Good evening, please join me in thanking Professor Phil Ostrander and the Bone Choir for the wonderful music as our introduction.  Good evening, my name is Don Christian. I have the pleasure of serving as the Dean of College of Arts and Sciences at UW-Eau Claire and we are the sponsor of this evening’s event.  I’m pleased to welcome everyone to our event this evening including first year students (who are our primary audience for this event), other students, faculty, staff members of the administration, and community members.  I want to offer a few introductions and some very brief comments.  I want to thank the committee that conceived and organized this event including Associate Dean Michael Weil from the College of Arts and Sciences, Professors Evan Weiher and Paula Kleintjes Neff of Biology, Professors Jenny Shaddock and Allyson Loomis of English,  Professor Mitra Sadeghpour from Music and Theatre Arts, Professor Marty Wood of English who is now the Interim Provost, Professor Phil Ihinger from Geology, and Professor Teresa Sanislo from the History Department; this has truly been a group effort.  I want to start with sharing a story of a student who came to the Dean’s office after a job fair on campus; events where many employers set up tables, students bring resumes and talk about their capabilities and sometimes get invited to interviews. The student came into the Dean’s office in tears because she went to many tables and people laughed at her after she told them her major.  She was asking if this meant she wasn’t going to find a job.  The Dean talked with the student about how she could portray her knowledge and capabilities beyond saying that she was a major in “X” discipline.   They talked about her research experiences, writing capabilities, her ability to work in teams, working with other cultures, and her abilities to analyze and synthesize complex information.  The student developed a different presentation of herself than as a major in whatever field it was.  The end of the story was that the student returned to the Dean’s office the following semester after a job fair and was very happy, and had been asked to be interviewed for several positions from several different organizations.  This story has struck me as being a real shame that this student, reaching her senior year, had no clearer idea of what she had learned during her time at the University other than to think of herself as a major in (insert your discipline), whatever it might be.  The goal of tonight is to help give you a roadmap of some of the most important things that you will have an opportunity to learn during your education and what they have to do with not only your livelihood outside of the university, but your life after the university.  We are talking tonight about the kind of education that business leaders, employers, policy makers, and others regard as one that all students, irrespective of major, irrespective of college, need in order to be successful in a knowledge driven 21st century society and economy.  This is what we refer to as a liberal education, and I assure you this has nothing to do with educating liberals.  The intellectual capabilities that grow out of a liberal education are immensely practical in the world we live in now and that you will live in and work. This kind of learning contributes to the loftier goals that we and you have of your education here; about how we view our place in the world, about what kind of people we become and the kinds of lives we live.  So I hope you listen closely and carefully to the messages that our panelists are conveying to you this evening and I hope that you enjoy this evening as well.  With that, I will introduce Professor Evan Weiher from Biology who will introduce our main topic and then each member of the panel in turn. Thank you.

