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iaropia currently has two main sections. In the first section, which we call 

Dialogues, the iaropia editor group presents interviews with tutors and stu
dents on subject matters that are related to the St. Johns Program, study 
method, or questions one may have in the classroom. In the second section, 
there are five subdivisions where we publish short essays from the community 
members on subjects related to seminar books and the four tutorial subjects: 
mathematics, music, lab and language. 

Please Note: 

In order to be more eco-friendly and ensure everyone who wants to read the 
imopia would be able to have a copy, we have decided to distribute our p ub
lication in the form of subscriptions (It is still free to all polity members). For 
our subsribers, we will send you a copy of iuropia directly to you through 

campus mail. 

For people who wish to subscribe for the future issues, the next chance would 

be the beginning of next fall semester. Keep an eye on the community an

nouncement for further details. In the meantime, there will be some copies 

distributed in the McDowell coffee shop, Mellon.fishbowl, library, and BBC 
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Foreword 
Dear Polity, 

This eighth issue of icnopia is exciting for two reasons. The first reason is that it is different. Instead 
of our usual content - in-depth tutor profiles and student essays on Program texts - we have assembled a 
collection of interviews with faculty members and submissions from our peers that cover topics from the 
political or apolitical environment of our community, to the issue of gender equality in classrooms and on the 
playing field, to free speech and censorship in academia - and much else besides. 

You might wonder: why this sudden break from our established custom? The answer is simple. We 
created icrrnpia to foster the spirit of inquiry in our Polity, and a healthy part of such inquiry is occasionally 
stepping back and asking ourselves about the way we conduct that very inquiry: what we're doing, why 
we're doing it, and if we're doing it right. In this issue, we try to address concerns that have come up in 
classrooms and in dorm rooms, among fellow students and through meetings with tutors. These concerns, it 
is true, are not perfectly resolved between the covers of this magazine - but our aim is not to solve difficult 
problems within one or two conversations. Our aim is rather to foster - to whatever extent we can - honest 
and constructive inquiry, debate, and discussion. 

I said earlier that there are two reasons for excitement about this eighth issue of icrrnpia, but so far 
I've only covered the first. The second reason this issue is particularly special is that it is, for those of us who 
founded the publication, our last. I therefore want to take this opportunity to express my deepest gratitude to 
our graduating editors - the ones who talked with me for hours and hours to develop ideas before we printed 
our first word, and who afterwards bravely took on the many tasks necessary to make icrrnpia a reality. I also 
want to thank the tutors who sat down for interviews with us, as well as the students who have allowed us to 
share their essays with the community. A special thanks is in order, too, for Mr. Michael Jordan in the Print 
Shop. His meticulous work is what makes icrrnpia so beautiful. 

Finally, we want to thank you, our readers. In these past two years, we have learned so much from 
you, and for that we are sincerely grateful. Though we are sad to leave you, we are excited for you to come 
to know the new team of editors - a creative and motivated bunch. From now on, icrrnpia will be in their 
capable hands. 

'1coµcv. 
Xiuyuan Zhang 
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Dialogues 

Mr. Crockett 
Ms. Goldner 
Mr. Lasell 
Ms. Locke 

Mr. Macfarland 
Mr. May 

Anonymous 

Dialogues 

Tutor: Mr. Steven Crockett Interviewer: Jonathan Llovet (Al 7) 

Mr. Steven Crockett received a BA in Music History and Theory from Earlham College, an MA 
in the Humanities from the University of Chicago, and a JD from Yale Law School. He first taught at St. 
John's College in Annapolis from 1970 to 1977, and then again in the Graduate Institute in Santa Fe during 
the summers of 1979-81. In the late Seventies, he also taught in the Program of Liberal Studies at the Uni
versity of Notre Dame. After an early adulthood in the academy, he practiced law for 28 years - for some 
of that time serving as legal counsel to Senate confirmed Presidential appointees - and helped to represent 
the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission in federal appellate court. Since late 2011, he has been a visiting 
tutor in Annapolis. 

Mr. Llovet: There is some concern among 
the students that budget cuts will affect the rich
ness of the community. My question about this 
has two parts. First, what do you think the role 
of student activities is and should be at the 
College? Second, what should students expect 
in the future about funding? 

Mr. Crockett: I am probably the wrong 
person to ask about those, because I don't know 
what all is happening or how long cuts might last, 
but I do know enough to say that whatever im
pacts there may end up being and however long 
they last, there will be impacts on everybody: 
students, faculty, staff. That's not to say that these 
questions aren't fair questions. They should ap
ply to all cuts, whatever they tum out to be. 

Take single-tutor seminars. There has 
been a tradition in the great books seminar since 
at least 1920, at Columbia, at John Erskine's urg
ing, that there be two leaders in the seminars. As 
far as I know, that has been the practice since the 
beginning of the St. John's Program in 1937 even 
in other budget-stressed times. I suppose one 
could argue that seniors know how to be inde
pendent. They don't need the presence of the sec
ond tutor in the classroom, since they themselves 
amount to another fifteen or sixteen tutors in the 
classroom. That may be a good argument. None
theless, one could be concerned about removing 
that 96-year-old mark of the seminars. 

Mr. Llovet: It comes to mind that some
one might point to the arguable success of the 
preceptorials as a good ground for - if not the 
advisability- at least the permissibility of going 
down to single-tutor seminars for senior year. 

Mr. Crockett: Yes. And you could make 
the same argument about the Graduate Institute. 
And the preceptorials play a larger part there, 
because the preceptorials are one third of a stu-

dent's class schedule, and that's where most of 
the writing is done. One difference it makes in 
the Graduate Institute is that the Institute students 
will not have the experience of seeing two tutors 
in the same seminar often disagreeing with each 
other. Another drawback for Institute students is 
that they see fewer tutors if there aren't two tu
tors in their seminars. So it's a double drawback 
for the Institute students - but they are older, so 
maybe it's less important for them. I don't know. 

Erskine had been very firm about there 
being two leaders in a seminar. In an essay he 
wrote on the beginning of those seminars at Co
lumbia, he says that it's the students who should 
do the talking, with some guidance from others a 
little more experienced. The presence of the extra 
leader would prevent either one from being an 
expert. There are no doubt similar reflections to 
be had about other cuts, some with much more 
immediate impacts on individual students, tu
tors, or staff. I wish these budget restrictions did 
not exist, and, as I said, you ask fair questions 
about them. Still, it may tum out that, as with 
single-leader seminars, we already have, or can 
develop, the resources within ourselves to miti
gate - or even overcome - the negative impacts 
of many of these restrictions. 

I was hoping you would focus on your 
political questions, not the ones on budgets - but 
what is more political than a budget? It shows 
clearly that the College does not exist in an im
permeable bubble. But students know that. 

Mr. Llovet: I would prefer to spend more 
time on the politics also, because that's the part 
I think you can tell me more about. As is evi
denced by jokes about the "Johnnie Bubble," 
some students at the College have a tendency to 
isolate themselves from the world outside of the 
College. At the same time, there are students and 
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Dialogues 

alumni who have quite active political lives, and 
some pursue careers in politics. What relation 
do students at the College have to the political 
world outside of the College? What do you think 
tends to make some students avoid political life, 
and what makes others pursue it? Does it seem 
that the attitudes of students of the College are 
characteristic of the attitudes of students at other 
schools? To put the question generally, what 
do you think the role of the College is in shap
ing the political life of students and alumni? 

When I ask these questions, I have myself 
in mind as one of the students, who, at least for 
part of my time at the College, have withdrawn 
from the world outside. I think this is one of the 
reasons that I was moved so much by Hesse's 
novel The Glass Bead Game. 

Mr. Crockett: Why? 
Mr. Llovet: Because the members of 

-ure in the sand: "Don't disturb my circles." Mo
nastic orders of all kinds in one way or another 
hold out of the world, 6 K6crµo~. Here, that's a 
term not of praise of the great design of the world. 
In the Gospel of John, 6 K6crµo~ is the world that 
did not recognize the Word that had become flesh. 
There, 6 K6crµo~ has a different sense than in the 
beginning of the second chapter of Genesis in the 
Septuagint: KUL CJUV£T£Afo8ricrav 6 oupavoc; Kal 
~ y~ KUL nae; 0 Kocrµoc; UUTWV. "And the heavens 
and the earth were completed, and the whole cos
mos of them." 

However, the retreat from the world, if 
intended to be complete and permanent, does not 
succeed. That the budget comes at the top of the 
list of your questions shows that. But even more: 
the retreat may never have been intended to be 
complete or permanent. Tutors - those members 
of the college community who might be thought 

to have most sought to Castalia - a sacred, scholar
ly realm in the novel - are 
removed from the world of 
everyday affairs, of political 
matters, of war, and other 
things like this. They live in 
their Eden, and they work. 
But what the novel, a biogra
phy of one of Castalia's best 
leaders, Josef Knecht, shows 
is that it's not the case that 
we can just retreat from the 
world. Even institutions that 

' 'There's nothing that we 
study that doesn't lie in 

leave the world behind -
have friends, or parents, 
or children. Tutors may 
be deacons in a church, 
members of a county or 
city council. They may 
be members of political 
advocacy groups. They 
may be doctors, former 
military, professional 
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a political web. And I struggle 
to think of a single author in the 
Program who was not working in 
that web - to understand some 
aspect of it, or to advance it or 
change it." musicians. They may 

have practiced law. By 

seem like they're immune to :fluctuations in po
litical and economic realities are not so, in fact. 
We are present at a time in history and the things 
that happen in the world affect us, even if we 
try to stay aloof from them by concerning our
selves with what's eternal and focusing less on 
the things that seem to be transitory. The things 
that are transitory are a part of what happens over 
long periods of time, and those same transitory 
things, in some fashion, inform what we say is 
eternal. 

Mr. Crockett: That's certainly true. Im
ages out of our common reading will come to 
mind. Archimedes probably would rather sit in 
his bathtub and think about hydrostatics. But he 
lost his life, according to tradition, drawing a fig-

virtue of their gender, or race, or religion, or 
country of origin, they may have suffered great
ly. They may help administer the College, estab
lished under a government charter, and therefore 
established with a public - and therefore political 
- purpose in mind, a purpose they cannot escape 
even if they wanted to. And all tutors, whatever 
their lives beyond the College, have committed 
themselves to this polity, this political entity, to 
learning what they can about a great many aspects 
of wu K6crµou , and, more especially, to helping 
students do the same. No one should think that 
this is a labor lightly taken up, that one does not
struggle with one's limits, or that one does not of
ten say, "I'd have been more helpful if I'd ... " 

So, the College, just as it is, is a political 
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institution. Every book that we read has some po
litical aspect to it - I don't mean Democrat versus 
Republican. Party affiliations don't reveal much 
about a person. I'm a life-long Democrat, but I 
have serious doubts about electing presidents by 
popular vote. I mean "political" in the sense that 
we are all political animals; that is, we live togeth
er in groups and try to work together in groups, 
and so, everything we do has some sort of im
pact on the community. Take gender for instance: 
Who is Penelope, what kind of position has she 
been put in, and what does she accomplish? What 
in the world is Nietzsche saying about women? 
"Supposing that Truth is a woman - what then? 
Is there not ground for suspecting that all phi
losophers, in so far as they have been dogma
tists, have failed to understand women[ ... ]?"' Or 
take Marlow's remark in Heart of Darkness that 
we should let women be in their kinder, gentler 
world, not tell them how things really are. And 
yet, the female figures in that book are impres
sive, maybe more so than the males. 

Maybe Euclid is without political im
plication? No, that can't be. Maybe least of all 
Euclid. You can't read, for instance, Abraham 
Lincoln, and not see the impact that his study of 
Euclid - his "nearly mastering" the first six books 
of Euclid - had on the way that he thought and 
the way that he argued. There's nothing that we 
study that doesn't lie in a political web. And I 
struggle to think of a single author in the Program 
who was not working in that web - to understand 
some aspect of it, or to advance it or change it. 
And many of the readings are overtly "political" 
in the common sense of that word. I sometimes 
think that the students who are worried that the 
world has been left behind don't realize that it 
sits before them as an open book, literally. Many 
students would like the College to have more dis
cussion of issues ordinarily thought of as politi
cal, and current such issues. How would they ex
pect that to happen? Maybe in a preceptorial. Has 
anyone ever offered a preceptorial on gender? 

Mr. Llovet: Ms. Goldner did a preceptori
al on The Second Sex this year. 

Mr. Crockett: Yes. That reminds me of a 

1 Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, Preface, l; 
trans. by Helen Zimmern 

course of readings put together by Leon and Arny 
Kass, who taught at the University of Chicago for 
many years. He taught at St. John's in Annapolis 
for a few years in the Seventies. The collection of 
readings Leon and Arny put together was entitled 
Wing to Wing, Oar to Oar: Readings in Courtship 
and Marriage, one book in a series called "The 
Ethics of Every Day Life." The Kasses' book, and 
all the others in the series, had the same format. 
They were collections of thoughtful readings in
tended as bases for discussion. Those readings 
went from ancient to modem, even contemporary 
- that is, not simply from the twentieth century, 
but perhaps even from a just-published book or 
journal article. These readings would be arranged 
under questions, though under each question the 
organization of readings would be chronologi
cal. That's not done at the College except in the 
lab. In the great books programs of various sorts, 
there's long been a useful tension between orga
nizing reading programs around books, or orga
nizing the programs around questions or topics. 
Mortimer J. Adler could look at whole books and 
liked to work that way, but sometimes he liked to 
approach the tradition through questions or top
ics. The same tension exists in the "common law" 
tradition rooted in English judge-made law. You 
can either have the judicial opinions stretched out 
chronologically, in which case you read them all 
more or less chronologically, reading every opin
ion whole; or you can have an organization based 
on subject matter, so that you can go to certain 
indices and trace questions through several de
cisions. But that means you are looking only at 
parts of decisions. You ask, "What is motion?" 
Well, to answer that, you read a bit of Aristot
le, you read a bit of Maxwell, you read a bit of 
Newton. But reading that way, you never see the 
breadth and depth of a single work. St. John's has 
been devoted to the other alternative, to seeing 
the breadth and depth of single works. Even in 
the music tutorial or the language tutorial, you 
pull back from coursework in the first semester to 
look at a whole work in the second semester. It's 
mainly in the lab that the topical survives, though 
the labs are not solely topical. But it might be tak
en up sometimes in preceptorials or study groups. 

What I want students to understand is that 
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and whole texts chronologically, without regard 

11 -stand the arguments of the other side, and to be erally goes on in a law school classroom. That if you want the College to take up contemporary 
able to speak to those arguments directly in a same sense of responsibility - which Polgreen I questions, it's not going to be by means of rallies to topic or subject, the role of the leader is main-
way that respected the other advocates and the think sees as hers as well - is ours here, too. and protests. If the College is going to participate ly to ask questions. Law professors, by the way, 
judges. That's the kind of discussion that gen-in discussions of contemporary political ques- are very good at that, though sometimes rather 

tions, it is going to do so by means of inquiry into severe. Edward Levi, once President of the U. of 
texts that help us out, whether the texts are classic Chicago, and before that Dean of its law school, 
wholes of great depth and breadth, or topical ar- was once reported to have said, in response to a Tutor: Ms.Rebecca Goldner Interviewer: Seth Kates (Al 9) 
rangements of shorter but still deeply thoughtful poor answer, "Somebody put coins on that man's Ms. Rebecca Goldner joined the College as a tutor in 2014 and is now in her third year here at St. 
readings, as have been put together by the Kass- eyes. I think he's dead." And the teacher isn't the John's. Before that, she served as a visiting professor for Villanova University at the Villanova Center for 
es, Adler, Robert Goldwin (who was dean of the only one who should be asking questions in a law Liberal Education. While there she earned her PhD in Philosophy. 
College when I arrived in 1970), and others who class or a class at St. John's. Robert Bork one day 
have helped set up programs of liberal education said, in a class that wasn't going well, that Rob- Mr. Kates: As you know, for this issue Mr. Kates: You seem to be referencing a 
through discussion of great works. ert Maynard Hutchins, when Hutchins was Dean of icnopia, we were thinking that we would little bit the Milo Yiannopoulos speech that hap-

Mr. Llovet: This topical approach sounds of Yale Law School, used to leave class after ten get tutors ' thoughts on several prominent top- pened at UC Berkeley, where there was a large 
like how the GI program is set up. Does it seem minutes if he hadn't heard any interesting ques- ics around and in our college lives. I would amount of violent protest, which is actually 
like the GI program is more or less like this? tions from students by that point. like to begin by discussing an issue that seems brought up in the Murray article. In this article, 

I Mr. Crockett: Less. The Institute's pro- So, I think there's a consistency of ap- to plague academia as a whole: free speech in they speak with Charles Murray and the faculty 
gram is divided into 5 "segments," four of which proach. The discussion is going to be dominat- the classroom and in the education community. of Middlebury, and one of the ideas of the arti- : match the rough four-fold division that one sees ed by the students, but they can be hard-pressed The current feeling of some critics seems to be cle is there is supposed to be a system of stan-
in the Encyclopedia Britannica's Great Books of by the tutors. Now, Ms. Brann would say here that free speech is being infringed upon in the <lards that the speaker would have to pass to be 

I the Western World, but the divisions made' for that the tutor is a part of the seminar too, and she form of "trigger warnings" and violent protests. allowed to speak. It's the idea that the speaker 
those segments are not taken too seriously, either ought to be able to express her opinions as well. In opposition, though, there are those that say has certain guidelines they would have to follow 

I in the Institute or in the Great Books set. So, for I've seen her do that, but she doesn't belabor "trigger warnings" are a necessary means of an so that it's not just blatantly hateful. If they were 
example, an Institute student's preceptorial pa- them, or shield them from critique, and she very inclusive and educational environment, and that to wish to come or be invited they would have to 
per can be recorded as being part of any of the much wants to hear what the students have to these violent protests are simply a reactionary II ' 

fit into this standard. II 

segments, whatever the subject of the paper. And say. But if something like that is going to work, force against blatantly provocative or slander- Ms. Goldner: To me, that doesn't en-
the segments are not obviously organized around it means that however well-known the politics of ous material that abuses, sort of, the idea of free tirely change the body of speeches and written 
questions, or at least not as obviously as the a tutor is, a tutor should engage in inquiry about speech. Now, what is your opinion in concern work that a speaker might have out there. Even 
books in the series, "Everyday Ethics." the texts and the seminar's questions about them. with free speech on college campuses as a if they agree to keep a campus lecturer within I 

Mr. Llovet: One criticism of or concern The students will have to come to the discus- whole? certain bounds, it seems to me that a particular-
about this kind of curriculum is that the people sions with something other than a spirit perhaps Ms. Goldner: The first thing that comes ly controversial speaker, who has in other plac-
who are devising the lists might subtly lead the too much in evidence in response to Lydia Pol- to mind is the Middlebury situation, which, I es and times used hateful language and hateful 
inquiry a certain direction by only choosing cer- green's recent lecture2 at the College. A lot of the will admit, I have not followed carefully. I feel speech - I'm not sure I see why the university or 
tain readings and by putting them in certain or- students were enthusiastic about her (I certainly that, in one respect, yes, colleges can bring in college would want that person on their campus. 
ders. was), and many of those same students probably whomever they want to speak to the student It's hard for me to understand why you would 

Mr. Crockett: Absolutely. I think that's felt that way be cause they saw before them an body, but they have some responsibility to make invite somebody whose message is one of hate 
one of the reasons the College has wanted to articulate and accomplished progressive, some- good choices. Now, that doesn't mean that those to come to speak on a college campus. I stick to reading books in a non-committal order one they'd like to be like. Good. But I think many choices have to be politically oriented one way Mr. Kates: I can say, at least in the Yian-
- chronological order. In the sciences, I suppose of these same students were a little disappointed or the other and not necessarily even oriented the nopoulos case, that it's not often seen by at least 
there is a reason for not ordering the readings ex- at hearing her talk so much about giving Trump way that the student body in general might be. a few that it's hateful. It's given weight as some-
elusively in a chronological order; so, in the fresh- supporters more of a voice in The Buffington But I think that it would be in everybody's inter- thing that's politically motivated now, so that 

! man lab, some modem biological work is read Post. The students should not be disappointed. In est that colleges not bring speakers to campus we have this discussion of the different actions 
before Archimedes, and some modem chemistry the courtrooms in which I practiced, it was part whose speech is particularly hateful or harmful Yiannopoulos speaks of. What many would 
before Galileo. One might say that consequently of my professional responsibility, indeed ethical to specific groups of people. I don't see that as deem as hateful, the opposition would not. It's 
it's alright if we indulge in courses in that case. responsibility, to know, acknowledge, and under- an infringement on free speech because colleges difficult, then, and that's why the system would 
I think that's a strong claim. But whether you 

2 The 2017 Steiner Lecture, ''.American Identity in the Age 
get to choose who comes and speaks publicly in be in place. Yiannopoulos, who might be com-

go through a course set by a teacher the way the 
of Trump;' given by Lydia Polgreen, the editor-in-chief at their spaces. pletely provocative, might get taken out, but a 

Kasses would often do, or take a series of large 
The Huffington Post, on March 31. 
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certain person who has edgier language and ideas 
would still be allowed in for the sake of conver
sation and building ideas that are better suited for 
the college. 

Ms. Goldner: I understand that not ev
erybody can agree on what is hateful language 
or what is hate speech or discriminatory speech, 
but it seems to me that colleges stand in a sort 
of unique position where they do get to choose 
who comes. They are acting in the best interest, 
I would hope, of the student body, and some of 
that would be by providing an atmosphere in 
which one should feel comfortable and safe. One 
way I think about this is: how would I feel if an 
academic institution that I was a member of de
cided to bring in something like a speaker who 
had published anti-Semitic writings - even if 
that wasn't going to be the focus of their speech? 
I wouldn't feel very good about that: I think it 
has to do with feeling like this institution can't 
respect me very much as a member of a certain 
group if this is somebody that they're going to 
invite as an authority, or as somebody who ought 
to be listened to. I think that colleges and univer
sities have an opportunity to make better choices 
than one might find in a place where there can't 
be any regulation of who gets to speak (the in
ternet at large, for example). Colleges and uni
versities can decide who comes and speaks and, 
in that respect, I'd like to think they would make 
choices that can challenge their students but not 
choices that make their students feel unheard or 
unseen. 
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Mr. Kates: You've mentioned speakers 
that would challenge students, but what steps 
should be taken when, like in the Murray arti
cle, Charles Murray - not necessarily anti-Semit
ic, anti-gay, or racist, someone who has actually 
spoken at a certain institution before without pro
test - what are the steps that the college should 
take for students or for the speaker if students 
do protest after the institution has decided the 
speaker should come in? 

Ms. Goldner: I think they should let them 
protest. I take it that the Middlebury protest 
turned somewhat violent, and there was thought 
that outside protesters had come in. I think that 
the student body has a right to protest. I do belie-

-ve that. I don't think other people necessarily 
have a right to come on to the campus and join 
- maybe they do have the right to join- but they 
certainly don't have the right to incite protest. 
Middlebury is a private institution like St. John's. 
I assume that they get to determine to some de
gree who gets to come on campus and protest. 
The students might be wrong sometimes, but I 

CCpor every person who has a 
right under the constitution 

to stand up and say something I 
don't agree with, I have the right 
to protest and to voice that opposi
tion. To some degree, protest is the 
reason to have free speech:' 

think a student at an institution has a right to pro
test anything they want. They may not be heard, 
but as long as the protest isn't hurting a specific 
group of people, or aimed at hurting anyone in 
particular, I'm not sure why we would want to 
regulate that. 

Mr. Kates: So, essentially, the college 
should allow for the protest, but they shouldn't 
stop the speaker or anything to that effect? 

Ms. Goldner: I think that mistakes are 
made sometimes. If I recall correctly, every once 
in awhile invitations have been issued by col
leges and universities which, on further examina
tion, were probably genuine mistakes. And some
times it's the students or the faculty who are able 
to bring to the attention of whomever issued the 
invitation that this is a bad choice and for these 
reasons - this person says things or does things 
that could be very harmful to members of our 
community. So on occasions when a mistake has 
been made or when somebody has overlooked 
something about the speaker, or was unaware of 
some body of work they have produced, it's okay 
to revoke an invitation. On the other hand, if the 
administration or a group of faculty members (or 
whoever does the inviting or issuing of the invi
tation to speak) is fully aware and has a reasoned 
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and thoughtful account of why it's important this 
person speak, then no, I don't think the invitation 
should be revoked. I don't think that the person 
should be prevented from speaking, and I think 
that anybody who wants to protest should be al
lowed to protest. What it comes down to for me 
is, if you're inviting somebody who's controver
sial, what kind of conversation are you hoping 
the controversial nature of that speaker will in
stigate? Some speech doesn't instigate dialogue 
and conversation; it's just hateful and ignorant. 
That's not useful to have a discussion about (I 
don't think) most of the time. But if the speaker 
has claims or an argument or a position that is 
worth exploring in the minds of whomever issues 
the invitation, I suppose I'd be pretty inclined to 
say they should speak. If no one goes, then no 
one goes. That speaks more loudly than anything 
else to me. 

Mr. Kates: From what I've read and 
from what I've heard, the protests are seen 
as a type of censorship. They're critiqued as 
a type of censorship that abuses free speech. 
What do you think of that? 

