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*** PRESS RELEASE ***
Nguyen Delivers Convocation Speech; Tells Students To Remain Idealistic
Berkeley — ASUC President Van Nguyen delivered the following speech for Convocation alongside Chancellor Birgeneau and Dean Poullard on Monday, August 21, 2007.  Hundreds of students attended this event, which is held annually on Memorial Glade to welcome new students to Cal.

Below is the text of the speech:
“Good Afternoon, I hope everyone is having a good Day.  My name is Van Nguyen and I am the president of the ASUC, the student government here at Cal.

“I remember sitting where you are today and thinking, man how did I get to this amazing place that is UC Berkeley?  Some of you might be thinking this as well.  Well let me tell you my story about how I got here.  I actually got rejected from Berkeley three times.

“But luckily I had an older sister that went to Berkeley, and she encouraged me to appeal.  So I appealed each time I was rejected.  And luckily, the third time I appealed, I received a phone call from Pam Burnett who was the Director of Undergraduate Admissions at the time, and she told me that after looking at my application one more time, she wanted to admit me for the spring semester.

“And now I stand in front of you as the first Vietnamese American President at Cal.  

“Now, I tell you this story not because I think it’s interesting or I like to talk about myself but because in that process, I learned that things that may seem impossible initially are actually possible with the support of others.  Never underestimate the ability for one person to affect change in another person’s life. Today, your journey as Berkeley students begins partly because you are amazing students, but also because there were influential people that helped you along the way.  You as individuals have enormous power.  What individual actions will you make in your time here at Berkeley that will change the lives of people in this community?  What role will you play to change this world for the better?

“Today, we live in a society where not everyone has an equal opportunity to pursue higher education.  People from low-income, under-served, under-resourced communities have struggles and immense institutional barriers that prevent them from sitting here with us today.  UC Berkeley, the greatest public institution in the world, also happens to be situated between Oakland and Richmond, two cities that have some of the highest homicide rates in the Nation, and many students in those school districts only see coming here as an unattainable dream.

“At Berkeley, it’s easy to get sucked into the Berkeley bubble; believing there is no life past Durant and Telegraph.  A good friend of mine and former Berkeley Alum told me that if in any given week, all you have to worry about is a couple of midterms and a paper... you're living a pretty good life.  As Berkeley students we have a lot of privilege.  And because we do, we have a responsibility to extend the potential that this campus allows to all students no matter what socioeconomic, racial, ethnic, or gender identity one may have.  We have an obligation to fight for positive change not only on the Berkeley campus, but in our neighboring communities, our state, our country, and our world.

“As a collective student body, our power to create change is tremendous.  That is why Berkeley is such a special place.  We as Berkeley students are not only beneficiaries of a rich history of activism on this campus, but we are also the future of progress and change in this world.  Students at Berkeley sparked the free speech movement under great leaders like Mario Savio, Jackie Goldberg.  We sparked the anti war movement when a war was raging in Vietnam.  Students fought for civil rights through the divestment of university funds from apartheid South Africa.  We fought for the creation of an Ethnic Studies department and are still waging a struggle for a multicultural center and a diverse faculty.  

“These victories are evidence that we have made great progress, yet unfortunately our issues, our injustices are not so different from those fought in the 60’s and 70’s.  There is no longer a war in Vietnam, but there is the war in Iraq that continues to rage on having killed little over 3700 American soldiers, but even more tragically, over 600,000 Iraqis.  Let’s work together to end this war.  We fought to divest University funds from apartheid South Africa yet today, we live in communities and schools that are even more segregated than in the 1950’s.  We fought for the creation of an Ethnic Studies Department and a more diverse faculty, yet we still do not have a Multicultural Center on campus.  What is our role as Berkeley students to combat these injustices?

“I would like to acknowledge the two gentlemen standing behind me. I haven’t asked them but I have speculated why they are here at UC Berkeley.  Chancellor Birgeneau and Dean Poullard, you can tell me if I’m wrong, but it is my firm belief that you are here because like me, you are committed to developing the future leaders of this world.  We, Berkeley students, are the future leaders in a society that needs strong leadership now more than ever.  You will be the future policy makers, activists, and business leaders of the world.  You will be the policy makers that will ensure that we live in a future of peace instead of a world of war and tyranny.  You will be the activists who will fight to make sure everyone, no matter their race, socioeconomic or immigration status will have access to education.  You are the business leaders that will create new innovative products, but also make sure that hardworking families get paid an equitable wage.   You all have the power to do this.  

“But despite the challenges we face today, I still have hope.  I continue to be optimistic.  I remain idealistic because as I look out here among the sea of wide-eyed faces, I know that we have so much to hope for, because you are the agents of change.  I am confident in our ability as a collective student body to challenge the injustices that we face and find solutions to them in our lifetime.  Now, I’m not talking about blind optimism, the kind that believes that if we ignore the issue of poverty and global warming that it will go away.  I’m talking about the kind of idealism that believes that we will one day live in a world without war.  The hope that we can live in a society free of racism, sexism, and homophobia.  What will that look like?  Who will be the leaders in that society?

“In the end, idealism is all we have.  When we lose our idealism, when we lose our belief that progress can be made, when we no longer have faith that there are better days ahead, we lose our ability to create change.  If you think about it, that was what the 60s and 70s were all about.  It was an age of idealism.  The power of our voice, the power of us to organize, the power for us to create change is limitless when we continue to be idealistic.  There are people that will say “that is impossible.  Be realistic.”  To those people I say this.  We did not win the right of free speech on this campus believing it was impossible.  We did not end a war in Vietnam by believing it was impossible.  We did not pass the Civil Rights Act by saying it was impossible.  I did not get into Berkeley by thinking it was impossible.  At Berkeley, this spirit of idealism is not just a far-fetched notion, but here, impossible is nothing.

“Friends, I challenge you to move forward together, with hope and optimism, and to always fight for change throughout your time here at Berkeley.

“Thank you and Go Bears!”

