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Good morning everyone and congratulations to our newest members on your 

initiation into this esteemed fellowship.  It is an honor for me to be asked to speak to 

you this morning, and I’m particularly grateful to our President, Donnell Butler, for his 

kind invitation.  Many years ago, Donnell was technically a student in my course on the 

History of Sociological Theory, but in truth, he was really more of a colleague who ‘co-

taught’ the class with me.  I say this because it was often the questions he asked both of 

me and of other students that really made the class come alive. In fact, I think that’s a 

pretty good way of describing the sort of student worthy of selection to PBK: a student 

with the intellectual curiosity and passion to raise questions that compel us to probe 

more deeply into things. 

Since all of you are, like Donnell, great proficients in the liberal arts, with minds 

superbly trained to question everything, you are probably wondering why, after having 

just gone through this archaic ritual, do you now have to endure a boring speech.  Is this 

simply one, last, ordeal you have to suffer through before you can add PBK to your 

resumés?  And I’m sure that the tradition of calling this speech an “oration” only 

heightens your dread, as it does mine, because it seems to announce that not only will it 

be boring, but it will be pompous, pretentious, and much too long as well. 

These are indeed good questions, and were I in your shoes, I would be muttering 

them to myself right now, so let me try to answer them.  This ceremony, like all 
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ceremonies consists of various formal practices and rituals, which we use to celebrate, 

and even sanctify some event or occasion, in this case, your induction into a particular 

community.  In doing so, ceremonies also celebrate and thereby attempt to reaffirm and 

reinvigorate the ideals and values of that community, and try to do so in a meaningful 

and emotionally stirring way.  Extolling who you are and what you have achieved helps 

to renew our own faith in the goodness of what we do and what we profess as an 

intellectual community.  This ceremony has used distinctive costumes—as if we on this 

stage were a kind of priesthood—along with archaic language, special formulas, 

gestures, and oaths of apparently magical potency, which separate ourselves from our 

everyday identities, and create distance between initiates and non-initiates, thereby 

hoping to generate an aura of authority, heightened status, and even sacredness around 

ourselves and this occasion.   

Whether these techniques have actually succeeded with you, I can’t say. Perhaps 

they have only risen to the level of ‘quaintness’—like visiting an historical site and 

finding actors in period costumes.  But they don’t really touch on what are supposed to 

be the ideals of this organization—its praise of ‘liberal learning’ and of ‘a life guided by a 

love of wisdom.’ The script that we have followed has been rather vague about these 

terms, as if their meanings and value were self-evident and unambiguous.  But are they?  

And how does a community go about celebrating an intellectual and moral ideal anyway, 

that is, in a way that is not merely ‘ceremonial’?  F & M’s Institutional Animal Care and 

Use Committee won’t let us engage in animal sacrifice; the Provost and College Solicitor 

won’t let us use hallucinogens and sacred orgies; and incense, music, dance, and even 

PowerPoint don’t seem appropriate for the occasion.  Instead, we fall back on the 
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principal means used by the various Protestant religious traditions out of which most 

American colleges, including our own, were born; namely, the sermon. 

How kind of you not to groan at the mention of that word or gaze longingly at the 

exits.  The prospect of sitting through an ‘oration’ was certainly bad enough, but to call 

this speech a ‘sermon’ seems to add moral sanctimony to intellectual pretension—a cruel 

combination indeed.  Fortunately or unfortunately, and whether called an “oration” or a 

“sermon,” such an edifying and uplifting speech in praise of liberal learning is beyond 

me, and yet the occasion still calls for some kind of verbal ‘burnt offering.’ 

What makes the task so difficult, however, are the many changes in the meaning, 

purpose, and status of “liberal learning” since the time PBK was founded, and the very 

different cultural world we find ourselves in today.  How much easier it was back in 1776 

to sing the praises of a liberal education, and not simply because the Raleigh Tavern had 

an abundant supply of alcohol, which, as some of you may know from experience, can 

cause young people to sing the praises of virtually anything.  In 1776, and indeed for 

much of PBK’s history it was easier to praise ‘the love of wisdom as the helmsman of 

life’; to believe not only that liberal learning could help liberate us from all that keeps us 

from living rightly—necessity, interest, ignorance, prejudice and passion, and the 

limitations of our experience and social identities—but that it could also liberate us to 

the sort of life we ought to live.  During the first century of PBK’s existence that best life 

was generally that of the ‘good Christian’ and ‘good citizen’ of the Republic, a vision of 

liberal education’s proper aim shared by virtually all American colleges.  The Founding 

Charter of Franklin College (1787), for example, proclaimed that the purpose of the 

liberal education to be offered here would be “the preservation of the Christian religion 

and of our republican form of government in their purity.”  
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PBK orators from this period routinely exult in the “Almighty Providence” and 

“Supreme Intelligence” they believed was guiding history.  In their world, unlike our 

own, Science and Religion seemed to be in perfect harmony.  As Harvard’s initiates were 

told in 1845, and here I’ll paraphrase, faith in God’s benevolence was the real engine of 

scientific progress.  With it, scientists could trace “the footprints of a paternal 

Providence in every portion of the outward universe” and thereby draw closer to their 

God. Without it, even the most learned men were blind and unimaginative, and their 

quest for scientific knowledge, futile (Peabody [1845] 1915, pp. 78-9, 81-3, 87-8, 93). A 

generation or two later, and despite the Civil War and Darwin’s Origins of Species, PBK 

orators could still praise the growth of scientific knowledge as the engine of “Christian 

progress,” raising us to a higher life, in “communion with God” (March [1868] 1915, pp. 

