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Imagine, if you will, that I gave a traditional commencement 

address. Graduates, a commencement is not an end it is a beginning. The 

generations that have gone before you have not done a very good job. Our 

mistakes we now pass on to you, and you must rise to the challenge and do 

better than we. The education that you have received here will allow you 

to respond to this challenge of saving the world from the mistakes of 

earlier generations. It has prepared you to meet the challenge of a fast 

changing world, to take your place in the march of history, etc., etc. As 

John Fitzgerald Kennedy once said, "The torch has been passed to a new 

generation. Ask not what your country can do for you -- ich bin ein 

Berliner." And at that point everyone applauds wildly and the tent falls 

down and we all go home. 

I couldn't give a talk like that today. I'm a New College graduate 

and you people are about 15 minutes away from being New College graduates 

and we wouldn't buy it. But you should know that these words are being 

spoken to practically every college graduate in America today. And most of 

it's garbage. 
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Think for a minute about some of the old cliches. First, "Education 

prepares you to face the world, to take you place in the forward march of 

progress." 

If the evidence is correct, about all that liberal arts education 

really prepares you for is more education, or maybe, if you're lucky to 

talk with other people who have approximately the same education as you. 

Thanks to New College, you can discuss Foucault and Wittgenstein 

with people you meet in bars. I happen to think this is a good thing, but 

it won't get you a great job with Proctor and Gamble. Thinking seriously 

about the archaeology of knowledge, or about deconstructionism, or about 

the ethics of genetic engineering, all of which you have had some chance to 

do here, doesn't necessarily make one an obedient soldier in the march of 

progress. Empirical research bears out this point. I've done a modest 

study. There are 53 of you graduating today. If my analysis is correct, 

by the year 1996, ten years from now nine will be computer analysts, 

programmers, or technicians; three ~"ill be research chemists, seven will be 

college professors, 15 workers in non-profit organizations, 22 will be 

married, 14 divorced (seven without custody), eight will be unemployed, 

four will be somewhat addicted to Valium, 16 will have a history of minor 

venereal disease, three will be either on probation or living in a country 

club prison, two will be involved with Satanic cults, and one of the women 

present here today, graduating, will be one of the people who holds a red 

flag to direct traffic at a construction site. 

Whatever the accuracy of those predictions, and they are only 

predictions, you will certainly find that New College has made you in the 

eyes of the rest of the world at least, somewhat arrogant, contentious, 

elitist, sacrilegious, vulgar, really smart but kind of weird, and honest, 
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sometimes to the point of political subversion. So, if this education 

prepares you to face the world, it does so in unexpected ways. 

Second cliche: "The older generation has made a mess of things and 

you must do better." 

I admit that the first part is true, but frankly, I don't see the 

prospects for improvement. If anything, thanks to the miracle of modern 

technology , you people have the historically unprecedented opportunity to 

ruin the lives of millions upon millions of people. Don ' t feel bad . When 

I finished school, they told us the same thing about improving the world, 

being the hope of the future, moving boldly into the 21st century and so 

on. And, my generation, standing tall for the courage of its convictions 

and integrity, responded boldly with David Stockman. Now I realize that 

blind optimism is now a dominant political position in this country, but I 

can find no evidence at all that things are getting better, unless you 

count the home VCR or the compact disk as major advances for humanity. 

Third cliche : "A commencement is not an end, it is a beginning . " 

Frankly, it's an end . lllien I graduated from New College in 1975, I 

got into the car with my parents and we headed south for a vacation. I 

spent the first 45 minutes of that trip sitting in the backseat, crying to 

myself, because I knew that it was an end. It was the end of Palm Court 

Parties and dancing until four in the morning; the end of sitting in 

Hamilton Center drinking milk shakes and reading whatever the student 

newspaper happened to be that month; the end of cruising down to the Golden 

Buddha for egg rolls and tea at the Ernest Hemingway table ; the end of 

sitting by the pool reading Stendahl, in French . It is also the end for 

you, of some other things . The other night I was driving south on 41 and I 

pulled into a Texaco station . The attendant, the guy who pumps your gas, 
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was sitting there, leaning back in a chair out f ront, reading a book on 

"Quantum Mechanics, Physics for Fun." He pumped my gas and did a good job. 

I don't want to shock you but you don't see a lot of this in the rest of 

the world. He was a New College student. 

For some of you I'm afraid that this may mark the end of your life 

as intellectual beings. For some of you, I'm sure that this day marks the 

end of your freedom to be a jackass without getting punched in the face. 

The students know who I'm talking about. For some of you this day marks 

the end of a love affair or maybe of being your own boss. For some of you, 

perhaps many, today will herald the end of a truly stunning South Florida 

tan. 

Now the cliches then, about college education, or even the white 

lies about college education don't seem to apply although you do find them 

everywhere. Allow me a modest example. In my hand 1 have the catalog from 

one of the finest colleges in America. In the early pages of that catalog 

this college stresses ingredients critical for excellence, an abundance of 

educational opportunities, a variety of ways for students to use those 

opportunities, and full student participation in the planning of their edu

cations. At this college students do in fact shape their own educations. 

In the descriptions of one of the majors of that college we find in addi

tion that this major encourages and develops independence. So we have 

independence, participation in planning, shaping their own education and 

the major itself details 18 specific courses that one is required to take 

to get that major. Not six, or eight, or ten, 18 specific courses and so 

on. This is odd. The major is chemistry. The college is New College. 

And the significance of that I leave up to you to decide. 
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None of this--chemistry major, commencement as an end, what educa

tion may or may not give you--none of this implies that your time here has 

been wasted. Two things, at least, you have gained here. First, you 

people actually had to do something to graduate from college. Just being on 

campus for three or four years, or 11 for one of you, did not insure that 

you would receive a degree. You had to sign some contracts. You had to do 

some ISPs (Independent Study Projects). You had to manage a senior thesis 

and a baccalaureate examination despite the fact that one of the people 

gave you a hard time. Even if you've done a lousy job of your New College 

education, and some of you have done a lousy job of it I'm sure, the fact 

of simply having done something once in your life, separates you from most 

of the college graduates and virtually all of the high school graduates in 

America. And if this seems to you a pretty minor accomplishment let me 

remind you that, as Woody Allen once said, 90% of life is just showing up. 

Second, even though you are now leaving, and the future of the world 

may not look especially bright, and your education probably won't help you 

fit in, at least you can still hang on to your B.A. and know because New 

College showed you at least one thing, people can have fun talking about 

ideas, argue for hours without becoming enemies, people can contradict the 

authorities without becoming traitors. The chances for speaking honestly 

are in some danger today, what with libel suits, defamation of character 

suits, charges of espionage leveled against the newspapers that publish 

classified documents, outbreaks of book-burning in North Carolina, censor

ship of all kinds, activities of groups like "Accuracy in Academia," 

"Accuracy in Media" and what with the general kind of attitude that the 

press or anyone who expresses their opinion openly is somehow threatening 

the existence of the Republic. 
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At New College, I hope, you have learned that criticism is not 

treason and that honesty, while it may get you in trouble sometiQeS, 

probably fairly often, also helps you sleep hetter at night and makes 

laughter come more easily, and sometimes may even improve your little piece 

of the lvorld. 

In closing, I hope that you've enjoyed your time at New College. 

And I sincerely hope that you did some things that you couldn't do anywhere 

else . And I hope that you aren't too disappointed that I'm not offering 

you any helpful advice about what to do now. That's not my job. Remember, 

"In the last analysis, each student i.s responsible for his or her own 

life." Thank you . 
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