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The Aims of Liberal Education

by Leon R. Kass September 25, 1981

“Vhis is a rare occasion. Many of you probably will not

recurn again to Rockefeller Chapel, and cerrainly not

together, uiril you return fo graduare. And unless
you cut short your sunimer vacations to attend this dnnual
event, you are unlikely to hear another public lecrure on the
aims of educarion. Once classes begin, both students and fac-
ulty are usually much too busy getting things done to chink
much about whar they are doing and why, and that'is as it
must' be—though there have been times and may again be
times when such collective radical self-scrutiny becomes parc
of the everyday business of this campus.

Yet chough rare, this is nevertheless a typically Chicago
occasion. It is the legacy of this University, and especially of
this College, to examine fundamental questions, and todo so
thoughttully, reflectively, critically—even self-critically. It is
also typical of Chicago char there is no typical Chicago an-
swer to-any serious question: two professors, three-opinions.
We are suspicious of orthodoxy and simple-mindedness. We'
love diversity, independence, and originality. And having
searchied our own minds, each of us knows, or thinks he or
she knows, what education is alt about. Please understand,
therefare, that I do not aspire to speak for the Univessity or

the-College. I .merely aspire to speak the truth,
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- positions left its mark, and eventually, T.am sure, contributed to
my exchanging a life of the practice of science for one of thinking

about it and its multiple bearings upon human affairs, Though

Let me-then start closer to the ground with a factual tra
Twenty-seven years ago, carly in Orientation Week, T sae
your place here in Rockefeller Chapel, at the close ofat
my liberal education began to grow in earnest only much larer,
the College planted the seeds. Accordingly, I have it to thank for
many of the joys—and the sadnesses—of the life of reflection
-and éelf-examination to which it beckoned.

of the campus, while the secretary of the University’s Alur
Association discotrsed on the construction and strucrure
this august building. I would not have remembered the o
sion except that a photograph of the event taken from a

You now know much more than you need to about me,
But I know very lirtle about you, taken individnally. Yer tg

later graced the University’s alumni magazine, showing
very young and eager faces gazing on high at the tower.

If it were possible to elevate the soul mesely by «lt
back the head to look aloft on the ceiling, that part of Ot
tation Week could have been edifying and ennobling. Inde

speak intelligibly one must know to whom one is speaking.
You, of coutse, know or have been told by others this week
how unusual and exceptional you are, individually and col-
though 1 recall being filled with excitement and some a lecrively. T'will begin by as_sumiq-g that you are common. You
hension at starting college, I do not remember that any are eighreen, plus or minus, and hearly all of you are Ameri-
clevating was said during Orientation Week, bur if it wi cans of the late twentieth century. Because you are young,
your experience of the world is limited, largely to home and
high school. Almost all of you have watclied much television,
many of you read the newspapers, some of you have traveled,
and a few of you have read good books. You love novelty, care

litele for che past, and think less about the long-term future.

was in all likelihood bereath sesponse. I was too young
shallow, too igndrant.

If truth be told, T remember altogether little in parric
of what my reachers tried to teach me during my four
giate years. Yet I have known for some time that, in de :
ways, my experience here changed my life. I encountere; In brief, you are smarr, talented, and lzrgely ignorant. Be-
skillful teacher whe forced me to acknowledge 1o mysel! cause you are Americans, you are tolerant, easy-going on your-
selves and others, usually restless, and by and large concerned
with what is useful and practical. Most of all, all of you pride

yourselves on your individuality and aimost certainly resent

thiere were importdnt questions to which the answers I
ried around unthinkingly were tnadequate: I was introdu
to the writings of great thinkers and teachers, nearly al
them dead, from whom in later years I have increasingly dt my wreating you as part of a common group.
sustenance in my pursuit of these questions. T made : Yer there is in fact something uncommon abour you,
deep and lifelong friendships, friendships based in large which, alas, you all have in common, and in which I oo share.
sure on sharing in conversation the attempt to under We have all chosen the University of Chicago. For you, it is
our experience of the world and of our own humanity, the first of a series of important choices that will define or
College’s thorough-going insistence on self-conscious delimit your lives—like choices of career, spouse, and place

philosophical examination of basic assumptions and pr to live—choices that necessarily exclude legions of other pos-
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o ope s - . . ' are not. True, scholarly research can be an aid to liberal edu-
sibilities. You have, by choosing a college, closed man - > Ly n be . '
cation—and vice versa—but the training or preparation of

future scholars is not whar liberal education is about or for.

door—to grow up means choosing one way from the mytiad
ways of life once open to you; but in having chosen Chical
a road less traveled by, you have passed through a. door wh
as I hope you will discover, leads to a way of life thar'w

" For the aim of liberal education is other than the advance-

ment of the sum of human learning or the discovery of new

permit you greater understanding of what you are and whil truths or the growth of knowledge from more to more.
a:;e tending and will even enable you to appreciat But neither is liberal education just the transmicsion of

you . :

thought something of the roads you have not taken. Th

choice that enriches all other choices is the choice for li

accumulated knowledge, the pouring of old learning into new
receptacles, or even the initiation of new members into the
great tradition, understood as tradition. Tt is, of course, hard
to call someone well-educated who is ignorant of the Bible
and the writings of Homer and Plato, Shakespeare and Locke,
Rousseau and Tolstoy, Newton and Einstein, Darwin and