Ms. Goldner: I don't think protest is cen
sorship. I feel pretty strongly that protest is not 
censorship. In fact, protest is free speech. For ev
ery person who has a right under the constitution 
to stand up and say something I don't agree with, 
I have the right to protest and to voice that oppo
sition. To some degree, protest is the reason to 
have free speech. I think protest is fundamental 
to dialogue and to change and to opening peo
ple's minds. I think protest is really important. 
You can have a protest of something - let's say 
people who are going to the airport to protest 
the refugee ban - and then there would be peo
ple who protest the protestors. I think they both 
have equal rights to be there. Protest is one of 
the ways in which we show our commitments. I 
don't think it's helpful if it turns into a shouting 
match, but I think that showing up, being present, 
standing up for the things you're committed to is 
just fundamental to a democracy. I don't think it's 
shutting down voices to show up and say "I don't 
agree." What would be the counter argument? 
What would you say? 

Mr. Kates: Against protests? 

Ms. Goldner: Yes. What would be the 
claim that protests are a form of censorship? I 
suppose one might say that protests are a way of 
speaking to the people who make the decisions. 

Mr. Kates: From what I understand, I 
think it could be seen as a sort of pressure not to 
speak. In that way, it seems to be a sort of abuse 
of free speech. Because of that pressure, others 
who may be correct in what they say or in their 
ideas - or just truthfully trying to discuss some
thing - would be oppressed by the idea of hav
ing a protest every time they're trying to discuss 
something. 

Ms. Goldner: As I said, my primary stance 
is that invitations to speak on a college campus 
should be issued with thought and attention to 
why they're being issued. If they're controver
sial, there should be some sort of justification or 
account as to why that person's been invited, and 
if that happens andthe student body or members 
of the community choose to protest, I don't think 
the invitation should be revoked. I don't see it 
as censorship. I see it as saying "we're going 
to stand here and say we don't approve of this" 
and it's going to happen and both those things 
should be able to take place. I guess maybe that 
undermines the point of the protest. Maybe I see 
protest as something different. That more people 
attended protests the day after the inauguration 
than attended the inauguration, both those things 
had to happen in order to be able to make the kind 
of statement that those two events together make. 

Mr. Kates: Shifting gears a little bit to a 
different type of protest: President Roosevelt, in 
a speech last January, said of trigger warnings 
that "Many schools now offer what are called 
'trigger warnings' to alert students ahead of time 
of something in a reading that might make them 
uncomfortable." He says "Not to mistake him" 
and he's "not mocking this path" and that he "un
derstands it," but that he thinks it "begins from a 
place of woundedness, not strength, and it main
tains that woundedness rather than seeking to 
overcome it." Further, it's not "an intellectually 
curious path" nor "a brave" path to allow to take 
place. And, the opinion provided in the open let
ter to President Roosevelt in opposition to these 
remarks can be summed up, I feel, in a few quo-
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-tes. In opposition to his take on what is "brave;' 
an alumna recounts an experience of a brave 
student who was confused by the math prop
osition they had to present and goes up to the 
board, and everyone benefits from helping the 
one student in a better way than if that student 
had known everything to it, chalked it out, and 
went back to their seat. The letter also discuss
es the trauma that causes the need for trigger 
warnings, or what would be considered the need 
for trigger warnings, and how these people are 
"tough enough" and brave enough as it is. So, 
with this in mind, where do you stand on the 
idea of trigger warnings? 

Ms. Goldner: First of all, I strongly dis
like calling them "trigger warnings." I understand 
that trigger has a meaning - that something can 
be triggered or set off - but it always sounds to 
me like a reference to guns, so everything about 
this word makes me uncomfortable. I think this is 
a really difficult issue. I think in some cases, we 
are dealing with psychological trauma, and the 
classroom is not always the right place to face 
one's psychological trauma. It probably is rarely 
the right place, or the right first place. There are 
some issues that, when a student is faced with 
it, they could suffer psychologically, and to me 
that has to be more than just "I'm uncomfort
able." Discomfort is part of the learning process, 
and it's an important part: being confronted with 
things that make you squirm and even make you 
a little sick. But things that merit this term that 
we now use - "trigger warning" - I take them 
to be more serious than discomfort or unease 
or unhappiness, and I don't think they should 
be treated lightly. President Roosevelet's letter 
is not the first time I've heard that we don't is
sue trigger warnings, and we aren't the first in
stitution to offer this claim and I don't know if 
he is the first person to formulate it in terms of 
strength. Students are their own best judges of 
what they can handle in the classroom. If a stu
dent chooses to remove themselves because of an 
issue raised by the reading, or because the student 
hears from other students that the reading will 
cause them deep pain or psychological anxiety 
or stress or something even more alarming, then 
that student has every right to choose not to do 
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that reading, to choose not to participate in that 
seminar. It's unusual here, because students are 
pretty aware of what readings might be a prob
lem or what texts might be a problem, and they 
make their own choices. If I have a student who, 
when there's a certain reading coming up, says, 
"I might have trouble with this. I'm not sure I 
should attend seminar," or "Ifl leave during sem
inar, this is why," I think that's the bravest thing 
a student can do - to know their own limits and 
to know when the classroom is not the place to 
confront something. Those students know if they 
can't confront a particular issue in the classroom. 
It doesn't seem to me a form of weakness to oc
casionally recuse oneself from a discussion that -
for reasons that have nothing to do with the class, 
or the seminar, or the tutor, or the other students 
- are not in one's best interests. That's not really 
an answer to the trigger warnings question, is it? 
I was really thinking about it in terms of what we 
do here. 

Mr. Kates: Well, we can understand that 
what we do here is a special case because it's 
discussion-based, and we seem to have a large 
amount of foresight with our curriculum not hav
ing changed in seventy years. In fact, something 
you've said seems to agree with what the open 
letter states in response to President Roosevelt's 
strength construction: namely, when they say that 
"to force a position of strength on a wound does 
not heal it, it merely ignores and exacerbates it. 
Seeking to 'overcome' woundedness by denying 
its existence is absurd and, according to all re
search and evidence, counterproductive." That 
seems to be in line with what you're saying- but, 
if I understand the opposition correctly, it's that 
trigger warnings are understood as something 
that inhibits dialogue by encouraging us to avoid 
engaging with questions and subjects that are dif
ficult. 

Ms. Goldner: I guess that wasn't what my 
understanding of a trigger warning. Maybe I mis
understood this, but I thought it was the kind of 
thing where a professor is expected to warn stu
dents if the content of what they are about to talk 
about, or show, or assign as a reading contains 
something that might be difficult, not that they 
were going to remove that content from their co-
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-urse. Otherwise, why would you warn people -
you would just remove it, right? 

Mr. Kates: That's what I had thought. 
And that it was the students' choice to leave or 
to not participate, even if they were only mildly 
discomforted. 

Ms. Goldner: I mean, mild discomfort 
is not a reason to not participate. Maybe that's 
what President Roosevelt had in mind, but I do 
think that we still have to let students be their 
own judges of what they can handle in a class
room and what they can't. This might mean that 
some students will never confront things simply 
because they make them uncomfortable. I'm not 
sure I would frame that in terms of strength or 
weakness, though. I'm just not sure I find that 
language particularly helpful in thinking about 
the kinds of subjects that I assume merit these 
kinds of warnings. I don't know. Perhaps, if a stu
dent says "I can't confront this issue" or "I don't 
want to talk about this issue because it makes 
me uncomfortable," then they should at times 
be encouraged to speak to a counselor. Not be
cause you have to confront it in the classroom 

' 
or become capable of doing so, but because you 
can't always avoid these things; sometimes there 
won't be a warning that issues are going to come 
up, and a counselor or another professional could 
provide a better place to try to think about these 
issues than the classroom. 

Mr. Kates: Let's say a student comes to 
their tutor stating they wish to miss a class in or
der to avoid a certain topic. Is it the responsibil
ity of the tutor to then suggest counseling to 
the student? 

Ms. Goldner: No, I don't think necessari
ly. I think it depends on the tutor's judgment and 
assessment of the student and of the way the stu-

dent is presenting the concern and the way that 
the student presents as a whole. I don't think it 
would be wrong if a student said, for example, "I 
can't participate in the Don Giovanni seminar be
cause I can't sit in the room and have a discussion 
about someone whom I view as a sexual preda
tor." I also don't think it would be wrong for the 
tutor simply to say, "If you feel you can't partic
ipate, you are of course free to skip that seminar, 
to recuse yourself of that discussion, to remove 
yourself from that situation." But I could also see 
saying to that student that maybe talking to one 
of our counselors would be beneficial. If a stu
dent says, "I can't be a part of this discussion be
cause it affects me in a psychological way," I'm 
inclined o think tutors need to accept that. Tutors 
are probably not the ones who should be push
ing or encouraging students to move into areas 
that are psychologically challenging to them in a 
hurtful or painful way. If a student runs the risk 
of suffering because of a discussion in seminar , 
I think the tutor has to accept that they shouldn't 
be there. If the student is at a level where absence 
is a problem, it's the seventh or eighth absence, 
and they say, "I can't be a part of this discussion," 
then I would say, "Look, I completely appreciate 
that you can't be a part of that discussion, but I 
am going to ask you to speak to the assistant dean 
or Ms. Waters." I'm glad that we have that option 
- we have someone here that straddles the line 
between organizing students and caring for stu
dents. That person has training to evaluate wheth
er or not the student should be in class, training 
that I do not have. I have a degree in philosophy. . 
That does not, in any way, equip me to care for 
students the way that a therapist, a counselor, a 
psychologist can provide care. It also doesn't 
equip me to make judgments that students don't 

CC politeness can be a double-edged sword in discussions, and we have 
many students who, for reasons of gender, culture, or background, 

don't find jumping in to a conversation particularly easy. But our class
rooms are shared spaces, and the onus is not merely on those students to 
find a way in, but on the students who talk more to help keep space open 
for them:' 
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need that care and should show up for class. It's 
outside the purview of my judgment. 

Mr. Kates: So in an instance where a 
student comes to a tutor and says they feel un
comfortable and the tutor is unwilling to let them 
miss a class ... 

Ms. Goldner: Students are autonomous in 
this way. They get to decide whether or not they 
come to class. I think it's really trivial whether 
you count it as an absence or not. That is just not 
what's important about this kind of discussion. 
But if a student is not in class, then they are ab
sent. If they're at a point where absence is a prob
lem then, as I said, it's not up to me to determine 
whether that absence is justified. I'm inclined to 
say yes in these cases, but I also tend to encour
age students to the assistant dean in many cases. I 
can see the other side of it: some tutors might feel 
that there is a benefit to the student confronting 
the thing the student feels they can't confront. I 
can't speak for the other tutors. I can only say 
that, for myself, I would not be comfortable mak
ing that evaluation. It's not something I would 
want to be the judge of. 

Mr. Kates: At this point then we should 
switch to the other topic I wanted to talk to you 
about: gender equality in academia. A report pub
lished by Columbia University dealing with gen
der discrepancies in the classroom found that, to 
name a few points, instructors are more likely to 
use male students' names when calling upon stu
dents and mentioning ideas that advanced discus
sion; female students are less likely to take part in 
class discussions; male students speak more fre
quently and for longer in class discussions; and 
female students are likely to express their ideas 
in more hesitant, tentative, indirect ways - less 
assertively and more politely. Are these obser
vations accurate to your own? 

Ms. Goldner: I do hate to speak in gen
eralizations, and I'm dealing with the fact that 
I've been a part of (at least) five academic in
stitutions over the past twenty years, at both the 
high school and college level, and there's a wide 
variance across those institutions. So, I would 
be more comfortable speaking about my own 
experiences as a student and then to a lesser ex
tent as an instructor, or tutor, or faculty member. 
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My experience as a student was that there was 
a lot of gender bias in the classroom. Not every 
classroom, but in the ones in which it occurred, 
it was harmful. It was harmful to me personally. 
When I was an undergraduate, I wasn't aware of 
how harmful it was, and I think that's the thing I 
find most frightening about it - that it's subtle a 
lot of the time, gender bias. It wasn't until I re
flected later upon the kinds of things I had heard, 
and my reactions to them, that I realized I was 
experiencing gender bias. Now, (that was more 
than twenty years ago) students are slightly more 
attuned to recognizing these things, but I'm not 
convinced they are all the time - or maybe it's 
become even more subtle. I will say: when I was 
in graduate school, I was the only female in my 
cohort. I found it hard to be heard at times, not 
all the time, and some of the things listed in the 
Columbia report reflect my experiences. I would 
say something and it would get passed over by 
the room, and then somebody else would say the 
same thing (more often than not th at person was 
a man) and it would get taken up and followed as 
a line of thought. Now, sometimes it takes more 
than one hearing for something to get taken up 
in conversation, but it seems to me that it hap
pened too much, and not just to me. In fact, there 
were ways that occasionally women in the pro
gram would try to combat this. For example, by 
always responding to another woman, by taking 
up what she had said, and by using her name and 
referring directly to the thing she had said. Per
sonally, as a tutor, that's not just something I try 
to do for women in the classroom, it's something 
I aim to do across the board, and to make sure 
I'm attentive to who said something first. A term 
that comes to my mind, and I think I maybe use 
it too broadly, is implicit bias. Are you familiar 
with that term? 

Mr. Kates: I'm not. 
Ms. Goldner: The way I understand it is 

that our biases aren't always explicit. They're not 
conscious to us. For example, it may be the case 
at times that the standards that we hold people to, 
or students to, or our peers to, that might seem to 
us to be gender neutral, are not, in fact, but that 
they might tend towards things that are more pre
dominantly male characteristics: a particular way 

Dialogues 

of reasoning through an argument, for example. 
It's not that woman can't use logic, but I think 
you're more likely to find a woman who might 
also make an appeal to emotion or to their own 
perception of a situation. The woman, for exam
ple, might say "from my perspective" or "from 
my point of view," whereas we might prefer a 
student to just make a statement, to make a claim. 
I think those are sort of implicit biases, because 
typically it's more traditionally a man who's more 
comfortable coming into a room saying "This is 
what the reading says," whereas a woman might 
say "I see it as this." If then we encourage a stu
dent to not always hedge their claims, to not al
ways codify them in that way, we are implicitly 
encouraging them to behave in more typically 
masculine ways. That the standards that we think 
are neutral are not. Does that make any sense? 

Mr. Kates: Yes. 
Ms. Goldner: I think that we have a some

what rigid standard here sometimes. It is a myth 
we speak of when we refer to the 'typical John
nie,' but I wonder, how many of us picture a male 
student when we say that? 

Mr. Kates: That actually brings me to a 
question. St. John's doesn't use GPA or percent
age grading so the grading is strictly based upon 
the tutor and their perception of the student and 
how they work. In the light of the study and what 
we've just discussed, it would seem that women 
in the classroom are at a bit of a disadvantage. 
Are there certain steps that you take, as a tu
tor, and that maybe other tutors take, to try to 
address these discrepancies? 

Ms. Goldner: I'm only in my third year 
here, so grading here is something I feel like 
I'm still learning. In some ways, I've been very 
lucky, because we have seminar partners and we 
get to discuss grades with them - that is such 
a beneficial process. You get to actually have a 
discussion with a person who is seeing the same 
student and responding to the same student. I 
suspect that discussion alone does something to 
combat bias - that you have to talk about your 
grades with someone else - at least at that lev
el. For me, that trickles down into the standards 
and the judgments I use to assess in the tutorials. 
Another way I learn from my colleagues about 

assessment is through participating in don rags, 
and I have learned to see different virtues in stu
dents by listening to other tutors in this setting as 
well. I do think that don rags merit very careful 
attention as to how we speak about students, be
cause often it is in speaking that our most uncon
scious or subtle biases risk emerging. We need 
to ask ourselves if our standards might incline us 
towards a certain group of people more than oth
ers; that is, incline us to evaluate more positively 
students who can adhere to those standards more 
easily. But it's been my experience here that I've 
become more open to differences in the ways 
that students can be good students, more than 
any other place I've ever taught. Maybe that's 
because in other places the standards are often 
biased towards certain kinds of behaviors in the 
classroom: speaking more, writing in a particular 
way. Here, I can look at students for who they 
are, who the student in front of me is, and think 
about that student's merits, not the way those 
merits fit into a pre-established rubric. Students 
here often show me something I don't expect to 
see, something I would not have known to put 
into the rubric. In this way, I do think that what 
we do here could be extremely positive in terms 
of combatting any of those biases, gender or oth
erwise. I think that means we have to grow with 
the kinds of students we have, rather than hold
ing an unspoken standard that the students may 
or may not adhere to. 

Mr. Kates: It is my own experience that 
this Columbia University report seems to be 
somewhat to mostly accurate. In fact, it had to 
be pointed out to me after a class last year that 
these sorts of things were happening: that women 
were getting cut off more, that women weren't 
having their points attributed to them ... I found 
it to be shocking. It just hadn't occurred to me 
that something like this would happen at all. You 
mentioned it was subtle earlier, but what al
lows it to be subtle? Why did I not understand 
it beforehand that these problems could occur 
and do occur? 

Ms. Goldner: In my experience, while it 
still probably happens too frequently, those kinds 
of experiences are not completely the norm. It's 
not that every time a woman speaks, she gets cut 
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off, and, in fact - having done no actual study 
of this - I would guess that men also get cut off 
with some regularity, or more quiet speakers, or 
speakers who are less fluid with English, perhaps. 
Interruption is itself a problem, though it is also a 
natural part of discussion in some way. You're a 
sophomore, right? 

Mr. Kates: Yeah. 
Ms. Goldner: It seems to me that peo

ple get cut off more in a freshman seminar than 
they do in a sophomore seminar, and than they 
do in a junior seminar. Some of this is learning 
how to have a discussion, but some of it might 
be learning how to respect all of the voices in 
that discussion equally, or at least presuming that 
all participants have an equal right to participate 
in that discussion. This is a generalization, but 
women's voices may just not be as loud all the 
time. My guess is that people who don't speak 
as loudly get cut off or spoken over more often 
than people who have loud voices. Men's voices 
are mostly deeper, and therefore resonate more. 
Women are still often taught not to be too asser
tive, to error in favor of politeness, so they might 
be more willing to yield when two people try to 
speak. Politeness can be a double-edged sword in 
discussions, and we have many students who, for 
reasons of gender, culture, or background, don't 
find jumping in to a conversation particularly 
easy. But our classrooms are shared spaces, and 
the onus is not merely on those students to find 
a way in, but on the students who talk more to 
help keep space open for them. My hope is that 
most students who come here think that every-
body who's here can contribute to their thinking. 
I'd contrast that with my own experience in a 
freshman philosophy class twenty-five years ago, 
where it was open and explicit that some mem
bers of that class did not think I had as much to 
contribute. If students arrive here and don't quite 
know yet how to listen to every voice, to leave 
space for varied kinds of participation... well, 
part of learning how to have a discussion is fig
uring that out, and in this sense I would hope that 
tutors can serve to model conversation and par
ticipation. There are, of course, more dire steps 
that can be taken. As I said, in graduate school, 
we would occasionally make a concerted effort 
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in the classroom, after a woman spoke, to try to 
speak after her and confirm or reiterate her point, 
but that's a very forced way of having a conver
sation. Any level of hyper-awareness about the 
conversation itself can be a detriment to the con
versation. But there's a reason that had to happen 
at times. There were most often far fewer women 
in those classes than men, and the conversations 
at times could be confrontational and even ago
nistic. That's not how I practice philosophy, so it 
wasn't always easy for me to participate in those 
conversations. Part of what we did in graduate 
school was a kind of community-building: the 
conversations became more about listening than 
asserting if we responded directly to one another 
rather than just waiting until someone was done 
speaking (or not) to insist our point. If there is 
gender bias in our classrooms, I do think listen
ing better is a primary way to combat it, as is 
becoming more aware of our own standards of 
authority. If women participate less, or get cut off 
more, it's not likely because some participants in 
seminar openly think "Well, women, don't have 
anything important to say". It is far more com
plex than that. For example, how do women and 
men sit at the table? Who takes up more space? 
My guess is that, on some level of which we're 
not entirely aware, we listen more to people who 
take up more space. Again, that is a broad gener
alization, so I'm hesitant to paint in these strokes. 
It's like the quieter voices. The explicit thought 
is rarely gender bias, but we have all sorts of re
sponses - many of them embodied - to the others 
in the room that help us determine who is author
itative, and many of those responses are oriented 
towards behaviors that are more typically mascu
line. Now, when you see those things happening, 
is it a woman who sits sort of [sits hunched and 
contracted inwardly}? Are the people who inter
rupt her people who tend to sprawl? I suspect yes 
because I used to teach an essay on female body 
experience and I would freeze the class and go 
around the room and look at the way each student 
was sitting. It was almost universal that women 
were taking up far less space and that the men 
would ocuupy more of their chairs or table space 
while the women would be more hunched. Again, 
women might pause more when they speak, and 

that leaves space for interruption. So, people 
don't think "I can interrupt women," but they 
may be more willing to interrupt when space is 
opened up. If it's happening, there are a whole lot 

of reasons why it's happening, and it's likely "I 
don't think women have something worth listen
ing to." That's the subtlety. 

Tutor: Mr. Brendon Lasell Interviewer: Nathan Huey CA1 7) 
Mr. Brendon Lasell has been a tutor at St. John's since 1997, and has been in Annapolis since 2009. 

He currently teaches senior laboratory and freshman mathematics tutorials as well as a freshman seminar. 
His area of academic interest is mathematics. 

Mr. Huey: To begin with, how did you 
get into math? 

Mr. Lasell: It's hard to say - it's hard to 
say what I did when I was seventeen years old 
and what exactly I was thinking. But I majored 
in math more or less from the beginning of 
college. I suppose I was interested in it because 
it was elementary and universal. It seemed to be 
applied to a lot of different things, so it seemed 
worth understanding. I think I was attracted 
to the intelligibility of it: I felt like when one 
learned something, one really learned it. I went 
to Caltech, an engineering and science school, 
and I suppose it was the most theoretical 
major available there, and that was attractive. 
And once I was an undergraduate math major, 
that led naturally to graduate school - it 
was a "track" in a way that one doesn't have 
"tracks" at St. John's. In graduate school, I was 
interested in algebraic geometry, which is, as 
it sounds like, the study of the way geometry 
can be understood algebraically, or the way 
algebra can be understood geometrically -
it's not clear which is the right way to say it. 
But I think it's a familial descendant of what 
you see in Descartes' Geometry: that there are 
equations, and that there 's at least a geometric 
way of talking about those equations, or those 
equations apply to geometry in some way. And 
I think behind that I was very much interested 
in the tension between the discrete and the 
continuous. Algebraic geometry, more than any 
other subspecialty of mathematics, seemed to 
bridge that divide, or to illuminate that tension. 

Mr. Huey : It sounds like you were 
interested in the more philosophical end of math 

to begin with; how'd you get from there to St. 
John's? 

Mr. Lasell: I think I was interested in 
the philosophical end without really knowing 
it: I hadn't studied philosophy in any serious 
way, I didn't take any philosophy classes as an 
undergraduate. But I did start reading philosophy 
in my last year of graduate school and as a 
postdoc, so I had that interest on the side. I 
was doing my math when I came across Jacob 
Klein's book Greek Mathematical Thought and 
the Origin of Algebra, and that seemed very 
interesting to me. I was attracted to looking at the 
origin of modem mathematics and seeing that 
there's something distinctive about that origin 
that can be used as a way to comprehend the 
further development of modem math - and not 
only modem math: at times, at least, he makes 
claims about it being central to understanding 
the modem world as a whole. A couple months 
later, just looking in the library shelves, next 
to that book I saw Jacob Klein: Lectures and 
Essays, and I read those, where he does mention 
St. John's. It sounded really interesting to me. 
At first I thought it would be impossible for me 
to work there. I said, "Well, it's too bad I can't 
work there, I don't know Greek" - and all these 
other things I don 't know - but I investigated 
further, looked at the catalogue, and realized 
that it wasn't necessary to have some sort of 
knowledge of classics and classical languages 
to apply here. So I decided to apply. 

I suppose it was a matter of coming to 
understand what my real interest in math was 
from the first. I wasn't interested in being a 
specialist and doing the kind of focused research 
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one has to do to develop a new theorem. Instead, 
I wanted to go back to the beginning and think 
about the transition between ancient and modem 
math, and also just the elements - in something 
like Euclid, which I've really enjoyed as a tutor. 
I'm doing Euclid again this year, and I think about 
the opening six books, which are primarily about 
magnitude and ratio and the continuous, and the 
number books in the middle which are about the 
discrete, and Book X about incommensurability, 
which looks at the continuous and the discrete 
together. Then there's the strange solid geometry 
section at the end, and there's a real question 
as to what that has to do with discreteness and 
continuity. You end with this discreteness in 
the regular solids: there are five of them, not a 
continuous range. That is really attractive to me: 
being able to think again and again about the 
beginnings of the subject. 

More and more I felt that I really didn't 
want to be a math researcher, so I thought maybe 
this would work out. I applied to both campuses 
and interviewed in Santa Fe first, and they offered 
me a job right away, and having the College 
express interest in me obviously makes it seem 
more possible. It was very scary when I first 
came here, because the first night you're doing 
the Iliad seminar, and I'd never taken a class on 
any ancient Greek literature in college or grad 
school. It's just a huge leap at that point. That's 
what I remember about it. 

Mr. Huey: What do you think having 
an expertise different from classics adds to the 
College? 

