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COLUMBIA — The secretary of Homeland Security spoke Wednesday at Westminster 
College in Fulton about the challenges of balancing liberty and security. 
 
"I can build you a perfectly safe city," Jeh Johnson said. "But it will amount to a prison." 
 
Johnson spoke to an almost packed auditorium as part of the same Green Foundation 
Lecture series that saw Winston Churchill deliver his famous "Iron Curtain" address in 
1946. 
 
Johnson's speech, the 56th in the Green series, touched on a variety of issues, including 
civil liberties, ISIS and his department's behind-the-scenes work preventing attacks. He 
reached back 61 years to invoke the words of President Harry Truman, who delivered the 
Green lecture in 1954. 
 
"It was during the period of the Red Scare, McCarthyism — the rise and fear of 
Communism in the post-war, Cold War era," Johnson said. He quoted Truman as saying 
"The cause of freedom both at home and abroad is damaged when a great country yields 
to hysteria." 
 
Johnson offered his own experience during last year's Ebola outbreak as an example of 
why first reactions are not always best. 
 
After initially wanting to limit travel to and from West Africa, Johnson eventually 
decided it was more important for the United States not to set a precedent of preventing 
aid from reaching those who needed it. Instead, the U.S. funneled everyone traveling 
from West Africa to a few designated domestic airports. 
 
During the question-and-answer session, Johnson also spoke about the refugee crisis in 
the Middle East. 
 
"Accepting more refugees from Syria is something we should do, and we will do, and we 
will do so carefully," he said. 
 
Johnson mostly stuck to his prepared remarks, deviating briefly at the beginning to tell 
two stories about visiting his kids at college. 
 
When you pull up to a freshman dormitory with a police escort, he said, "lots of doors 
shut, then you hear lots of toilets flush." 
 



The speech was part of Westminster's annual Hancock Symposium. At a morning 
session, investigative journalist Jeremy Scahill, famous for his documentary "Dirty 
Wars," asked students to question Johnson about civilian causalities caused by U.S. 
airstrikes in Yemen. 
 
One Westminster sophomore did. "We have greatly reduced unintended civilian 
causalities, but we want to see it at near zero," Johnson said in response to the question. 
"We're getting better and better all the time." 
 
When asked afterward if he agreed with U.S. Sen. Roy Blunt, R-Missouri, who earlier in 
the week spoke in favor of letting the Patriot Act and the Foreign Intelligence 
Surveillance Act expire, Johnson failed to answer the question directly. 
 
Instead, he asked Congress to pass a budget and repeal sequestration, a series of spending 
cuts that began in 2013. 
 
"Sequestration means that I'm required to work with a decapitated budget," he said. 
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