Freud. Indeed, because of their depth, rdnge, and power, these

education, an education open to us all, by the way, becaus
our commen humanity. Let us, therefore, say good-bye t
and me, to our Endividuating differences, and think toge

about liberal education.

writings are the best marterials for the pracrice of liberal edu-

1. The End of Liberal Education

Lec us begin by distinguishing liberal educarion from ot cation. But desirable theugh it is to know ene’s intellecrual

‘forebears, to know them as part of the rradizion—or; in the
‘current jargon, as part of the so-calied history of ideas—is
only to knaw abont them and about what they thoughe, not
10 think with them. The history of thought, however valu-
able, is not itself thinking. And to regard the so-called tradi-
tion as authorirative, to accept its authority because of its ven-
erabilicy, is to give over the acrivity of thinking here and now.
The same must also be said for the docile ingestion and

unassimilated retention of the fruits of contemporary sciences,

sorts of educarion. Let us ser aside that part of higher ed
tion which prepares one for one’s future career, whethe
the professions of law, medicine, diviniry, _en_gineerin
business or in scholarship or scientific research. In these:
the mind is specifically prepared in theé basic concepts
methods, either of practical arts, say, of legal reasoning
healing, or of specialized investigation, in each case ac
ing ro the accepted canons of the profession or disci
Bodies of accumulated knowledge are transmitted, skills

i i : i whether received authoritatively from writcen textbooks or
acquired, and the particular methods of problem-solving 1ehe] y :

learned through practice. Expertise, comperence, maste even from the mouths of Nobe} laureates.

the marks of accomplishment. I do not for a moimen I'would also distinguish liberal education from those as-
he . . ' : '

pects of education which aspire to or attain a broadening of
views, an elevating of sensibilities and tastes, or even the sharp-

ening of intellecrual skills. These are, of course, all fine things.

count the importance of such achievement and such.
ing; but it is niot liberal education. True, medicine or ]
biology or politics tan be studied, as we shall see, in a lib

. (gl It is t - ex ' t aria-
way, but when taught professionally or pre-professionall : good to be exposed to and to know about many varia
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tions in culcure, beliefs, and human activities. But learni . . . o
e B ’ : weighty human concerns, in quest of what is.simply true and

-good. What this means I shall now try to make clear, We need
_to think about thoughtfulness.

more than exposure and collecting broad variarions does
mean gaining deeper understanding. Liberal education ismi
than general education.

It is also mote than aesthetic and cultural enrichm

IL What Is Thoughtfulness?

Qur tastes and sensibilities can certainly stand tefinement . L
Thoughtfulness—indeed all thinking, from the mest ordi-

should be one of your goals here to learn to recognize an . ] T
your goat g nary to the mose technical—has its origin in efforts to under-

love the difference between what is noble and beautiful _ . L ]
stand our experiénce, Its most ordinary beginnings are in won-

what is vulgar and ugly. But even the love of Homer der or perplexity: we find somerhing in our usually trustwor-

Mozart or the growing taste for the beautiful in nature or - . .
g & : thy experience remarkable, puzzling, or contradictory. Indeed,

human character is not yet what I mean. T . .
Y itis-already thought which first recognizes strangeness or con-

Liberal educarion also goes .beyond acquiting the Sklill tradiction in our perceptions and seeks for clarification. The
careful reading, writing, listening, speaking, arguing, ¢ caterpillar disappears into a cocoon and emerges as.a butter-
fly; the stick dipped into water is straight to the touch but
bent to the eye. We are puzzled; we do not understand. Rec-
ognition of ignorance is the beginning of thought.

Because much of our experience is filtered through our

lating, locking, and experimenting. These skills—ofren ca
the liberal arts—sharpen the mind and are invaluable 4
struments for its proper work. Bur the skills alone are insus
cient. When severed from the true work of the free m

pre-occupation with skills can be enslaving, a kind of m opinions, thinking also begins with perplexity about opin-

mnastics which tones-one’s meénral muscles and swells.o s .
24 g . ton. Whether we know it or not, all char we perceive or en-

vaniry, but which in fact is useless and vain. What is th : . _ ) )
i counter we interpret—usually unconsciously, i.e., without

of knowing “how-to-think” if one never seriously engage thinking—in the light of our opinions about things, Jarge

thinking?
What, then, could be left for the aim of liberal educa

if we exclude professional training, résearch and scholars

and small. These opinions usually serve us well. But some-
times we find ourselves in contradicrion with ourselves: For
example, some of us may believe, as a matter of principle,

eneral broadening and culture, the arts of learning, and : .
& ; E ’ & that one should always be sincere and honest and true to one’s

miliarity with the intellectual cradition? T have already h beliefs. Some of the same people may also believe that it is