Mr. Lasell: I think we remind each 
other of what expertise might look like in each 
different area. The philosophers on the faculty 
can remind me of what it looks like to think about 
a philosophical work in a way that's informed 
by a lot of specialized training. I think the 
converse happens with me and my mathematical 
background. Why is that valuable? I suppose 
we're not primarily interested in the knowledge 
that comes with expertise, but we are interested 
in elements. And the elements are the elements 
of something, so there 's a kind of technical 
development.from the elements - of mathematics, 
of music, of classics, of languages, of whatever 
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art or science one is trained in. It seems valuable 
to me to be able to discern traces of that expertise, 
even for people who don't have that particular 
expertise. That's a kind of general answer. 

I wonder if, to a certain extent, it's 
important to decide what to be impressed 
by. I think when one has a training, at least in 
mathematics, it maybe alters one's perspective 
of what's impressive and what's not and why. 
A mathematician is going to be very good at 
coming up with mathematical demonstrations 
on their own -long, complicated demonstrations. 
There's something kind of dazzling about a long 
and complicated demonstration. I think with a 
professional training in it, one is less impressed 
by that, and maybe one is rightly less impressed 
and has the ability to tum back to the elements 
with a renewed appreciation. 

Mr. Huey: Are math and lab your 
favorite tutorials? 

Mr. Lasell: I've liked all sorts of different 
tutorials. I haven't done the music tutorial; 
I've done all the other tutorials. Sometimes the 
language tutorials are my favorite, sometimes 
the math, the lab - I like everything I've done. 
Not uniformly: it really depends on where I'm 
at, where the students are at at the time. Different 
times of year feel different. But I definitely don't 
pick favorites among the tutorials. I suppose the 
language tutorials - especially at first - were 
more frightening for me. I was more afraid 
things would go wrong, I was more afraid that I 
wouldn't know what to do, or that I would have 
nothing to say. But as I've done it more times that 
happens less and less. 

Mr. Huey: Do you have a favorite book 
on the Program? 

Mr. Lasell: No, I do not. I think with a lot 
of things I'm not someone who picks favorites. I 
think I try to like the book that I'm reading at the 
time. I love Euclid; I'm doing that now. In seminar, 
I've oftentimes very much enjoyed Thucydides. 
I love the complexity and subtlety with which he 
approaches political matters. I'm fascinated with 
the speeches, thinking about the intricacy of the 
forces that are driving the speeches to appear the 
way they do - the complexity of reasoning. But I 
say, "forces" because it's not only the reasoning 

that's going on there: there's a complex political 
situation that the speakers are responding to in 
all sort of ways. I'm fascinated with the way 
one can be drawn to one speech or the other 
speech and see the merits of the arguments that 
are being made, and at different times come to 
different decisions as to what one thinks Athens 
should have done or what one thinks Sparta 
should have done at that moment. So that's been 
one of my favorite books in the freshman sem
inar - I'm just thinking about the classes I'm 
doing right now. 

I love Maxwell. I'm fascinated with the 
way he absorbs Faraday and finds a mathematical 
language for it. I'm fascinated by the ability to 
bring together a complexity, a number of different 
kinds of things: the intricate experiments that 
Faraday does - very step-by-step, very aware of 
the different phenomena. That's incorporated into 
Maxwell, but at the same time he has this clean and 
beautiful multivariable calculus that he's trying to 
fit it onto. It's imp_ressive and illuminating to see 
those things come together - and come together 
in a kind of complex unity, but a real unity, when 
he lays out his field equations. You can see an 
analogy that's not identity'between the different 
laws that are happening there. And . then, finally, 

the culmination of what we do in junior lab is 
impressive: all this complexity ending up in the 
understanding or realization that there's this 
analogy between the equations for electricity and 
magnetism in empty space on the one hand, and 
the dynamical equations governing the motion of 
a vibrating string on the other, and saying, "Well, 
it looks like there must be waves in empty space. 
How fast do they go? Oh, they go meters per 
second. So ... light also goes meters per second. 
It must be the same thing." There's this enormous, 
circuitous route to come to the point where you 
realize something fundamental about something 
that's everyday in one's experience: light. That's 
a class I've done recently and that I really love 
thinking about. 

Mr. Huey: Are there any texts that you 
hope or think will be on the Program in fifty 
years? 

Mr. Lasell: Nothing comes to mind right 
away. When I've had books that I think should be 
on the Program, at least in tutorials and labs I've 

' tended to do them. So if I had something I was 
certain should be on the Program, I'd be trying 
to do it at least in my own tutorials if it fit. The 
things that I've done are maybe small changes 
in a way; there's no big change I'd be entirely in 
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favor of at the moment. 
I could certainly imagine a few things 

happening. I think over the last several years 
there's been a lot of thought about the relative 
position of biology in the Program as compared 
to modem physics. I think they're both ways of 
thinking about nature - you could see that in 
Aristotle's Physics: you have life on the one hand 
and matter on the other. Rocks fall; they have a 
nature to go down. Animals move themselves; 
they have their own nature that makes them 
move in certain ways. Both those things go into 
thinking about nature, and they seem like equally 
fundamental ways. The College, though, at least 
in the junior and senior year, focuses very much 
on mathematical physics, and there are probably 
good reasons for that, but I think there's always 
this nagging doubt that a lot of tutors feel that we 
should maybe make biology more fundamental, 
rearrange things to do that. So there's been a 
lot of thought about that, and I could imagine 
over the next fifty years we could come up with 
fundamental biological readings that would fit 
well with the Program. 

There's another group of faculty right now 
that's thinking about computation. That's another 
place where I could imagine a modification of 
the Program: to really think about calculating 
machines, what those are, and what those are 
capable of, and what one's doing when one relies 
on a machine to do these operations that you've 
taught it to do. But again, nothing jumps out at 
me right away as a work I'd recommend. 

Economics is another thing. I'll actually 
be doing a study group next year with the faculty 
on economics, trying to read Jevons' fundamental 
textbook on economics. He's a founder of 
neoclassical economics, although he doesn't call 
it that. And we'll read Keynes' General Theory, 
which is a kind of response to neoclassical 
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economics. That's something that's interesting 
to me and that I want to learn more about. I'm 
not proposing that we do it on the Program, but 
I could imagine in fifty years something like that 
would happen. 

And I suppose there's a lot of other books 
I've read that I like that aren't on the Program 
that could be on the Program. I'm not sure if I'd 
pick any out right away as something that I feel 
like we're really missing. 

Mr. Huey: What about something like 
statistics? 

Mr. Lasell: It's obviously very important, 
both in modem physics and modem biology. We 
see that in senior lab: nature is fundamentally 
probabilistic. In the quantum mechanics we 
read that's where we end up: photons have wave 
functions or state functions that in some way or 
another fundamentally have to be understood 
as involving probability, and that arises out 
of statistical physics and thermodynamics. 
In biology, too, when you're looking at large 
populations you're going to get a lot of statistics 
coming out. The problem that I see is that I 
don't know what the great or elementary works 
in probability and statistics are. When I've read 
textbooks, I've found it disappointing. It's dry in 
the abstract, the theorems aren't mathematically 
all that beautiful - there might be one or two kind 
of interesting theorems. It's very far from Euclid or 
Newton or Leibniz or Apollonius. It really seems 
to me that statistics gets interesting when you're 
talking about phenomena that are statistical, so 
the way we approach it in lab doesn't seem so 
bad to me. We don't have a technical language of 
standard deviations, the central limit theorem ... 
I don't know what the relevant theorems are 
going to be which would enable us to run more 
statistical tests on our data in lab and so on. But 
I think the fundamentals are there. We see some 
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vanat1on in phenomena, and we have to ask 
ourselves where that comes from and what kind of 
variation it is. It feels like again and again we have 
to ask how much is inherent to the phenomenon 
and inescapable, how much are we bringing in, 
what kind of variation are we bringing in. I think 
at any level of sophistication, those questions are 
going to come up. So, in short, I just can't quite 
see how to fit statistics or probability into the 
Program. I guess, back in the days of four years of 
lab, we used to do more thermodynamics which 
would force us to go more deeply into it. Maybe 
that's a fundamental theory that we don't do that 
if we did do we would feel more comfortable 
with statistics? On the other hand, there's some 
real technical barriers to that subject as well that 
might make it inaccessible. 

Mr. Huey: Moving on more specifically 
to your experience as a tutor, what should 
students know about how tutors work that 
might surprise them? 

Mr. Lasell: I don't know what would 
surprise individual students, and I suspect the 
way I work would not surprise most students. I 
do the readings, I think about what my questions 
are on the readings, and I bring some of them 
to class. I try to think about how students are 
learning, what questions might be beginning 
points. There's extra work that students don't see 
-- committee work, nuts and bolts work in the 
background- but I'm not sure it would be all that 
surprising to students. 

Mr. Huey: It might be surprising that a 
tutor's work is similar to the work a student does 
on the whole. 

Mr. Lasell: It feels like I am a student in 
class. I have to do the reading every time and 
underline some passages and make some notes, 
and that's the fundamental thing. Then there's 
the aspect of planning: I have to decide the 
schedule and so on. That means having a little 
more foresight is helpful, which comes with 
expenence. 

Mr. Huey: What makes a class enjoyable 
for you as a tutor? 

Mr. Lasell: When there's learning 
happening, in general. When there's learning 
happening together. I like to learn new things 

myself, and it happens fairly often still. Sometimes 
it can be subtle - just a matter of perspective -
but sometimes something that hadn't occurred 
to me or that I hadn't noticed before comes out 
in discussion. In general terms I can't say much 
more than that. I really like to see students learn 
in a class and have a conversation go somewhere 
and feel like there's that connection: the whole 
group together is understanding something. 

Mr. Huey: I always wonder about that 
for tutors: how much genuine new learning can 
happen? But you do find that you're often 
learning new things in class? 

Mr. Lasell: Yes. It's less often seeing anew 
detail, seeing a new line in the text that I haven't 
thought ofbefore. It's not that rare, though, to have 
a line that didn't appear important to me appear 
much more important after discussing it in class. 
I suppose that happens in literature more than 
it does in lab or math. I think it's very valuable 
in lab or math to hear how students are thinking 
about the question that we're approaching. There 
what I think I learn is the order in which one 
understands these things. Students tend, naturally, 
to be more beginners with these subjects than I 
am, but I think there's a real question of what 
questions to ask. That's what students bring. A 
different group of students always has slightly 
different questions, approaching things in slightly 
different orders, and the kind of explanations that 
they find satisfying differ. That shows something 
about the nature of the subject. I think that's one 
of the criteria of greatness of the things we study: 
they raise the question of what is elementary and 
what's the order of the elements. I think Euclid's 
Elements is really good with that. It gives you 
magnitude, and then ratio, and then number, 
and you really have to ask the question: do I 
understand magnitude in terms of number or 
number in terms of magnitude or both in terms of 
ratio or ratio in terms of both? Different students 
fall in different places with that. I think that's the 
kind of thing that I learn and relearn in class -
thinking about how to think about these subjects. 

Mr. Huey: Do these different ways of 
thinking you see in students say more about 
the flexibility of our minds or about flexibility 
inherent to the work itself, if that distinction 
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makes sense? 
Mr. Lasell: I think something like math 

is fundamentally mental, so I have a hard time 
making the distinction between the way we think 
about it and what it is-not to say that it's something 
we create, but in a way we're becoming one with 
it when we think it. So seeing how it's thought 
about when it's thought about well is seeing it. 
I suppose the hard part is to understand what 
it means to think about it well. I don't want to 
say that any accidental way someone happens to 
think about math is thinking well about math. But 
I do believe that there is a great variety of ways to 
think well about math or about many other things 
that we think about on the Program, and that 
there's a kind of inherent structure in the variety 
of ways to think about what we're thinking about. 
And I believe that paying attention to different 
approaches - different ways of articulating what 

CC very many Program books ~e-
flect on death. That's one of 

the striking things about the St. John's 
Program, one of its strengths, one of 
the things we don't put on the website: 
it's a continued reflection on death:' 

of articulating what we're doing - can really 
illuminate the structure of the subject itself, not 
just our ways of thinking about it. 

Mr. Huey: This is the final issue for the 
founding editors of io-.opia, and on our behalf 
I wanted to ask some future-facing questions. 
First, just a practical question: as someone who 
has been in academia, do you have any advice 
for Johnnies as they look at, apply for, or head 
off to graduate schools? 

Mr. Lasell: Think in the long term. I think 
it's very easy when one is finishing college - it 
was certainly true for me - to see whatever one 
does right after graduation as something very 
large. It's hard with that big transition in front of 
you to see five, ten, twenty, thirty years down the 
line. So if I had general advice, it would be that: 
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think in the long term. Think in terms of one's 
whole life. Don't go too fast; don't go too slow. If 
necessary, take a year or two to think about what 
one is doing and to end up in the right program 
(if it is graduate school), but if you're certain of 
what you're doing or if you're certain about what 
you want to do with the next year and it involves 
graduate school, then go right ahead and do that. 
But don't necessarily view it as a commitment to 
do whatever profession goes with that graduate 
degree for the rest of one's life. 

Mr. Huey: What sort of St. John's 
questions and approaches are most valuable 
in the real world? 

Mr. Lasell: Talking? As an approach, the 
very fact of asking questions - and listening to 
the answers that people give - seems like the 
most valuable thing. It's not unique to St. John's, 
but it's very important to St. John's. And I think 
in almost anything one does, keeping up the habit 
of conversation, of questioning, of listening, of 
working together with people in speech is really 
fundamental and very important. 

Mr. Huey: One thing that I wonder about 
with St. John's is that we do a lot of unabashed 
thinking here - in a way that seems difficult to 
do in the outside world or when you're an adult 
and have other concerns. Do you have any tips 
about continuing to think after graduation? 

Mr. Lasell: Don't be too busy. I think it's 
very easy to have deep questions be crowded out 
by life. That's not to say that one has to schedule 
one's time to ask deep theoretical questions, but 
if you leave space, there's a much greater chance 
that that's going to happen. And I think that the 
habit of conversation is really important for 
bringing those up. If you talk to people who are 
thinking differently from the way you're thinking, 
it's likely to push you - if not all the way to the 
deepest questions, then at least to some deeper 
place. In having a conversation with someone, 
even on a practical matter, who thinks that this 
institution - whatever institution you're part of; 
"this family" if you're a member of a family -
should go in a different direction, if you really 
talk to those people then you're going to have to 
dig down to see what your basic presuppositions 
are. Sometimes those are going to be presupposi-

-tions about what life is and what a good life is, 
and you'll end up thinking about the same kind 
of things you think about in Aristotle's Ethics, 
for example. If you let that happen, I think it 
comes about fairly naturally, really; I don't think 
there's something strange about what we do at St. 
John's or something that's alien from life after St. 
John's, things that can't come back. 

Mr. Huey: What would you suggest 
should be the first Program text a graduating 
senior reads after graduation? 

Mr. Lasell: That's so personal! It's like 
giving generic advice about what every senior 
should write their senior essay on or something. 

Mr. Huey: It's not a fair question. 
Mr. Lasell: I could just pick a Program 

book at random and have people guess what I'm 
thinking - everyone should read Aristophanes' 
Clouds right after they graduate! That actually 
wouldn't be such a bad one, I suppose, but. .. 

Mr. Huey: Well ... I guess maybe I could 
put it this way: are there any books that we 
read here that might illuminate a way to think 
about the future - whether consolation for the 
future or ways to approach it? Because I think 
that after graduating, future and nostalgia are 
your two big things. 

Mr. Lasell: Well, Middlemarch seems to 
be a book that directly approaches this question. 
I'm thinking about the character Lydgate in 
particular: choosing his career, having certain 
ambitions, facing the practical obstacles that get 
in the way of fulfilling those ambitions. That 
seems like a fairly obvious choice. 

I can't help but thinking - I'm sorry 

if this is kind of morbid - but I can't help but 
thinking that something that leads one to reflect 
on death might be appropriate. It would be a 
kind of antidote to the tendency I was talking 
about earlier to make too much of this moment 
of transition. It would stretch one out to think 
about one's life as a whole, I suppose, to have 
to think about death. Very many Program books 
reflect on death. That's one of the striking things 
about the St. John's Program, one of its strengths, 
one of the things we don 't put on the website: 
it's a continued reflection on death. You start in 
the Iliad, Baudelaire at the end ... I don't know 
how to pick out which reflections on death might 
be the most productive in thinking about one's 
life as a whole, but maybe that would be worth 
thinking about after graduating. Go back and see, 
of all these books that touch on death, which ones 
an individual senior has found most interesting, 
illuminating, challenging. It might be good to go 
back and pick it out and read it again. 

Mr. Huey: For that sort of thing it's going 
to need to be something challenging, right? That's 
the idea of thinking about death. 

Mr. Lasell: Yeah. You wouldn't pick 
your most fun book you've read on death in 
the Program - although ... I mean, some people 
approach it with a sense of humor. Maybe that 
would be the right way to do it. 

Mr. Huey: Well, despite your initial 
misgivings, I thought that was a great answer 
to a really hard question, so: thank you! And 
thank you in general for doing the interview. I 
appreciate it very much. 
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Tutor: Ms. Patricia Locke Interviewer: Ripley Stroud(Al7) 
Ms. Patricia Locke studied philosophy in graduate school, writing her dissertation on Hegel's Aes

thetics. As a tutor, she has almost finished the Program and spent three years in Santa Fe doing the Eastern 
Classics. She is interested in French phenomenology, and is currently writing a book, The Nighttime World 
of Marcel Proust, that considers Proust in light of the work of Maurice Merleau-Ponty. She also likes to 
paint and to travel. 

Ms. Stroud: So maybe a way to frame the 
question overall is to say: 1) is there some sort 
of disparity in treatment between men and 
women in the classroom here, and 2) as a place 
to go from answering that question, are there 
procedures the College has that serve to rem
edy that if it does come up? I don't know what 
your experience as a tutor has been. 

Ms. Locke: I'm sure there is gender dis
parity, though it might be of a subtler kind, so 
there aren't official procedures - sensitivity train
ing or something - to follow to make sure that 
as a tutor, I'm managing my classroom well or 
paying attention. But I think it comes out for a 
lot of tutors - and we talk a lot about how to deal 
with this - through silent students. I think those 
things tend to dovetail: there are silent students 
of all genders, but sometimes in class conversa
tions, there are people who feel like they're being 
cut off, or people who don't notice that other peo
ple are trying to speak, that sort of thing. I feel 
like the place for tutors to really address issues of 
gender and the way we're trying to think as free 
beings is to really pay a lot of attention to how the 
silent students are feeling welcomed in the class
room, how the enthusiastic students are learning 
self-discipline, and how the group as a whole is 
working. I think that's the place I would point to. 
If individual students really feel like they have a 
difficult time in classes for one reason or anoth
er, we have the mechanism of the assistant dean 
and discussions and even transferring to different 
classes. But I feel like there is something about 
showing solidarity for one another that can also 
help a lot - one way to bring students out is to 
have faculty and other students who really back 
each other up in conversation and pay a lot of 
attention. I'm not sure ifl'm answering the same 
question you're asking ... 

Ms. Stroud: No, I think it makes sense. It 
sounds like what you're saying is that if there are 
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problems, they are rarely going to be overt in this 
day and age - they aren't going to be anything 
you can really point to. And maybe that goes even 
into classroom dynamics in general: the problem 
of silent students and overly enthusiastic ones. If 
there's a link between that and gender, perhaps 
that's true - I'm not sure. I don't think it's pos
sible to put blanket statements on that so much. 

But I guess something students would be 
curious about hearing a tutor talk about would 
be: what's the mechanism by which you can 
help silent students? I think that's something 
that I've never really understood in my time here. 
What sort of strategies can you use to bring 
people out? 

Ms. Locke: As a tutor, or as another stu-
dent? 

Ms. Stroud: I guess both. 
Ms. Locke: I think that the tutors and the 

students have to work together to bring out si
lent students, of whatever gender - and I agree 
with you that it's not uniformly gender-specific. 
When I put myself in the shoes of the silent stu
dent, having someone else I can look at who is a 
friendly face, who I have talked to before outside 
of class, who I think understands what I mean 
when I'm saying things in my own way of ex
pression, makes it easier for me to talk than it 
would be if I were facing down a person who 
seems preoccupied with the next thing that he or 
she is going to say. From the side of wanting to 
help each other bring out ideas to the table, the 
best practice is really looking and really paying 
attention to each other, noticing when someone 
else wants to say something, and coming back 
to someone's speech. One not very subtle gender 
distinction I have noticed, both in my own expe
rience and also in my experience as a tutor, is that 
sometimes a female student will say something 
and it won't really be picked up, save a few nois
es made in response. Ten minutes later, a male st-
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-udent will say something that is very similar, and 
it suddenly becomes a central point of discussion. 
That could leave the earlier student thinking like, 
"Hey! Wait a minute! How come no one listened 
to me?" At that point, it seems odd to say "that 
was my idea!" because we're trying to all work to
gether on ideas. But other students and tutors can 
say, "You know, what you're saying now reminds 
me of what Ms. so-and-so said ten minutes ago! 
Maybe we could go back to her and ask her to de
velop that idea some more:' Not because the idea 
belongs to someone, but because it is, I think, 
important to feel heard and to have one's own 
ideas be sometimes central to what's going on. 

Ms. Stroud: I'm kind of curious about the 
thing you said about how that is a classic rela
tionship between genders in the classroom. Do 
you have any idea why that is the case? I feel 
like knowing the "why" is always helpful to un
derstand what to do about it. I don't want to just 
fall back on a claim that "society makes this be 
the case!" or something like that, because in some 
ways, St. John's exists outside of that, I think. 

Ms. Locke: Well, we do come from our 
social settings into this. I think maybe women 
are socialized to pay more attention and listen 
more carefully to other people - so everyone has 
something that they need to work on when they 
come into the classroom. That might be part of 
it. I also notice that a lot of women will qualify 
what they say: they'll start off saying something 
like, "Well, I don't know if this is very good, 
but.. ." or, "This might be a crazy idea, but ... ", 
and those kinds of qualifiers diminish the impact 
of what's being said. So that's an affectation that 
can be rooted out. But I think that's something 
that can get in the way - it's not simply "other 
people aren't listening to me'', it's "the way I'm 
expressing myself is signaling my ideas might not 
be that worthy, but ... ". Those are practices that 
people need to become aware of in themselves. 

I guess another thing that strikes me is 
this unrelenting idea that - especially junior year 
- the books are themselves heading in a rather 
somber, analytical direction. The kind of ques
tions that can be asked have a certain flavor and 

' sometimes it can be hard to put yourself in the 
shoes of the author. In other words, a woman is 

always asked at St. John's College to read from 
the perspective of the author. I try to put my
self in the shoes of Kant, I try to put myself in 
the shoes of Hegel, Maxwell. And I do a good 
job of that! I have four years of practice think
ing analytically, sometimes synthetically, but 
especially junior and senior year, analytically. 

I have had male students in my senior 
language class say, when reading Emily Dick
inson, "Well, I can't identify with this 'I' in the 
poem because it's clearly a feminine voice." 
The rarity for men of having to practice empa
thizing with the author is very striking to me. 

Ms. Stroud: Do you think that there's a 
difference between the kinds of voices? You men
tioned junior year, reading stuff like Kant, and I 
think it's true that you have to put yourself into this 
very analytic, male mind, but junior year, we also 
get Middlemarch and Pride and Prejudice, right? 
I guess I wonder: do you think that there's some 
difference in voice there? I understand that this 
might be contriving a little, but I'm just curious. 

Ms. Locke: I do feel like each author 
has a particular voice, but some authors will 
include women in what they mean by human 
being, and some will not. It's more of a stretch 
to imagine yourself in that position when 
your entire gender is outside of the audience. 

Ms. Stroud: Do you think that there are 
any particular strategies that are good for ap
proaching something like that? I'm thinking of, 
like, reading Politics, where there seems to be a 
pretty clear distinction between men and women 
laid out, and women are seen as an explicitly less
er creature. People, even myself, think of that as 
a taboo thing to bring up in seminar, but do you 
think that there is a way to have a conversation 
about that, or take that into consideration? 

Ms. Locke: I think that would be very 
particular. If I am honest in looking at some 
of the different political readings, they are not 
talking to anyone who is sitting around the 
seminar table, so we all have to imagine our
selves in that position, and we all have to think, 
"Even if I am not living in this kind of regime, 
this kind of social world, these books are try
ing to speak to me." Part of this strategy is 
not to feel left out, to claim this as something 
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that is really pertinent to my life, and to really 
see how I can use these things - what will make 
me a free person. Even seeing where misogyny 
comes from is really helpful. Is the exclusion or 
denigration of women in a particular text signif
icant in a given case? Does it undermine the rest 
of what the author is saying? If yes, then we re
ally have to talk about it in seminar. If no, if it's 
not fundamental, then we probably don't have to 
talk about it. I'll note it, I'll recognize it, but I'm 
looking for the core of what some author is trying 
to do for me. 

Ms. Stroud: That makes sense. It was 
such a funny tum-around reading Beyond Good 
and Evil - finally it is appropriate to ask, "How is 
he talking about women here?" 

Ms. Locke (laughing): Right, right. And 
then, you have to say, with Nietzsche, what does 
he mean by the word "woman"? It's a very partic
ular definition and I don't want to be that, either! 

Ms. Stroud: Right! But it's interesting, 
because it's not a great view of men either. It 
seems like, I don't know, in a book that begins, 
"Suppose truth is a woman, what then?", you 
can't help but replace every instance of"woman" 
with "truth'', which is interesting. 

Ms. Locke: But then I'm caught with 
this: let's say I've had the practice of, for four 
years, up to Nietzsche, being in the position of 
the reader, and when we say "we", we mean "we, 
intellectual men", and I can join in, and I feel 
comfortable doing that. Then, I get to "suppose 
truth is a woman", and I have to double myself, 
in some ways. Very interesting to do that. 

