Honors Program Address, September 7, 2010

First, I want to thank Alexis for inviting me to speak with you today; I’d also like to thank Dr. Baker who probably suggested to Alexis that I might have something relevant to say to you. Thinking over this address has led me to consider matters I wouldn’t have otherwise, and I’m glad I’ve been required to think more about my undergraduate self and the students here at Fairmont State. Some of you are new to college; others have been here for some time, so I’ve tried to assemble observations and advice that will be useful to both the novice in higher ed and the student soon to complete the graduation audit. 

I’ve been a professor here at Fairmont State for almost ten years, and before that I taught at several colleges and universities of varying sizes and reputations.  Before that, I was an English major and a graduate student in English, so by the time I was twenty-four, I had faced the forerunner of what is now a familiar attitude about education. Each time I was asked—probably a hundred times before I completed my master’s degree, “What are you going to do with that? Teach?” –-I confronted two assumptions. One, the notion that teaching is a default career for people interested in the humanities and two, that education leads to a particular job—that what you learn in school is or should be what you will do as an employee.  

Twenty years later, both of these assumptions are alive and well and more detrimental than ever.  Weekly, students—and their parents—complain unselfconsciously about the compulsion to obtain a bachelor’s degree, insisting that they MUST attend college in order to become employed. Others object to specific course requirements, like English or math, because they can’t understand why an engineering major needs to know world literature or a future psychologist should be forced to learn algebra.  Given that most of you were encouraged for twelve or more years to ingest your classes in order to move on to the next grade, to pass the next test, or to graduate and get into college so you could then get a job that pays you well enough to support yourself, these responses aren’t all that surprising. And while surely any professor or advisor, when politely asked, should be able to explain the worth of a discipline, class, or college curriculum, the belief that education means amassing information and abilities that can be exchanged for goods and services is erroneous and destructive.  Paying it even the slightest lip service will rob you of the joyful difficulties education can and should bring you and will contribute to the harmful illusion that what you know and how you think will matter only in the workplace.  The purpose of your education is not to secure a job that will make you “comfortable.” The purpose of education is to prepare you for the unbidden—the unexpected events, external and internal, that make up most of life.  The purpose of education is to make you UNcomfortable, to force you to examine assumptions so deep you don’t even realize you have them so you can break their hold over you or claim them consciously as your own beliefs.  The purpose of education is to make living inside your own head bearable when circumstances frighten and overwhelm you.  Education should reveal to you the power and the limits of discipline and concentration; education should bring you to a clearer perception of your character and your obligations.  Education cannot give you wisdom, but it does provide the materials for wisdom.

Speaking as Socrates, Plato gives us an inscrutable definition of wisdom: “knowing what you don’t know.”
  That definition has always struck me as more suited to “education,” or at least my education, in which every book has pointed to twenty more and every class has been haunted by the ghosts of those I didn’t take instead.  In application, “knowing what you don’t know” doesn’t sound very useful, but I think it is useful to recognize the extent of your experience and intelligence so you can strive to transcend those limits AND so you bring humility more fully into your life and personality.  Humility not only lays the groundwork for both true learning and wisdom; it also cultivates compassion and care for others.  I can’t think of a wise person or thought that carries a trace of arrogance or expresses impatience with what’s unfamiliar.  Humility combined with curiosity permits genuine listening and fruitful conversation, which are essential to democracy.  Humility stresses the importance of cooperation and collaboration at a time when, I think we’d all agree, conflict and competition are encouraged as the only measures of self-worth.  The varying perceptions, histories, and talents you take to your classes are important to others’ education, and it is through humility you and your peers realize the contributions you can make throughout your lives to other people.  In leading you to “know what you don’t know,” your educations make you more considerate and more emotionally alive—whether you’re listening to music or joining a political movement or responding to a six-year-old’s question about Batman.  Education, which requires learning and working through subjects you aren’t naturally drawn to as well as deepening your practice in the disciplines that come easily, makes people more interesting to themselves as well as others; an educated person is rarely bored.  The humility that comes with education builds confidence while it erodes self-importance.  And for all these reasons, true education, not job training, makes people more profoundly moral. Not moralizing, moral.  