at my answer: Not the adding of new truths to the world wrong—-or not nice—knowingly to hurt others. But can one
always be.both nice and honest? What should you say when
your best friend asks whar you chink of her obnoxious boy-
friend? How should you speak if defending your opinions
abour sex or drugs or the middle: class at the family dinner

table will only cause pain to-your parents? If you rake your

the transmission of old truths to the young, bur the cu
tion in each of us of the disposition actively to seek th
and to make the truth our own. More simply, liberal &
tion is education in and for thoughtfulness. It awaken

courages, and renders habitual thoughtful reflection ab
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_ . -navure of things. Though it esteemns the sciences, it does not
opinions seriously, you will be troubled by the tension. forget that their beginnings or first principles were stipulated
hypotherically, and that these very hypotheses might them-
selves coneain and conceal objeces of the greatest wonder and
perplexity, objects especially worthy of thought. Let me give

two examples: physics, our most precise natural science, makes

tween thern. You will be moved to think.

Thinking—all thinking—secks to liberate us from a 14
ish adherence to unexamined opinion and an unreason
trast in our own perceptions and experiences. Make no
take—thought depends on opinion and experience and

use of concepts of space, time, matrer, and motion, and gives
not reject therd. Rather, thought seelcs to understand wh

them operational definitions, usually thereby foreclosing fur-

(i i ‘e Der 01 oubt .
strange and wonderful and to remove perplexity, d ther thoughr about whar they are. But we may still wonder

conuadiction.

. and ask (and at crucial times, physicists themselves have been
Ye there are at least two possible respanses to the disg

compelled to ask), “What ir time or space 6T matter of mo-
eting presence of perplexity and awareness of ighetanc

me exaggerate and call them the willful and the thoug
The willful is annoyed with ambiguity, uncertainty, un
and doubt. It seeks clarity and certitude, ro make the
guity disappear. It wants to be in control of things, not

tion?” Or an example from politics: Much modern political
discussion begiiis from the premise chac there are certain ba-
sic human rights, and it proceeds to think abour how they
can be secured and made effective. But thought can zlso ask
about what we mean by “a right,” about where righrs come

, is pai ta loss - : .
puzzled, not to be at a loss. Ir is painful to be a rom, and about what makes rights right. These sorts of ques-

natural to want to find 2 way. Willful chinking cons

. ons do not lend themselves to deduction from given and
hypotheses, stipulates definitions and akxioms, and tt

fixed hypotheses. They seek instead the hidden bur beckon-
ing unhypothetical ground of these other hypothescs. They
ck for what #rady is and for whart is eruly.

deduce from these beginnings an order of relatlon_sh_ip
which: the various observariens or opinions will fir witl

sdiction. Ou - . i are splend
contradiction. Our modern natural sciences piend Let me try; in a different way, to say again what I mean by

thoughtfuiness this time by identifying thoughtfulness with
the acsivity of questioning, for it is the asking of questions
that is the heart of thoughefulness. Here it will be helpful to
distinguish the asking of questions from the setting of prob-
lems, two distinet modes of huritan thinking, which we often
nfuse., How does a question differ from a problem?*
Etyimology provides a clue. Problem comes from the Greek

ord probléma, meaning literally “something thrown out be-

amples of such hypothetico-deductive thinking. They
in laws that do indeed permit us to a remarkable degre
give an account of and even to predict and control some.
ral phenomena, :

Yet such willful or constructive thinking diffe
thoughtful thinking—though- the former is often a nec
preparation for the latter. The thoughttul response to st
ness and perplexity is less interested in dispelling and re
ing the perplexity than in understanding its true g forc” us. A problem is any challenging obstacle, from a fence

e T certitu indubirability;i _ .
Less insistent on system or certitude or ind o rown up before an armed camp to 4 task set before some-

siders the possibility that ambiguity and mystery ar
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one to be done. Problems are publicly articulated rasks:t naily, a desire to see through everything, ro bécome clait-

challerige us to solve them, which is to say, to do away yoyant, to be untroubled in mind and unfrustraced in acrion.

them as problems or obstacles. When a problem is solve Please note: this made of thought is not confired €0 alge-

disappears as a problem. Tts solution is irs dissolutios bra or to the doing of homework. It is, in fact, the dominant

SOhl'EiOD is usual_ly a COHStrUCt‘iOH, put tOge[-hé[' from elem mode of evefyone’s .thinl{_ing‘ We are alwg}rg t;'yi'ng to ﬁgure

into which the problem is broken up or, as we say, anal something out, to find a way, to calculate the best means toa

We model the problem into a shape convenient for such a given end, o solve our problems. How do I get to Rockefeller

sis and construction; as we say, we figure it out. Furtl Chapel? How can T get out of taking a foreign language? What

problem requires a solution in.its own terms; the solution does the teacher want by way of an answer to this essay ques-

carries one beyond the original problem as given. The m tion? [ndeed, so dominant and familiar is-this mode of thought

of such problem-solving is -algébra. The equarions conta that we come to regard. it as the only way to think. We treat
unknowns are arranged, showing the analyzed elemen everything as a problem, from personality problems to the
problem of poverty, from the mind-body problem to the prob-

lems of life. I leave you to ponder what iv would mean to

their consriucted relations. The solutions which identi
unknowns dissolve the problem, and render the equatio

an identity or tautology, which invites no furcher thoug solve the problems of life if living is a problem to be solved.