Well thank you all for coming tonight and I also want to thank Dean Christian and my colleagues in the College of Arts and Sciences for giving me the honor of coming here tonight and talking to you about the aims of liberal education.  And as Dean Christian mentioned, liberal education is not a political idea, but it comes from the idea of and education that’s suited for a free person.  I’m going to start talking about my life a little bit and my first year in college and what that was like, and I’ll tell you, it wasn’t really what I was expecting.  I struggled, I didn’t really like it all that much, I was a biology major, and I got to college and in my first year, I had to take a year long class in calculus, a year long class in chemistry.  A year long common core humanities course called Form Problem Event, yes, I wondered what that was, and a year long social science course that focused on liberty, inequality in American and in the world.  What these courses focused on was reading, a lot of difficult, sometimes long text, and we would go to class and have debates.  We would have debates every day and the debates would be about what Al Cibiades really meant on a certain speech he gave to the Athenian Senate.  And I was trying to be a good student and I would try to get involved in these debates and sometimes I would, but after about a half hour or so, I would be worn down and I would think we are not really finding out what he really meant, I don’t understand the point of this.  Sometimes the debates were things I didn’t really have any interest in and so I would sort of tune out a bit, and for this reason, I struggled.  My first year was especially difficult in college because I wasn’t really understanding what the point of all this was.  But at the same time that I would have preferred to have been hanging out in some rocky beach, running around having a good time, I decided I didn’t want to leave that school, in fact, I never even considered it.  I didn’t consider transferring either.  The main reason why I stayed, despite not always being comfortable and content was that, sometimes, some faculty made a point of making it very clear to me that they were going to try and give me the very best liberal education that they could, and one way they did that was at the beginning of our freshman year, they had an Aims of Education Address.  I’m bringing this up just because some of these fine universities pretend they are the only place that talks about this, but that’s not true, a lot of places do and we are one of them.  So we are here now and we want to make it clear what these aims are and what liberal education is all about.  So most of us come to college in order to earn a degree, get a good job, have a decent career, have a decent life, and this sometimes lets us think about education as a series of hoops that we have to jump through.  That each course is a hoop, each assignment is a hoop, we are going through one hoop after another.  After earning enough hoops, we get a degree and we move on.  This way of thinking can also lead to the idea that we come to university with our brains partly filled with knowledge but there are gaps of knowledge in our brain.  We need to find out what those gaps are, take certain courses to pour the knowledge into our brains, and then after four years, our brains are more than full and we can cash that in, get our degree, and move onto easy street.  We think it’s more than that though; the thing is you will learn facts, concepts, ideas, and it will take studying.  We really think that the liberal education experience is about skills and about growth, than it is knowledge.  Every idiot knows that skills are important, and the question is what skills are the skills you want to learn.  Nunchucks skills, cage fighting skills, these sound good and can be impressive to people, but here we are thinking about a little bit more substantial skills such as analytical thinking, critical thinking, and forming and defending an argument.  To form and defend an argument, you have to think analytically and critically and quickly, and that’s what my first year experience courses were all about.  You also need to be able to write, to speak well, do math, work with computers, you also need to know how to solve problems and work in a team.  And it turns out these last two skills are the things employers want more than anything else.  So you are going to find that in some of your courses, and, if a few of you out there might be in my Biology 110 labs, where I have made it clear, lots of what we do in lab is about skill building, working in teams, and problem solving to give you practice.  Now you can’t go some place and buy skills, they don’t just go into your brain, you can’t go on the internet and find a skill and download into yourself.  You have to practice skills, so I’d like you to consider thinking about your general education kind of like a work out.  In general education you are going to work out your brain just as if you do yoga or weightlifting, swimming and runnings in order to get a very good workout and to be fit or an athlete.  But in your coursework, we need to have you work your brain hard, and like working out, sometimes it hurts, sometimes it’s boring, sometimes it’s painful, but usually it’s exhilarating and very satisfying as well.  I would also like you to think about this as you choose your GE classes here and in that, you really want to choose the classes that are going to give you the best mental workout you can get because that’s going to let you grow the most.  I have a little story to tell about this.  In the Biology department, a lot of students are interested into going to medical school.  A key step in getting into medical school is taking the MCAT test, the medical college admissions test, and this is a standardized test that is not based so much on facts and knowledge, you do have to know some basics, but it’s about your ability to figure stuff out, solve problems, and think, really.  It turns out that the students with the highest GPA don’t necessarily get the highest MCAT score, and the reason for that is that sometimes students get a really high GPA by avoiding the really difficult classes.  Students who take the hardest classes often score higher on the MCAT because they have had the best mental workout for the last four years.  It also turns out that very often students who major in humanities and social sciences do very well on the MCAT provided they can also do well on the science parts of things, and medical schools are really attracted to people with that kind of broad background.  Another part of having a fine liberal education is to also be well educated.  Here I am going to talk about the idea of cultural capital.  This is the knowing about your culture, knowing about the cultures of others and kinds of things.  Cultural capital is very important because in a purely pragmatic way anyways, besides the growth that occurs that is just satisfying to yourself, people who have cultural capital often get ahead in life in subtle ways that they wouldn’t if they didn’t have this capital.  As a case in point, when I was finishing my PhD I knew I wanted to get a faculty job at a good university and I knew that to compete for one of these positions, I needed a very strong resumé.  In most of the sciences, people go on for a year or two or three, into what we call a post-doc, in a high power famous lab working with famous scientists to get a little bit more experience.  Well, I was fortunate enough to get an interview at one of these labs and the guy who was interviewing me had a chronic illness.  His chronic illness didn’t let him work too many hours, but he could sit and read.  He decided he was going to get the Great Books series and really broaden his liberal education.  And it just so happens that the Great Books series is what formed those core courses that I took in college.  So he was very proud to show me these books and I could say things like “Oh, you know that book by David Hume, I like that one.”  And then he would ask me about another one and I would say “Well, to tell you the truth, I wasn’t a very good student and only read a little bit of that one.”  But nonetheless, that little bit of something gave him an inkling about me that made him want to hire me more.  Turned out to be a good thing, because I got the position, I got to go and live in a very interesting city in Ottawa, Canada for several years, and I also got to realize that my life long dream since I was about five was to work in wetlands.  The other way we can grow is to be challenged with the material we are looking at.  And I am showing you here some pictures of relatively well known people, who because of their writing, have either been loved or hated or both.  These people aren’t just from quite a while ago, some of these people are more recent, but all of them will challenge the way you think about the world.  Sometimes being challenged about how you think about the world and your belief systems is difficult and it can even be painful and hard.  It’s like the hard workout, but in the end, your understanding of the world would have to be better having being asked to consider these ideas.  Other ways you can grow here are a little bit lighter.  In my field botany class, we go on field trips, and this is a picture of students sitting on the top of a bluff overlooking the Wisconsin River valley in a beautiful grassland, and they are keying out wildflowers and grasses.  The truth is, some students may decide that they like botany, others won’t, but at least they have had the experience of walking through remnant grassland.   They might appreciate that more, they may decide that later on in life they want to go on walks in natural areas and enjoy our natural heritage, or they just might appreciate wildflowers in other people’s gardens.  All of this is a form of growth that happens here at the university.  Growth comes in other ways too, some people have aspirations to become a surgeon, some people might have aspirations to become an actor, but no one really has the aspirations to be the guy living in a van down by the river, but sometimes things happen.  A lot of people come here with aspirations to do great things and have great, great careers, but not everyone gets to be the quarterback for the Green Bay Packers.  A lot of people think that being a dolphin trainer sounds fun, but not everyone gets to do that either.  But, I had a student a few years ago that really wanted to do that and she became a dolphin trainer, so it can happen, but it’s tough to get there.  Instead, sometimes life takes us to strange places.  In my life, I ended up on a fish processing barge on Bristol Bay in Alaska working as a laborer with ex-convicts and college students and a bunch of other ne’er-do-wells, but this was a great growth experience for me.  Having going through the college experience and having a bachelor’s degree gave me a certain sense of the world that really helped me get through that tough experience.  On the fishing boat, there was a lot of bad food.  The food was so bad; I resorted going over to the Japanese technicians who processed the salmon eggs.  I would take that and mix it in with my spaghetti or whatever we were eating just to give the food a little bit more taste.  After a while, I really grew to like these salmon eggs.  So, now I pay a lot of money to go to a sushi place and get a couple of bites of that stuff.  I also like all sorts of food and tasting things and growing that way, but I talk about this to come back to the idea of general education and that it’s about tasting.  You have this opportunity to taste different flavors, to learn about and enjoy and struggle through all sorts of things.  So please do, taste the flavors the university has to offer.  And with that, thank you very much for listening to me.  I would like to introduce my colleague, Professor Paula Kleintjes Neff, former chair of the Biology department, now merely another professor as our master of ceremonies.

