Lifetime Learwning

Bresident Shapiro, regents of the University, colleagues,

ladies and gentlemen, my fellow students:

At the outset I wish to express my profound appreciation For
e

the honor your University confers on  me and on my work upon this

oocasion. Thark woil.

I have sometimes tried to imagivne what it would be like to live
it @ world without change, where century upon century one
gensration after ancther would live in ¥he same area as their
ancestors, follow their ways, face the same natural and manmade
envirorment, act within the same sccial structures, mores, and
rules, and at death depart from a world almost exactly like hthe

cre into which they had beew borr.

I some times and places our predecessors may have existed
rather in this fashior. During the millenia whern they lived as
hunters and patherers, as all human beirngs seem to have lived
until about ten thousand years ago, for most people life probably
rotated, gerneraticon upon endless perneration, arocund a fixed and
essentially uwnchanging ocrbit, for pericds of +time at least as
lorng as the several millenia that separate us  from Homer or
Moses. Living in bands of several dozen persons, which may have
coalesced into small tribes of perhaps five hundred people, their
social world was =small, intimate, familiar, and over many
lifetimes essentially unchanging in téchhmlmgy, structure, rules,
arnd practices. Under such conditions, one could, I imagine, live

out ocone’s life without ever confronting the perplexing moral




choices, uncertainties, and doubts that seem to have become so
burdensome to modern and postmodern men and  womer. i doubt
whether many of these peaople easver suffered from an identity

crisis.

Givern the fact that human beings lived as hunter—-gatherers
immeasurably longer than in any other way, arnd in relatively
stable and settled agricultufal communities longer than recorded
history, one might comclude that the matural - and possibly even
igleal - gondition of humankind is one of stable societies arnd
small, imdesd wvery small, intimate, tightly bonded, highly
cooperative, consensual, traditional, and egalitarian

communities.

It is easy to aeé, thern, why many of us oftern yearn for such a
world, Yet rno amount of yearning will bring it about. For our
world - ar  a great deal of owr world, at any rate — is not, will
1k, and I am diwnclined to think canmot be stable, amall,

intimate, and familiar.

Let me explain why by reminding vou of some of the important

features of aur own world.

First, ows is a world of constant and irresistable chanpe. In
historie times - as, no doubt, in prehistory — the rate of charnge
has of course varied greatly at different times and places. The
rate of change also differs with respect to the infinite variety
of featuwres of the world knowns to us. Techrnology, for example,

changes much Ffaster thanm political institutions. Yet I share

with many others the crude but swely not  uwreasomnable  judgment




that with respect to many features of great importarnce to us the

pace of change, pretty much over the entire globe, has picked up
in recent centuries : in krowledge, particularly scientific
krcwledoe, in techrnalogy, in institutions — social, ecanomic,
palitical — iw iddeas, beliefs, attitudes, ot ooks, Mores,

poractices.

Secornd, our world is extraocrdinarily complex. Im  important
ways the social, poxlitical, and economic world may well be
increasing rapidly in complexity. Because the rotion of
complexity is itself not simple, and for' most applications we
really have rno adequate measures, much less any satisfactory
data, I would be hard pressed to substantiate that conjgecture at
all rigorously. However, crur global village has more
inter-connected things going on in it than any of its constituent
villages, for our global scciety includes not only all the small
societies but in addition all the relations amovig . them. And the
relations themselves -~ trade, power, flow of techrnigues and
technologies = alsao keep charngirg, thus compounding  the

complexity.

Third, and following in part from the first two features, many
of our most  important choices take place in situaticns of high
urncertainty. Our  krnowledge is simply not up to the demarnds we
put  an Jdt. Ever the most sophisticated and intelligent
forecasts, buttressed by impressive theory and methodology, often
fail to foretell even the short-run Future, as we see again ard

again, for example, in economic and political forecasts.

R fourth characteristic of ouwr world is that most of it is




inaccessible to ws by direct experience. We experience the
wordld, but we don’t experience much of it. congsequently, if our
krowledpe were based only on what we ourselves perceive, we would
be igrnorant about most of the world. I am wot making & grand
philosophical point about epistemology. I am simply calling
attention to an cbvious and elementary fact of ocur existence.
While this has always been to some extent true, today most of cur
krowledge about the workings of our soeial, economic, poalitical,
and physical woreld, not ta say of the universe itself, is based
o inferences that are well ocutside the orasp of direct
experience. And the amount of such Qmmwledge is  infimitely
greater, I think, than it has ever beev before. The world is, so
to speak, so opague that we canrmot see vefy far into it without
instruments, both intellectual and physical, and often highly
complicated, that intrude between ocurselves and reality -

whatever urnder these conditions the word reality may mear.

What are the consequences for us whoe live im this kind of
world?  One is the rapid obsolescence of krowledpe. Biven the
effurt and morney that have gore intao your education, you and your
parents may rot exactly welcome this thought. Yet it is a safe
bet that in fifteen vears much of what you have learned in
classrooms, seminars, and laboratories in the last ten vears will
be in important respects out of date. Paradoxically, the most
rapid obsolescence will take place in mrecisely the areas where
krimwledge is firmest: the natural sciences. The past fifteen
years, for  example, have witrnessed & revoluticoer in our

understanding of the world both at the subatomic level and at the

other extreme the level of cosmology and the universe.




