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I. 
 
I’m really glad to share this day with you, to be back at my alma mater – literally, “nourishing 
mother.”   

As David said, it was right here that I matriculated – another term derived from the Latin 
for mother.   

As you can see, I appreciate how these terms gesture towards the ways in which you and 
I have been nourished and formed by our education here. 

I feel this deeply walking around again the last few days, seeing the familiar tables and 
chairs,  

the pinons, juniper, and sagebrush; 
I have such gratitude for my time in this beautiful place.  

 
I’m particularly glad to be speaking to those of you who have been exploring what we call the 
Eastern Classics, together with graduates of a program in Western Classics.   

That these traditions are taught here together and on equal footing is not to be taken for 
granted. 
 
Some years ago I taught Western philosophy to Tibetan monks at the Institute of Buddhist 
Dialectics.   

This is an ecumenical institute, started by the Dalai Lama and located in his compound in 
Dharamsala, in the foothills of the Himalaya.   

It is essentially a Great Books program; it’s a fourteen year curriculum in Buddhist 
thought structured around classic texts.  And they spend a few hours debating every day.   
 
My students, almost all monks, were excited to integrate Western philosophy into their studies, 
and the administration was happy to have me teaching there for a few semesters.  

But I remember drinking tea once with an elderly monk who worked in the administrative 
office who told me he didn’t see the point in studying Western thought.   

Either some parts were true, in which case they were in agreement with Tibetan 
philosophy, and it would take a lot of work to figure out which parts were true; or it was false—
in which case it may be interesting, but was probably harmful.   

In his view, Western thought was an object of curiosity; it was for him the way Hegel 
thought of Spanish poetry, chemistry, and music, interesting things to learn about but essentially 
a distraction. 
 
 
I think I laughed out loud, because what this monk said was so similar to a view I had heard from 
some Western philosophers, who believed that philosophy from India and Tibet, for example, 
should be taught in a religious studies department, or an area studies program. 
 Somehow they believed both in the universality of reason, and also seemed to think that 
this universal reason only arises, or is only accessible, in particular locations, or by particular 
people.   
  
The Graduate Institute is a welcome alternative to such parochialism. 
II. 
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To prepare today, I printed out the reading lists that constitute a map, of sorts, of your 

education. 
My comments largely reflect what arose for me as I was contemplating those lists. 
While much of what I am about to say will engage Western texts, you will see that I am 

framing my main point by drawing on Nāgārjuna, the third century Indian Buddhist thinker;  
I have heard that some of you are quite fond of his work. 
 
 
Looking at these lists of texts, I was thinking of how powerful they are.  
Some of these works exhibit the power of texts internally.   
Think of Augustine, in the garden, who hears the words that he should take up the book 

and read, and his reading radically transforms him.   
Or consider the Platform Sūtra, in which Huineng, the illiterate woodcutter who became 

the Sixth Zen Patriarch, overheard a recitation of the Diamond Sūtra in the market, and was 
awakened.   
 
 

While not quite as spectacular as the encounters with texts that led to Augustine’s 
conversion, or Huineng’s awakening, in my own life, these texts have, cumulatively, led to a 
kind of conversion. 

When I came to St. John’s, as a high school drop out—another reason I am grateful to St. 
John’s, that they accepted me—I had been living in Europe, and was very opinionated.   

I imagine my tutors can attest to that. 
Over time, reading all these texts, entering into these different, sometimes incompatible, 

and yet compelling worlds, loosened my grasp on my own opinions.   
And they unsettled the sometimes overwhelming force of the present as it appears in my 

own thinking. 
For me, this has been liberating.              

 
 
 
 
I will illustrate what I mean with the example of something I have been writing about recently, 
namely how we talk about happiness, and then come back to Nāgārjuna.   
 
In the industrialized West, we are in what some scholars have characterized as a “happiness 
turn.”   

This turn is evident in the work of positive psychologists, and their fellow-travelers in 
economics, epidemiology, and political science—what is sometimes called “the new science of 
happiness.”   

It’s evident in the more than 70,000 results that came up when I did a search for happiness 
under books on Amazon this past weekend.   

And it’s manifest in the ways that governments, corporations, and institutions are drawing on 
happiness research to inform their policies.   
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The vast majority of research in the new science of happiness uses two instruments to 
measure happiness: life satisfaction questionnaires, and, to a lesser extent, random experience 
sampling, which basically means smart phones that prompt research subjects to respond to 
questions at random times about how they are feeling.   

 
 
Thus, while headlines announcing the results of happiness research seem to have the 

precision, authority, and objective sound of statements of fact— 
for example, that keeping a gratitude journal will make you happier, or that joining a group 

that meets just once a month produces the same happiness gain as doubling your income— 
all this research depends on an implicit philosophical conception of happiness as being 

satisfied with one’s life or a conception of happiness as a positive hedonic state, as a good 
feeling measured by its duration and intensity. 
 