Thank you, Evan.  

Paula:  Well, how are you all doing tonight? Good, good? How have the first couple of weeks been?

Student:  Awesome.

Paula:  Awesome, we like to hear that.  It’s not high school anymore is it?  No, thank goodness right?  I wouldn’t want to go back to high school, and you know what, I loved college so much, I never left; I’m still here.  Not this college, but I never left an academia because I enjoyed it so much and I have such a thirst for learning, and I hope that you will take that thirst of learning from day one all the way through the next couple of years you are here.  I wish the best of luck to you and have a lot of fun with it, and take advantage of everything this place has to offer.  Eau Claire is a wonderful campus in a beautiful location, you have awesome professors, and you can really have a wonderful time here and really expand your mind.  And many of the things that Dr. Weiher said, I really hope you’ll take them in your heart, and Dr. Wood and Dr. Loomis will say, and run with it.  This is your time, so make the most of it.  I just can’t say that enough.  My other role today besides being a master of ceremonies was quite a compliment, but I think of myself as more the book peddler.  What I get to do today is in between each of the speakers is that I get to ask some questions of you and find out what kind of knowledge we have out there and if we don’t have it, perhaps you will gain before you leave this place (the university).  What I have are several books that have been recommended by our provocateurs today to provoke your thinking.  So what I’m going to do is ask you questions, and if you think you know the answer, or want to give it a try, go ahead and raise your hand and I will ask one of those individuals with their hands up and see if they have an answer and we will go from there, okay.  And what you will receive in return is a book!  Alright, now the first question, why books?  In 2005, the Kaiser Family Foundation did a study entitled “Generation M.”  You are part of this generation.  Media in the lives of eight to eighteen year olds.  They found that on average, the total amount of time spent, per day, in front of all media, was a little over six hours a day.  That media includes the television, movies on DVD, gaming, web searching, newspapers, books, and magazines.  Now, give it your best shot.  Of that six hours, how much time do you think spent on average watching television, just mainstream television (not DVD’s and movies), television, and how much time reading books.  First hand, right over there.  I think I’m going to get my workout in tonight, workout the body and the brain (running to the student).

Student:  Four hours for TV and two hours for books.

Paula:  Ok, I probably didn’t make myself clear.  Of that six hours it could be all these other things. Ok, good try. Ooh ooh oo, I kind of have a tie, wait, question over there?  We are going to work on this, ok, a little less time on the television. An hour less than what you said.

Student:  Three hours.

Paula:  Three hours, ok, three hours and four minutes of watching television.  Alright, and you can help her and I will give you another treat.  How much time on the reading books? 

Student:  Twenty minutes.

Paula:  Twenty minutes, it was twenty three minutes reading books.  Alright, good job pair, a team of you.  Alright, I’m going to give you each something here.  So, why are we giving you books? Alright, to make you read, haha we hope you want to read and want to learn, alright.  And the book I have for you is the Post American World by Fareed Zakaria and from the New York Times bestselling author of the future of freedom comes a prophetic assessment of America’s changing place in an increasing global age and so it’s looking at the optimistic view of the 21st Century.  Ok, good job.  So, this isn’t exactly a book, this is a 3 Musketeers bar and this is playing on the next question because two of you have answered.  We had the title today was 3 Provocateurs so we are going play on those words the 3 Musketeers.  So, here you go, you can have a 3 Musketeers bar ok?  Ok, so let’s go with the next question, the 3 Musketeers.  Does anybody know the real names of the three Musketeers?  Very historical                   .  Man, if you can do this, I’m impressed.  I see a hand way way way back there.  Oh boy, I wasn’t in for this (running to the back) ha ha I’m glad I put them in a bag.  Even if you could get one, it would be good.  Alright, we’ll go that way.  Ok, the Three Musketeers is a novel, it is written by Alexandre Dumas.  It recounts the adventures of a young man and he wasn’t considered one of the three musketeers it was his buddies that were considered inseparable in Three Musketeers.  So it was somebody here (pointing to crowd).  Yeah, you want to give it a try?

Student:  Athos, Porthos, and Aramis?

Paula:  Oh my! Woah, she got it! Please say those again (into microphone)

Student:  Athos, Porthos, and Aramis

Paula:  Woohoo she did it!  Good job! That’s awesome.  That’s really great.  Ok, I have to ask, what are you studying?  Do you know yet? 

Student:  Undecided

Paula:  Undecided, watch out English Lit. Department.  Alright and you will be getting Gabriel Garcia Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude.  Alright, thank you.  Good job.  Alright, number three, can anyone name the eight countries that make up the G8 World Powers of the economic summit.  Give it a try.