Ms. Stroud: For sure. Cause I wonder 
what truth is present in Nietzsche's statement 
that women make better philosophers, and what 
he really means by that. Because I think that what 
you're saying about some of the texts we read 
junior year is right, that the philosophers we read 

are very dogmatic, very analytic in their strategy, 
and he seems to separate women from that. It is 
really interesting to think about saying, "Well, I 
followed Kant, but Nietzsche's saying that I'm 
not like him ... " -who am I like, then? 

How do you think that that problem 
manifests itself in classroom performance? 
Like, looking at the separation that occurs there -
maybe in the way that minds work, even. I think 
we talked a little about the way that people's 
classroom attitudes may be different, but that 
seems to be more similar to style. Do you think 
that there's a difference in the way that people 
think, even? Again, I think blanket statements 
are difficult and problematic, but in talking about 
Nietzsche, I'm just wondering ... 

Ms. Locke: Well, I don't know if differ
ences in thinking cut along gender lines, but I do 
like to think about Pascal's distinction between 
minds that are inductive or deductive - synthet
ic or analytical. So, if I think of that, not gen
der-specific, I personally might have a preference 
for one kind of mind or another - let's say I'm re
ally inductive in my reasoning. That might not be 
recognized in situations like a math class, where 
deductive reasoning is the primary mode, and it 
might be very welcomed in a class reading poet
ry, where having clusters of interpretations over 
several lines at once might really be a strength. 
I'm not as sure about having different kinds of 
minds or different ways of interpreting things 
based on gender as much as inductive/deductive 
preferences make sense to me. 

Ms. Stroud: Yeah, I feel like that's ab
solutely true. That difference, I think, becomes 
starker after sophomore year - at least in my 
experience - because as soon as you move onto 
junior math, which largely requires greater strict
ness of thought, and sometimes there's just grunt 
work, it's not like Euclid, where you can get a 

''!think that it's really helpful for people to not think themselves as a vic
tim, to not think of themselves as part of a patriarchal structure that's 

stacked against them. They should think of themselves as someone who has 
agency and a voice and things to say." 
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real idea of the whole and have a very fruitful 
discussion of it. With people like Leibniz, or oth
er authors from junior math, you really just have 
to get it right, to step through all the steps. 

It's really difficult, in my experience, to 
reconcile those different types of minds. I think 
that maybe you can't apply blanket statements 
based on gender to them, but I think that it does 
fall into two halves. You have people who are 
perhaps more intuitive, who want to press the 
big ideas and not get bogged down in the details, 
but then you have people who really like the de
tails, really think the details are important, and 
are very good with the facts. I, at least, in my 
time here, have had a very hard time recon
ciling those two personalities. Have you seen 
that dynamic? 

Ms. Locke: Well, that's why I don't think 
we're all sitting in our own rooms, doing our 
homework. That's why we try to do things to
gether. I think preparing for class, as well as be
ing in class, and having people you work with be 
of both persuasions, shall we say, is really help
ful. That circles back to the quiet student for me, 
too - that the person has been working outside 
of class with a group of people, anchoring down 
the technical details if they are one of those with 
big, theoretical interests, or the other way around, 
means that they are ready for both ways of ex
pression in class. It's confidence-building, too. 

So, yeah, I do think that it can split out, 
but there are strategies you can take when you 
honestly look at yourself and say, "You know, 
I'm basically an intuitive thinker, I use inductive 
reasoning, and that's great! However, I'm going 
to need a couple of friends who are really good 
with the deductive details to work this through 
with me." 

Ms. Stroud: Right, yeah. I wonder if 
there's a way to make that analogous to the ques
tion of gender differences - that somehow, if we 
consider it to be an issue, like, "Well, the reason 
this person feels ostracized from conversation is 
because she's a woman and there are men in the 
room," what might be more helpful is to employ 
a similar strategy of, "Well, the split shouldn't 
exist in the first place." You should prepare with 
people who are different from you, rather than 

encouraging the difference and blaming the dif
ference. 

Ms. Locke: I do think it helps to have 
more women tutors and a pretty even distribution 
of female and male students in classes, and that's 
pretty standard at this point. But it's hard to speak 
when you feel like you're one of the few people 
in the room; sometimes, even if you're confident 
and on top of the material, it can be hard to get in. 

Ms. Stroud: Why do you think that is? 
Ms. Locke: I don 't know! 
Ms. Stroud: I feel like I've had that ex

perience, when I've been one of the few women 
in a male-dominated seminar (and a lot of semi
nars end up being male-dominated) - I remember 
one in particular: I felt, more than anything, not 
as if my ideas weren't respected or that I wasn't 
listened to, but that people may not have been 
as willing to go as hard with me. That's a really 
difficult thing to complain about, like, "No! fight 
with me on it, like you would with the other guy!" 

Ms. Locke: So that's a different problem 
from that of getting into the conversation at all. 
And you can press back a little harder, and people 
will ultimately be drawn out, I think. 

Ms. Stroud: Yeah, I think that's true. I 
think you're right that there are certain affecta
tions that are impressed on different kinds of peo
ple, different genders, and qualifying statements 
and backing off in reticence are very common. I 
always feel compelled to qualify things. 

Ms. Locke: When you do that, then the 
person takes that (maybe even subconsciously) 
as a signal to not press you too hard: "She's try
ing out new ideas, and they're not fully-formed 
yet, because she said that they weren't." It could 
be construed as hostile to press too hard if the 
ideas aren't fully-formed. But if you want towel
come more pressing, you should! 

Ms. Stroud: I think that makes a lot of 
sense. Do you think that the solution for peo
ple who struggle with being heard or who 
struggle with using qualifying statements is 
just to practice? 

Ms. Locke: No, I don't think that gritting 
your teeth and going in thinking, "I'm going to 
say something, just anything before 9 p.m." is 
going to work. It can end up making you feel bad 
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voice and things to say. I would start from there. supportive of the person, and however they'd like 
you're going to read some books where it's hard about yourself- you end up paying so much more I wouldn't deny the felt sense or the reality of the to do things. 

attention to yourself than you do to the con versa- to see how they're going to help you with that. 
situation at all. I would say, "Given that that's it, Ms. Stroud: Thank you very much for 

tion or the text. You can end up being all bound You should trust the books to be your support and 
now what are you going to do?" I would try to be your time! 

up with "Oh God, I need to talk." I really think trust the other people in the room to help you, 
i that the development of individual relationships but still it's that goal that you keep in your mind, 

with people in the seminar is the most important regardless of if someone else is limited in his or 

thing, so that you're not in there all by yourself, her understanding of what we're doing and who Dean: Mr. Joseph Macfarland Interviewer: Xiuyuan Zhang(A17) 
you're in there with people who really care about you are - never mind that! It's really important to Mr. Joseph Macfarland graduated from St. John's College in 1987. Mr. Macfarland has been a tutor 
what you are thinking about, and you care about reveal yourself, even if you're vulnerable. And at St. John's College, Annapolis since 1998 and is the current dean since 2016. He wrote a dissertation 
them. The first steps of getting into conversation I at least feel so much more full and alive from on Dante's political theory. He intermittently works on medieval political philosophy, especially what is 

revealing my thoughts, however half-baked they 

I 
called "Latin Averroism," co-editing an anthology with Joshua Parens (A 84) and co-directing an NEH 

are, than sitting there, worrying about how they Summer Institute in 2014. Recently he has worked on Plutarch's Lives. Favorite pastimes include (day-) 
cc ... seeing where misogyny comes will be received. hiking and art museums. 

I mean, the worst thing that could happen 
from is really helpful:' is that nobody pays any attention to them at all. Ms. Zhang: Thank you for agreeing to this students and five female students. I noticed in the 

Second worst, they pay attention to them but they interview! I'll just get started. The first question course of the year that the female students were -
don't like them or they think they're inadequate. that I want to ask you is about gender equality seemed to be - disproportionately quiet. That was 
But when I step back, the fact that I've brought in our college. Before the interview, I sent you the when I began to think about this. I found in that 

might be supporting somebody else's remarks, them out into the world is way more important article written by Columbia University that identi- case that once the class had developed a certain 
whether they're male or female. But you <level- than having them still stuck in my head. fied certain gender issues in the classroom. In this dynamic, it was hard to recover and try and bal-
op so much good will from listening hard to ev- Ms. Stroud: For sure. I think that makes a article, amongst several research results, the au- ance out the participation. So it is something I pay 
eryone else, and extending their comments, that lot of sense. We should finish up soon, but to go thor mentions there are a couple things: instructors attention to in individual classes, and in some cas-
then there's more of a notice and an opening for off of that and tie it back to the original question, are more likely to use male students' names when es I think it's been very successful; in some cases 
you to join in. I think it's terrible what we do to if a very quiet student came to you and said, "I calling upon students; instructors are more likely less so. 

II ourselves when we think we must speak. It 's no don't feel like I can talk because I feel like men to attribute ideas to male students in discussion; Ms. Zhang: My question would be: how 
good, and you find yourself making inconse- immediately dismiss my points because I'm a male students speak more frequently and longer in can the College know if there's actually an is-
quential remarks. woman," what would you say to them? I feel class discussions; female students are less likely to sue or not? The Columbia study measured certain 

Ms. Stroud: I think that, once again, that like that's a tricky situation; I don't know how I take part in class discussions; and female students things: whether a student is interrupted by others 
goes to support the idea that issues with class- would react. express their ideas in more hesitant, tentative, in- in class, or whether there are actually more male 
room dynamics usually occur because - though Ms. Locke: Well, I would take it really se- direct ways - less assertively and more politely. students speaking up more in class. It seems that 
again, you can't make a blanket statement- a lot riously. I would think, "This is the way that the As a tutor and the current dean of the College, both what you are saying and what I am saying are 
of the time, someone is doing something in their world looks to this student." I'm not her, I might what do you think of these observations? based on our individual experiences. How do we 
own head, or not participating. My second don not see it that way, or I'm not in that room so Mr. Macfarland: My first thought is that I ensure that there isn't that kind of problem in our I rag ever, they told me, "Get messy. I think you I'm not able to see it. She might even have other have recognized times in my career, in my own college? 
think seminar is a lot neater than it is; just dive people affirm that she's being neglected for those classroom, where it seemed to me that I should pay Mr. Macfarland: I might be persuaded . 

. " 
specific reasons. Then, I would think, "Okay, attention to these sorts of problems, but it doesn't otherwise, but on the face of things, I don't think m. 

Ms. Locke: I agree with that. great. Given that that's the case, what are you go- seem to me that one should necessarily assume that it would be a good idea to conduct a series 
Ms. Stroud: I think that also applies to ing to do?" that the problems described in the Columbia study of studies in a St. John's classroom. If you're in a 

this notion of attributing poor classroom dynam- Ms. Stroud: The student? apply at St. John's. Obviously the Columbia study traditionally structured classroom in which most 
ics to gender issues, where, if you tell yourself, Ms. Locke: Yeah. "Never mind him. How applies to things like teaching assistants calling on of the students are observers most of the time, 

' "Well, he's not going to listen to me because I'm are you going to live your life?" If someone's re- students. For the most part, we don't call on stu- then there's nothing wrong with another person 
a woman," I don't know how much progress can ally egregious and I had responsibility for that dents; students volunteer themselves in conversa- observing the class, treating the class as an object 
be made if that's the mindset. seminar, I might talk to the offensive member, tion. Classes are not led by teaching assistants. of study, noting who participates when and who 

,, Ms. Locke: Well, I agree. I think that's a but I think that it's very helpful for people to A long time ago, there was one year that I interrupts whom, and then tabulating it and doing 
111 

difficult thing. And let's say for a minute that it's not think themselves as a victim, to not think of had junior lab and junior mathematics simultane- a study across several classes. We expect every 
Ii! I 

true. Let's say that your assessment of someone themselves only as part of a patriarchal structure ously - I think it was junior lab for my first time. one in classes not to be observers, but to be par-
sitting next to you is accurate. Still, you're here that's stacked against them. They should think of In both classes, just by accident, I had ten male ticipants in the class, and as soon as someone sta-

II 
because you want to become a free person, and themselves as someone who has agency and a 
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''!think the way I prefer to approach the problem is that every tutor 
and every student - but the tutor more than the student - has the 

obligation to make sure that the class develops a culture where students 
and the tutor make space for one another to speak." 

-rts conducting a study on a class, that person 
becomes an observer, that person is not really a 
member of the class. While I recognize that there 
are classes where it might be the case that men 
interrupt more often than women interrupt, or 
that male students disproportionately more often 
than female students, I think the way I prefer to 
approach the problem is that every tutor and every 
student - but the tutor more than the student - has 
the obligation to make sure that the class develops 
a culture where students and the tutor make space 
for one another to speak. And that includes not 
interrupting one another, and it includes making 
the same amount of space available independently 
of gender. I wouldn't say the problem doesn't ex
ist, but I would want to say I would not approach 
it specifically as a gender problem. IO. want to ap
proach it as, "We have an obligation, all of us to
gether, to create a certain culture in the classroom:' 

Ms. Zhang: In a way, as you were say
ing, the tutors already know that they should 
foster the kind of environment where stu
dents can speak up equally despite their gen
der identities. However, what would be the 
measure to take - either by the College or 
the student - if students think they are treat
ed unfairly because of their gender identity? 

Mr. Macfarland: I think the measures to 
be taken are the same measures that we expect 
students to take if they are dissatisfied with the 
way class is going. The truth of the matter is that 
we put a lot of responsibility on the students. If a 
student goes to the Assistant Dean and says, "My 
tutor isn't conducting the class in a way that I 
think is appropriate," the first thing the Assistant 
Dean will say is, "Start by talking to the tutor." 
You want to have the student or students talk to 
the tutor about what they are seeing in class and 
what they would like to be done in class. If it 
continues to be a problem, then students will go 
to the Assistant Dean, or the Dean in some cas-

28 

es. The Dean may have a conversation with the 
tutor to talk about what's going on in that class, 
what is being heard from the students in the class, 
and what is the tutor's account of what's happen
ing in the class. I'm not sure, when you ask the 
question, if you have in mind something other than 
that - something other than what we already do. 

Ms. Zhang: I agree that there are times 
when discussions as such can be fruitful and help
ful, yet I can also imagine the case where tutors 
already have certain ways of teaching and acting 
in their classrooms, especially when they are ten
ured, and students might think, "What can I ac
tually do to make the tutor think about whether 
what they're doing should be changed?" If St. 
John's used to be a predominately male col
lege and now there are more women, maybe 
the teaching techniques should be different. 

Mr. Macfarland: Do you think the teaching 
techniques at St. John's today are a consequence 
of its having been predominantly male in the 
past? Do you think that what we do in the class
es shows signs of a predominantly male culture? 

Ms. Zhang: I do not know how I would 
make it a directly causal relation, but I do feel 
like what we were both saying - that male stu
dents interrupt more than female students do ... 

Mr. Macfarland: I said that sometimes 
I've seen that. I don't want to make a blanket state
ment. But I just interrupted you, so .. . [He laughs.] 

Ms. Zhang: I experience that in class, 
and as a matter of fact I do see fewer female stu
dents do that. And sometimes I see more male 
tutors interrupt students than female tutors do. 

Mr. Macfarland: Interesting. 
Ms. Zhang: I want to know if there's a 

historical element that's at play here, and what 
the College can do to identify these issues if 
there is one. 

Mr. Macfarland: If there is a prevalent 
problem with respect to people interrupting one 
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another, I think it's less likely to be the outcome 
of the history of the College than it is to be a part 
of the cultural atmosphere more generally. That 
is, I don't think it's because classes in the 1950s 
were conducted in a certain way that you see cer
tain things today. I think that it's more likely that 
it happens more broadly in society today, and 
we're affected by that. I would like to think that 
what we're trying to do in the classroom really 
is, with respect to how we interact with one an
other, independent of gender or gender identity. I 
could call a certain kind of behavior male behav
ior for instance, a kind of debating style. Now, 
that would be false because women and men both 
are on high school debating teams. But you'll 
see, as freshmen in the College, students eager to 
participate in freshman seminar because they've 
enjoyed debate when they were in high school, 
and debate involves tenaciously holding a point, 
or refuting the point of your opponent, or ade
quately sustaining you thesis in the face of judges 
against some kind of opposition. That's not what 
we want to do in a seminar. And there are stu
dents who come into seminar, you'll see it peri
odically, with that experience, and if you point it 
out to them, they recognize it, but it takes some 
acculturation to roll that back, and it takes some 
time for them to begin to do what we want to 
have happen in seminar, which is to have a group 
of people working jointly on a thought together, 
cooperatively, right? Now working on a thought 
cooperatively can sometimes mean raising ob
jections and sustaining objections. But one's not 
sustaining the point for some judge, but for the 
purpose of refining and advancing one's thought. 
So that takes some learning and practice. Stu
dents don't know how to do that when they come 
in and they have to learn, and typically we don't 
give instructions on how to do it, we just start 
doing it. We practice it, and we try to develop it. 

I always find that in the course of fresh
man year, freshmen make leaps and bounds in 
terms of their progress and their ability to do 
that. I find that the students in the course of their 
career from freshman to senior year improve by 
leaps and bounds. Any tutor will tell you that it's 
just a vastly different experience to walk into a 
senior seminar for the first time and a freshman 

seminar for the first time. In senior seminar, stu
dents typically know how to have a conversation 
with one another. One doesn't have to spend so 
much time thinking about how you're doing it -
one can simply do it. I fear that you'll feel I've 
evaded your question, but I guess what I want to 
say is that the conversation we're having, I hope, 
is independent of gender or gender identity con
cerns, and that the ability to do that is something 
we cultivate. Now I also don't want to say that 
we have achieved that with perfection. 

Ms. Zhang: I think that's helpful to hear, 
and the other part you already mentioned is that 
when students feel like there are certain problems 
they're experiencing, they should come to the 
Assistant Dean and talk about it. 

Mr. Macfarland: Absolutely. I've seen 
classes that have succeeded better and I've seen 
classes that have succeeded less well in terms 
of cultivating a balance of participation. You do 
have to work at it, and if you feel like your tu
tor and your classmates are not doing what they 
could to achieve that end, that you have a right 
and maybe even an obligation to speak up and 
talk to them. 

Ms. Zhang: Thank you. The next question 
follows the same line of inquiry. I am aware of, 
and respect, our college's position to put less em
phasis on students' GPA. While this is the case, 
since we neither have exams or a fixed percentage 
grading system - like, 25% of the grade is partic
ipation, 25% is essay writing, and so on - what 
are the criteria for tutors to grade students? 
In what way is any personal bias or preference 
avoided during the grading process? 

Mr. Macfarland: That wasn't on your list 
of five questions, was it? 

Ms. Zhang: It wasn't, but the reason I 
asked it is because, if a student or several students 
think that they are being treated unfairly in their 
classroom, they're encouraged to go and talk to 
the tutor. However, I can see how this process po
tentially be damaging for students. I'm not saying 
that it necessarily hurts a student's grade, but it 
could be either one way or the other. 

Mr. Macfarland: I see. First, let me take a 
step back and say that it seems that the whole cul
ture concerning grades has shifted a bit over the 
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last several years - maybe the last decade. The 
College hasn't changed its policy for a long time 
that grades are intended for external use and not 
for internal use, and that we think that the great
est emphasis should be put on don rags and direct 
conversation with your tutors about how you're 
doing. But the College years ago also cultivated 
an atmosphere in which one shouldn't worry too 
much about what happens after St. John's - one 
should just be fully immersed in the Program. 
We didn't have internships, and Career Services 
was much less robust. Now, however, we do en
courage students who want to to think about what 
they want to do after St. John's, to seek out intern
ships and financial support for internships, but that 
means there's a greater incentive while you're at 
St. John's to think about what comes afterwards. 
To think about what comes afterwards also means 
you are thinking about what your transcript will 
look like, what possibilities that will open up for 
you. I think that students' interest in their grades 
has grown considerably over the last decade. It 
seems from the Registrar's statistics that students 
are checking grades much more often than they 
were in the past. So that makes it a more of a con
cern. 

I'll just say that grades are on people's 
minds more than they used to be. I think most tu
tors would say it's an unfortunate necessity; the 
world's changing, education elsewhere has be
come more outcomes-oriented. I think that most 
tutors would still say, or I would say, that students 
should be focused most of all not on the quantita
tive evaluation of student work but on the qualita
tive; that is, not on the grade, but on the don rag 
and direct communication. All that said, I don't 
think that a student should be apprehensive about 
speaking to a tutor about how the tutor is conduct
ing the class because the student is worried about 
retaliation in the grade. 

Ms. Zhang: I wouldn't put it that strongly. 
Mr. Macfarland: Well, to grade the stu

dent less well because the student has objected to 
the way the tutor runs the class. . . "retaliation" is 
strong, I admit, but I will try to think of a gentler 
word that is similarly slanted. 

Ms. Zhang: I think it's a combination of 
effects. It also seems natural to me that a student 
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would keep that in mind since tutors are in a po
sition of more authority and power. I am not sug
gesting that when the tutor is grading the student 
that they think, "Oh, this student has done this so 
I will purposefully lower their grade," but it might 
be in the back of a tutor's mind. I'm not saying 
this is definitely the case - I'm asking whether it is 
worth acknowledging that this might happen. 

Mr. Macfarland: Let me go back to the 
way you originally phrased the question. "What do 
tutors actually think about when giving grades?" 
They are thinking about the things that they say in 
the don rags. The don rag report is a little bit amor
phous, but they tend to take on certain patterns, 
right? How often do you participate during class, 
how deeply do you appear to have studied the 
book according to your comments, how well you 
interact with other students, what kind of contribu
tions do you make, do you ask good questions, do 
you hear what others have said and help expand on 
it, do you raise objections to what others have said, 
do you in the course of class change your mind 
and explain that - or not? There are certain typical 
kinds of participation, and hardly anyone does all 
of them well, but students do some combination of 
them and tutors note that mentally and comment 
on it in don rags. Those are the kinds of things 
they're thinking about when they give grades. 

Now, we don't have a kind of a calculus 
for how to convert that into a specific grade. Tutors 
differ somewhat in how they weigh those factors, 
of course. There are essays, paper conferences -
sometimes when you have a paper, the paper or 
paper conference can be very good, and then you 
come to have a much higher estimation of what's 
going on in the student's mind than in class, and 
then you have to decide, "How much do I weigh 
what I believe the student is learning based off 
individual conversations, and what I see in class, 
and how do I weigh that against other students?" 
A kind of classic problem is a student who par
ticipates often in class and does a lot to move the 
conversation along, but sometimes doesn't seem 
especially well prepared. That's a vexing problem, 
because what I'm trying to do is cultivate a con
versation, and some people are going to contribute 
to that conversation more and some less, and in 
different ways - sometimes through frequency, but 
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sometimes through occasional but richer remarks 
- and I have to figure out how to relate the stu
dents' work. 

Finally, what you're doing when it comes 
to grades is ranking, right? I think we, the facul
ty, are pretty decided in not coming up with some 
objective scoring system. That means we're look
ing for the same sorts of things, but we're finally 
going to make a judgement based on our observa
tions. I think on the whole that the grading is pretty 
consistent in that way, that we're looking for the 
same sorts of things. When tutors are partners in 
seminar, they have to decide on the grades jointly, 
so each one thinks about the grades independently 
and then they come together and talk it through. 
And what tutors will generally say - sometimes 
I think this is a little bit exaggerated - is that they 
tend to make the same judgements, so that they 
don't have to have extensive or difficult conversa
tions about this, because they're seeing the same 
thing in the classroom and they're coming to pret
ty similar conclusions. 

Ms. Zhang: I think that makes sense to me. 
You said earlier that it's kind of unfortunate that 
the students focus on grades more. 

Mr. Macfarland: Yeah. 
Ms. Zhang: I feel like, while that is an ob

servation made throughout the past years about 
students' attitude, I do not think that answers 
for me why exactly tutors have this enormous 
responsibility and power to quantify with
out specific measures students' performances 
that you referred to as "qualitative." You even 
mentioned that there are certain patterns, but 
somehow we can't put those patterns into per
centages. 

Mr. Macfarland· Do you think we can? 
Ms. Zhang: I don't know. But isn't it 

worth trying out? 
Mr. Macfarland: I'll tell you I participated 

in an assessment conference - a liberal education 
assessment conference. This was almost ten years 
ago. The participants were worried about the push 
throughout higher education to do more in the way 
of quantitative assessment. The fear was that the 
emphasis on quantitative assessment would cause 
us to lose track of what we're actually trying to · 
foster in a liberal education - certain qualities of 

the mind. At the conference we spent a day and 
a half, two days, just talking about what we want 
to see from our students in the classroom and it 

' was very much like having a conversation about a 
don rag. None of these other professors were from 
St. John's; they were from a variety of different 
liberal arts colleges. We made up a list of all of the 
qualities we were looking for in a liberal arts class, 
and then they proceeded to talk about stage two. 
Stage two was to record every class, and then for 
the professor, after class, to listen to the recording 
and, with a list of students and different catego
ries, like "asks a good question," or "provides a 
hypothetical answer," or "extends something that 
someone else says," or, you know, "volunteers to 
do an exercise," the professor would score each 
student in the class. So that means that every tutor, 
every professor, would have to experience every 
class twice: once as the teacher of a class and then 

' 
once grading the conversation. The idea was that 
somehow you could take this matrix and out of it 
you could set up an objective scoring system that 
would show you what your grade should be based 
on your class participation. 

Now, to me, that seems like a fool's errand 
' because you can't weigh these things accurately. 