Consider a sample problem: Qur cask is to find che [z How does the activity of questioning differ from

of the side of a square whose area is twice that of the problem-solving or calcularing? There are, of course, many

square. If we ler X equal the length we are seeking, X nds of questions, Not every inrerrogative sentence springs

comes the measure of the area of the square, which, v from what [ mean by thie activity of questioning. We may ask

. . . : L : . .
told, is twice the unit. We construct an equation: X* = practical questions—Can I borrow the car? Do you have a

we solve for X. We idenrify X equal to the posifive 5 hammer?—in which our interest is in ac#ion and in-obtaining

root of 2, an irrational number which we cannot write the means needed to carry it out. We may ask personal or

speak precisely, but which we represent with the sym'bpl éven gossipy questions—How do you like it here? Whete are

. . . a2 . X . L . . . .
Our equation, our construct, now reads (V2P =2, 0r2 you from? What does she'see.in him?—in which our trtie ineer-
goes no further. It does not invire us to think further, e.g est, whether real or apparent, whether born of genuine affec-

wonder why or how an irrational number could be 'tk tion, mere politeness, or even envy, vanity, or malice, is in the

swer to a rational question, or whar number could b¢ rson, which interest we display by means of such questions.

2 and {2 are equally numbers. Our problem is solve We ask rhetorical questions—thar is, questions ro which we

our [hlﬂkil’lg e_ithef ceases or gOEs 01l 10 some Dthef pro i{n(}\,v tl]g_ answers___whose purpose 18 Only to ha\;e others Pub-

In a sense, the goal of all such thinking is to cease to th cly acknowledge the answers.

Sﬁeks Lo remove the nreed 1o [hiﬂk by removing all obsta None Of these. quegtions disp_lays what | mean by the ac-

our peace of mind. Its search for claricy and distincene tivity of questioning; for in none of them is the ansiver in
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itself important to the questioner, is the answer itself ch delights in beholding the insights it receives. Further, a true

object sought. In contrast; in a genuine question the juestion often leads beyond the terms in which it was first

utterance bespeaks a.désive for am answer. A true questi osed. The quest follows the quarry wherever it leads. It re-

state of mind in which I want to know what I do not & uses to be satisfied with artificial or merely hypotherical con-

Please note: a true question presupposes both a recog truces, logical or mathematical, -or with poetic fictions de-

of ignorance—somehow an act of intellect—and a des igned to give it rest. It wants only what is finally crue and

samehow an act of emotion or appetite. Indeed, a g cal. No wonder so much of what educators try to feed us

question sliows that the mind is not just an instrument urns tnappetizing and stale.

vated by and in the service of the need for survival-o To question has also another meaning, abour which a word

desire for pleasure, power, or recognition. Ir shows th ‘must be said. To question or to call into question is o raise

intellect also has desires of its own, or better, that we oubr. It may or may nor be parc of the other activity of quest-
ng. But its main effect is to tear down, to replace belief by
onfusion or doubt. The first question asked in the Bible is of
his sort. The Fall of Man begins when the serpent asks the
voman: “Yea, has God said, “You shall not eat of any treeof
he garden’?” His implication was clear: God cauld be the sort

f'being whose prohibitions are arbitrary or who even could

know. A genuine question thus gives the lie to that w
believed slander perperrated on the human soul, which's
separaies reason from emotion or desire, and which'sg:
the mind only héartless calculation and in the heart only

less feeling.

Again, etymology is revealing: che English words g

guery, inguire go back to the Latin guaers, and via it make cotnmands that would make your life impassible. De-

. ' & g R
form guaeso, to a Sanskrit root meaning “to hunt o nding on what we make of the rest of the story, our suscep-

question is to: quest, t search out and 1o seek after ibility to the serpent’s question led ultimately either to our

. . . . R B 3 . . R . . .
engaged in passionate pursuir. Like the bunting dogs’ alightenmene in eating of the forbidden tree of knowledge
for game—the original meaning of our word guest—qu f good and evil or to our permarent separation from ‘the

ing is an earnest activicty. This insight is preserved in chy m¢ of true understanding. Bug, in any event, we all know—

root: gudeso means to seek and search, but also to bei 1d 1 suspect you will soon know zll too well—the doubt-
nducing power of a simple question, “How do you know?”
more'simply, just “Why?” Expect such questions and ask

hem yourselves. Buc resist the counsel of those—and there

beseech, entreat. In true guestioning, we seel for an:
and by ouf questions entreat being itself to réveal, to ul
to make unhidden, the object of our search.