Student:  United Kingdom, France, United States, Russia, Germany…

Paula:  Close, across the ocean..

Student:  Japan

Paula:  Yes, Japan.  I lost count.  I think that’s pretty good, can anybody else add?  That was six…close enough.  We will add Canada to that and I believe Italy was the other European Country you didn’t get so good job, at least you gave it a try there!  Alright, and something that I learned recently is that the EU is now part of those conversations even though it’s not considered one of the G8.  Ok, and the book that you will be getting is The Art of War by Sun Tzu, and this is a book if some of you don’t know that is read by many people, it’s a strategizing book.  It was written ages ago, but it has a lot of contemporary use today.  Ok, so thanks for giving it a try.  Ok, your next speaker, yay!  I would like to introduce Dr. Marty Wood, also our Interim Provost and Vice Chancellor, it’s a pleasure.  Marty has been here with us on campus about twenty two years, I have to say just a few comments that I want to share is that he said it took him longer to finish his bachelor’s degree than it did his MA, his PhD.  He wasn’t really sure what he wanted to do, but then when he did it, he loved it, and he has been a part of English Department, and today your new, Interim Provost Vice Chancellor, Marty Wood.
Thank you, Paula is very kind.  The reason it took me eight years to get my bachelor’s degree is that I wasn’t a very good student, at first, but I got better.  Well I am glad you are all here.  I’m here to talk about liberal education of course, but specifically, the humanities.  Your education is going to be worth an awful lot to you, I think you already know this.  It is going to be worth hundreds of thousands of dollars over your lifetime.  So, we know sort of what’s in it for you.  Again, I guess my first question is what’s in it for everyone else who is paying for it.  I don’t just mean your parents.  Did you know that the citizens of the state pay about one third of your costs for education, what’s in it for them; for you to study liberal education, for you to study humanities?  And then there are federal scholarships, there are a lot of private donations over the last few years.  Well over fifty million dollars were raised for this institution.  Most of it went to private scholarships that are for you, to help pay for your education.  So what’s in it for all those other people who are investing in you studying, among all other things, the humanities?  Especially those of you who major in the humanities, why should anyone else pay for this?   What is the state’s interest in having you know more about the human condition.  Art, literature, music, philosophy, history, language, I’ll give you another example.  One of the things I teach is vampire novels.  Why should the state pay you to learn about vampire novels?  Another way of asking this is what’s the bottom line, for everybody else about learning more about the human condition.  What is it that humans do that no other creature does?  Yes, they think and analyze, that’s real important.  We’ve talked about that, Evan talked about that, and you’ll hear more about that.  But humans also make music, art, philosophy, dreams.  I want to focus on those dreams and the way that dreams are a reflection of hopes or of fears.  To make my point, I’m going to talk about hope and fear in general, and then later I’m going to talk about specific ways you study these through other media, or through other avenues in the humanities.  I’m going to talk a little bit about movies and history.  And again, why should anybody pay for you to learn about movies or history?  One thing that I love about humans is that we dare to exceed our grasp, and I think that’s motivated by hope.  But we also want to build a wall between ourselves and danger, and that of course is motivated by fear.  Now when you hear me talk about hope and fear, it would be real easy to think that I mean hope is always good and fear is always bad because I’m kind of crazy about hope when it comes down right to it, but we can’t do without either one.  All planning, all forward thinking, all preparations, all commitments including, for example, marriage, are essentially human activities that value hope a little bit above fear.  Without hope, you get stagnation and decline, you get no creativity.  Without fear, you get recklessness, danger.  On the other hand, too much hope, and you are going to be fooled by somebody, somebody is going to con you.  Too much fear, I think is even worse; you stay home and hide in a bunker.  The thing is, it’s not too hard to persuade people to pay to ward off fear.  We can see the hard reality of that, we are willing to pay for safety, and we will pay for security.  But, again, I come back to my other question, why hope?  Why should the state pay you to learn more about what people’s hope can bring them?  I want to use an example that’s a little bit away from school; I want to talk about participation in sports.  Anybody who has participated knows that fear cannot dominate your thoughts as you enter sporting events.  If you watched the Olympics, there were a lot of examples that I could cite, but the story I like best is the one about Lolo Jones.  Lolo Jones is the best woman hurdler in the world.  When she got ready to run the hundred meter hurdles, everyone knew she was going to blow away the competition.  The only question was how big a gap would she lead by.  Well if you saw that you know what happened, she hit the next to the last hurdle.  She didn’t fall, but it slowed her down enough that she didn’t even get a medal.  So she went from gold to nothing at all, in an instant.  The last thing that we saw of her on that track that evening was crumpled down weeping because she didn’t fulfill her hope.  Of course a television cameraman stuck a microphone in her face right away and said something like “How do you feel.”  She said “I hit maybe one, maybe two hurdles a year, and it sucks that I hit one on the night of the biggest race in my life.  Well, somebody probably told her overnight to think more about what you are going to say to the newspaper because the next day she said, (and this is the part of the story I like best), she said “Four years ago, I didn’t even make the team in Athens.  Four years ago I was sitting, watching the television, watching people compete in the hurdles and I was weeping because I wasn’t there.  So, for four years, I worked and I hoped that I would make it, and I not only made the team, but I made myself known as the fastest hurdler in the world, but I ended up weeping again anyway.  But you know what, even though I am twenty-six years old, (which is already kind of old for a hurdler) I’m going to come back in four years, I’m going to be in London, and I’ll cry again, but they will be tears of joy because I am going to win that gold in London.”  