Surely, from your own experience, sometimes one 
golden remark is worth ten things that someone 
else said in class. As a tutor, it's not that I want the 
person who said ten things of small value to be 
quiet. That person is performing a valuable role in 
the class. And that person who says one thing that's 
worth ten of the other, I would love to hear more 
from that person, but I'm also going to take what I 
can get from each person and what they contribute 
to the class. I think the idea that somehow this can 
be scored is an illusion. Sorry, that was kind of 
a long story, but I guess what I'm saying is that, 
because of the kind of learning that we're doing, 
I don't think there's any way of escaping the need 
for judgement. 

Ms. Zhang: When we are moving away 
from saying we should have an objective mea
sure, which is difficult because of the kind of 
education that we have here, we are depending 
on each individual to provide subjective judge
ments, and while one person might think, "This 
student asked a great question," the same kind of 
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question, in another tutor's eye, might seem ab
surd or of little value. It seems like what you 
were saying - that students shouldn't care that 
much about their grade, and caring about their 
grade seems to be caring more about what the 
outcome of this education is in relation to their 
future - does not cover all aspects of the wish 
of students to be informed of their grade. There 
is at least another aspect of checking grades 
that is similar to looking at don rag reports: 
a student simply wants to see how well they 
are doing. The don rag and the transcript are 
both evaluations of a student's performance 
that students have access to and are entitled 
to check. To go back to where we started, I am 
still wondering about the fact that the College 
is leaving that much room to each individual 
tutor's subjective judgement. 

Mr. Macfarland: So you used the words 
"subjective" and "objective," and I'm trying to 
avoid those words. 

Ms. Zhang: But you said that we can't 
have objective measures. 

Mr. Macfarland: We can't be "objective" 
in the sense of, having something completely in
dependent of the human being who's conducting 
it, but I don't think it is "subjective" because the 
word subjective brings in the connotation of arbi
trary - although, you're right, I did use the word 
"objective." I guess what I was trying to do was 
say that the purely objective is an illusion and so 
I don't want to get into the subjective/objective 
distinction. What we're trying to do can't be free 
of the judgement of the human beings involved -
in this case, the tutor. But that doesn't mean that 
it's arbitrary. It's certainly the case that there is a 
variety among the tutors, and you could imagine 
a class in which you ask a question in one class 
and the tutor becomes excited by the question, 
but if you ask the same question in another class 
the tutor may not see what's exciting in that ques
tion, and they might pass over it. That's going to 
happen. But in general, I think tutors are looking 
for more or less the same thing from their stu
dents. If you do the kinds of things that tutors are 
looking for, generally you're going to do well. 
There might be a variation of half a letter grade, 
but that's where I think that I would say grades 
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shouldn't carry so much importance that your 
concern about them is getting in the way of your 
flourishing in the class. 

Ms. Zhang: While that makes sense to 
me, I do have one follow-up question before we 
move on to the next subject. I've known instanc
es whe re students have not been satisfied with 
their grade, have gone to talk to their tutor, 
and their tutor changed their grade. I can see 
several problems that can come out of that. One 
problem, going back to the subjective and arbi
trary nature of grading that I am worried about, 
is that when the tutor was making up his or her 
mind, the decision that was going into it might 
not have been as concrete and solid as we want it 
to be, so that somehow there is room for a con
versation between student and tutor, where the 
student can say, "Ah, I feel like I deserve more 
than what you gave me," and the tutor actually 
changes the grade. The second problem: does 
that mean that if a student sees his or her grade 
as unsatisfying, the student should just go talk to 
the tutor and expect somehow that there can be a 
change? The fact that grades can be changed due 
to conversations casts doubt for me about this 
lack of a more definitive grading system. 

Mr. Macfarland: I don't know how of
ten it happens, but I did have a conversation 
with the registrar about this because I think that 
grades should not be changed lightly. Now, on 
the one hand, if we say that grades don't matter 
very much to us, what we're really interested in 
is don rags and communication between tutors 
and students about how the students are doing, 
then I suppose you could say, who cares if we 
change the grades? They're only for external use, 
and I'm not going to get into a long quarrel over 
whether it should have been a B+ or an A-; if you 
want me to change it, I'll change it. 

You could imagine an argument that says 
that because we don't take grades seriously there's 
no reason we shouldn't change them lightly, but 
the fact of the matter is that if we change them 
lightly then they'll lose what meaning that they 
do have. If the transcript is going to have some 
meaning externally, then we need to preserve the 
integrity of the grades. This is something that the 
registrar and I have talked about and she and I are 
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''!guess what I was trying to do was say that the purely objective is 
an illusion and so I don't want to get into the subjective/objective 

distinction. What we're trying to do can't be free of the judgement of the 
human beings involved- in this case, the tutor. But that doesn't mean that 
it's arbitrary." 

a little bit worried that there could be circum
stances where grades could be changed too light
ly. What I learned, actually from my wife, who 
also teaches at the college level, is that if a stu
dent ever comes to you to ask to change a grade, 
you should ask them to put it in writing - because 
when you're face to face with a student and the 
student says, "I'm not going to get into medical 
school ifl don't have an A- in this class," and you 
have a bond with the student from having worked 
together with the student for either half a year or 
a year, it's hard to say no. You feel the immediate 
force of the plea. If you have it in writing, then 
you're asking the student to make a case for how 
the quality of the work might have been misinter
preted, and you can think about that privately, on 
your own, and decide whether or not that case is 
sufficiently strong. I think that would be a good 
practice, but this is actually not something I've 
talked about with many faculty members. In fact, 
I don't know ifl've ever had a conversation with 
a tutor about changing grades. I haven't been 
asked to change grades very often. Maybe that 
means I'm too generous a grader; I don't know. 

Ms. Zhang: But do you think a lesson 
should be learned by the tutors? 

Mr. Macfarland: About how they chose 
the grade? 

Ms. Zhang: Yes. 
Mr. Macfarland: A lesson should be 

learned if it turns out that they really think they 
made a mistake, but I could imagine too that they 
just feel they're accommodating the student. Is 
it a matter of justice or generosity? If a student 
comes up to me and says, "You said I was ab
sent six times, but I was only absent three times, 
and I participated every class but you said that 
I was quiet in a quarter of the classes," and if I 

decided that the student's account was correct 
and my records weren't good or my memory was 
faulty, that would be a matter of justice. But there 
could also be a case where the student and I have 
a genuine difference of opinion over the quality 
of the student's work, but I imagine a tutor might 
change the grade under those circumstances. Not 
because the tutor thinks an injustice was done, 
but because the tutor is just being generous, say
ing, "I'm going to give the student the benefit of 
the doubt." If it was a matter of injustice, then 
I think the tutor could tum around and look at 
his own practice, but if the tutor is doing it out 
of generosity, then the tutor may not feel like he 
needs to correct himself. Now I will say that I 
think that the culture among tutors has changed 
somewhat over the last ten to fifteen years, may
be twenty, where tutors on the whole keep better 
records than. they used to. They keep records, of 
course, with the absence policy we've only had 
for eight years or so; I think they also keep more 
records in terms of who translates, or who does 
demonstrations at the board, when students par
ticipate in class, when students don't participate 
in class. You notice that in the don rags they have 
notes that they're working from. And sometimes 
they're compact, but there's a lot there. I think 
they're doing it because they are trying to give an 
accurate account. There is an increasing scrupu
lousness among tutors about having an account 
based on fact. 

Ms. Zhang: I think I would want to re
spect the College's process, the grading pro
cess, and tutors' judgements, and ideally that 
should be the case. It's when you hear someone 
go to a tutor, and then their grade is changed, 
that shakes the foundation of my trust and my 
respect for this process. Because then there is 
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really no barrier that stops one from thinking, 
"Shouldn't I have gotten a better grade, too? Was 
the tutor actually sure about the measurement 
she or he used?" even ifl want to agree with what 
the tutor's original don rag reports and grading. 

Mr. Macfarland: And that sounds natural 
to me, and it does sound frustrating. I'll say that 
I think St. John's is kind of an odd place when 
it comes to grades. I've made this argument be
fore to tutors, and sometimes they agree with me 
and sometimes they don't, but there is variation 
in grading in every classroom at every college in 
the United States. But most of the time it doesn't 
matter. Say you and I are students and we both 
want to go to law school. You're taking a political 
science class and I'm taking an economics class, 
and the grade I get isn't as good as the grade 
you got, but we're not even in the same class. 
We have different majors; it just so happens that 
we're interested in doing the same thing. Maybe 
we're both trying to get into the same law school. 
But every student's constellation of classes is dif
ferent from every other student's constellation of 
classes. No two students have the same transcript 
in terms of what classes are on them. So maybe 
we 've even taken the same class, and maybe in 
that one class I feel like the professor gave you 
a better grade than they gave me because the 
professor liked you better, and thought you did 
better in class, and I'm perturbed by that. But 
the rest of our transcripts, or most of the rest of 
our transcripts, is going to be different. And so I 
don't feel like that's somehow disabling for me. 

But St. John's students are in a weird sit
uation where everyone has all the same classes 
on the transcript. So we both have junior math, 
and you went and spoke to your tutor about your 
grade and the tutor improved you grade, and I 
didn't. And we both have junior lab, and we both 
have junior language, and we both have junior 
seminar, and the transcript's the same all the way 
down. The inequities, in terms of grading, seem 
more pronounced because everything else is the 
same. That's because you students are all together 
when this is happening. When you actually go to 
apply to law school, a St. John's transcript stands 
amidst a sea of non-St. John's transcripts. And 
that competition you are feeling with fellow stu-

34 

dents here - I mean, "competition" is too strong 
a word - but that comparison that you're making 
with another student when you say, "Oh, that stu
dent requested that their grade be changed, and 
the grade was changed, and I didn't request it" 
- that comparison becomes irrelevant, actually. 

Ms. Zhang: I don't think my question is 
about any feelings students have about other stu
dents. Regardless of students' feelings, it is really 
the evaluation process that I am questioning here. 
What tutors are considering and are required to 
consider when they give grades or evaluations 
is what I am concerned with, since they are the 
ones that have the authority to give the grades. 

Mr. Macfarland: But I think that's a bit of 
an evasion, because the grades are always relative 
- always comparative -right? That is, if we were 
at a normal university and I were a psychology 
major and you were a political science major, and 
I went and requested that my grade be changed 
and it was changed, you wouldn't worry about 
it. You're studying in a whole different field. 

Ms. Zhang: No, I disagree that this is 
a problem with the relative nature of grades. 

Mr. Macfarland: I think the fact is that the 
expectation of equity from tutors is actually high
er because of the homogeneity of the program. 

Ms. Zhang: I would say it's because of, 
first, what you said about a natural expectation 
of equity, but also because the lack of stan
dard measurement or criteria at this college. 

Mr. Macfarland: I would say that 
there are standards, but they have to be ap
plied with judgement and they're going to be 
variations in judgement, and that can be a lit
tle bit frustrating. I accept that, I really do. 

Ms. Zhang: We will leave that question 
there. The next question that I want to ask is 
related to student financial aid. During one of 
our previous conversations, I mentioned that 
there are several students, including both do
mestic and international students, who have 
had their work-study taken out of their aid 
package for the next academic year. Could you 
tell us a little bit more about what's going on? 

Mr. Macfarland: A couple of things have 
been going on gradually over time at St. John's. 
One is that our students are needier than they used 

to be. That is, St. John's is giving out more aid 
than it did five or ten years ago. The second thing 
is that we have more international students. And 
giving out more aid means that there's a higher 
demand for campus employment. Our interna
tional students are able to work on campus but 
cannot presently work off campus, so there's a 
higher demand for campus employment - and 
a larger part of the population that can only be 
employed, if they're employed at all, on campus. 
And that's created pressure. 

So there's pressure - a demand for cam
pus employment. Now, when financial aid is 
giving out aid awards, think about it: St. John's 
accepts whatever the number is, let's say 350 stu
dents, 150 are actually going to come, that means, 
as you're making aid awards, of the people you 
hand out the aid awards to, some will come and 
some won't. So you offer campus employment to 
people who will never come, and naturally you 
offer more campus employment than there are 
actual jobs, because some of those offers won't 
be accepted. So it's always a guessing game to 
try and get the aid awards, in terms of the num
ber of campus employment offers you 're making, 
balanced with the demand. And what's happened 
over the last several years is that the awards which 
have been offered have been higher than the ac
tual number of positions available on campus. 
The last time I had a conversation about this with 
the Director of Financial Aid, my understanding 
was that there were around twenty students who 
had been offered work-study in their financial aid 
package-

Ms. Zhang: Current students? 
Mr. Macfarland: Current students, who 

were on a wait list to get a job on campus. So 
there is a concern that we're making a promise 
that we cannot always fulfill. We're saying, "Part 
of the cost of your education will be offset by 
your ability to work on campus." The student 
agrees to come, pays her bills, is expecting to re
ceive a job, and then doesn't find a job on cam
pus. That doesn't seem fair. So, what we want to 
try to do is lower the number of offers we make 
for campus employment so that there aren't so 
many people who are expecting campus employ
ment and don't get it. And in the case of domestic 

students, if a domestic student had federal work
study and then isn't given federal work-study for 
the following year, then nothing prevents the stu
dent from going off-campus to get a job. We need 
to hand out fewer offers of campus employment 
so we can fulfill the obligations we have on the 
ones we have offered. 

Ms. Zhang: It sounds like a difficult thing 
to do. 

Mr. Macfarland: It's a bit of a guessing 
game. 

Ms. Zhang: What will be happening for 
the 20 students who are on the waitlist? 

Mr. Macfarland: Yeah, I think it's hard 
for them. But it does happen sometimes that peo
ple are offered federal work-study and don't use 
it; in offering work study all the college is say
ing is that we'll reduce your aid package by this 
much because it's a contribution you can make. 
And then sometimes students choose not to take a 
job. So you can see how it's a guessing game. We 
don't know which students are actually going to 
use it and which won't. From year to year we just 
have to look at the percentages and try to match 
supply with demand. 

Now, with international students, you 
can't tell them, "Well, we gave you campus em
ployment last year, but next year you need to find 
a job off campus," because they can't, right? So 
there's no international student who received 
campus employment in a previous aid package 
who, if that student has the same need, will be 
denied campus employment going forward as 
part of their financial aid package. I have talked 
to Steve Bell about this, and he assures me that 
this is the way the aid packages are being done. 

Ms. Zhang: So that's to say that if previ
ously there were any problems that occurred, at 
the moment they're being worked out? 

Mr. Macfarland: Yes. 
Ms. Zhang: Thank you very much for sit

ting down with icrrnpia to talk about these issues 
and give us your insights on these questions! 
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Tutor: Mr. Thomas May Interviewer:Xiuyuan Zhang(Al7) 
Mr. Thomas May has been a tutor at St. John's College, Annapolis since 1979. His current and abiding 
interest is the epic, particularly the early modem epics of Ariosto, Tasso, Camoens, and Milton, and how 
they develop out of the great poems of Homer, Virgil and Dante. He loves music, particularly Bach, Bee
thoven, and Renaissance polyphony-- singing with the Madrigal choir has been one of the great joys of his 
extra-curricular life here at St. John's. Beyond these: bike riding, erging and moderate weight lifting--all 
to agitate an aging aggregate. 

Ms. Zhang: The first question I want 
to ask you, Mr. May, is whether you think St. 
John's should be an isolated world that dis
regards the political stances of its students 
and faculty. Are we immune from what
ever is happening outside of the College? 

Mr. May: I don't see how we can be -
simply because of the world that we live in, the 
republic that we are part of and that we depend 
upon, which enables us to be what we are; and 
because of where our students come from; and 
finally because the media that we, like any insti
tution, are so dependent upon, is filled with the 
news of the day and the varying opinions about 
it. All of this impacts us as individuals to a great
er or lesser extent. We are at our very core a com
munity of conversation for the sharing of ideas. 
And so I don't see how we can be isolated from 
the world in which we live. We're not a monas
tery; we are a college that toasts four republics at 
the Senior Dinner - and one of them, of course, 
is the College; then the Republic of Letters; Pla
to's Republic; and of course the United States of 
America, which is part of the larger world we 
live in. So, yeah: I think we cannot be immune. 

Ms. Zhang: I think that's really interest
ing because I've also gotten the impression from 
some other faculty members and from some of 
the documents about St. John's College that I've 
been reading that St. John's would want to pro
vide an environment where we are somewhat iso
lated from the rest of the world - that the only 
things which students focus on here are the texts. 

Mr. May: I would agree that our prima
ry focus is and should be the texts. I would ask: 
why are we reading them? And I think one of the 
reasons that we read them is to try to ask some 
of the most fundamental questions that we have 
as human beings. Also to discover where the 
concepts, the most basic concepts, that we have 
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come from - the terms of discourse, if you will, 
that we use. And it is our terms of discourse that 
are not only something that we find in books, 
but in terms with which we think and live our 
lives as citizens. I very much agree with Aris
totle that we are political animals, that we are 
members of a noA.tc;. I can't imagine not think
ing about what happens in our political life and 
in our personal lives without the lens that our 
conversations and the books we read provide! 

Ms. Zhang: Yes, that sounds right to 
me. I'll directly voice my specific concern. 
Many of our students, after this election, were 
disappointed by the results. And lots of stu
dents went to different types of protests, like 
the Immigration Protest, the Women's March ... 

Mr. May: Yes, I did as well. Without any 
hesitation. 

Ms. Zhang: So, there is a general consen
sus among students that whatever this adminis
tration is doing, it's against a lot of fundamen
tal ideas of democracy and of America. In these 
kinds of circumstances, when students find 
out, for example, another student or another 
faculty member, whom they might respect a 
lot, is a Trump supporter, what do you think 
should be the next couple steps in thinking? 

Mr. May: Well, I again, very much be
lieve that the spirit of our place is one of conver
sation, so that I think at the very least one can ask 
- should be able to ask - anyone in this commu
nity what they think and why they think it. That's 
what we do routinely in our classes. And I'll add 
this: I think particularly, let's say for me as a tu
tor, it is not appropriate for me to urge my politi
cal position on my classes, because we then enter 
an area that is really delicate. First of all, tutors 
are not professors. Nor should they be. That's, 
speaking very personally, the reason why I came 
here. I didn't want to be a professor anymore. 

Ms. Zhang: Can you make the distinction 
clearer? 

Mr. May: Yes. Professors are those who, 
first of all, profess - that is, who articulate their 
expertise in a particular field of learning, usually 
with an interpretation that should be adopted, one 
that they feel that should be shown to be defen
sible, which they might even think is at least one 
of the better. In the narrowest sense, they might 
think it's the only reasonable one. And so I think 
in academia, as in many sectors in our Amer
ican society, we have schools that are "conser
vative" and those that are "liberal". But here I 
think it's really appropriate for us as tutors that 
as far as our classes are concerned, we should not 
bring our personal proclivities as tutors to bear. 
I think they are a distraction - first of all, from 
the work we are trying to do in our classes; and 
secondly, because I think regardless of what we 
say, the tutor is in a position of authority - an 
authority that can be overbearing, that obtrudes 
in a way that is undesirable, that a student may 
be reluctant to counter or to gainsay or to ques
tion, because the tutor ultimately decides how 
it is that the student is to be judged in class. 

Think of the kinds of unsettling acrimony 
that there are in larger universities, both small
er ones like Dartmouth and liberal arts colleges 
like Middlebury, over the issues of the day. There 
very quickly ceases to be any conversation. It 
becomes an all-consuming struggle, simply hurl
ing accusations, epithets, characterizations and 
distortions back and forth. At our best here we 
are really about reasoned, thoughtful conversa
tion, and it's a really delicate thing to maintain. 

I'll give you a kind of counterexample. 
I'll never forget the morning of 9/11, as none of 
us will. I remember it vividly here because it oc
curred, of course, as classes were held. Our sec
ond period classes were just about to start when 
the word of the planes hitting the World Trade 
Center had just begun to be generally diffused; 
I was in sophomore language, and we were just 

beginning Oedipus Tyrannus. As we came into 
the class, some students had not heard any of 
the news and were just hearing it. Others had 
heard it and were devastated. And so I said to the 
class, "You've heard what has happened," and I 
told them exactly what I had heard. And I said, 
"This is something that affects all of us, regard
less of whether we have relatives in New York or 
in D.C. or in Pennsylvania. If you wish, if you 
want to talk about this first ... " Just to be able to 
in an environment like this, which of course our 
classes are, can, I think, really serve as a place 
to allow an immediate response, a very good 
place to do this because we're in a small group 
of people we know who are practiced in conver
sation. And so we discussed events for about a 
half an hour. And there were very strong feel
ings expressed, from feelings urging swift and 
immediate retribution to expressions of, "Well, 
why did these people do that? And who are they? 
And don't we have to find that out first?" And 
of course, these were questions we could not re
solve, but they were reasonable and also heart
felt. It clearly wasn't only a matter of reason, but 
of the whole self. And so when things quieted 
down, it occurred to me it that we couldn't get 
much further, so I said to the class that it seemed 
to me that the best thing we could do would be 
to proceed with what we were doing, however 
haunted and distracted we were, because that's 
clearly what whoever has done this did not want 
us to be able to do, both as a nation and people. 
And so we did. It was so touching. It's one of the 
most unforgettable classes that I can remember. 
Other classes later in the day, like music tutorials, 
for example, what they wanted to do - and this 
was very gratifying for me because I taught mu
sic a lot; freshman chorus - is that they wanted 
to sing. And surprisingly to me, what they want
ed to sing was chant because chant is something 
that I think is at once deeply expressive and tran
scendent of our deepest emotions, showing how 
music can really touch the heart. This was such 

((!think there is an intolerance of hate speech here as corrosive and as 
a betrayal of the very things that we've just been talking about:' 
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an instance. And this went on for several days in 
various classes I later learned. And I thought this 
was an example of the College being at its very 
best and responses that were appropriate. 

Our campus was in the center of an area 
of general alarm because there was credible ru
mor that the State Capitol in Maryland was the 
possible target of terrorist attack. The gates of the 
Naval Academy, very tellingly and for only the 
second time that I've been here as a tutor, were 
closed; guards were posted. There was an all-col
lege meeting on the quad that Mr. Nelson called 
at about noon simply to convey what had hap
pened, how this affected our community. And I 
thought, again, that this was an instance, clearly 
an extreme one, in which we had to be part of the 
world - both in the sense that we were a part of 
the city of Annapolis and "the state of Maryland, 
and the United States, but also insofar as we were 
part of an event of global proportions. And not 
all events are major and require this kind of re
sponse, but I think that circumstances constrain 
us to do what we do as we must do it. 

Ms. Zhang: Then what you would sug
gest when students learn about certain people 
who have different beliefs than they do? To 
just try to talk with them? 

Mr. May: Yes, yes! I mean, I do not wear 
my politics, my religion, my beliefs of other 
things on my sleeve, but if a student asks me, I 
will certainly answer. And if they want to know 
why, well then, let's talk about it. And it's been 
my experience that students will do that from 
time to time, and I don't find that invasive. I think 
particularly as students have spent some time 
here, they know how to have a conversation. And 
I trust them to that. There are exceptions, and I've 
experienced them, but I think that reasonable and 
heartfelt discussion is the nature and spirit of this 
place, and at least what we should strive for. 

Ms. Zhang: Thank you. I think that's 
helpful. Although I don't know whether in this 
case it would be different because I feel that lots 
of students are Democratic -

Mr. May: You mean in terms of party 
preference? 

Ms. Zhang: Yes, in terms of party prefer
ence - thinking that we may have people who are 
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Republican, although they seldom reveal their 
identity. Actually, a couple of friends mentioned 
this to me that what Republicans - or specifical
ly, what Trump supporters - support, is really 
against their existence in a way. When they are 
against, for example, gay marriage, abortion, or 
when they are being racist, all those are not things 
that can be easily talked about and sorted out. 

Mr. May: They're hard. They're very 
hard. But at the same time, I think they are things 
that can be talked about. Because if they aren't 
talked about in the way we try to talk about 
things, then the only discourse we are going to 
hear is the very heavily partisan kind of presen
tation that never examines the most fundamental 
presuppositions that are behind these positions. 
And, you see, I think that that's really, really im
portant. That's what we're meant to do. 

And one other memory that I have is of 
a seminar, one that I unfortunately could not 
attend because of a schedule conflict. We used 
to have irregularly scheduled seminars besides 
the Friday night slot given once each semester. 
They were called guerrilla seminars. And they 
were called that in the spirit of something that 
was much more spontaneous, almost in the way 
that one would have a pick-up soccer game or a 
pickup basketball game except that it would be 
announced: "On such and such date, we're going 
to have a seminar on this particular reading." And 
there have been various such occasions over the 
years. There were very active women's reading 
groups, not so much restricted to the participa
tion of women but designed to pay more atte_n
tion to works by women, who are underrepre
sented in the Program. The particular seminar 
that I remember (and, because of the conflict 
just mentioned, I could not attend) was on Roe 
v. Wade, the Supreme Court decision that legal
ized abortion. And I was struck by the way it 
was announced: "Yes, a seminar on Roe v. Wade. 
This might be the only place where we can try 
to discuss this." From what I heard, the seminar 
went off very well - well-represented with peo
ple on either side of the question and perhaps in 
between. That's the possibility that is before us 
always: that is, to recognize what we have and 
what we are. 