The theologian Simone Weil called humility a “supernatural virtue,” which entering the “domain of thought” becomes “real genius.”
  When exercised in the understanding of people, events, and divinity, wisdom is what Weil defines as “real genius,” the genius that doesn’t necessarily express itself in building bridges or writing poems but involves an intense alertness to the world.  Wisdom leading to action—protesting a war, beginning or ending a relationship, or the incredibly difficult work of changing patterns of our own behavior—comes from another form of intelligence that doesn’t reside exclusively in the domain of thought.  This wisdom means knowing when to listen to your gut and when to listen to someone else’s gut—to know the difference between a true gut and an ignorant gut.  I think we often mistake our impulses for our guts, and they aren’t the same. The kind of wisdom I’m talking about doesn’t reveal itself quickly most of the time.  It takes time and patience to be understood and requires getting comfortable with confusion, sitting with your misery of not-knowingness for as long as it takes.  

If you fail to be wise, if you act on the ignorant impulse instead of waiting to hear the true gut, if—god forbid, you make the wrong decision about something—know that mistakes are very rarely irrevocable.  Most of the time, you can fix your mistake and go on.  Much of the time, you won’t even want to because wrong decisions frequently lead to unexpected, beautiful possibilities you’d never have found otherwise.  Some of the best poems I’ve written happened because of a typo or having misremembered, misheard, or misunderstood something.  Because I followed the wrong person to the right school, I ended up at a college where my professors overlooked my tendency for poor judgment and encouraged me to go to graduate school.  And here I am.  Mistakes are, after all, part of learning and generally unavoidable. My education has helped me to see mistakes in their true proportions, and I think this has saved me a good bit of despair.

Those times when we most want wisdom, when we aren’t sure what’s right and what’s a mistake, are also the times we most need friends.  Without friends, self-knowledge and humility are impossible.  I used to teach an essay by Francine du Plessix Gray in which she argues that, if we made friendship, rather than romantic partnership, the ideal model of human fulfillment, we could transform the world.
  Gray doesn’t mean that we should get rid of romantic love or that romantic partners can’t also be friends.  She means that friendship models for us power relations that are truly democratic.  Through our friendships, we learn who we are and what we think.  Real friendship entails honesty, a quality we don’t necessarily even want to permeate all levels of our romantic relationships because we are too vulnerable when we are in love not to feel hurt by what a partner “really” thinks about our every aspect. From friends, we expect honesty, and it is through the honesty of our friendships that we realize our potential and endure our flaws.  It is through friendship that we develop the self-love to withstand facing our least appealing human qualities and embrace humility.  

Whether you’ve been part of the Honors’ Program for two weeks or four years, you have begun friendships that will sustain and shape your adult life, whether or not you continue regular contact after graduation.  You have also, it is likely, begun to change in ways that will make keeping old relationships with family and friends very hard, and realizing these changes is painful.  I hope you will be comforted to hear that I think Fairmont State is an ideal place to be while you suffer and change and delight.  Most of your professors who, like me, have taught at several universities across the country, will tell you the best students at Fairmont State are as good, if not better than, the best students at other schools. I agree with them, but I think your intellectual prowess less important than the emotional generosity I’ve witnessed over my nine years at this school.  In more classes than I could count, the best students at Fairmont State—many, but not all, part of the Honors Program—have proven themselves in their treatment of socially awkward, egotistical, or unprepared students, students I know would be eaten alive at another school.  I’ve watched Fairmont students greet even insulting and exasperating classmates with patience and good humor; I’ve seen them make the effort to include the heartily difficult, lifelong outsider in their study groups and their social activities.  These gestures move me tremendously. They also remind me that “honors” is not just a term for the accolades and privileges awarded for working hard and being smart, but the gentle, loving integrity moral people show with those for whom eloquence, understanding, and kindness do not and will not come easily.  

Thank you for your attention.
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