121, 126-7; Schelling [1902] 1915, p. 295).  

For them, science and religion were one, and therefore teaching and preaching 

were one.  And since all knowledge formed a unified, divinely created whole, expressing 

the will and acts of the Creator, its acquisition at colleges like F & M would help form 

unified and properly ordered souls made in the image of that God. 

Towards the end of the 19th century, however, as America became increasingly 

diverse religiously and ethnically, and increasingly dependent economically on 

specialized knowledge and technical expertise, more and more American colleges 

officially moved away from their sectarian roots.  Nevertheless, it was still possible to 

believe in the liberating and character-forming qualities of liberal learning.  The husk of 

religious faith and practice may have been removed, but many still believed the moral 

kernel could be preserved and cultivated through the medium of the liberal arts, making 

for better doctors and lawyers, scientists and engineers: better because their liberal 
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education had broadened their sympathies, their understanding, and their sense of 

responsibility beyond mere professional interest (see orations by Adams [1876] 1915, p. 

170; Perry [1901] 1915, pp. 274-5). 

Since then the accelerating growth of science and technology, and of the 

economic demand for trained specialists has prompted further changes in the meaning 

and practice of liberal education, moving us further away from personal cultivation and 

reverence for a common cultural heritage, and placing increased emphasis on freedom 

of thought, critical inquiry, the expansion of scientific knowledge, and, of course, 

practical utility.  Yet, colleges, at least in their promotional literature, still appeal to the 

old notions of “character formation,” “moral development,” and “educating the whole 

person.”  During your years at F & M, our catalog has proudly proclaimed our continued 

commitment to the traditional Protestant notion of liberal learning as character 

formation by quoting from an 1837 speech by Marshall College’s first president, 

Frederick Rauch: “The fortune of our lives and our government depends not exclusively 

on useful knowledge but on our character as citizens, and to form this character by 

cultivating the whole [person] is the aim of education in the proper sense” (Rauch 

[1837] 1858, p. 451). 

But what can this fine old notion of education as soul-making possibly mean in 

an age when the liberal education most students receive is an idiosyncratic mix of 

disciplinary and distribution requirements, and a more or less haphazard collection of 

electives chosen from an ever-more bountiful educational buffet?  As a Reformed 

minister, philosopher, and classicist, what Rauch meant by educating the whole person 

was the harmonious cultivation and elevation of the “whole inner man” so that intellect, 

conscience, and, above all, the ‘will’ or ‘heart’ would be oriented by love towards the 
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“divine law” (Rauch [1837] 1858, pp. 450-3).  With such a properly oriented and 

harmoniously ordered soul, one would then feel rightly, think rightly, and act rightly.   

Our catalog emphasizes our continuity with the past, but makes no mention of Rauch’s 

actual views.  Instead it substitutes a radically new and trivializing, therapeutic ideal: 

“Because of its commitment to educating the whole person, the College has a number of 

programs that emphasize health and wellness, including personal counseling, programs 

in the residence halls, varsity and intramural sports and workshops on health issues.” 

Now I don’t want to read too much into this brief section of the catalog, which, I 

imagine, is really meant both to impress and to reassure the parents of prospective 

students, and does not express the true ideals of this College.   Nevertheless on this 

occasion when we celebrate those ideals through your initiation into PBK, I think it is 

worth asking if it is still possible to believe in them.  Is it still possible to believe that 

liberal learning can be liberating, uplifting, and ennobling; that it can help us to become 

better people; mold our characters in exemplary ways; and fit us for life in a democratic 

republic?  Can we still believe in “the love of wisdom as the [best] helmsman of life” that 

we profess today, and, if so, what might such a life even look like?  

To try to answer these questions, let me first tell you about one of my worst 

experiences in 32 years of teaching at F & M.  It happened about 20 years ago, in an 

Intro to Sociology class.  I cannot remember what we were discussing that day: maybe it 

was Erving Goffman’s notion of social interaction as a theatrical performance, with its 

implication that there is no such thing as a self, no core to our being, just a series of 

masks and dramatic roles we play to manipulate others.  Or maybe it was Marx, and his 

notion that human beings are merely personifications of what they do and how they do 

it.  Or perhaps it was Durkheim and his claim that everything about us that makes us 
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distinctively human, from our sexuality to all those mental attributes once associated 

with a “soul,” is really a social creation serving social ends, but whatever the topic of 

discussion was that particular day, there was a student in the class who simply could not 

bear any more disillusionment and blurted out in despair: “this course has made me so 

cynical.” 