I don't say this merely to be pious. I hope 
I'm not given to a kind of false piety. But I do 
most deeply believe this, and that's why I've been 
here since 1979 and have not looked back on the 
fleshpots of traditional college teaching in a de
partment, and look forward to ever-present pos
sibility of the best kinds of discussions that we 
have. And we don't always have the best kinds 
of discussions; sometimes classes are drudgery. 
Sometimes they are monopolized by people who 
talk too much. Sometimes that may be the tutor, 
and it's something that I worry about as I grow 
older, particularly with one-tutor seminars. It's 
difficult work, and in seminar in particular it's 
extremely difficult, especially if you're reading 
Kant or St. Thomas and people are completely 
at sea. Nevertheless, I think that at times I worry 
that the college, for all of its fervor, has a kind of 
crisis of faith in what it is and has. I'm remind
ed of the line that comes from our readings in 
the New Testament, "Oh ye of little faith"; I'm 
talking not in some pious way but just thinking: 
the Program itself, the books, are so strong, and 
the habits of conversation that we try to learn to
gether are so strong. And we have to relearn them 
with every new group of students and tutors. But 
we begin to learn how to recognize what a good 
conversation is - what's useful and what is not. 
That has to have, I think, a much wider applica
bility than the books we read. 

Ms. Zhang: Yes, and I think what you've 
mentioned is what this Program should stand for. 
Somehow I feel that's our goal with this special 
issue of our own publication. I'm trying to look 
for exactly where that is, and I guess one con
cern I have is that I'm not sure entirely if the 
College is fostering that kind of environment 
that you talked about. I wonder whether if it 
should be the College that's starting this kind 
of thing or if students should initiate and -

Mr. May: Well, by "the College," do you 
mean "the administration?" 

Ms. Zhang: I'm not sure whom I'm sup
posed to be referring to when I say "the College." 

Mr. May: Yet I see so much initiative tak
en by students in both the Graduate Institute and 
the undergraduate program for many and various 
study groups. But what surprises me is that, as far 

as I know - and correct me if I'm wrong - what 
we've not had in recent years, is a Political Fo
rum. As far I as I know, there isn't one currently. 
Now, and this is going back a ways, when the 
first students from what was then was carefully 
referred to as the "People's Republic of China" 
came to the College, they came to the Graduate 
Institute. And I think we've talked before about 
how a number of them were individuals whose 
education had been interrupted by the Cultural 
Revolution. And one of those students - and this 
was in the late 80s, in the period leading up to 
what became the Tiananmen demonstrations in 
Beijing - was very .interested in the politics of 
China, and he knew a number of people who were 
involved in the movement for political change 
that culminated in Tiananmen. Well, before that 
event he led a discussion in a Political Forum 
about China and the United States, and one of the 
other GI Chinese students came to me and said, 
"I can't believe he said the things he did. This is 
so dangerous" -as much as to suggest that it may 
have been foolhardy. I replied, "Well, it seems to 
me that, first of all, he recognizes this communi
ty - and correctly, I think - as a safe place to talk 
about these things candidly, so that is the oppor
tunity that's here." 

As time went on I realized, in having 
talked to the student who led this discussion, 
that these were both very thoughtful and also 
very heartfelt opinions that he felt he needed to 
talk about in the wider context, in the open con
text in a conversation like this. Tocqueville talks 
about how in our fledgling American democra
cy there were always new and different groups 
forming, and we have our own opportunities here 
for these kinds of occasions. And I find, for the 
reasons I've already stated about the roles the tu
tors have and the kind of authority that they have, 
that it is far better for these to emerge from the 
students, particularly about current politics. Per
haps it could be initiated by a tutor, but one needs 
to be very circumspect. 

I'll give you another example from my 
own experience. I became interested over the 
years in the whole situation in Central America, 
particularly during the later stages of the long civ
il war in El Salvador. And at the time the church 
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that I belonged to had a sister-parish relation
ship with a church in El Salvador on the edges of 
the capital. I think most people have heard of the 
late Oscar Romero, Archbishop of San Salvador, 
who was murdered - assassinated - by, as it turns 
out, a group of soldiers that had been educated 
here in the United States. It was then called the 
School of the Americas. It's now been renamed 
WHINSEC. And I forget exactly; it's something 
about the "World Hemispheric Institute for Na
tional Security" and something else. It's clearly 
an acronym that a bureaucrat thought up. [Mr. 

((Because if they aren't talked 
about, and the way we try 

to talk about things, then the only 
discourse we are going to hear is 
the very heavily partisan kind of 
presentation that never examines 
the most fundamental presuppo
sitions that are behind these posi-
. )) 

hons. 

May laughs.] It could be even purposeful, so we 
can't remember what it means. But the institu
tion is the direct descendent of the School of the 
Americas, where cadres of the Latin American 
officer corps were educated very controversially, 
because the methods it taught - and there were 
congressional investigation confirming this - in
cluded torture, which the alumni of this school 
both used and later trained others in. The assas
sins of Archbishop Romero were alumni of this 
school, as were those who murdered Jesuit pro
fessors from the University of Central America 
(UCA) in 1989 in San Salvador. And every year 
there has been a demonstration, which used al
ways to be held at Fort Benning in Columbus, 
Georgia, where this school is still located. This 
would be on third weekend of November, close 
to the anniversary of the day that the faculty of 
UCA and their two housekeepers were murdered, 
commemorating them and all of those - the desa
parecidos and those others known to have been 
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been murdered in Latin America, in the countries 
that sent their officer corps to the School of the 
Americas - to commemorate the names of the 
dead. The demonstration culminated with peo
ple carrying crosses or Stars of David bearing 
the names of people being remembered onto the 
campus of the School of Fort Benning in an act 
of civil disobedience as a peaceful, nonviolent 
demonstration. And on one occasion I did this 
with members of the Justice and Peace Commit
tee of our church who went down for the vigil. 
It turned out to be the last time; there was a de
parting Commandant of the fort who decided he 
was going to arrest everyone for this act of civil 
disobedience. So we were all duly and formally 
arrested. There were 5000 people arrested; it was 
beautifully organized by the army. They used an 
old airplane hangar left from the Vietnam War 
that had not yet been tom down as a kind of pro
cessing center, so that everyone was processed 
through, all their personal information was tak
en, and then they were served with a letter saying 
that were they to do this act of Federal trespass 
and civil disobedience again within the next ten 
years, then they will be sent to six months in pris
on with a fine of several thousand dollars. 

' Ms. Zhang: Did you do it again? 
Mr. May: No, I did not. It's a long ride 

from Columbus. It's about an 18 hour drive. And 
I was the driver on our return to Maryland; after 
we were finally released and got ourselves to
gether again, it was very late at night, a Sunday 
night, nearly midnight. I had many hours of driv
ing ahead of me. I barely made it to my precep
torial which was meeting Monday night. It was 
an undergrad preceptorial on Vi co. Several of my 
students were from the South, with wonderful 
Southern accents. As class gathered, they were 
saying to each other how tired they were because 
it was right before Thanksgiving and so on. They 
asked me, "Are you tired, Mr. May?" And I said, 
"Oh, I'm very tired. Very tired, indeed." And one 
of them looked at me and said with her melliflu
ous southern accent, "Why?" And I said, "Well, 
because I've just driven, I think, 1 7 hours from 
Columbus, Georgia. That's why I'm tired. But I 
am ready for class." And she said, "Why would 
you ever have gone to Columbus, Georgia?" So, 
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briefly, I told her. 
Word very quickly got around. This 

turned out to be like a game of telephone; people 
had heard the wildest things about what it was 
that I had done. The Gadfly came to interview 
me, to find out exactly what had happened, and 
asked if I would speak about it. So I did. And I 
explained why just as I have now. I felt that was 
appropriate. I was asked, but I wasn't about to 
proselytize. And I must say, both then and subse
quently, it occurs to me that it might be good for 
people to know certain things that are part of our, 
let's say, foreign policy, or what has been done in 
our name - we the people of these United States 
who have established and ordained our Consti
tution to do all the preamble to our Constitution 
implies, which I take seriously. It is good to have 
the occasion to talk about such matters, but I'd 
only do that if I were specifically asked by the 
students or by, say, the College. 

The College, from my experience, has 
been very ambivalent about the way in which it 
either encourages or discourages certain kinds of 
events that might attract the attention from out
side or from the media. But that notwithstanding, 
I see we have guaranteed not only by the First 
Amendment of our Constitution but also, most 
importantly, by the community we have made 
here, the ability to speak. One more anecdote to 
show you one extreme. 

Early in my time here, within two or three 
years, there was a very strong move by one tutor 
to have the Washington Post vending machine, 
which used to be in the coffee shop, removed. The 
tutor invoked what you mentioned earlier: that is, 
that we're supposed to be apart from and not dis
tracted by what is going on in the world. But our 
students are individuals of many interests, and 
the principal interest that has brought them here 
is the kind of reading, the kind of discussion, and 
the kind of community that we try to build. This 
measure struck me as inappropriate and extreme. 
I had spent a number of years in a Roman Cath
olic seminary community which was virtually 
cloistered. And every morning, in our common 
room in our seminary, there were at least eight 
newspapers that were always available. And this 
was not a hotbed of political agitation, nor was 

anyone worried that it might become such. 
Ms. Zhang: Thank you. We already 

touched on this subject, but the next question that 
I have is about free speech in our classroom and 
in our community. Do you think that we, the 
College, handle free speech in a healthy and 
constructive way? 

Mr. May: My sense is that we do. Let's 
put it this way: I think there is an intolerance of 
hate speech here as corrosive and as a betrayal of 
the very things that we've just been talking about. 
But that's to talk about the negative. I'm not sure 
what you might mean as far as free speech and 
where free speech is exercised. 

Ms. Zhang: One of the things that has 
been talked about a lot is an open letter addressed 
to President Roosevelt, on the Santa Fe campus, 
about trigger warnings. 

Mr. May: Right. Well, I do have a strong 
opinion about this. I can't imagine what would 
happen to the Program if we began to issuing 
trigger warnings about the books we read. The 
books are as they are. Again, one experience
and I've only had this happen once. It was in 
freshman laboratory, and I had a student who was 
a very ardent animal rights proponent; she was in 
one class and her husband was in another class 
of this tutorial. And what they wanted in reading 
William Harvey, given his rather vivid accounts 
of vivisection, was a way through De Motu that 
would free them from reading his accounts of the 
vivisection that he performed. And I told them 
that first of all because of the experimental ap
proach that Harvey was taking, this was virtually 
impossible. And on reflection I realized that what 
they would end up with is simply a diagram of 
what Harvey considered the motion of the heart 
and the blood to be. But the actual experiments 
and observations that he did are absolutely essen
tial for each step of the argument that he makes, 
so I had in all honesty to say that they are inte
gral, you know? All you can do, I said, if you 
can't bear to read them, is skip over them and 
see what his conclusion is. What he draws from 
them - but it is precisely his claim that the knot 
of contradictions with which he begins the book 
is never going to be resolved except through very 
careful observation, dissection, and vivisection. 
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We have various alternatives to this now, 
but I realize in freshman lab that sometimes stu
dents are quite squeamish about the cow's heart 
and the sheep pluck dissections. Yet I always ask 
students, as I think other tutors do, "Can you at 
least bear to watch?" I once had a student faint 
during the celebrated Harvey film of the Royal 
College of Physicians that replicates all of the 
experiments that he describes. And I do warn 
students ahead of time that it is a really really 
vivid movie. Because I hope there's some way, 
by either observing a dissection or performing a 
dissection, if they can do that, that will give them 
access to the phenomena on which the argument 
depends - give some real access. One alumna 
of the early Sixties remembered that the Cath
olic Church then still had in force its Index of 
Prohibited Books. And there were a number of 
books that we read on the Program that were on 
the Index. Needless to say, Martin Luther was on 
the Index, and so were Hume and Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau. And so devout students like her would 
seek, as devout Catholics, permission from a 
priest to read such books; you weren't supposed 
to just read them on your own. The Church, if you 
will, had a kind of official trigger warning, but at 
the same time, it allowed the reading - a read
ing that was serious, and circumspect - and there 
were no problems for students going through the 
Program that I know of, and I have never heard of 
anyone who asked to be exempted. 

Ms. Zhang: This is really helpful to hear 
and keep in mind. A counterexample would be the 
incident at Middlebury College. Have you heard 
of what happened with Middlebury College? 

Mr. May: Oh yes, I did. Well, I saw the 
link to the Middlebury incident which, I guess in 
the terms I have said before, was in the back of 
my mind. - the kind of intensely polarized situ
ation. That reminds me of one more thing that 
goes back to the School of the Americas issue, 
quite apart from my particular interest. Some 
years ago, there was a Friday night lecture that 
was given - and it was Parents' Weekend no less 
- by a teacher, a faculty member from the School 
of the Americas. The speaker was the father of a 
current student. It's clear to me that the dean at 
the time thought, "Well, what could be more ap-
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propriate for Parents' Weekend?" And I thought, 
"Oh my gosh." I received a note - in fact two 
notes - from several activists. One is an alumna 
of the College who is very active in Maryland 
politics and, if you will, national and internation
al politics as they impinge on Maryland; the oth
er group was mainly an educational group, Anne 
Arundel Peace Action, of which I am a member. 
It's purpose is largely educational; we sponsor an 
annual essay contest and we occasionally go and 
speak to members of Congress on various issues. 
The first note said, "We are planning to have a 
vigil outside of FSK auditorium, and we are go
ing to dress in black and carry candles. What 
do you think of this? We respect your opinion." 
And I said, "I think it would be far more appro
priate if you simply came, listened to the lecture 
and, above all, came to the question period and 
asked questions." And I also went to the dean and 
said, "This is what I've just received as a query 
and this is what I've suggested." And the dean 
clearly had no idea of how controversial it was 
to have invited someone like this lecturer. And 
that's a sort of image of how hard it is, first of all, 
to know everything that's going on in society. It 
turned out to be a very long and intense question 
period. And it was not just because it was some 
of these individuals who came, but it was also 
members of our own community. In one case, it 
was a tutor who simply expressed his disdain and 
dismay that this man was here, speaking. And af
ter saying this, the tutor got up abruptly and left 
the question period, but the conversation con
tinued. And the conversation continued through 
the weekend and into the next couple of weeks 
in the College. People suddenly became aware 
of something they had no idea of before this. I 
think this was far preferable to what happened 
in Middlebury, where there was even a casualty 
- preferable to the kind of fear in which faculty 
members express their dismay only privately to 
the colleague who was the casualty, rather than 
trying to foster an atmosphere of conversation. 
And maybe that's impossible in a larger college -
but I hope not! It is certainly possible here. 

Ms. Zhang: It sounds like what you were 
saying during our interview: it's really important 
that both students - and perhaps the faculty mem-
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-bers - speak their minds in a civilized, peaceful 
way. 

M r. May: Yeah! Absolutely! 
Ms. Zhang: I think that sometimes takes 

some courage. 
Mr. May: Oh, it does! Look, it can be far 

more difficult than simply screaming something, 
you know? And it requires thoughtfulness and it 
requires courage. But I think one should try to 
be temperate and honest and thoughtful. That's a 
tall order in troubled times. The phrase comes to 
mind from Paradise Lost that characterizes our 
whole world at this moment, as Milton says in his 
invocation to Book VII: "In darkness and with 
dangers compast 'round ... " We live in troubled 
and dangerous times, and these times really test 
us. I once heard something - and this was in a 

speech here, believe it or not - at a forum years 
ago, on the tenth anniversary of 9/11 . One of the 
speakers - and there were speakers from all over 
the political spectrum - was Colman McCarthy 
from Washington Center for Creative Nonvio
lence. And Mr. McCarthy, who also teaches at 
American University, said, "You know, people 
are inclined to be pacifists except in times of 
war, or immediately leading up to war." And he 
paused and added, "And that is like being a veg
etarian between meals." This is amusing, but it 's 
not just a throwaway line. It's perhaps times such 
as the ones in which we are now living that test 
us in what it is we say we truly believe and are 
committed to as a College. 

Ms. Zhang: That's wonderful. Thank you. 
Mr. May : Thank you! 

This interview was conducted with a tutor who wishes to re
main anonymous. Interviewer: Xiuyuan Zhang (Al ?) 

Ms. Zhang: The first question that I want 
to ask is: what kind of education do you think 
St. John's is providing for students? The se
niors have been reading Tocqueville's Democ
racy in America, and he mentions that there is a 
kind of education that America would want for 
its citizens, and I'm wondering whether the kind 
of education that we have is for the sake of the 
same goal, or whether there's some other end 
that's also included. 

Tutor: Well, I think the education that 
Americans want, as Americans, is, for the most 
part, a sort of utilitarian education. It's an edu
cation that will enable them to participate in 
American business, and that means the business 
of the marketplace, and the business of politics -
the business of living life in the many practical 
ways that we live our lives. America is a coun
try of "the real world," and by "the real world," 
Americans mean the world of business, the world 
of activity and doing things; whereas the educa
tion that we're providing here is not an education 
that really is oriented toward "the real world" as 
such. I think the education is oriented towards 
the whole world, and to that extent it is going to 

be helpful in students' making their way in "the 
real world," but it's not oriented toward the life 
of business and action; it's more oriented toward 
the inner life, the interior life, the life of the mind 
and the soul. 

Ms. Zhang: How do you think that an 
intellectual life and a political life are connect
ed within one person? 

Tutor: Well, certainly there are things 
present in political life that human beings can 
think about, and if they're going to engage well 
in political life, that they have to think about. I 
think a good part of our education is helpful in 
that regard because we read a lot of books that 
have to do with moral and political life, so I think 
that there we're fine- and there are students who 
go on in political life after they get out of St. 
John's College, either on the political stage itself 
or in the classroom. 

Ms. Zhang : Students make this joke that 
we have a "Johnnie bubble" that's keeping every
thing else that's outside of St. John's away from 
us. When we say this, it sometimes makes me 
wonder whether we're trying to create an en
vironment that's apolitical - but that puzzles 
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me a little bit because, as you said, we read the trouble it's going to cause? That there's going -ual things, but actual things that involve daily be opportunities, chances, for this or that person 
lots of political writings, from freshman year to be a difference of opinion, and people are going I' life or political life? to grow into himself or herself and change their 

to senior year. to say, "I don't agree with that?" I think that, for Tutor: No, I haven't. But I think there's a rea- minds about any number of things. When I think 
Tutor: Well, I think what we do try to do the most part, we allow ourselves to have those son why I haven't: I don't think that you ever see about what I thought when I was twenty-one 

at the College - and we have managed to do it for conversations here, but sometimes we don't, and that - because I don't think one person persuades years old, and when I think some decades lat-
a very long time, I think - is to allow the students I think when we do have those conversations, another person to change his or her mind. I think er, there are a lot of things I thought when I was 

I here to have four years of leisure in this respect. that's good, and when we don't have them, that's that what happens, when it does happen, is that twenty-one that I don't think now. But I think ; 

' 
Students are not inundated by the moral and po- not so good, because that is what it really means 

I one person hears what another person is saying that's because I've changed. I think the world's I 

litical concerns of the day in that larger society, to have an open conversation: for you to be able and then continues to live his or her life, and they changed, and those opinions that I held have in 
so they're able to come here for four years and to express what may be the predominant opinion come to see that what they thought was so about great measure gone by the board. 
engage in the education without having to suffer abroad today in the country and for somebody I 

some situation or other or some issue or other Ms. Zhang: What do you think is the I 

1!1 the pressures of accommodating themselves to else to say, "Well, I don't think I agree with that," is not so or is not what they thought it to be or reason that we are reading lots of political I 

I what's going on in the world, and I think that's and say why, and then you talk back and forth is no longer what they thought it to be, and so writings? 

Ill 
a good thing. If that's what students mean by the about it. But for people to think that there's an they change their own minds. I think that's what Tutor: Well, I think that, because human 
"Johnnie bubble," I think that that's a good thing, opinion out there that should not be challenged I happens. And personally, I can think of opinions beings are political (I happen to agree with that 

11: and we do try to promote an atmosphere where because it is the predominant opinion, I think that I held at one time that I changed my mind camp that says we're naturally political) a lot of I 

students can ask whatever question it is that they that that's running in the opposite direction of the on - political opinions - and political opinions the abiding works - in philosophy especially, but 
want to ask, for the most part, without being told, kind of education that we're trying to have here where there is a difference of opinion out there, not just philosophy - have been works of political II 

"You can't ask that question." Now, in point of - because there are always going to be predom- and I thought one thing for a very long time, and philosophy. But, as I say, why are there so many 
fact, that's not true anymore; there are certain inating opinions, and sometimes those predom- I would say to anybody that asked me what I of these abiding works of political philosophy? 

things that happened that - inating opinions tum out to be opinions that we 
! 

thought about that thing, and then I lived a lit- Because human beings are political. All of those 
Ms. Zhang: What do you mean? abandon, and other times maybe not. But it seems tie bit longer, and I listened, and learned some works don't say that; a lot of them say that human 
Tutor: Well, I'm not going to say what I to me that to be an educated person means to be things, and found out some things, and then I beings aren't naturally political, but I personally I 

I 

mean. [Tutor laughs.] able to handle your own opinions and to be able changed my mind about it. think that the facts don't accord with that. 

Ms. Zhang: No? to talk about them, and especially talk about them Ms. Zhang: Somehow I feel that there's a Ms. Zhang: Yeah, I think what you said 

, I Tutor: No. at the edges where their limitations begin to come paradoxical problem for me - that, as you were made sense; it just still takes me some time to 

Ms. Zhang: Okay ... into view. saying, it takes time for one to first see the other slowly accept that we have this political aspect 

I 
Tutor: No, no, it's not for public con- Ms. Zhang: That's helpful. Do you think side of the argument and then slowly think about that's in the Program, but on the other hand, we 

sumption. that students should care about other stu- it or accept it. But St. John's is a place where you want to maintain some kind of separation with 
Ms. Zhang: One thing that prompted me dents'political opinions or faculty's political I just have those discussions in class and people the outside world, because if we bring everything ,, 

to ask that question is that when we were reading opinions? I express different opinions. Is that just all we can that's outside in, then it might be even difficult to 11,:11 ! 

Tocqueville, and when he was talking about how Tutor: Well, I don't know about "should" do: put the different opinions and thoughts on the just look at the text -

there's the majority ruling and there are lots of - I think people do care about the opinions of I table, and whatever happens afterward is beyond Tutor: Exactly, because what is outside 

other specific rules that the democracy in Amer- others, and that's part of political life: the fact the control or reach of St. John's? is always creeping in. It's not like you can build 

ica is establishing for itself, lots of students in that there are differing opinions, and that there Tutor: Yeah, I think that's right - and, in that bubble that is just completely impervious to 

seminar were kind of exchanging glances and are discussions and even arguments about those a way, the College is a place that is inhabited for anything getting in there. You can't. And so, as 
I were not sure whether we can just talk about the differences. That's just part of political life. I the most part by young people, and they're really you were saying, sometimes at the seminar table 

reading without thinking about current events. I mean, in a free country, that's going to happen. 
I 

just beginning to think about these things. So I students feel, "I can't say what I want to say be-

guess in a way If eel that, yes, we can talk about We have differences of opinion, we have free-
I 

think that probably, over time, there are going to cause I know that there's this thing going on, the-

the text but somehow, because of our knowl- dom of speech, and those differences are going to I 

edge of the outside world, that's constraining be articulated all the time, so in my mind it's not 
11 a matter of whether people should or shouldn't us from saying further what we actually think. ,, 

''Well, in my mind, that's one of those moments when what's Tutor: Well, in my mind, that's one of disagree - they do. That's always coming up. 

those moments when what's going on in the out- Ms. Zhang: Have you ever seen people going on in the outside world is sort of impinging on the kinds 
side world is sort of impinging on the kinds of who were on opposite sides and disagreed with of conversations that we can have, particularly if a student is thinking, 'I 
conversations that we can have, particularly if a each other, but then through a discussion one 

student is thinking, "I can't say what I think right of them actually persuaded the other person - can't say what I think right now because it's going to cause trouble."' 
now because it's going to cause trouble." What's in matters of not just pure philosophical, text-
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-re's this opinion out there, and I want to contra
dict it, but I can't contradict it," or "I want to ex
press it, and I can't express it because somebody 
else is going to contradict it" - either way - but 
in my mind, whenever that happens, that's the 
outside creeping in, as it were, and keeping the 
discussion from being what it really could be: a 
kind of pressing on this or that issue. 

Ms. Zhang: What do you think is the 
healthiest and ideal case when that kind of strug
gle happens within a student's mind? 

Tutor: Well, that's a harder one becau~e I 
think in part, people are subject to hurtful opin
ions, or potentially hurtful opinions, and so there 
are things that you might want to say, or things 
that you might want to discuss, but you don't 
because you're not sure that a person's feelings 
might be hurt if this or that thing is being dis
cussed. And I guess I agree with that because I 
think that outside of a very small and intimate 
group it would be hard to have a discussion 
where somebody's feelings wouldn't be hurt. I 
can give an example having to do with race: at 
the end of junior year we read Huckleberry Finn. 
Well, Huckleberry Finn is a book where this word 
"nigger" is used, over and over again, to describe 
one of the main characters in that story, and so 
we're faced with a kind of situation where the 
text is inviting students themselves to enter into 
this world. How do we deal with that in a way 
in which African American students would not 
be offended by this? I mean, it certainly doesn't 
bother me in the least, and I think I can hold my 
own with my students - but on the other hand, ifl 
were an African American student, I don't know. 
How would I feel then? Would I be concerned or 
worried about how the conversation was going to 
go, and what sort of things were going to be said, 
and what sort of innuendos were going to be go
ing around, or something like that? That's one of 
these times. Whereas for myself, I think we ought 
to be able to talk about that book and everything 
in it as openly as we can and talk about what was 
good and bad - what was right and wrong about 
what was going on in that story - without worry
ing about that. But we can't. 