Now that is the triumph of hope over fear, and that’s an illustration that I want to leave with you for the world outside of the academy.  Let’s get back to liberal education, and specifically, the humanities.  As I have said before, critical thinking, analysis, these are real important parts of a liberal education.  If you were an English major, the first course in our major program for English majors teaches students to look behind the obvious.  To look at a text and even a movie and to read what else is being said besides what the movie just says.  And I want to talk about the Wizard of Oz.  Now, one of the reasons I am using this is because I hope you have all seen the Wizard of Oz, but another reason I use this movie is that I think it’s almost everything you can say about humans, especially younger humans, not quite adult humans you can find in the Wizard of Oz.  You remember when they finally made it to the wizard’s castle and they are looking up at this big pyrotechnic display, this roaring, flaming wizard, and they are terrified until Todo (Todo having some kind of insight that I guess the humans didn’t have) pulled aside the curtain, and there you saw him.  Now he tried to cover it and said “pay no attention to the man behind the curtain.”  And there are a lot of forces out there that want to tell you not to pay any attention to the man behind the curtain.  Well, in the liberal education you are receiving, and specifically in your humanities education, we want you to look behind the curtain.  We want you to analyze things, to go beyond what is obvious.  There are monetary advantages to being able to look behind the curtain:  we are smarter, less easily fooled.  So those are good reasons, but why pay for you to study the humanities.  When Dorothy first (I’m still talking about the Wizard of Oz) sets off, it’s because she wants something larger than Kansas, like you wanted something larger than your hometown life.  As good as it was, you wanted more.  You wanted something greater than the job you had in high school.  You came here to follow your dreams, like I did when I was a student.  And when you first got here like I did and like Evan said he did, you might have felt fear of some kind.  Some hesitation about what you had gotten yourself into.  You probably felt homesick.  Homesick is probably what Dorothy felt.  And in fact one reason I say that this movie is really a little more about childhood than moving into adulthood is that in the end, what is it that Dorothy says?  She says there is no place like home.  Now, you don’t have to eat a lot of dorm food before you are saying the same thing, there’s no place like home, but you know that home is eventually a place where you go and visit and say hi and then you come back to your life as an adult.  Dorothy wasn’t quite ready to leave, she wasn’t quite old enough.  She said everything I wanted all along, was right here in Kansas.  Now we can hope that when Dorothy is older she will have more courage.  She will go out into the world and follow her dreams.  I would be really sad if I thought that fear would always dominate her life.  Sometimes you are going to say, there’s no place like home, but remember, that’s the child in you, that’s the fearful impulse.  It’s trying to help you make your decisions, its ok when you’re young; you need your parents’ protection.  So this is the kind of thing that the humanities study.  What humans can achieve when they are not dominated by fear.  Their art, literature, music, philosophy, history, language.  States support this study because they know we need to keep recruiting leaders for the great human enterprise.  You can’t teach this, you can’t teach someone how to be the kind of leader who is going to save the world or change history.  We need to have alternatives available to all of us, based not simply in fear, but in hope.  We need to invest in the essential human activity of reaching beyond our grasp, trying more than we really believe we can achieve.  Just trying, if we fail, we will fail gloriously.  We think of our nation as divided right now, but this is nothing like it was on the eve of the Civil War, and here’s the history part.  Just before the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln had just been elected President, most of the southern states did not want him to be President, and one by one, they announced their intention to no longer be a part of this republic.  It wasn’t even a hundred years old yet, and they were backing out.  They did not want the future that Abraham Lincoln was going to lead them into.  He had to give an inaugural address, the very first address the President gives to the nation.  In his first inaugural address he talked about a lot of the problems that were faced by his nation, his people, and as he neared the end of his speech, he couldn’t even hardly bring himself to stop because the occasion was so important.  So, I don’t want to mess up what he said with my words, I want to just read you his last few words.  “I am loathed to close; we are not enemies, but friends.  We must not be enemies, though passion may have strained, it must not break our bonds of affection.  The mystic cords of memory, stretching from every battlefield, every patriot grave, every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land will yet swell the chorus of the Union.  When again touched, as surely they will be, by the better angels of our nature.”  We embrace hope because we need to nurture those better angels.  Lincoln was the ideal person to lead a broken nation back to wholeness.  A person who valued hope more than he valued fear.  Now later on he would refer to this democracy as the last best hope for this world, for this country, for humankind, the last best hope.  Google that and see where it takes you.  So I hope that you will enjoy your studies in the humanities whether you take one course or major in it (well you have to take twelve credits, so) but I hope you enjoy every minute of it.  Because what is happening, the reason the state is paying for this is because it’s placing a bet, a huge expensive bet on hope.  Placing a huge bet on the likelihood if enough of you study these great things that humans have done, it will be building leaders who know not just the bottom line, but know a lot more than that.  The state will be encouraging the better angels within us.  The state bets that when you face a challenge or a crisis, you won’t simply say there’s no place like home.  We will need someone to dream bigger than that, to reach beyond our grasp.  We need you to remember that somewhere over the rainbow, the dreams that you dare to dream really do come true.  Thank you.