 
III. 

But, if you were in the history tutorial, you might remember Book I of Herodotus, when 
Solon, the wise man, visits Croesus, King of Lydia, the most powerful and wealthiest 
man in Greece, who therefore believes he’s the happiest. 

After Solon has been shown his great riches, to the king’s surprise, Solon doesn’t include 
him among the most happy. 

According to Solon, you can’t say you’re happy until your life is over because life is largely 
determined by luck and you never know what might happen to you. 

And, indeed, soon after Solon’s visit, the King’s son is killed in a freak accident,  
he misinterprets an oracle at Delphi, 
 and is lured into a disastrous war and he and his family are taken prisoner while his kingdom 

is destroyed by the Persian armies. 
Or think of Oedipus, unknowingly killing his father in a moment of self-defense and 

marrying his mother, through no fault of his own, just bad luck. 
 
Here we see an understanding of happiness very different from our own. 
Happiness is understood not as a feeling or subjective state but a characteristic of life as a 

whole, determined by luck. 
 
 
There’s another, very different, view of happiness, familiar to all of you graduates, that 

appears in most classical philosophers in India and in Greece.   
For these thinkers, even the Epicureans who regard pleasure as the highest good,  
happiness is achieved by conforming to nature, reality, or the Divine through understanding, 

contemplation, and virtue. 
Thus, happiness, or human flourishing, may still be rare, but for the most part, it’s in our 

control; it’s no longer understood simply as the gift of the gods.   
To be happy is to be aligned with something larger than ourselves. 
We see this in Augustine as well, whose first book after his conversion was on the happy life, 

in which he argues that pleasures of the body or soul, wealth, honor, and knowledge 
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are insufficient; only wisdom of God, because it has its source in God, can fully 
satisfy us. 

 
Our contemporary views of happiness could hardly be more different from the views of these 

classical thinkers. 
In the 17th century, Hobbes, in the Leviathan, is representative of a change in how we think 

about happiness.  For Hobbes, happiness is the satisfaction of desire.  Thus, he 
argues, the more power we have, the more desires we can satisfy, and the happier we 
will be.   

 
It’s this idea—that happiness is the satisfaction of desires—that is fundamental to modern 

views of happiness. 
 
And this is why so many 18th century French and British thinkers were so optimistic: if 

happiness is the satisfaction of desires, because everyone has desires, everyone could 
be happy. 

And this should inform how we structure our societies. 
 

My interest here is not to present a systematic review of the intellectual history of happiness, 
though I find it fascinating.  
 
I imagine that doing so would require moving beyond the St. John’s curriculum to understand 
more about the formation of contemporary views of happiness,  

and how they are influenced by the rise of consumerism and the loss of transcendent 
meaning that has often left a desire for well-being triumphant over other values. 
 
Rather, I want to say that my own experience of engaging with the texts I have been referencing 
is that they help me see how contingent our contemporary thinking about happiness is and it 
could be otherwise.   
 
With Aristotle, we might ask, is being satisfied really a measure of a good life?  

To be happy, in this way, might suggest that one is not overburdened by the sufferings of 
others, that one is satisfied with the way things are. 
 
 
 
And with Sophocles or Herodotus, we might ask, are we really responsible for our own 
happiness?   

Can we simply choose to be happy, as we are often told, and if we are not happy enough 
is it really our own fault because we’re not living in the right way?   

If Oedipus spent more time with friends, or got more exercise, or more sleep, or was 
more optimistic or kept a gratitude journal, or went to a regular monthly meeting, would he have 
been happy? 
 
Or, is happiness, as Kant says, something that we may desire, but it’s hard to say exactly what 
we’re wishing for,  
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that even if we might feel positive affects and be satisfied with our lives, we still 
somehow desire the mysterious and indefinite state that is always elsewhere? 
 
What I am saying, I suppose, is that being receptive to such a wide variety of texts, subverts a 
kind of facile dogmatism about particular claims.   

When there is always another, deeply compelling way to think about things, it is hard to 
cling to our own opinions. 
 
 

 
IV. 

 
For those of you in the Eastern Classics program, when you hear me talking about not 

clinging to opinions you may hear echoes of Nāgārjuna, and the many traditions inspired by his 
texts.     

 
Nāgārjuna’s project is precisely to loosen our grasp, to stop clinging to ideas, views, and 

assertions.   
With compelling and persuasive reason, Nāgārjuna systematically argues against the idea 

that any thing—time; space; motion; even the basic doctrines of Buddhism: dependent 
origination, impermanence, suffering, liberation; and even the Buddha—that none of these exist 
inherently.   