Unlike the solution to a problem, the gaining of re, unfortunately, many such serpents around—who think

ubt and skepticism is itself the goal of thought, who argue

hat the discovery that there is more than one way of locking

swer to our questions does not dissolve the quest, ora
does not abolish the desire. Like other forms of genuin

iove does not vanish but even grows when the object is'pr things is the end of liberd] education. I have already sug-

As the lover loveés to gaze on the beloved, so the questin ested thae ﬁndling- difference of opinion may be the begin-
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X This answer is both encouraging and discouraging. The
ning of thoughtfulness, but it cannot be what we seck:

. - . ood news is thac almost anything can become the object of
thoughtful and serious activity of questioning. Socra . ) e

onder and inquiry. This means that specialization need not
¢ incompatible with thoughtfulness, though many special-
sts turn out to be thoughtless. Indeed, for some of us, the

eginning of thoughtfulness comes only aftet we have learned

unsurpassed exemplar of questioniug himself and oth
man supremely impressed by his own ignorance in alm
matters, insisted that he kréw that “opinion and kno

are twa different sorts of things.” Not the difference o

) . .. lotabout a little and discover that we have nor thereby cap-
ion, bur the difference berween apinion and knowledg

 the diff for liberal education tured its full meaning, often precisely because we have ig-
all the difference for liberal education. :

nered impaorrant connections to other marters, In my own

ase, it was, first, the prospect of human genetic manipula-

IT1. What Is Thoughtfulness Thoughtful Ab

. . . 100 ; on rthat led me to question my onestime conviction that the
‘Wheze are we in our search for the aim of liberal educ

progiess of science and technology would necessarily go hand
education in and for thoughefulness? So far we have: prog B v g

. _ . in hand with an improvement in morals and society and, sec-
say how thoughrfulness is different from other modes of; P y and,

o ) L . b nd, reflection on my activities as & scientist that led me ro
tal activity, especially by pointing to the difference be 5 o o

- : doubr che claims of some of my colleagues that the activities
of living organisms, including man, could be fully understood

vterms of non-living martcer and the laws of physics and

problem-solving or figuring things out and what [ hav
genuine questioning, or perhaps better, just questin

have sdid almost nothing about the game or quarry, ab

object of our thoughtful seeking. For what knowledg hcm.lstry; or even in-terms of behaviorist psychology, a fa B.

Skinner. But, really, one could start anywhere, and the

quest? Whart are we 1o become thoughtful #bens? What ) . i .
rowth of the various sciences attests to the multiple possible

subject matter of thoughtfulness?

o beginnings of human thoughe, h Iy scientists and
It should go without saying that there is no singl eginnings ot human thought, however strongly scientists an

_ schalars now tend to give up thoughtfulness about their own
currieulum for thoughtfulness. There are and can ben S g P g

e e o : innings. One can ask questions about natural phenom-
called “liberal education,” in part because the necessa

: d ds of he b _ . regul' a: What is light and what is seeing, what accounts for the
proper demands of even the best courses—e.g., reg

i . N otions of the heavenly bodies or the generation of animals
ings, homework assignments, deadlines, examinatio . - 1 '

: orthe origin of species, or, to provide more homely examples,
why do dogs-wag their rails or human beings blush? Or one

cati ask about the narure and properties of numbers and geo-

given by the instructor—are themselves much closer to
spirit of problem-solving than to the spirit of questi

Moreaver, no course can simply teach or impare thou o ) ) ) i
tric figures, ratios and proportions. One can begin with

e simple fact that human beings like to tell and hear and

ake up stories, and even enjoy tragedies and artless tales of

ness; questioning can 'onIy begin within the soul of thell
But, equally important, there is no clearly circumscri
jece for liberal education because it can proceed with,

: iehtl hed plain horror. One can reflect on the common human experi-
jeet, rightly approached. =
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ence of awe in the presence of overwhelming nacural p elphi, Know Thyself would seem to be a worthy motto of

or architectural grandeur. Or one can think about the ollege devoted to liberal education.
of speech, which enables the intelligibilicy of thoughts

arise in one mind to fly, as it were; carried on winged wor

It is no small task to understand, much less to heed, this
_ cryptic and weighty injunction, It would seem to require, at
attached to sounds themselves meaningless—to awake the very least, that we undeérstand not merely our individuaul
responding intelligibility in another. Why? How? Whi peculiarities but also our shared nature as human beings—if,
counts for these phenomena? What if anything do they

The bad news is, of course, the same as the good

there is much too much to-think abeut with- any car

indeed, we have a common human nature: Not Oniy who,
bur whatare we human beings? That, in turn, would seem ro
require that we underseand not only our buman peculiarities,-
thoroughness: In our quest to understand, we are usually. g., thar we are thoughtful animals, bur alse the nacure we
share 'with other living things—nor least, our embodjment

and morrality. On the other side, it would mean asking ques-

ing for some larger context in which to locate the dlsp

phenomena and things whose being and meaning we a
suing, We inruit that at the end of our quest, beckoni tions about the reldtion between our nature and our nurture,
throughout, is some single and integral intelligible whol
which each of the objects of our inquiry fits, We cross-ex:
the multiplicity of world views, looking for the singlen
the world. Recognizing the vastness of the world and i
ings, the shortness of our life, and-especially the weak
our powers, we are saddened by the thought that perha