Thank you Marty.  Round two with some questions.  We are going to go into political science, the sciences, business and finance.  In the upcoming Presidential election, how many electoral votes does the state of Wisconsin have?

Student:  Is it uhh twelve?

Paula:  No!

Another student:  Eleven?

Paula:  Not in 2008

Student:  Is it eight?

Paula:  Not eight.

Student:  Eleven

Paula:  Eleven, no.  Ok, do you know how we figured out…(I saw those hands, haha)  Do you know how we figured out the electoral votes per state?  Do you know how it is determined?

Student:  By the number of representatives and senators.

Paula:  The number of representatives and senators, so for Wisconsin?  Ha, you know what we are going to do, we are going to, well, what is it for Minnesota?

Student:  Eleven

Paula:  Eleven and for the state of Wisconsin is..?

Student: Ten?

Paula:  Ten.  Alright, I have two books.  For Wisconsin for 2008 it is ten.  Ok, and one of the first books I have here is by Cormac McCarthy, it is The Road.  Ok, I will give you The Road by Cormac McCarthy, and I just so happened to have an extra book here, alright, 365 Ways to Change the World.  Alright, can you pass that down, thanks.  Now if I had some other treats I would give them to you guys, they have a computer back here and they were looking it up real quick, I think that is pretty slick, ok?  Alright, ok now, sciences.  The next book is by Jared Diamond, Collapse.  Ok, the rising and falling of civilizations, human civilizations.  Now, I’m an entomologist, right, I’m in the Biology Department.  Those of you who are over here, there are some creatures, that when human civilizations rise and fall, these keep on going.  They are the survivors.  Ok, you have all seen Fear Factor.  What is this?

Student:  A cockroach

Paula:  It is a cockroach, but does anybody know what kind of cockroach?

Student:  It’s a real big cockroach

Paula:  Haha, a real big cockroach.  The name of it, do you know what kind?  

Student:  Hissing cockroach

Paula:  Hissing cockroach, alright.  Ok, we will give you the book Collapse.  Alright, this is my friend, we don’t want to let it run around on the floor do we? No.  Can you pass this all the way over to her? Thank you.  Alright, my little friend here, there we go.  I bet I have a lot of you going to be signing up for entomology next year don’t you? Ha ha, ok, question three.  Is it still on my back? (cockroach)  Alright, questions three, in February 2008, Forbes Magazine identified the richest man in the world and his net worth.  Who is that? Red hat…

Student:  Warren Buffett

Paula:  Yes! Warren Buffett, alright, net worth- $62 billion.  I don’t know after tomorrow if he’s worth that much though.  I’ll bring a book over, k?  And the book we have here for you is by Somerset Maugham, The Razor’s Edge.  Ok, an adventure of a young man seeking inspiration.  We might get to the next round, you might get a book here.  Ok, with that, I’m going to announce our last speaker, Dr. Allyson Loomis.  Dr. Allyson Loomis is originally from the beautiful beaches of Los Angeles, California.  She has been here since 2002 in the English Department where she teaches creative writing, literature, and composition.  And that her hope is that students will become joyful and powered readers and writers just like her.
Hi, how is everybody tonight?  Are you getting hungry?