Yes, we can talk about these things; but if we think that they refer to some ultimate 
reality that is accessible beyond convention, our awareness will be constrained.  

 
Nāgārjuna’s analyses, then, disclose a wondrous and astonishing and inexplicable world.  

As Sandy Huntington describes it, Nāgārjuna’s project is to invite us into an experience of 
intense wonder and openness. 

 
For Nāgārjuna, this wonder and openness is a kind of wisdom; holding our opinions too 

tightly, then, is an obstacle to wisdom. 
 
Indeed, clinging to our opinions, Nāgārjuna thinks, is an obstacle to compassion as well, 

as it entangles us in ourselves, making it harder for us to understand and appreciate the 
experience of others. 

 
For Nāgārjuna, doing philosophy is a transformative practice because it leads to an 

openness and attention to the wondrousness of our world. 
 

 Thus, going back to the reading lists I was looking at this weekend, taken together, one 
can understand the study of all these different compelling texts, as a kind of transformative 
practice.   

It is what Pierre Hadot describes as a “spiritual exercise,” an aspect of what Foucault 
calls “care of the self.”   

It is to see the whole of humanistic education as Aristotle sees the study of ethics: not 
merely to acquire knowledge but to change who we are. 
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 One of the aspects I love about the education you and I share is how this care of the self, 
is very much a social practice, with conversation at its core. 
 
 What counts most, then, is not what information we have learned, or how many different 
authors we can cite at a party or in a commencement address-- 

Though, as you can see, this can come in handy sometimes— 
but how we have cultivated a practice that reveals the world in all its inexplicability and 

wondrousness, a world which upon closer inspection always defies facile explanations. 
 
 And, of course, this is not just a practice that takes place at St. John’s; it is, I think, at the 
core of humanities education anywhere that students are learning how to engage deeply with 
many texts, and especially, how to ask questions about what is generally taken for granted. 
 
V. 
 
 There’s a lot of talk these days about the crisis of the humanities and humanistic 
education.   

When I was at St. John’s the big debates in the humanities were concerned with questions 
such as whether and in what ways the canon should reflect the voices of women and people of 
color?  

whether the canon was Eurocentric and if this was a bad thing?  
whether there should be a canon at all?   
And I vaguely understood other arguments about how to read literature, for example, 

whether we should draw on the resources of theory when interpreting novels and poems.   
I think these are really important questions. 
But the point I want to make is that everyone engaged in those debates agreed that the 

humanities made important contributions to our lives, our culture, and our political society.   
They were not debates about the value of the humanities, but about how best to pursue 

humanistic inquiry and education in a pluralistic society. 
 
The fights today are over the very value of reading literature or studying history and philosophy.  

The current administration has proposed a budget that eliminates the National 
Endowment for the Humanities.   

And, according to a recent poll, two thirds of the voters in his party believe colleges and 
universities have a negative impact on the United States.   

My intuition is that they are not thinking of business schools, or nursing schools, or 
programs in accounting or physics or computer science. 
 
 But, as much as anything, it seems, in this political climate we need more people who 
practice the humanities, who cultivate a comfort weighing and engaging with a multiplicity of 
views, who think deeply but with openness to others.   

People who may have both Nāgārjuna’s openness and wonder about the world and his 
attention and care for the sufferings of others. 
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 Sometimes we are tempted to use a rhetoric of exceptionalism about St. John’s, but I trust 
you will find these people, that the conversations you have had here can be continued with new 
friends.   

Some of these will be St. John’s alumni—I have encountered them regularly, in 
unexpected places; there was an alumnus studying at the Institute of Buddhist Dialectics when I 
was there. 
 
 Indeed, I find it remarkable what St. John’s alumni do.   

When I read the alumni news I am often a little jealous of the lives described there. 
Our alumni are doing such endlessly fascinating work: making movies, working for 

social justice, teaching in all kinds of contexts, farming, making art and writing novels and 
poetry, building institutions, falling in love with intriguing people and places.   

I look forward to reading what you are up to some day, how you continue to answer the 
question for yourself of what a good life is. 

 
 
One final comment: 
There are a number of my former tutors here, and some who are no longer with us.   
For me, these include Mr. Swentzell, Mr. Darkey, Mr. Cave, Mr. Bart, Mr. Venable, and 

Mr. Steadman; perhaps there are others I don’t know about.   
Preparing to come, and then being on campus, I have thinking about you all a lot.   
When I look back at all the seminars in which you allowed us to flail about, as we 

became more adept at reading and listening and asking questions, I have such immense respect 
for your patience and good will.   

Much more than my faculty in graduate school, you inspired and nourished my 
intellectual life.   

It’s been fifteen years since I was in Sante Fe and I’m not sure when I will get another 
opportunity, so, let me end by expressing my gratitude.   

Thank you. 
 