that is, about culture—nor only in its variety as che pliralicy

of cultures but also in its universality, everywhere shaping hu-
man life with rituals and customs governing birth and death,
language and song; marriage and education, justice and dury,
ind beliefs abourt the divine. It would mean pondering the
human propensity to make images and artifacrs, tools and
ories, statues-and temples. It would require looking into the
ay culturé shapes our native passions, our fears, hopes, de-
res, foves, and hares, and also into why our nature some-
times resists such shaping, leading us often to do that which
¢ would not. And it would involve thinking about think-
ing. The charge to self-knowledge is admirtedly a tall order.
But I believe it is taller still: We need ope more addifion
our answer to the question, Thoughtfulness about what?
r thoughtfulness about whar we are includes thoughtful-
-'ss about what we can and should become.. The quest_ for
l-knowledge, for an answer to the question “What is man?”
mbraces the further questions: “Whar is 4 good man?”; “Whar

a good life for human beings?”; “Whiact is 2 good community

shall never zruly know anything unless, contrary to poss
ity, we could know everything. Still, once we have tast
delights of even partial insight, we are encouraged to
tinue. We-want to know just what kind of a world thi
especially what kind of beings we are and how we d
should relate to that world. '

It is this search for what we are and what we can and
become which, in my view, belongs at the center of ou
tioning, and therefore at the cencer of liberal education
thoughtfilness will include reflection, a looking and ik
back on the thinker and his human situation. The qu
understanding must include the quest for self-understa

Indeed, the inscription on the ancient temple to Apollo
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and a good citizen?” Liberal education must éncourag women, or internacional pelitics—whereas you would never

thoughtful, reflective, self-conscious pursuit of the me rgue about whethier I [ike apple pie, or even whether I shonld
of what is good. ike it. You do not behave as if the differing opinions abour
No doubr this suggestion will cause you difficult he right and the good are just matters of taste, mere prefer-
of you are too sophisticated (or is it corrupred?) to-bi nces. If you really believed that your opinions were good
that there can be truth about good. You know, or thin _only because they were your opinions, you would not argue
know, that good is always relative. “Goad” is a so-called to defend and juseify chem with reasons. Does not your will-
that is, something is deémed good because someone v “ingness to justify your opinionsabout what is good imply the

it is not valued because it is good. Just as 1 like apple possibility—and for now T would insist only on its being a

you like cherry, what we say is good is a matter o -possibility—thar there & an answer, or berter and worse an-

sub-rational in origin, not amenable to rational inquir) ‘swers, to that all-important question, made famous by

of you know the famous fact-value distinction, and-3 “Socrates, “How should I live?” If there are possibly better and

cord truth—or, as we say, objectivity—only to facts. vorse answers, il there are perhaps some objects thar would

know that beliefs and tastes are culturally influenced; b atisfy our longings and would make us truly happy, if there
of you are so impressed by the mere fact of culraral ‘16 a way of life that would enable us to say at the end that we
ences in beliefs about “good” as to assert thar whac is de _had not only lived but lived well, would it not be foolish be-
“good” is, at best, just.a product of culture. At worst, s ore you had quested te decide there Is no such knowledge to
you think that beliefs abour “good” are 2 criiel hoax; ¢ had by inquiry? Think it over.
upon the weak by the strong to enable the strong tef A word of caution: this quest for what is good is incom-
and oppreéss. the weak. And many of you have had your atible with intolerance, self-righteousness, smugness. It re-
those figures of authority whose pronouncements abou uires listening to, respecting, and raking seriously the opin-
good for you don't square with your own perceptions— ons and ways of others, precisely because all opinions seri-
I hasten io add, if the nsual experience of mankind is usly held and defended probably embody a certain intima-
trusted, thar you will in many cases discover thar the; ion of whar is true, and, at the very least, attest to the hu-
tight; and in any case, you will make similar pronounc man concern with whar is true and good, a universal concérn
to your children. more significant than the disparity-among the-opinions held
Nevertheless; | submir, the question abour-what: n these matters.
should be open. Despite your professed skepricism,

:V. What Good Is Thoughtfulness?

have now completed, albeit hastily and crudely, an explica-

down, you also know that it # open—else in the n
whart do you dispute with your parents regarding y¢
good. You defend znd argue about your opinions-ab “tion of what 1 mean by thoughtful reflection dbowr weighty bu-

tice——about capiral punishment, race relations, the sta man concerns, in quest of what. is simply trie and good, But, on
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my own principles, our reflection on thoughtfulness ari rather questions and difficulties that can only be faced. And

contént must face the question about its worth. What gos _even our genuine problems are so thoroughly interconnected,
thoughtfulness? 1 offer three suggestions. that the thoughtless and single-minded pursuir of a solution

First, the habit of thoughtfulness is good, even urg 10 one ofteq gives rise to or exacerbates numerous others. If

for our cemmon life as citizens of the American Repu liberal democracy means government by popular choice, if