Students:  Yeah

Allyson:  Alright, I’m going to get you out of here soon.  Alright, I’m going to start tonight with a story.  Sort of an embarrassing one I think when you’re faced with a crowd like this you just tell an embarrassing story and you feel better.  Alright, when I was ten years old, my family took a trip to France.  At the time, I was literate, but I was not yet educated.  What I mean is that I could read pretty well, I could write a passable sentence, and I could do basic math, but I still had a lot to learn.  About Europe, I knew very little, and about France, I knew even less.  For example, I could not speak a word in French or any other foreign language, and I didn’t know many people who could.  In fact, while I was in France, I was under the mistaken impression that as an English speaker, I could say whatever I wanted at any volume without fearing that somebody else might understand me.  I was, therefore, a walking disaster, a total embarrassment.  My mother and father should have left me back at the first hotel zipped up in a duffle bag, but instead, (and how can I ever thank them for this, they are here tonight, just by coincidence) they brought me along with them.  They took me to city after city.  One afternoon while we were in Nice, in the south of France, my parents had the temerity to take me with them into a crowded art gallery.  I suppose it was a good art gallery, but I don’t remember any of the displayed works except one, (Let’s see if this works…there it is) a white canvas, unframed, with a bright yellow square painted on it.  The painting had no notable title, it was “Yellow square number two” or something like that, and I don’t know the name of the artist, but the white was very white and the yellow was very yellow, and the gallery had it brightly lit so that its solar qualities were enhanced.  Still, I thought it was a stupid painting.  “I could paint that” I said too loudly, instantly, a young man, not much older than most of you, who had just been speaking rapid French to his friends, turned to me and said in English “you could have painted that, but you didn’t.”  I was flabbergasted.  I think I tried to run away, but the young man introduced himself to my parents.  He was a reporter with the International Herald Tribune and he encouraged me back to the painting.  What is it a painting of?  My painting vanished, (looking behind her on the screen) has my painting ever been there?  What do I do, am I aiming at the wrong thing? Oh good.  There’s my painting! There it is!  Ok, a round of applause.  Ok, I swear, technology, it will kill you every time.  Alright, so there’s the painting, “what it is a painting of?” he asked.  “A yellow square” I said.  “You are such a literalist” he said, using a word I didn’t know, though his tone suggested that literalists were out of fashion.  “Listen” he said, “do you read music, do you play an instrument?”  What a relief to tell him that I did read music, I had taken piano lessons.  “Well maybe you can help me then” he said, squinting at the painting again, “I’ve always wondered, is that a picture of the tone E-flat, or is it that a picture of the tone F-sharp?”  I don’t remember the rest of our conversation, I’m sure I didn’t respond with any wit or insight, but I was at that moment thunderstruck.  At the time, I couldn’t have told you why I was so shaken, but in retrospect I can see that my education, my real education, had been kicked into high gear.  How do I know?  The answer is that all at once, the painting of the yellow square something I had found to be at best boring, and at worst, idiotic transformed for me into something meaningful, complex, valuable, something beautiful.  I’ll tell you this; the night after my encounter with the yellow square as I lay into the hotel bed, listening to my mother and father snore, it occurred to me that if a single yellow square could represent a single musical note, then what was this (changes picture on projector).  I’d been through more than one French museum and had seen a bunch of French paintings, but had I heard them?  What was this? (Changes picture again)  A symphony? Or this (changes picture again), cool jazz?  What was this? (changes again) Psychedelic rock?  (changes again) Techno pop? (changes again)  Could Beethoven’s “Eroica” be painted?  What about Jimi Hendrix’s “Foxy Lady?”  Maybe reds and purples emerging out of a field of smoky gray.  And here I will share with you the point of my talk today, which is that the ability to ask good questions – what might a yellow square on a white canvas signify?  The ability to use your own knowledge and creativity to see things from compelling perspectives will have the effect of filling your lives with beauty.  Beauty is sometimes obvious – who doesn’t appreciate a vivid sunset or a blooming spring garden, but I think that a persons most intense experiences with beauty happen when beauty is not obvious, when the encounter is unexpected.  My encounter with the yellow square is a good example, but it’s very important to note that I never would have seen the beauty of the yellow square had I not had some knowledge of music, however, limited.  That provided me with a new vantage point from which to see the painting.  That’s really weird!  A knowledge of music taught me to appreciate a painting?!  If you’d asked me when I was ten years old, I would have told you that music and painting were separate subjects like carrots and chicken on a dinner plate meant to be consumed separately.  Well, I wasn’t a very brilliant child, I was much, much older when I understood that all knowledge or all truth was related to all other truth – a lesson I learned in part through my encounters with beauty.  For example, a knowledge of the cardiovascular system, of the beating heart, helps you to hear the organic rhythms of language.  “Whose woods are these, I think I know, buh bum buh bum buh bum buh bum.”  Some knowledge of astronomy really helps you appreciate the sight of a cup of uncooked rice being poured into a large, smooth bowl.  Maybe you know what I’m talking about when I say that the personal experience of lifting a hay bale highlights the sense of kindness and gentleness radiating from certain pairs of old and battered hands.  It’s this simple – the more you know, the more beauty, the more unexpected beauty, you have access to.  And so, my message to all of you sitting here today is learn everything.  Biology, history, sociology, English, anthropology, music, physics and dance, math, foreign language, econ, philosophy – learn everything!  Learn everything, and the grades will follow.  Don’t worry about grades, learn everything because each one of you has only got one life to live and you want it to be soaked with value and complexity, and rich, satisfying encounters with beauty – learn everything.  There are, you know, fringe benefits.  For those who lead beautiful lives, a person who pursues beauty by studying her world from the trail of snails to the tails of comets cannot ever be bored.  A person who recognizes beauty in the intricate characters of all people cannot be bigoted and cannot hate.  A person who has been taught by oft repeated experiences with beauty knows that they cannot despair in the face of a difficult problem.  I can see by the avid expressions on some of your faces that you are all pretty bright and that at this point in my little spiel, you have probably got the point – learn….

Students:  EVERYTHING!

Allyson:  Learn everything, that’s right.  Commit yourself to getting a good broad based liberal arts education and your lives will be more interesting, maybe more beautiful like Loomis says – it’s not a difficult lesson or an unbelievable or controversial one, but there’s more to the relationship between beauty and education so don’t close your notebooks quite yet.  To explain this next part, I am going to have to fast forward nine years.  I’m nineteen now, and I’m sitting in my ancient philosophy course at Boston University where I went to college.  (Pointing to the screen) That’s kind of a bad image of a map of Boston.  The professor is the very sly, very sharp Aryeh Motzkin.  Motzkin never paid any attention to schedules to when classes were supposed to start or end, and so he found a convenient to hold his classes at a diner called “The Busy Bee,” where there was a table dedicated to him and to his students.  The wait staff emptied buckets of coffee into our mugs while Motzkin grilled us on questions of importance.  What is happiness he wanted to know.  What is love?  What is justice?  The conversations never went on for fewer than four hours, and everyone always left with a terrible case of the caffeine jitters.  Three weeks into the course I was beginning to lose patience.  Motzkin never came to any conclusions about anything.  Class ended not when we had answers, so what is happiness exactly?  But when Motzkin got tired of talking, then he’d put ten bucks on the table and say “my friends, we will finish this conversation next time.”  One evening, my class was working on the topic “What is Beauty.”  My hams were sore from sitting so long in my chair, and I could see that we weren’t getting anywhere with beauty just as we hadn’t gotten anywhere with love or justice.  Motzkin had pointed out to us a child who was sitting at the opposite side of the restaurant and he had asked us whether or not this child was beautiful.  We had already discussed the usual problems that beauty is in the eye of the beholder, that beauty may only be skin deep.  Still, Motzkin was absolutely insisting that we give him an answer.  He was practically poking the student next to him with a fork, “is the child beautiful or isn’t she?” (poking with the fork)  “Is she or isn’t she, is she or isn’t she?”  I must have been very frustrated because it was out of character for me to do what I did next which was to roll my eyes and throw my voice up above the general din and say “it’s an unanswerable question, you know it’s an unanswerable question so quit bugging us!”  Motzkin smiled, “Have we reached a moment of despair?” he said, “shall we now leave this place and throw ourselves into Boston Harbor?”  The man was absolutely grinning.  He turned to me, “of course the question is unanswerable” he said, “therefore, let us answer it, otherwise, we should swim with the fishes.  What will it be?  The question, or the harbor?  The question, or the harbor?”  “The harbor” I said.  Motzkin laughed and picked up his pen, he opened his hand and drew something on his left palm.  From where I sat, I could see that it was a cartoon of a cat.  With more difficulty, he wrote something in his other hand, something he didn’t reveal to us and I won’t reveal to you just yet.  He presented us with his cat hand, “what have you got?” he said “that this cat hasn’t got?”  Now, there a lots of viable answers to this question.  Cats don’t have eyeglasses, teapots, modeling clay, cable television, but Motzkin was looking for another answer.  Do any of you have any idea?  What do you have that the cat doesn’t have?  Shout.