Ms. Zhang: It's interesting that you men
tion that instance when we're reading Huckleber-
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ry Finn. When you were starting to talk about this 
issue that might be related with race, I was re
minded of my junior seminar when we were read
ing the Declaration of Independence, and I was 
struggling a lot with that seminar just because I 
know that when that declaration was established, 
there was still slavery happening in America. 
The fact that slavery was happening in reali
ty and the words in the Declaration were just 
constantly clashing for me, and I had lots of 
trouble even just talking about that in semi
nar because every time I wanted to say, "This 
idea sounds wonderful," I was reminded of the 
slaves that American people were holding -

Tutor: Yeah, but it's interesting: Lincoln 
addresses that very issue in his speeches a couple 
of times, but he addresses it to say, "The founders 
meant just what they said" - and he was arguing 
against people who were trying to say just what 
you're saying: that the founders knew that there 
were people who were enslaved, and so they 
didn't really mean that; they only meant it for the 
white people; they didn't mean it for the people 
that were being enslaved. Lincoln comes along, 
and he says, "That's not true"; he says, "They 
meant it for everybody - they meant exactly what 
they said, that all men are created equal." Lin
coln is saying, "The founders knew that it was 
not being lived out, but they thought it should be 
lived out." They couldn't make it happen - they 
couldn't change the world in an instant- but they 
could say what they thought was true. That would 
be as if we were to ask today, "Do we believe 
that all human beings are created equal?" Yes, 
we still believe that - but there's human traffick
ing. There are people who are being carted off as 
we speak and being made to do terribly heinous 
things; does that mean that we don't believe what 
we're saying? No, that means that there are some 
people out there who don't mind abusing other 
people, but for those of us who say, "No, this is 
what I believe, and I think that that should not 
be so," Lincoln might say, "Well, the founders 
were saying, 'No, this is what is so: all human 
beings were created equal, and if there's some
thing in the world that contradicts that, then that 
thing needs to be changed, and people need to be 
appealing to these things that we're saying right 
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here - this document - in order to change those 
things out there."' So I don't think we need to 
be ashamed of the fact that we're saying these 
things because there are bad things going on in 
the world. 

Ms. Zhang: Yeah, I think that the speech 
that you're referring to when Lincoln stressed 
that the founding fathers declared that all people 
are equal, and that that's something that -

Tutor: It's in more than one speech that he 
goes down that road, but go on. 

Ms. Zhang: I'm wondering: when we're 
reading the Dred Scott case and Justice Taney 
says that the founding fathers held slaves them
selves, what do we say about someone's own 
ideology and their act being so contradictory? 

Tutor: Well, I don't know what to say 
about that. I mean, I do know that some of the 
founders freed the people that were enslaved 
that were in their control. I don't think that we 
should shy away from having ideals, if you will, 
because we do bad things, or anybody else does 
a bad thing. Because bad things are happening 
in the world, it seems to me that should not pre
vent anyone from having ideals. I don't think we 
should be na·ive about those ideals, but it may just 
mean that we need to be doing what we can to 
realize them when we can. 

Ms. Zhang: Now we're moving to the 
next topic: the College has been undergoing 
some budget cuts. What do you think of that, 
as a faculty member? 

Tutor: As a faculty member... no com
ment. [Tutor laughs.} Well, I mean, it is a fact 
that there is a monetary side to the operation -
it costs money to run a college - and there are 
people, particularly the board members, whose 
responsibility it is to make sure that the College 
is on a solid financial footing. These cuts are ob
viously made in the service of that goal - having 
the College on a solid financial footing - so, in a 
way, while one can lament the disappearance of 
certain goods that he enjoyed, you have to look 
at those things in the context of what it is that's 
being preserved. 

Ms. Zhang: I guess that's interesting be
cause, for the students to understand that and 
to understand the move that the College is ma-

-king, that's asking the students in a way to be 
politically involved within our polity. Right? 
The fact that lots of senior seminars become one
tutor-led seminars instead of two-tutor-led semi
nars, which is most of the time what happens, and 
the seniors don't just sit outside, scream, and say 
that we demand to just have two tutors and we 
don't want to yield - students are already being 
political. And we do call ourselves a polity. 

Tutor: Well, personally, I think it's rather 
gracious of the students not to complain, but that 
is one of the moments where one begins to worry 
- that's one of the moments where the care on the 
fiscal side impinges on the education itself. 

' 'Because there are always 
going to be predominating 

op1n1ons, and sometimes those 
predominating opinions tum out to 
be opinions that we abandon, and 
other times maybe not." 

One begins to worry when financial mat
ters begin to changy the educational situation, 
and certainly with one-tutor senior seminars, 
that's what we are faced with. 

Ms. Zhang: Yeah. It seems that even for 
an academic institution, it is still, as Tocqueville 
would say, an association - a small association 
that's created to keep a community together. And 
having this community is, on a daily basis, habit
uating the members in it to be politically involved 
citizens. I see an academic institution as belong
ing to the same category of those associations. 

Tutor: Sure. But I think that, in a way, 
what students are faced with is something like 
this: 

Aristotle says that the happy life, the life 
of 8cwpla, requires leisure, and that life, the life 
of 8cwpla, he calls the happiest life. The sec
ond happiest life is the life of action, the life 
of <:ppovrim~ and apn~ - that's a life of action. 
There's a way in which those two lives, at least 
- this is not the final word - but when you look 
at it in that way, it looks like the two lives are in-
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-imical to each other: that one either lives the life one tutor instead of looking at the students, and 
are a kind of evidence of caring. So I don't wor-of 9£wpia, which requires leisure, or one lives I think that's in a way why it's better when we Ms. Zhang: Yes. 

the life of <ppOVTjcrt<:; and ape-r~, which is a life have two tutors: so that you just don't focus all ry about students - as a matter of fact, I would Tutor: That sort of thing, that's been go-
of action, not a life of leisure. That's the way it your attention on one person who is the authority say in the time that I've been here, what I see as ing on for a while. In any case, we certainly don't 
is with students. I think what we want - in the figure, but instead try to communicate with every much as anything is students going away from breed indifference here; if anything, I think it's 
bubble, we want this sort of leisurely life where single member in your class. the College - graduating - and then doing very just the opposite. And I think tutors also have 
students can just be involved in their education Tutor: Yeah. Yeah. We know from the tu- caring things: going to teach in economically been examples in that respect: tutors are regularly 
and not have to worry about .. . torials what it means to be in a class with a single depressed places, and just doing other sorts of showing that they care about students in various 

So that's what may bother them about tutor, and the difference that it makes to have two things like that. I've been very impressed by that, ways. I think whenever you ask us to do things, i 

these kinds of matters surfacing in the way tutors. since I've been here: how much students really people seem to step forward to do it - there's Pla-
they've surfaced, because then, as you're saying, Ms. Zhang: The last question is: when I 

do care about others, if you will, and do things to in the Springtime, Women in the Wintertime 
it looks like students are being - not on purpose students are so focused on the studies that they to try to help others, and the whole polity. Is the - people who are just saying, "Okay, I'll do this; 
- but students are _somehow being drawn into have to do at St. John's, what do you think is I whole Politae thing still going on, students who okay, I'll do this." 
the fray, that because these things are so obvi- the thing that keeps them from becoming just tutor in the community? Ms. Zhang: Thank you very much! 
ous - "We're only going to have one tutor in se- an indifferent individual? I guess what I feel 

I 

nior seminar" - that students then suddenly are would be an unfortunate case is that people only 
awakened from just studying to, "Well, is there care about whatever's bad that's happening to 
anything we can do about it? Is there anything we them, and then when those unfortunate things are 
should do about it?" I don't think that's a good happening to other people, they'll think, "Well, I 

I 

I~ I thing; that's one of the bothersome things about have my own interests; those things are not really I 

what we're going through right now. And in a relevant for me, so I don't really have to think I 

way, it's more bothersome than the fact of there about them." For me it seems that, if someone can 
being one-tutor seminars - it's more bothersome be considerate and sympathetic enough to care 

'" that students are now somehow being drawn about those other issues, that's recognizing your 
'" Ii away from their studies by that fact to think about place in the community and being somewhat po-

these other things. litically involved - to want to voice your opinion 
Ms. Zhang: Yeah, because I don't think even when it's not particularly about you. 

anyone is specifically saying that we're not en- Tutor: Yeah. Well, I think that St. John's 
joying our seminar because there's just one tutor, doesn't do everything for the student. It is pri-
but rather that there used to be two tutors, and we marily educational and trying to nurture in the 

r want that kind of divided authority so students various areas where it moves, or the various ar-
I can just speak up without worrying about whether eas into which it moves, but students are also 
I' this one particular tutor approves of what they're formed by other things in other ways. I think that 

saying. And now, as you said, every person has there are students who come to the College car-
to go through this realization that the school is ing about other human beings, and they contin-
going through some kind of financial problems, ue to care about other human beings, and there 
and as a student, because I care about the school, are some students who come and do not care so 

·1 maybe I'll accept this, and that's, I feel. .. I don't much about other human beings, and they see 
want to use the word sacrifice because it's not these students who do, and they start consorting 

,' ' that big of a deal, but I feel that there's a minor with them, and they too begin to have some care 
i j, compromise that the student is making. for others - so I don't worry about students be- II ·I 
' ' Tutor: Yeah, well, I think it is a sacrifice, coming indifferent. I think -

I quite frankly. I think there are good reasons to Ms. Zhang: You think St. John's educa-
have two tutors in the seminar, so I think that that tion is not working against -
situation is better than the seminar with just one Tutor: I don't think it's working against 
tutor. that at all; I think, as a matter of fact, that in the 

Ms. Zhang: I was once told in my don rag readings themselves, we often enough see people 
that I sometimes would just habitually look at who are caring, and whose very contributions are 

48 
- 49 



I 
I' 

II 

II 
I 

"To 
the 

50 

Reflections in Writing 

suppress free speech is a double wrong. 
right of the hearer as well as those of 
- Frederick Douglass 

It violates 
the speaker. " 

-
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Reflectio-ns in Writing 

On Conversation and Participation 

In a recent interview for a summer fel
lowship, I was asked to evaluate my experience 
as an undergraduate at St. John's. My interview
er had knowledge of and obvious interest in the 
Program. He described his idea of the college 
to me - a picturesque, scholarly institution that 
was every intellectual's daydream - and was 
eager for the perspective of a current student. 

This topic is a difficult one for me, since 
I have always had conflicting feelings about the 
College. Although I will forever be grateful for 
the chance it has given me to delve deeply into 
books and thoughts that have changed both my 
mind and my life, I must admit that there are 
many aspects about being a student at this col
lege that I find immensely frustrating. Perhaps 
the thing that disappoints me the most is the dis
parity in the level of participation in any given 
class. In my four years here, I have observed that 
classes at St. John's often devolve into conver
sations that feature only a fixed set of students 
in the presence of a silent majority. I have sat 
through too many classes in which most of the 
group does not participate in the discussion. Al
though there are many quiet and thoughtful in
dividuals who do indeed do their work but are 
just soft-spoken, there are also a good number of 
people who do not participate because they have 
not completed their assignments. The existence 
of both groups presents a great loss to the class. 

The second of those two groups is per
haps the easier one to address. I understand 
that many of us are not only students. We work 
long hours on weekends or even weekdays. We 
have obligations to extracurricular clubs and 
social circles. Yet I feel that none of those par
allel lives must necessarily be a hindrance to 
completing assignments for class. The Program 
deserves an earnest approach from each and ev
ery one of us. Even if you find Hegel or Fara
day to be completely incomprehensible, there 
is still something to be said for taking the time 
to struggle with them. Even the understanding 
that one might grasp in a quick reading might 

Anonymous 

be helpful to the discussion at hand. The failure 
of a student to participate in discussion because 
of a lack of preparation is also an injustice to 
themselves, for they have lost an opportunity to 
learn from and grow with the rest of the class. 

The first group, however, presents a diffi
cult dilemma. These students have done the work, 
but are hesitant to participate for a multiplicity of 
reasons: shyness, modesty, caution, and so forth. 
They often prefer to just listen to the conversation 
without speaking up, and often assert that they 
still gain a lot from the class that way. However, 
the St. John's Program is set up in such a way 
that students must rely on their peers to resolve 
any confusions they may have or to come to an 
even deeper understanding of the topic. Thus, ev
ery voice that is lost from the discussion deprives 
the conversation of a possible avenue of growth. 

Yet the Program provides us with little 
recourse. Students who do not do their readings 
cannot be forced to. There are no formal evalu
ations at the College, so there are essentially no 
consequences for failing to do the assignment or 
for failing to participate. The readings come and 
go; if you miss one, there is always another. Some
times the discussion is productive and engaging; 
sometimes it is quite the opposite. There is so 
much potential in each and every opportunity the 
Program presents, in each and every class, each 
and every conversation. I cannot help but feel 
that it is a waste for any of this richness to be lost. 

The Program is truly something pre
cious. It exposes us to so many different modes 
of thinking that challenge and change us. Every 
class is an opportunity for us to learn something 
new, whether it be a mathematical maneuver 
or a French verb. In contrast to the more tradi
tional styles of undergraduate education, which 
involve lecture halls and textbook notes, we are 
privileged to have a place and a voice at the ta
ble. What a shame it would be if we did not use 
those voices! What a shame it would be if we 
did not make the best of this wonderful opportu
nity! 

51 



r 

I Reflections in Writing -~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~--=-~~~~~~~~~~~~~ Reflections in Writing r..-~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~--=::....::_-=---.=--=--:=-=-=------=-:::__~~~~;!_~~~~~~~~~~~~-1 

I I 

I 

Being a Female Athlete at St. John's 

I love the St. John's intramural pro
gram. I can say that without hesitation. It is not 
a blind love: there have been times that I have 
felt rebuffed by the program, and at times it re
quires a certain amount of dedication and pig
headedness to stay with it despite the problems 
that I see. The occasions in which I have felt to 
some degree unwelcome have centered more or 
less directly around the fact that I am a woman. 

The history of the "co-ed" intramural 
league and women has been a constantly evolv
ing one. I write co-ed in quotations because for 
a long time it was the men's league. In the fairly 
recent history of athletics at St. John's, there were 
separate leagues for men and women. They both 
were competitive leagues with structured teams 
throughout the various seasons. Eventually, wom
en were allocated to teams in the men's league, 
but were never drafted onto new teams with their 
male classmates. Certain women began to be in
vited to participate in the men's league, but it was 
insisted that they had to already be participating 
in the women's league to do so. The practice was 
essentially for men to handpick the women they 
wanted to join their teams, often because they 
deemed a particular woman to be a good enough 
athlete. It was still rare for women to play in the 
league or to be encouraged to come out. The fact 
that women were not included in the second-year 
draft1 is a crucial distinction between the in
clusion of men and women in the league at this 
point. The league was a men's league that wom
en were included in secondarily. It was not until 
the fall of 2014, my sophomore year, that wom
en were drafted into the league just as men were. 

Some people, wishing to exclude wom
en who want to fully and equally participate in 
the intramural league, snidely observe that we 
have our own. On this point I want to refer to 
my own experience. In my freshman year, Kunai 

1 The second-year draft is a player selection process 
wherein captains pick new team members from the pool of 
students who have attended the Annapolis campus for one 
full year. During their first year, students are automatically 
allocated to a team by their last name. 
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(the women's league) had already become much 
more of a pick-up league than an established in
tramural program. To assert that a less formal, 
often sparsely attended league is equivalent to a 
fully functioning, fully supported league is to be 
blind to reality. There are others who point to the 
fact that men's and women's sports are separated 
at other colleges; why, they ask, should the same 
not be true for St. John's? Here's why: St. John's 
intramurals is not at an intercollegiate level, with 
experienced athletes who are used to playing 
with other athletes of the same physicality. Our 
athletics program is meant to welcome people of 
all skill levels and interests. Female athletes at our 
school are often just as competent and capable, if 
not more so, than their male counterparts; there
fore, the argument to separate the leagues based 
on the practices of other, larger schools is founded 
on considerations that do not apply to St. John's. 

I may be asked, "Why do you participate 
in Kunai then?" Kunai to me is a place where 
women may interact with one another, and 
work together to accomplish a goal. It is a place 
for women to support one another and encour
age each other to learn new skills. I do not claim 
that this is how everyone sees Kunai, but these 
are the reasons why I personally value it. My 
own competitive interests, and those of women 
like me, are better satisfied by the co-ed league. 
The transition from a men's league with women 
to a co-ed league has not been smooth, even with 
the equalizing factor of the draft. I was told that 
I did not deserve to be drafted as early as I was. 
Some women were drafted based on physical ap
pearance or due to captains' romantic or sexual 
interest in them. I was told that I had no business 
being a captain of the intramural league. Wom
en generally were told that their successes were 
less expected than those of men by the advent of 
double points in the March Madness tournament. 
To be fair, the intramural league has contin
ued to evolve. Double points for baskets made 
by women, a misguided attempt to get men to 
pass to their teammates, has been removed from 
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the March Madness tournament rules. There 
are ever-increasing numbers of women par
ticipating and taking on responsibility in the 
intramural league. Direct comments on the 
value of female athletes and their roles in the 
league have subsided. But it would be look
ing through rose-colored glasses to assert that 
women in the league are treated as men are. 

There is still the frustration that women 
have to prove themselves to be athletes, not be
cause people want to see what they will accom
plish, but because they are presumed not to be. 
Male athletes often still presuppose that women 
are inexperienced athletes, while assuming that 
men who have never played before know what 
they are doing. Still, too, male athletes (includ
ing alumni) can be patronizing, demonstrating 
surprise that women are involved and competent 
participants. Female captains still have to work 
just that much harder than their male co-captains 
to get respect and cooperation from their teams. 
Female athletes who are inexperienced are often 
still not coached in the same way that inexperi
enced male athletes are. The latent feeling is still 
that women are tolerated in the league, rather than 
encouraged to improve. It is an assumption about 
what women are able to do, whether someone 
realizes they are making that assumption or not. 
My earlier declaration of love for the intramu
ral program may now appear to be superficial or 

sarcastic. Quite the contrary. The atmosphere of 
the program for women has improved drastically 
from the beginning of my time at St. John's. Each 
year, the captains seem to be more committed to 
treating everyone equally and encouraging men 
and women alike to participate. I know many 
young women who are finding a voice and a place 
to belong through the intramural program, and 
are excited by the prospect of being leaders. That is 
priceless to me, since in general women are often 
expected to be supports rather than leaders and to 
give way in discussions when someone attempts 
to talk over them. The intramural program has 
the ability to be a place where leaders are made, 
where individuals can be shown their own power. 
Why would we ever want to take that opportuni
ty away from a whole segment of our students? 

If the enthusiasm to improve and be in
volved in the program, both from women and 
men, is accompanied by an awareness of the diffi
cult problems that are embedded in the history of 
our league and still present today, then I believe 
the program can be an incredible environment 
and continue its necessary presence in our com
munity. But I believe the active understanding is 
important and the bravery to address the issues is 
requisite. We are a college based around the idea 
that we should have the courage to explore diffi
cult questions. I think it is only fitting that we car
ry such noble ambitions outside of the classroom. 
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Reflections in Writing 

An Investigation in the Matter of Voting, in the Style of Thomas Aquinas 

Whether the Johnnie should vote in matters of 
politics, specifically in which two dominant 

options are provided, and whichever receives 
more votes is deemed winner? 

We proceed thus:-
Objection I. It would seem that the John

nie should not vote in matters of politics. Voting 
in a two-party system is merely choosing 'the 
lesser of two evils.' 

Obj. II Further, political matters distract 
the private person from matters of importance in 
their life. 

Obj. III. Further, one individual vote does 
not matter. 

Obj. IV Further, a fool will negate the 
vote of an informed citizen, making the efforts of 
the latter useless so long as all votes are equal. 

On the Contrary, the philosopher Soc
rates said in voting against a dangerous jury, "I 
was the only member of the presiding committee 
to oppose your doing something contrary to the 
laws, and I voted against it" (The Apology 32b )1• 

I answer that, It seems that the Johnnie 
should vote in matters of politics. Deciding to 
vote should not be an external matter, that is to 
say, reliant on the circumstances of the world; it 
should rather be an internal one. The character of 
the person, and the ideals they hold themselves 
to, should be considered when deciding wheth
er to participate in a vote. Other matters, listed 
below, are unhelpful and illogical in deciding to 
avoid political votes. 

Reply to Obj. I The decision to choose 
between 'the lesser of two evils' is a false binary. 
One may easily choose to not participate in vot
ing, making the decision rather one of three; e.g., 
left, right, or neither. If one seeks to absolve one
self of the choice created by understanding the 
harm that both options cause, one's decision al-

1 Plato, The Apology. G.M.A. Grube. Indianapolis/Cam
bridge: Hacket Publishing Company, 1997 
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lows the worst of either case. A decision made in 
the hopes of not associating with either outcome 
does damage to the personal integrity of the indi
vidual far greater than the decision to vote for a 
flawed candidate. The decision to not vote in this 
system is not rebellion, it is compliance. When 
a more virtuous option exists, the option to not 
participate is cowardly and unbecoming. 

Reply to Obj. II. People and policies that 
are given power by the representative vote have 
the power to ruin nearly everything an individual 
holds dear. As long as power, war, economies and 
human rights exist, politics will not be unbecom
ing of any intellectual thought. 

Reply to Obj. III. Even in a vote among 
billions of others, deciding not to vote based on 
the result of the vote, rather than the act itself, 
removes all logic for voting both on an individual 
and societal level. This defeatist logic destroys all 
reasoning to vote for either the winning or losing 
side; it throws a tantrum and quits for anything 
that is not an assured deciding vote. To base the 
personal decision to vote on the mathematical re
sult allows elections to be decided by those who 
act, rather than those who create excuses for their 
inaction. 

Reply to Obj. IV Simply by reading this 
article, one demonstrates an intelligence far su
perior to the worst citizen that will inevitably 
vote in political matters. The decision to vote, if 
nothing else, may be made with the sole purpose 
of negating the vote of this villain. The inaction 
that allows this hypothetical fool to be a deciding 
voice in a vote of great importance is the result 
of a lethargic imagination that has not created a 
citizen wretched enough. This citizen must be 
understood as morally bankrupt, logically illiter
ate, and all other manners of evil, until the even
tual creation becomes so horrific that the desire to 
vote against them becomes a necessity. 

-

I 

On the Twin Seals of St. John's College 

Sometimes St. John's is said to be apolit
ical. I do not know what this means. There's one 
way in which it makes sense to me: any belief 
can be overheard here. We read about both Solon 
and Lycurgus, we read both the Republic and Le
viathan, we read the Old Testament and the New. 
None of these has priority. None of these may 
reduce the other to silence, just as no one "wins" 
an argument by telling someone to shut up. 

But in another way, the claim that St. 
John's is apolitical makes little sense to me. The 
icons of our school, its twin seals, serve as a kind 
of example. The first, of a man scaling a moun
tain with the text "est nulla via invia virtuti " 

' says a little about what we think we do here: we 
both make and seek virtuous people. Est nulla via 
invia virtuti1, to be sure, but St. John's is both the 
via and invia. The second, more famous seal, is 
composed of books and a balance, and bears the 
text ''facio liberos ex liberis libris libraque." This 
time it is the school speaking: "I make free men 
out of children by means of books and a balance." 
It is a political thing to believe in virtue, to be
lieve in freedom, to believe in education. It is 
still more political to believe that it is possible 
to educate, to lead children to adulthood vir-

' tue, and freedom. And it is even more political 
to say that the means are books and a balance. 
The balance is what I want to focus on. I think 
the fundamental belief that any weighing relies 
on is that there are some things that weigh more 
than others, and that an established relationship 
of weight will remain constant. Put another way, 
once we weigh a kilogram, we can begin speak
ing about things in kilograms - we can do this 
either precisely, as in "thirty-five kilograms," or 
ordinally, as in "this pen weighs less than a ki
logram." I think the second kind of weighing is 
a lot of what we do at the College. We put for
ward our thoughts in seminar and wait for them 
to be weighed. We write essays and await con
versation and feedback. We attend don rags. 
We also do this sort of thing with one another: 

1 ["There is no way (via) impassable (invia) to virtue:' 
(Translation supplied by the editor)] 

Zachary W Gold (Al 7) 

you hear something helpful in language tutorial 
and you say, "That was very helpful, and now 
I see that x is the case;" you read your close 
friend's paper and say, "This is very good, but 
are you really sure about that introduction?" 

For one another, we are each a balance, 
and this is a political act. It is not by accident that 
we call ourselves a polity; it is not an accident that 
we have a dean, that we esteem our tutors and 

' that we elect delegates to the DC and represen-
tatives for the SCI. The College may be a place 
in which all thought is permitted to originate, but 
it is not a place in which all thought is permitted 
to survive unchanged, unchecked, and untested. 

Of course, this "means" - the balance -
exists to further some end. If we are to believe 
our seals, these ends are virtue and freedom. At 
first, freedom seems antithetical to weight: if the 
pen is lighter than the kilogram, it isn't free to 
be heavier than the kilogram. But why would 
you want a pen that weighs a kilogram? Why 
would a pen want to weigh a kilogram? This 
is, I think, part of the claim made at the Col
lege: to be free is not to allow one's wants to 
reign freely, but rather to choose virtue, freely. 