Our sivuarion late in the rwendieth century finds our eff choice involves deliberation about means ro ends, it the ends

self-government, not to say survival, increasingly domifi; themselves are especially marters for thoughtful reflection,

by technical matters requiring the advice and competenc - then the habirt of thoughtfulness, in its quest for coherence
experts—about, among other things, the economy, defe - and wholeness and in its willingness and ability to be articu-
energy, health, transportation, communication, and poellut - Jate about mactters of better and worse, would seem indispens-
We steadily are acquiring ever more powerful technoloy able if popular government is to be good government.
including those which increasingly permit deliberate anc  The usefulness of liberal education for citizens in liberal
phisticated manipulations of the human body and mind. Ye democracy is, you should note, not confined to national and
we also recognize, more than we have in some time, and international affairs. For though few of you will be more than
haps due to these same dramatic new changes, that theide ~voters—though 1 hope thaughtful ones—regarding our na-
sions we need to make are never merely technical. The; _tional government, most if notall of you will be in positions
also always éthical. They all involve judgments of better of leadership. and responsibility in your local communities,
worse; they are informed by our opinions, often tac school boards, businesses, or universities. There you will find
unexamined, about what is right and good, for ourselves atple need and opportunity for the exercise of thoughtful
for the communicy. Qur technical experts need to be) citizenship.
than technical experts, at the very least in order to knov Second, thoughtfulness is not only good for our life as
limits of technical expertise. The technical expert whoi citizens. Tt might also be good for our lives as human beings,
erally educated o the habir of’thoughtfulness is less li_kt? in the numerous choices, large and small, that we must make
become that most dangerous fellow, a specialist withol and in our numeroiis reldtions with others. [ am not sure that
ston, who knows how to get the rockets up bur who care you believe me. You certainly believe that professional train-
where they come down. . ng or other dcquisition of skills will be useful in life, not
These more dramatic social and political problemso least because it will enable you to make a living and a good
day should servé to remind us that there are always hard ch ving at that—a fact not to be despised. We can make no
uch claims for [iberal educarion. Further, on the basis of whar

you know about forimal education from your own experience

to be made, that there is no invisible hand that guides d:
in favor of progress or that safeguards liberal democrac

will live no better than we choose. Our choices are fregtently to date, you probably don't believe that school or

presented as problems to be solved, but some of ther book-learninig or thinking has much to do with /iving, as dis-
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tinguished from making a living. Though your schoolingt others; considerate, kindly.” Thoughtfulness, in both senses

formed you—and deformed you—in ways you don't eve is the core of the best of friendships

alize, you locate living in the context of family and friends
home and church, on dance floor and athletic field, an
readily believe thatlittle of what you have studied, in chesya

Now that T have led you ro consider favorably the useful-
ness of thought and reflection for action and your own pri-
vare lives, I'fear I must cause you to reconsider. We ail know
of circumstances in which too much thinking may lead to
indecision or paralysis. Thoughtfulness also requires detach-
ment and may augment it beyond what is reasonable. Ironi-
cally, not even all of che great thinkers have thoughs that think-
ing is good for human beings, especially for morals and poli-
tics. Says Rousseau, “If nature destined us to be healthy, 1
- almost dare affirm thar the state of reflection is a scate con-
trary to nature and that the man who meditates is a depraved
animal.” He makes a powerful attack on philosophy in the
name of decency:

you have studied, enters into those human relations. M
over, self-consciousness, in the sense thar it is most frequ.é:_
experienced, is not often welcome, accompanied as it Is
feelings of self-doubt, embarrassment, awkwardness, and f
Indeed, some of our contemporaries like though
sclf-awareness so lircle that they deliberately scramble’t
brains with chemicals in search of some preferable sta
mindlessness. Even at Chicago, we sometimes hear, and
probably from time to time will share, a contempt for whi
derided as “the so-called life of the mind.” Nevertheles
put it to you -that we all in fact believe, deep down, tha
Reason éngenders vanity and reflection forrifies it; reason turns man
back upon himself, it separaces him from ail that bothers and afﬂ'.i'cts
him. Philosephy isolates him; because of it he says in sécret, at the Si”}:]t
of a suffering man; Perish if you will, T am safe. No longer can anyth?ug
except dangers to the entire sociery trouble the tranquil sleep of the
phildsopher and tear him from his bed. His fellow-man can be mur-

dered with impuenity right under his window; he has only to puc his

bester to know what we are doing than not to know;
ignorance is not bliss, least of ali self-ignorance; that thi
ing through hard choices—no matter how difficule it m
to reach a decision-——is sounder and more satisfying th
have these choices made for us or made by us thoughtlessly
and blindly.

