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Another School Year — What for 9

by John Ciardi

1 Tam here to tell you that the business of the college is not only to train you,
but to put you in touch with what the best human minds have thought. If you have no
time for Shakespeare, for fine arts, for history, and for the basics of philosophy—
then you have no business being in college. You are on your way to being the
mechanized savage, the push-button barbarian. Our colleges inevitably graduate a
number of such life-forms, but it cannot be said that they went to college; rather
the college went through them-— without making contact.

2 No one gets to be a human being unaided. There is not time enough in a single
lifetime to invent for oneself everything one needs to know in order to be a
civilized human.

3 Assume, for example, that you want to be a physicist. You pass the great stone
halls of, say, MIT, and there cut into the stone are the names of the master
scientists. The chances are that few of you will leave your names to be cut into
those stones. Yet any one of you who managed to stay awake through part of a high
school course in physics, knows more about physics than did many of those great
makers of the past. You know more because they left you what they knew. The first
course in any science is essentially a history course. You have to begin by learning
what the past learned for you. Except as a man has entered the past of the race, he
has no function in civilization.

4 And as this is true of the techniques of mankind, so is it true of mankind’s
spiritual resources. Most of these resources, both technical and spiritual, are stored
in books. Books, the arts and the techniques of science, are man’s peculiar
accomplishment. When you have read a book, you have added to your human
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experience. Read Homer and your mind includes a piece of Homer's mind. Through
books you can acquire at least fragments of the mind and experience of Virgil,
Dante, Shakespeare —the list is endless. For a great book is necessarily a gift: it
offers you a life you have not time to live yourself, and it takes you into a world
you have not time to travel in literal time. A civilized human mind is, in essence,
one that contains many such lives and many such worlds. If you are too much in a
hurry, or too arrogantly proud of your own limitations, to accept as a gift to your
humanity some pieces of the minds of Sophocles, of Aristotle, of Chaucer — and
down the ages to Yeats, Einstein, E. B. White, and Ogden Nash— then you are
neither a developed human being nor a useful citizen of a democracy.

5 Tthink it was La Rochefoucauld who said that most people would never fall in
love if they hadn’t read about it. He might have said that no one would ever manage
to become human if he hadn’t read about it.

6 1 speak, I am sure, for the faculty of the liberal arts college and for the
faculties of the specialized schools as well, when I say that a university has no real
existence and no real purpose except as it succeeds in putting you in touch with
those human minds your human mind needs to include. The faculty, by its very

existence, says implicitly: “We have been aided by many people, and by many
books, and by the arts, in our attempt to make ourselves some sort of storehouse of
human experience. We are here to make available to you, as best we can, that
experience.”

N 81

John Anthony Ciardi (1916-1986): American poet, critic, and translator who
contributed to making poetry accessible to both adults and children.
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Notes

. (Para. 1) You are on ybur way to belng the mechanized saﬁajgé, thé_push—button
barbarian.

You are becoming a savage who behaves like a machine or a barbanan who acts
as if operated by push-buttons.

#5: (Para. 1) life-forms: living thmgs inferior in mind and not fully cmhzed

. (Para. 1) ...rather the college went through them — without making contact.
The author here implies that students without sufficient liberal education are
hollow men, with empty and unsound minds, who failed to receive a very
important part of college education.

. (Para. 2) No one gets to be a human being unaided. 9

No one is able to grow into a civilized human being without learning thmgs that
people in the past accumulated for him.

. (Para.3) The chances are that...

It is likely that...

. (Para. 3) MIT: the Massachusetts Institute of Technology

. (Para. 4) Homer (9th-8th century BC?): Greek epic poet, tradmonally
believed to have been author of the Iliad and the Odyssey
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8. (Para. 4) Virgil /'vedzil/ (70-19 B. C.): Roman poet, author of the epic
poem Aeneid
9. (Para. 4) Dante /'deent1, 'damnter/ (1265-1321): Italian poet, prose writer,

literary theorist, moral philosopher, and political thinker; author of The
Divine Comedy

10. (Para. 4) Sophocles /'sofokliz/ (496? -406 B. C)): Greek dramatist, author of
seven extant tragedies

11. (Para. 4) Aristotle /'eeristotl/ (384-322 B. C.): Greek philosopher, author of
works on logic, philosophy, natural science, ethics, politics, and poetics

12. (Para. 4) Geoffrey Chaucer (1340? -1400): English poet; author of The
Canterbury Tales

13. (Para. 4) La Rochefoucauld /'larrnffu:'kau/ (1613-1680): French author of
maxims and memoirs

14. (Para. 4) William Butler Yeats (1865-1939): Irish poet and playwright

15. (Para. 4) William Shakespeare (1564-1616): English poet, dramatist, and
actor, often called the English national poet and considered by many to be the
greatest dramatist of all time. His best known plays are Hamlet, King Lear ,
Othello and Macbeth

16. (Para. 4) E. B. White (1899-1985): American essayist and literary stylist. The
books he wrote for children, such as Charlotte’s Web (1952) and Stuart
Little (1945), are also appreciated by adults.

17. (Para. 4) Ogden Nash (1902-1971): American humorous poet.

I. Comprehension and Discussion

Questions about the text .

1. According to the author, what is the business of the college?

2. Why does the author call university graduates “life-forms” in the first
paragraph?

3. What does the author mean by saying that “ the first course in any science is
essentially a history course” ?

4. What does the author mean by saying that “no one gets to be a human being
unaided” ?