What was so disturbing to me about her outburst was not the thought that she 

expressed, but the obvious anguish that lay behind it.  Here was a very good and 

thoughtful student, precisely the sort of student we value most highly.  She was not a 

stenographer, or a parrot, or a test-taking machine, but a sensitive young person who 

allowed what we were reading and discussing to really sink deeply within her to the 

point where it touched upon her own inner life, and threatened some of her cherished 

beliefs and assumptions.  Some of you may have had similar experiences, and you might 

say that this is simply part of the College experience today, a consequence of the critical 

thinking we praise; or you might say that any belief so easily shattered was never so 

deeply held to begin with, and maybe the distress she felt was the necessary starting 

point for a period of reflection that culminated in some beliefs and value commitments 

that could rest on more solid ground.  I hope this was the case.  Still this episode 

troubles me, because while I had caused this, and no doubt other, students the pain of 

disillusionment and inner confusion (along with other pains I’m sure), I could not do, 

and indeed ought not do anything to resolve it.  As a teacher, I might through critical 

analysis “liberate” her from some problematic beliefs, but I could not “liberate” her to 

some higher, better truth.  Even attempting to do so would be wrong, turning teaching 

back into the preaching it once was, and essentially imposing my beliefs on her. 
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Now some of you might be tempted to say that this is just a problem in my 

particular discipline, Sociology, but that is not the case, in part because sociological 

ways of thinking, and particularly the dogmatic assertion of the ‘social construction of 

everything,’ have penetrated throughout the social sciences and humanities, breeding 

the same kind of disenchantment and cynicism that this student experienced.  But there 

is a deeper problem as well, one which the sociologically-minded philosopher Georg 

Simmel called the “atrophy of individual culture through the hypertrophy of objective 

culture” (Simmel [1903] 1950, p. 422). All areas of knowledge and expression, he 

argued, have expanded so rapidly and have become so hyper-specialized, fragmented, 

abstract, and esoteric that they become increasingly detached from the concerns and 

experiences of real people and thus are less and less able to contribute to our inner 

cultivation. 

Even the “philosophy” that PBK praises as ‘the helmsman of life’ now leaves us 

utterly in the dark and lost at sea.  Two years ago, a colleague from another department 

and I were helping to interview a candidate for a position in the Philosophy department.  

Repeatedly we asked this candidate to explain to us what was interesting and significant 

about his/her specialized area of research and got utterly nowhere.   And when we asked 

the candidate how he or she would explain to a curious student what they studied and 

why, the candidate was simply dumbfounded.  (And just to reassure you, this candidate 

was not hired).  Afterwards, a member of the Philosophy department who was sitting in 

on the interview simply laughed at us, saying “Don’t you know that philosophers no 

longer talk to non-philosophers?”  

Well, they used to.  Plato’s Socrates went down to the Piraeus to pray and 

observe, argue and provoke, in an effort to free all of us whose lack of proper education 
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has left us imprisoned inside the ‘cave,’ and lead us outwards and upwards towards a 

rightly ordered soul, ruled by reason and oriented towards the “idea of the good,” but 

where do we teachers of today go and lead; besides to conferences, preferably in exotic 

locales? 

Still to be part of a college like F & M, and to be a member of PBK requires some 

continued faith in the goodness of liberal learning and its soul-making possibilities, but 

what are the possibilities that remain?  At a minimum, it’s important to recognize that in 

teaching, even specialists do more than convey specialized knowledge and specialized 

skills.  We also convey, whether well or badly, and whether consciously or 

unconsciously, certain moral qualities, such as, intellectual honesty and rigor, decency 

and civility in our professional interactions with others, and, if not devotion to a calling, 

at least dedication to a craft.  If we manage to render these attractive enough, and 

admirable enough, students might even emulate them in their own lives.   

This is a worthwhile start toward moral development, but I believe there is more.  

Your liberal education has also, I believe, sharpened what is usually called your “BS 

detector,” but since this a formal occasion, I would prefer to Anglicize and call your “rot 

detector.” A former Professor of Moral Philosophy at Oxford (John Alexander Smith) 

even declared that it is this ability “to detect when a man is talking rot” that constitutes 

“the main, if not the sole, purpose of education” (Smith, quoted in Delbanco 2012, pp. 

28-9) 

In light of the enormous cost of your education, this may not seem like much—

particularly to your parents—but it is also no small moral accomplishment, especially 

when the ‘rot’ detected is not merely that emanating from a politician on a screen, or a 

speaker on a stage standing behind a podium, but out of one’s own mouth as well.  With 
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this rot detector finely tuned, you can, if you wish, live lives of greater honesty and 

personal integrity; lives less susceptible to self-serving rationalizations and wishful 

thinking; making choices that are more thoughtful and deliberate, with a clearer sense 

of their implications and consequences, and their consistency with what you care about 

most, and with what is most worth caring about.   Should you feel yourself drawn to 

such a life, and by your election, we proclaim that we think you are, even if you are not 

yet aware of it yourself, I think your lives can indeed be better and happier.  Such a 

vision may be far more modest than those of the past, like Plato’s just man whose soul is 

perfectly tuned by reason to the idea of the good, or the Christian gentleman whose soul 

is perfectly tuned by faith to the idea of his God, but it might be both more attainable 

and a good deal less harmful to you and to others. 
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