Students:  Reason

Allyson:  Who said reason?  Do we have another book?  Yeah! Reason!  That was the answer that Motzkin was looking for.  The ability to reason, the ability to think about difficult questions, solve difficult problems, find ways to express difficult ideas.  “This,” said Motzkin, and I think he’s right, “is what differentiates humans from cats and just about every other critter on Earth.  Hang on (takes sip of water).  This idea that humans are differentiated by reason was one of the big ideas of that deeply ancient philosopher Plato, who lived and thought and wrote some 2,350 years ago.  He said that since reason thinking was a uniquely human ability, then thinking and reasoning were part of the essence, part of the truth, and definitely part of the beauty of humanity.  Plato said that humans were most human and least like cats when they were thinking, when they were striving for understanding.  Now, here’s what the sly professor Motzkin wrote in his other hand.  Beauty.  Ok, so, the cat is over here (extending left arm) and beauty is over here (extending right arm) and human beings are caught in the middle.  What I mean is, human beings are living animals like cats, right?  But we’ve moved beyond snacking on raw chipmunks and marking our territory with pee, right?  But beauty is a little bit beyond us, it’s a little bit beyond us, we can’t quite get to it, we can’t quite know it fully.  We can strive for it, we can chase after it, and we can encounter it by using our abilities to think and reason.  More than twenty-three centuries ago, Plato taught us a lesson that I hope you will find value in today:  if the ability to think is essential to humanity, part of the truth, part of the beauty of humanity, then you human, and you human (pointing to the crowd) and you human, and you human, are at your most beautiful when you are thinking, when you are learning, when you are pursuing beauty.  Your education, then, not only helps you to encounter beauty outside of yourselves, but to encounter beauty within yourselves.  Throw those fashion magazines away people, you don’t need them.  Learn everything.  Learn what?

Students:  EVERYTHING

Allyson:  Learn what?

Students:  EVERYTHING

Allyson:  LEARN EVERYTHING!  PURSUE BEAUTY!  BE BEAUTIFUL!  Look around, aren’t you something?  Aren’t you beautiful?  Use your college days to exercise your essential humanity and then go out there into the world, each one of you, and live a seriously beautiful life.  

Thank you Dr. Loomis.  Three last questions and then we will have some closing remarks from the Dean.  I have a copy of the book The Odyssey of  Homer.  Ok, ha ha my cockroach is put away for the night, alright? Ha ha.  Homer sailed the seas.  What percent of the Earth’s surface is covered by water?  I saw that hand over there, do you know the percent roughly?

Student:  Seventy-five.

Paula:  Seventy percent, good enough, good job.  Alright, seventy percent.  Of that, fresh, only three percent.  Ok, now, away from the sciences, upcoming events over in the cities, which – and I don’t have free tickets, sorry – which Broadway Musical box office hit will be coming to Minneapolis in the Orpheum?  

Student:  Wicked?

Paula:  Wicked, yes!  Alright, and you get the book The Feast of Love, alright, by Charlie Baxter.  Alright, the last question, and this is not for a book, but for the DVD, the International Film award winner, The Lives of Others.  Can anybody give me a headline from today’s New York Times?  Close?  Can anybody tell me what happened on Wall Street yesterday?

Student:  A company went down.

Paula:  A company went down, what company claimed bankruptcy?  

Student:  Lehman Brothers

Paula:  Lehman Brothers, good job and Bank America bought out Merrill Lynch.  Alright, good job, so Lives of Others.  But, you came close (speaking to a different student), so we are going to give you a copy of the New York Times.  Alright, good job everybody with these questions.  Thanks a lot!
Please join me in thanking Dr. Kleintjes Neff for being such a great M.C. and our presenters.  (Applaud)  I really appreciate everybody being willing to share thoughts and perspectives about liberal education tonight.  I think that some of your professors will be following up on these discussions about what liberal education means to your life and livelihood, and I’ll of course be happy to share references or information with anybody who cares to contact me in the Arts and Sciences Dean’s Office.  I have here a copy of the diploma that students receive when you pass across the stage here at commencement, and I know that some students think that this is maybe the most important thing that you get after four or five or six years here at the university, but I really want to tell ya (as he throws the diploma like a Frisbee across the stage) that doesn’t mean jack compared to the opportunities that you have to learn here and I think you’ve heard about some of the loftier things that you can gain during your education.  Please engage in those opportunities, thank you for coming.  