Moreover, in any serious matter, we would rather; hands over his ears and argue wich himselfa bic to prevent nature, which
volts within him, from identifying with the man who is being ass‘ass.i-
_ﬁared. Savage man does not have this admirable ralent, and for wanz of
wisdom and reason he is always seen heedlessly yielding to the fiest
.St:n[imc‘llt of humaniry. In riots or screer fights che populaﬁc-assemblcs,
the prudent man moves away; it is the rabblé, the market women, who

separate the combatants and prevent honest people from murdering each
ather.

dealings with people who are thoughtful, who are refleg
who have enough detachment from their own inchoat
pulses and the immediacy of the moment to respond maf
sensibly, considerately: There would seem to be a conni
between flmughtfulness and character. Indeed, as you kn
the English language itself makes such a connection: th

ful means “given to, disposed to, engaged in thinking” ¢ .
This challenge cannot be neglecred. A college educarion

vosed to consider matters,” that is, “prudent, reflective :
p : -
does not guarantee decency and good character. Perhaps the

thoughtful also means “showing thought or considerati
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most profound p'h-i'lcsopher of our century-—a man noted good for; it is also simply good. It is not only goed for life; it.

fact for his atrempt to restore thoughtfulness—wasa mem is also good living. Tt expresses, in activity, a certain deep long-

of the German Nazi party and even its articulare defen ing of the human soul. As Aristocle pur it long ago: “All hu-

5 v . . » . .
Indeed, the dominant source of our Western beliefs a man:beings by nature desire understandmg. This desire can

how we should live morally, biblical religion, is rather di be thwarted, distorred, and almost crushed—by lack of en-

ous about the benefits and even about the need for quest couragement or apporcunity for ies exercise. Bur anyone who

irig or For autonomous philosophizing, especially about w has looked into the eyes of veéry young chitdren straining to

is good. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wis understand, anyene who heard their genuine, spontaneous,
says Psalm 111. And, from Micah: “It has been rold the

man, what is good, and what the Lord doth require of th

and marvelous questions, born of wonder, anyoene who has
witnessed the delight they manifest when they have under-

Only 1o do justly, and to love mercy, and to walk lumb stood somerthing, cannot but believe-that Aristotle was right.

with thy God.” And when Jesus. said, “You shall know
truth and the truth shall make you free,” T rather doubt

My experience as a teacher assures me thar you too are still
youthful enough to experience the child’s delight in discov-

he was thinking of liberal education, or for that marte ery. Happily, the very youthfulness which makes you inexpe-

what we mean by free. Is free thought really and aliwdys & rienced and ignorant also makes you supremely open and ea-

. er for learning, much more so, [ am afraid, than many of
for morality? g { 8 , ; v of us

We cannot dissolve this question. Once it is raise who will be your reachers, burdened as-we are by worldly cares

cannot send it away or solve it by some artful hypothesi ~and the care of this universiry, which makes it possible for

deduction. We really have no choice bur to think a you at least freely to learn.

whether and how thinking is' good or bad for charact Commit yourselves, therefore, to the careful, disciplined

piety: Those of you attached to one of the religious tra cultivation boch of that embryonic desire and of your innate,

will no doubt be moved to consider more deeply the ¢ human powers to understand. Do not be content ro be inzel-

tional teaching about human life and the cosmos in the'lk tectual muscle-men, thinking down all obstacles. Strive not

of all you learn here. Those of you who are unattached 1 o see thraugh, but to see things as they are. Find your ques-

at least try learning what those religions teach, and to pen “tons and follow them. Do not regard college merely-as prepa-

whether so-called unaided human reason is a sufficient'gu ritton for career of even as preparation for life, if by living

for human life. We might 2ll consider whether thoug you imagine something different from how you can begin to.

ness that does not think on the possibility of the eterna live Aere. Become thoughtful, For the formation of the life-

the divine is thoughtful enough. long habit of thoughtfulness is that prepararion for human

Finally, however, the case for the goodress of choug life which is liveliness itself. Thoughtfulness is the serious—

ness cannot rest only on dts wility, whether to polit ‘buc alse playful—business of life. May you make for your-

morals, 16 publicor private life. Thoughtfulness is not selves a lively time in our College and beyond.
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* This discussion owes much to the educational wriringg
Eva Brann, St. John’s College, Annapolis, Maryland, espe:
to her lecture, “The Student’s Problem.” See also her :
doxes.of Education in a Republic (University of Chicage P
1979).

~oeducation at Chicago—
Whose Aims?
Leon R. Kass is the Addie Clark Harding Professor in the Ce

and the Commitree on Social Thought.

v Janel M. Mueller September 26, 1994

¥ elcome to and within the University of Chicago,
men and women of the College Class of 1998. T
am happy to have this opportunity of greeting
our entry into chis remarkable institution: And [ am sobered
s well as honored by the responsibilicy given me by Dean
oyer this evening, to address you on the aims of educarion.
¢t me start, because English is my academic specialty, by
nviting you to consider the plural form of the phrase, “the
ims of education.” Why “aims™? Perhaps the quickest an-
ver would be, Because there is more than one purpose for
ducating anybody. This is a plural of the facts of the mat-
—in grammatical terms, an objective genitive. Bur a less
ick answer might proceed by first asking another question.
he “aims of education”—whose aims? “Whose aims?” takes
1s plural to be a so-called subjective genitive, and it assumes
perspective that I want to rake in speaking t¢ you now. |
ope it will also carry over into the colloquia chat we will be
aving afterwards in the College houses.
The “aims of education” is a proper plural, for the per-
ns who have thesc aims are multiple. There are your aims

for education here, and your parents”aims in the support they
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