations for

science and research.

To come to my last point: Today is joyous occasion also in respect to embracing the
unknown. In March 2000 the late President KIM Dae-Jung chose the Freie Universitit as
a location for the proclamation of his “Berlin declaration” , which constituted the
beginning of the sunshine policy. The same year he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize
in recognition of his diplomatic approach to North Korea. 7 years later, in May 2007, Dr.
Kim Dae-Jung returned to Berlin. For his lifetime achievements and his commitment to
the freedom of Korea, the Freie Universitit had chosen him to be the very first
recipient of the international Freedom Award of Freie Universitit. Today, almost ten
years later, we live in times, in which people from all over the world are connected by
rapidly progressing advances in technology, especially in the field of communication. One
might think that by means of these advances we have gotten to know each other well
enough to reduce prejudices and to lower fears of ‘otherness’ . Yet, we are witness to
a rising nationalism within global politics. In view of this developments and the danger
they might bring to us, it becomes more and more important to grow closer together

and to open-mindedly learn from each other than to shy away from the unknown.



As a professor of German literature I would like to emphasize my point by pointing
to Goethe:

“Gluckliches Ereignis” - a joyous, also fortunate occasion - this is the title Goethe
chose in 1817 for a short article in which he thinks back about his first longer
encounter with Schiller. This encounter took place in 1794, in other words: 223 years
ago, and it was, as we know, a point of origin for much more than just a
rapprochement of two very different standpoints. Goethe and Schiller, at the beginning
of their friendship, came from two very heterogeneous intellectual and also practical
backgrounds. Sometimes, the knowledge of things that divide us is a good basis for
finding common ground. And that opens up new perspectives on what connects us; and
in so doing it will prepare the ground for a co-operation among friends; a cooperation

in scholarship, culture and, simply, conversation.

Today, we have gathered to celebrate your start into a new life with an unknown
future, but - surely enough - a very bright future. And I want to extend my cordial
invitation to you to take up the chance to come to Freie Universitiat, to Berlin, a city
that has seen division and unification. Dear students, I congratulate you again for
becoming a student at Seoul National University and I wish you all the best for your

future studies.
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