And this is the other half of the "books 
and a balance" - the books. Together, it is our 
project to read and re-read great works of West
ern culture, and it is by means of the books that 
we read that we become informed about our 
choice, either by privation or positively. The 
choice I think we're provided with is one to be 
virtuous or to disregard virtue. I do not pretend to 
know what virtue is, but I do know that I know 
more about it now than I did before I met the Col
lege. The choice of virtuousness is not one that 
we can delay - lurking at every instant and with
in every moment is the omnipresent choice: will 
you choose freely to be virtuous, or won't you? 

These three beliefs are what it means 
to be ' political, to be with others - that "bet
ter" and "worse" are words that have real con
sequences, that you have a choice, and that 
it is always possible to transform the worse 
into the better. Without these, why both-
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-er voting? Why bother running? Why bother 
ruling or obeying? Without these, why speak? 
Why write? Why go to college? Why believe in 
education? 

The College is a place of ideological 

freedom. 
It is not apolitical. 

On the Future of St. John's College 

St. John's College is unique place. Its 
curriculum, its practices, and its community are 
worth preserving. In its history, there have been 
many times that the College has almost been shut 
down for financial · and political reasons, such 
as during the Civil War, the 1880's, and most 
recently in 193 7. Thankfully now is not one of 
those times. St. John's is going to survive its 
current financial hardships and will avoid the 
fate of an increasing number of colleges such as 
Mcintosh, St. Catherine, and Bethany. However, 
survival isn't easy and doesn't come without its 
costs. This past year has brought a downsizing 
of about forty staff positions. The remaining staff 
and faculty will see a decrease in salaries and 
benefits. Our investments aren't doing that great, 
and investment projections aren't guaranteeing 
any great improvements for the future. 1 Nev
ertheless, I imagine that even in the worst-case 
scenarios we can survive for decades without 
seeing a repeat of the problems which caused the 
collapse of the Old Program eighty years ago.2 

However, focusing simply on survival 
guarantees our demise. No culture has ever flour
ished by merely meeting its necessities. If we 
are to avoid the conclusion of our current path 
we should be enthusiastic in our support of the 
College - both in good times and in bad ones. 

1 [Editor's note: When consulting with the college Trea
surer, Mr. Smolskis, on the issue of investment, Mr. Smol
skis commented: "Investments underperformed in FY 16 
compared to other colleges because the college's investment 
managers have not yet completed their transition to the 
new investment model.] 
2 [Editor's note: Mr. Smolskis, the college Treasurer, has 
also responded to Mr. Syritsyn's comment about the future 
investment performance: "In fact, we do expect (and have 
recent results showing) improvement. Although no one can 
guarantee future investment results, we expect th~m to i~
prove when our outsourced CIO has completed its transi
tion to new investment managers.] 
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The best solution to a problem is to make sure it 
never arises. For the College, I see two primary 
paths which can ensure our prosperity: we must 
rally support from without and cultivate it within. 

The world is a large place and it is weav
ing closer. St. John's is bound to play a great
er role in it during the years to come because 
it promotes true dialogue, community, and in
quisitiveness, which are needed now more than 
ever in our increasingly interconnected world. 
To ensure that it can play that role, we should 
look for the support of those who see our alma 
mater's beauty. In addition to those who already 
appreciate the College, there are surely others 
out there who would support St. John's if only 
they knew about it. While finding these people 
will take time and effort, it will be worthwhile 
when the effects of an increased support base are 
felt within our community. A thicker trunk yields 
better, more numerous fruits. However, this in
creased outreach is not without its challenges. 
Some of the questions we have to ask are: Where 
should we look for such support? How can we 
make sure that people see the true St. John's? 
How can we convince donors that it is worth 
giving money to a school with such a small s~
dent body? For a small College such as ours it 
is especially important to address these challeng
es up front rather than risk the consequences of 
never having dealt with them in the first place. 

While we can gain some support from 
these external sources, not all of our support 
has to be drawn in from the outside. We have 
people within our community, such as the tu
tors and alumni, who support the College al
ready. Their support is often the most dedi
cated and the least lauded. Without them the 
College wouldn't have made it to this point. 
However, more is needed. Although the alumni 
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who give are dedicated, they are few - less than 
15%3. With our small alumni base, each gift, 
of whatever size, is valuable. Increased dona
tions from the alumni, even if they are small, 
can help improve the College's financial stand
ing. If we, the current alumni and the students 
who are soon to become alumni, join in the ef
forts to support the College financially in the 
ways that we can, together we can help the Col
lege continue to be a home of liberal education. 

The ideal scenario would see the Col
lege following both paths - seeking both inter
nal and external support. Efforts to do this have 
already begun, but those who have started these 
3 As was reported at the February 2017 BVG meeting in 
Santa Fe 

efforts won't be around forever. Eventually the 
time will come when we, the current students of 
St. John's, will hold the fate of our alma mater 
in ours hands. The time is not yet but it is com
ing, slowly but surely. Even if we can't do much 
right now, we should at least acknowledge this 
and start considering how we would like to sup
port the College in the future. Contemplation can 
be found nowhere without magnanimity. There
fore, united in our love of the College, our lives 
here, and the people we have met here, we can 
ensure that this light upon a hill will not fade 
away. Our course will not be without storms, but 
united and determined we will surely overcome 
whatever challenges the future has in store for us. 

At Least I Didn't Fake It 

Gay literature is that which acknowledg
es or describes the romantic or sexual feelings of 
the gay male. It is not the only kind of queer liter
ature, but it is the literary genre to which I looked 
when I was first confronted with the confusion of 
coming out. Of course, I did not find much gay 
literature at the local bookstores. Copies of The 
City and the Pillar and James Baldwin novels, 
as well as a few dismal nonfiction accounts of 
the AIDS epidemic, hung out on single shelves 
labelled "LGBT." Staring at these few books, I 
worried that the kind of literature I was search
ing for - something to describe the very real and 
intimidating situations in which I found my new 
self - did not exist. 

When I arrived at St. John's College, I 
looked to the Program as a means of examining 
my role in the world around me. Having come 
out to friends and family just months before con
vocation, I hoped particularly for literature that 
would guide me in answering pressing questions 
about my own sexuality. Following the first se
mester of freshman year, however, I was continu
ally disappointed. After the unabashed pederasty 
of Ancient Greece, erotic relationships between 
men seemed to disappear entirely. The remain
ing semesters of the Program were hardly gay at 
all; there were no gay authors, no gay characters, 

Collin Ziegler (Al 7) 

and no examinations of sexuality as it shapes the 
lives of gay men. As I gradually came to discov
er, I was not alone in this disappointment. If the 
Program barely acknowledges the experience 
of gay men, much less does it acknowledge the 
experiences of those who are lesbian, bisexual, 
asexual, transgender, or non-gender conforming. 
As a result, the Program forces those of us in the 
queer community into an uncomfortable posi
tion. Charged with examining our lives, many of 
us nonetheless lack a language for acknowledg
ing the ways in which our beliefs and values are 
shaped by our gender or sexuality. 

When such an issue arises, the obvious 
remedy is to apply to the College for change. And 
yet, while there are plenty of titles in the growing 
canon of queer literature, few seem compatible 
with the Program as a whole. Could I suggest 
adding to the reading list, in complete serious
ness, any of my favorite gay male authors? And 
even if I did, how could I choose among the di
verse voices that make up the queer community 
without slighting others? Faced with these ques
tions, I begrudgingly admitted that the Program 
was simply not suited to address my particular 
pursuit of a fulfilling personal identity. 

And why should the Program include 
such subjects anyway? I am reminded of a refrain 

57 

' 



•• ii 

11 

hi 

Reflections in Writing 

with which I have been long familiar: I am more 
than my sexuality. These words were born as a 
comfort amidst the fear and shame of coming 
out. Assuring my friends and family that nothing 
ing was different about me, I declared that my 
sexuality - my gayness - was just a single, small 
part of me. But as I gradually discovered, these 
words masked an uncomfortable truth. I was not 
the same as my straight male friends; there were 
differences about the way we interacted with 
the world, and only I seemed to notice them. 

This realization extended to the class
room as well. My sexuality may not have af
fected my understanding of Euclidean geometry 
or Newtonian physics, but it certainly shaped 
my readings of Homer, Plato, the Bible, Dante, 
Chaucer, Shakespeare, Cervantes, Eliot, Aus
ten, Mozart, Tolstoy, Proust, Nietzsche, Woolf, 
Wagner, and Dostoyevsky. The ways in which I 
have come to view the world around me - based 
on a series of emotional and social cues unique 
to my role as a gay male in a predominantly 
straight society - informed my interpretations of 
the characters, relationships, and ideas in these 
works, placing them in relief against the back
ground of my own experiences. In this context, 
to argue that I am more than my sexuality - to 
argue that my sexuality is only a single part of 
my entire experience - would be to deny myself 
the opportunity for an original understanding 
of these works on the same level as my peers. 

Before grasping this truth, I was wary of 
bringing my gayness too close to Program works, 
lest I accidentally introduce something that 
should not be there. I worried that an interpreta
tion of a work according to my own experience 
- a "gay" interpretation - might be inappropriate 
or unworthy of discussion. Now, after nearly four 
years at the College, I am finally learning not to 
hesitate. For it is not a matter of personal experi
ence violently colliding with a text; rather, the un
derstanding of a text demands the participation of 
the entire self. In holding back those parts of me I 
once deemed unworthy, I prevented myself from 

fully engaging with many of the Program's works. 
Now, with graduation nearing, I once 

again recognize the importance of allowing 
my experience as a gay male to play an active 
role in my work here. My gayness is not a part 
of me to be dismissed or called upon when de
sired; nor is it a subject or a question to be stud
ied at leisure. Rather, it is the foundation upon 
which my intellectual and emotional maturity 
is being constructed. To ignore this when con
fronting the Program would be to therefore im
pede my own development as both a student 
and an individual. And so, although I leave the 
Program itself with no more gay literature than 
it had when I found it, I am content to remind 
myself that the Program does not need explic
itly queer books or authors in order to speak to 
my experience; to commit my entire being to 
each text - and not just parts of me - is enough. 

As any queer student can tell you, this is 
a difficult responsibility. It requires persistent, 
careful sensitivity to readings and discussions 
both in and outside of the classroom. The pain
ful feeling with which queer students have long 
been familiar, that of being different, appears 
around every comer. We learn that it is not easy 
to examine your life when those you study and 
admire repeatedly fail to acknowledge your ex
istence. And yet we continue to do so. We bring 
our queer identities and experiences to bear upon 
the same questions facing our peers, and we work 
tirelessly to find meaning in that effort. It took 
me nearly the whole of my time at St. John's 
College to discover the necessity of this effort. 
And so I urge the queer students of the College 
to be brave. Your sexuality or gender identity 
is not an indulgence to be kept apart from your 
work. For as long as your identity influences the 
ways in which you interact with this vast world, 
it will inevitably shape your responses to the 
Program's greatest works. And the shame lies 
not in exploring or sharing this response, but in 
considering it a small or irrelevant part of you. 

-
Reflections in Writing 

On the Practicality of the Program 

Today, I was in the coffee shop waiting 
for a classmate to arrive so we could commiser
ate about writing relativity papers that would fool 
the reader into believing we knew what we were 
talking about. A junior friend of mine walked by, 
and we began talking about the loneliness and 
isolation that Johnnies sometimes face - wheth
er this loneliness made us regret our choices to 
come here. As we began to talk about the transi
tion between now and life after the College, and 
if we would ever find our places in the world, 
two more juniors joined in our discussion. One 
of them confessed that as they looked to their 
path beyond St. John's, they were beginning to 
have serious doubts about choosing to attend the 
College from a practical point of view. Even with 
the powers of connections and a strong alumni 
network, many doors are automatically shut to 
those who have a St. John's degree, and though 
there might be workarounds, with so many re
jection letters comes the sense that the educa
tion comers, rather than liberates, its graduates. 

Throughout my junior year, these doubts 
- and even regrets - occurred to me many times. 
My unease was heightened by the fact that I could 
never find anyone else who wanted to address, or 
at least share in, the worries I felt. Rather, someone 
would always either try to assuage my concerns 
with anecdotes about successful alums or mount a 
defense for why the Program was better than any 
vocational training. Rarely did I hear anyone say 
out loud, "I think the Program is objectively going 
to make it harder for me to attain success in life 

' 
and that fact worries me." By the time my class-
mate arrived, cutting our conversation short, the 
four of us were struggling together to acknowl
edge how the College has helped us - but also why 
it still feels so impractical. As we dispersed, the 
junior who carried serious practical doubts about 
the Program said, "That was really therapeutic." 

That statement got me thinking. Our talk 
didn't assuage our doubts or give us four-step plans 
for finding success in the outside world. None of 
us left the coffee shop with renewed confidence in 
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the Program. The result of our conversation was 
the knowledge that others shared our doubts, and 
that we weren't alone in questioning our devotion 
to the Program. So why did it take me four years to 
feel comfortable acknowledging those doubts and 
encouraging others to acknowledge them as well? 

Despite the ingrained conversational na
ture of the College's life, criticizing the pragmatic 
aspects of the Program and the St. John's education 
has become taboo. This claim is tricky, because 
criticism of the Program is overt, especially among 
students. "My sophomore music class was a flam
ing dumpster fire" is one I hear a lot. "We didn't 
go deep enough into the text" is a classic. Plen
ty of frustrated juniors will lament, "There is no 
way I'm going to understand junior lab, because I 
didn't understand junior math." These complaints, 
while extremely valid, reflect the Program's lo
gistical flaws and the imperfections of the people 
who comprise it. Many feel that the Program's 
execution does not always live up to its ideal. 

None of these critiques of the Program are 
pragmatic or practical, however. To be fair, I have 
had a few chats about the Program's practicality 
while here. Many of them were with seniors who 
had recently graduated, or with classmates who 
transferred to study things like engineering so 
they wouldn't have to go get a second degree. Yet 
in the common flow of everyday life here, I rarely 
see these issues treated as if they are legitimate 
topics for discussion; at times I feel our doubts are 
actively quashed by the community. I feel as if my 
concerns are denied by those who feel the Pro
gram's success working in them, or who do not 
think that the practicality of the Program should 
be questioned. I have often been dismissed when 
I struggle over whether the time, money, and en
ergy we pour into the Program that we love is 
worth more than the practical benefits of a four
year degree that would help our resumes get past 
the first round of cuts. When I worry aloud about 
whether or not the St John's education will pre
pare me for the real world, the answer is always 
that it will prepare me better than anything else 
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- and the caveat is always that even though it no matter what school they went to. But Johnnie 
hardest questions in Western thought, there is no I the Program. It is a disservice to yourself (and might take some maneuvering and networking, it stress has a particular flavor, because our way into 
encouragement of an incredibly hard and perti- to the Program) not to. It is even okay to decide will pay dividends, because I will be a stronger practical success is not defined at all. We have re-
nent question - "Is what we do here worth it?" that it is not worth it, or that parts of it were not and more flexible worker. sources and support, but we are responsible for 
- unless that discussion presupposes that the an- worth it even if other parts were, and that you Our website is peppered with articles dis- implementing them in the right way - an extra 
swer is "undeniably yes." This hurts the life of the made a mistake coming here. Acknowledging its playing the success of Johnnies in many different burden my brother and cousin will never have to 
College in two ways. First, it goes against what flaws is the only way I have been able to see the fields, and of alums who will back these stories up face. The Program does not train us in any hard 
we come here to do - that is, learn to question College's benefits at work in me without them in person. The wonderful Career Services Office skillsets, unless we learn them on their own; it 
everything; and second, it exacerbates doubts by being pressed upon me by others. In doing so, I is truly dedicated to helping us thrive. I have hen- therefore feels like our post-graduate successes 
leaving them unresolved. As I let these fears build have also found parts of me that are hopelessly efitted from the Pathways program multiple times, come from the work we put in outside of the Pro-
up inside of me last year, I grew isolated. I wor- in love with the Program, the parts that will be and without it I would not have ended up with my gram. My brother and cousin will also have to put 
ried I was the only student who couldn't make the forever glad I came here. I am a better thinker post-graduate plans. And I do have post-graduate in outside work, but they start much further along 
College work for me. I felt a pressure to accept and writer. I have begun an intellectual love af-plans - plans which will allow me to continue un- the road than we do. Further, they will not be con-
what others told me the benefits of the Program fair with Euclid that will never end. I am more dergraduate studies in STEM on someone else's stantly justifying their education for the next five 
were, rather than admitting what has and has not aware of my emotional flaws. I trust others more. dime. I know where my passion lies; I would not years - an act that puts one on the defensive and 
worked for me personally over the course of my And yet I am also keenly aware of the difficul-have embraced it so thoroughly without the Pro- takes away one's confidence in one's own abil-
education. I felt there was something wrong with ties I will face because of the Program, especially gram. There is a structure dedicated to bridging ities. Ideally, the Program equips us to face the 
me, something perhaps even immoral, when I monetary ones. I can take steps going forward to the gap between St. John's and the expectations freedom we have for determining our paths, but 
worried about money and whether or not I would minimize their impact on my life, but I can't take of the world. this does not make things easier when you receive 
be able to fund my dreams of pursuing a career in these choices back. At the same time, I cannot help but feel your third rejection letter from an internship that 
a STEM field after I graduated. I felt that admit- I am not advocating that we abandon the that a large portion of this culture is built not thinks you simply lack the computational skills 
ting that St. John's was - or at least seemed to be Program. I am not saying that it is not helpful around trying to transfer the gifts of St. John's to you need to work in their lab. 
- getting in the way of my dreams would brand or that it cannot make an impact. I am merely the world, but around justifying the existence of I feel like the practical concerns of our 
me as a self-centered person who did not see the insisting that we get comfortable with voicing the Program and our participation in it. When I lives are being downplayed, even ignored. For ex-
subtleties of life or the intangible soft skills truly our doubts when faced with the Program's inev-sat in on the BVG meetings last year, I saw many ample, I have frequently been told that one way to 

t necessary for success. 
itable practical difficulties. These issues must be presentations about the resources the school was get into a PhD program is to take summer courses 

We all seem to be afraid of attacking the addressed openly in conversation, or they will devoting to career advancement and making the at a university where I can impress someone in 
Program and what it does. The Program's sta- not be emotionally resolved. They drain joy and students successful. Yet these discussions were the department. While I impressed my professors, 
tus is nigh-sacred, and if its practicality is ques- energies from our studies. They cause us to feel aimed towards increasing the school's market- I also had to attend a community college to get all 
tioned, it feels like one is claiming money is insecure and even guilty about the parts of our-r1 ability. But that's the board's job. You shouldn't the courses I needed, because the Pathways could 
more important than morals or virtue. This was selves that drew us to the College, and dishonest 1,1 expect to hear otherwise. I'll grant you that, but not have fully covered me even at a state school. 
certainly how I felt as a freshman: I judged others with others about our shared college life. None of I'll also state that everyone, including myself, rat- Even with supports like the Pathways and the 
for not caring as much, and I was wrong to do this is healthy, and none of this is right. As I leave ties off the mantra that St. John's will make me a Hodson, sometimes the steps to get further in our 
so. Different people certainly care about the Pro- the College, I extend my hand to you and wel-better thinker, a better talker, and better equipped chosen field after St. John's are impractical to us -
gram in different ways and to different extents. come you to share your practical concerns about to handle many different aspects of life. This is in ways they wouldn't be if we had conventional 
But treating the Program as sacred also makes us the Program with others. Some of you might not true: taking courses at a local college during the four-year degrees. Yet I get the feeling that it is 
unintentionally look down on convention. I feel have these concerns; that is alright, too! Those summers, I certainly stood out to my professors. inappropriate to voice these frustrations, even if I 
as if we often dismiss other aspects of learning, who do not worry about the practicality of the 11 But even so, I feel like the list of soft skills thrown preface their expression with "I love the Program 
such as memorization, as having no value just be- Program are also essential to the discussion. But 

ill 
at me is being directly weighed against the bene- and I might not have found my way without it." 

cause they do not "go as deep" as our discussions we must all be open with our own experiences fits of the hard skills I would have picked up as a The responses we all seem to have to the 
can. The idea that the Program's benefits are while also acknowledging the validity of the feel-chemistry major at UMD. It feels like a cost-hen- practical concerns of the Program ignore the main many, but intangible, leads us to worry that we ings of those who differ. As long as there is hes-efit analysis, not a discussion. philosophy of the College - that is, the fre edom 
are wrong for wishing we had hard skills instead. itation about voicing the concerns that the Pro-I have a brother and a cousin both who to ask and discuss and even leave open the tough But herein lies the problem: loving the Program gram is impractical and that this might be a bad have graduated with science degrees and still questions. The school's embrace of learning or without admitting its flaws is the same as forcing thing, the true feelings and issues underlying this have not found career-track jobs because, despite the sake ofleaming (a philosophy I subscribe to) yourself to swallow a doctrine. I thought that this concern will not be resolved, and the Program's 

,, 
is treated as if it is naturally opposed to the more their focused undergraduate programs, they are 

was the very thing the school would be against. effectiveness at leading us to open conversation not sure what they want to do with their degrees. practical concerns oflife. Spoilers: it's not. 
It is okay to question the practicality of will be diminished. No one our age is immune to these difficulties, For a college defined by its love for the 
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1 Reflections in Writing 

"'·.l--1 ------ - --------------------------------- --------· 

On Leaming How to Have Opinions 

Here at St. John's, our classroom atmo
sphere is mostly apolitical - and if your class 
doesn't seem that way, then something's prob
ably wrong. I have never felt like a tutor was 
pushing their ideology on me, nor have I known 
class discussions to exhibit overt partisan ten
dencies. Whenever the conversation has seemed 
like it is about to make that shift, it has been 
shut down pretty quickly. I'm sorry to anyone 
who has not had this experience, because I think 
it is one of the most valuable assets St. John's 
has to offer. It comes back to that cliche about 
the College: "You don't learn what to think, you 
learn how to think." (Or something like that.) . 

Everyone walks into a classroom on the 
same level, having done the same reading in 
roughly the same amount of time, and the class 
works together to come to a better understanding 
of the text. Seminars and tutorials are not plat
forms for one person to show everyone else how 
politically aware they are. Nor is it a place for 
people who have grown up around a certain way 
of thinking to feel embarrassed or afraid to speak 
because they feel less informed, or because they 
don't agree with what is being said. What we do 
here is democratic inasmuch as it is a project car
ried out by equals; thus, you'll never convince 
someone to agree with you just by telling them 
that they are wrong. The onus is on you to explain 
yourself. Being here has taught me how effective 
good listening skills and asking thoughtful ques
tions can be when trying to get someone to see 
your side. And it has taught me how interesting 
it can be to understand why people hold certain 
beliefs, even if you disagree with them. 

I was born in New York, but I moved to 
Alabama when I was 10 years old. When I first 
began thinking about politics and my stance on 
social issues, I was immersed in an environment 
where everyone went to church (like, more than 
once a week), abstinence-only sex education was 
"taught," and people openly called Obama the 
Antichrist during the 2008 election. I bought into 
it at first when I was younger - not in any sort 
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of committed way. I just wanted to fit in. I did 
not feel confident enough in my convictions to 
partake in any sort of verbal sparring, so I agreed 
with the most popular sentiment for the sake 
of comfort. I didn't show up here in 2013 as a 
staunch Republican or anything like that, but I 
did not follow politics very closely and preferred 
to stay blissfully ignorant on a lot of topics. 

When I arrived at St. John's I was again 
overwhelmed by a strong political sentiment, 
this time from the opposite side of the spectrum. 
Again, I fell into the same habit of agreeing with 
the strongest presence, not really understanding 
the intricacies and the nuances of the stances I 
was taking. That kind of existence is not condu
cive to a successful St. John's experience: having 
a conversation is the name of the game here, and 
with regards to politics, I wasn't playing it - I 
was barely playing it with regards to seminar. I 
soon decided that I needed to think and learn for 
myself; it was no longer satisfying for me to just 
agree with the people I was around and f eel like I 
was on the right side. I needed to know. 

Being surrounded by liberal people for 
the first time in my life did not shape my politi
cal beliefs. Many members of our community are 
pretty vocally political, but often they express 
their beliefs in ways that have made me hesitate 
to align my views with theirs. I think that it is im
portant to stand up for what you believe in, but it 
is also important to remember that not everyone 
is an expert on social justice, public policy, and 
racial and gender equality. Nobody came here to 
be told by their peers what they are supposed to 
believe in. I'm absolutely an advocate for being 
well-informed, but reading a lot of articles does 
not make anyone an authority on anything. As 
a low-income woman of color, it can be pretty 
tiring hearing white middle class people talk to 
each other about how much they know about so
cial justice and politics, like it's a contest. I did 
not experience this phenomenon so much my 
freshman year, and by the time I started seeing 
it more, I was pretty confident in my knowledge 
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and my convictions. I had the strength to stand 
up for my beliefs and my experiences, regard
less of how authoritative my interlocutor sound
ed on the subject. The skills I gained in class as 
a listener and thinker, the expectation I had that 
we are all equals and thus equally obligated to 
offer evidence (rather than just volume) for our 
statements - because of this, I was equipped to 
avoid being dragged into my beliefs by popular 
opinion. I learned to be confident (without being 
overconfident) in my own experiences. 

As nice as it is to have guidance when 
exploring your beliefs, it can be very stifling to 
base your opinions only on other people's opin
ions. If you based most of what you believe in on 
the convictions of someone else, how can you tell 
what your beliefs really are? St. John's has forced 
me to think more critically, and it is through my 
own analysis of the problems our society faces 
that I came to settle into who I am as a politically 
engaged citizen. 
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