Much of what may not be partly obscolete in ten vears, you will

have forgotten. A melancholy thought, on which someone, like me,
wha has spent his mature life in teaching prefers rnot to dwell,
is that you will not only have forpotten must of what we have
said and written but ocur very names. Sic trarnsit gloria mundi.
A rough  translation of that phrase might bes "My students will
not  only forget what Wa e iv those dazzling, brilliant,
informative, and unforgettable lectures of mine but even the Ffact

that it was I who gave them".

Another consequence of the rnature of our world is  that
Willy-nilly, we are all theorists. We are ever more dependent on
Judgmerts that are based less on krowledge gained from direct
experience thamn on theories. To paraphrase Heyrnes, we are often
most in the grip of theory when we are least aware of it.
Important as practical krnowledge is, and I do not  wish to be
understood as minimizing it in any way, its place in our total
sum  aof knowledge is increasingly outstripped by theoretical

kriowmledge.

Consider some familiar gquestions like these: fre barriers to
campetitive imports likely to harm the American ecornomy in the
lavng run? Shaould the Federal Reserve Board reduce interest
rates? What are the furndamental causes of poaverty? Of ecrime?
Should we proceed with the MX missile? With the Star Wars
program? What limits if any should be imposed on genet ic
tranmsplants? Or consider how we understand our universe and our
place in it. What is owr universe made of? How and when did it

come into existence? What is its futurae?




If the wnatuwre of our world 1is as I have descoribed it, then
learning ought to continue throughout oure lives. OFf course that
always has been so, even, 1 suppose, in the move stable world of
the hunter gatherers or their agricultural successors. But for
the reasons I have mentioned the urgency of lifetime learning is

infivitely greater than it has ever been.

That learning is & task one can never complete should by v
means be regarded as discowraging. For onme thing, it allows full
scope for expressing the cocwicsity that is  irmate in human
beinosa. One of the worst effects of fmrm%l education, whether in
the primary grades, oollepe, oy graduate and professional
schools, is sometimes to weaken rather thanm to strengthen our
matural curiosity. I, as a result, one’s marvelous capacity for
intellectual wonder and excitement may be & seed buried beneath
the srow, yveat that capacity is etill there, waiting to be

cultivated. Inm a changing and complex world the opportunities

for exploration are endless.

You may well ask, however, whether a world in flux  and
wncertainty does not leave one helpless, subject to implacable
and inscrutable forces beyornd one’s control, and thus with little
o v space in which to act as a free and morally responsible
human beirng. I strongly believe that, on the contrary, a world
of change presents us with many opportunities for influencing the
dirvection of change. With the aid of our krnowledge, we can help

to determine whether the changes will move us toward the better

possibilities, or instead toward the worse.




It is, I kriow, tempting to sesk an escape from a world that is

changing, complex, uncertain, and opague. Two escape routes are

particularly inviting. One is by flight intoc despair and
paralysis of will. One  can  choose to retreat into the
comfortable cowardice of believing that in a world like ours,

reasaonable and Pespmﬁsible moral  action has become impossible.
We are all victims, rnot responsible for what happens in the world
around us. Comsequently it is foolish and futile to try to act

as a reasonable, responsible, moral being.

The other escape, which taoday is less. common  among younger
peosple tham a generation ago, is a Flight into Utopia. No longer
mere victims, we  are now omnipotent. We see ourselves as
weibghtless beings,; capable of rising instantly and effortlessly

bevornd the confines of history and the human condition.

In the first view, because as victims we are utterly without
freedon we are also incapable of moral action and without moral
responsibility. Iv the second, because our freedom and power are
boundless, we can reasonably expect to oreate a brave new world

the day after tomorrow.

Both escapes are, 1 believe, illusaory. e Tocgueville wrote at

Providence has not coreated marnkind entirely indeperndent or
entirely frees. It is true that arcund every man a fatal
circle is traced, beyond which he canmot pass; but within

the wide verge of that circle he is powerful and free: as it




is with marn, so with cammunities.

In the spirit of Tocgueville’s conclusion, I would add that if
we cannot bend the world to ow heart’s desires, neither are we
enslaved by fate or destiny. A world of change and uncertainty
provides all of us with some space within which to exercise
fresdom of choice. Foy those of use  at this ceremony today, that
space for fresedom of choice may be substantial: perhaps far
preater tham it ever was Ffor our  ancestors. And freedom of

choice, as I see it, entails responsibility for our acts.

Everi if our world is forever mhmnging; even if it is complex,
uncertain, and rather opague, we may still act, ther, as beirngs
wh, because we can excercise a certain freedom of choice, are
also morally responsible for the conseguences of our own
actions. Whether we choose to act freely as morally responsible
beings, or instead choose to be indifferenmt to the consequences
Ffor others, 1s a choice that ouwr world still allows us  to make.
I we do choose to act as morally responsible beings, how well we
make our chaoices will depend, in part, on how well we understand
the world iv all its ceaseless change and complexity. And as I

have said, to understand the world as best we can means a

tifetime of lesarning.
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