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row is sending 100% of its students to a four-year college. 
• In the sophomores at Englewood High School who 

reached the semi-finals in the spoken word contest.
• In Jeremy Winters, a junior at Simeon who started his 

own after-school arts program, which is now a model for 
Chicago.

• In Martell Ruffin, the young man I met at an el-stop 
who after a full day of school, spends several hours at the 
Joffrey Ballet School.

• In the young man who led us in the pledge today, 
DeJuan Brown, a child I met on the campaign. He was 
struggling in school, became interested in public service, 
got more serious about his studies and now he is getting As 
and Bs.

And I saw it in Brian Reed, the tenth-grader who gave 
me a tour of Ralph Ellison High School.

Shortly after I met Brian, I learned that he had been at-
tacked at his bus stop by four young men who had beaten 
and robbed him. He was injured so badly, he was hospitalized.

When I heard the news, I reached out to his principal. 
Days later, his teacher delivered a letter from Brian.

Brian wrote: ‘I am doing fine now and (I’m) back in 

school. My attendance is good and I try very hard here. I 
just wanted to tell you thanks for checking on me.’

Despite obstacles, our children, children like Brian, 
just keep on working and never stop dreaming. There is 
no doubt the children of Chicago have what it takes. The 
question is, do we? Will we do our part?

For the next generation of Chicagoans, let us roll up our 
sleeves and take on the hard work of securing Chicago’s future. 

Our problems are large, but so is our capacity to solve 
them—only if all those who profess a love for this City 
of Big Shoulders are willing to bear the responsibility for 
keeping it strong.

So today, I ask of each of you—those who live here, and 
those who work here; business and labor: Let us share the 
necessary sacrifices fairly and justly. 

If everyone will give a little, no one will have to give  
too much.

And together, we will keep faith with future generations, 
and the visionaries of our past, who built on the shores of 
Lake Michigan a city where dreams are made.

Thank you. God bless you. And God bless the city of 
Chicago. 

“On the Uselessness of Philosophers”
“WE REALLY DO WANT TO KNOW THE TRUTH OF THINGS”

Address by JAMES V. SCHALL, Professor, Department of Government, Georgetown University
Delivered as the Annual Folwell Lecture, St. Ambrose University, Davenport, Iowa, May 4, 2011

“Truth compelled us to say that neither a city nor a regime nor even a man will grow in perfection until some necessity thrown 
by chance enmeshes those few philosophers now called not evil but useless into taking care of their cities whether they want to or 
not, and the cities into obeying them, or until true love for true philosophy falls from divine inspiration into some reigning king or 
regent or into one of his sons. To say either or both of these alternatives cannot occur makes no sense, I maintain. If it did, they 

could justly laugh us to scorn for mouthing pious wishes, don’t you think?” —Plato, The Republic, 499b.

“But to remember is one thing, to know another. Remembering is merely overseeing a thing deposited in the memory. Knowing 
is making the thing our own, not depending on the model, nor always looking over your shoulder at the teacher. ‘Zeno said this, 

Cleanthes that’—is there any difference between you and a book? How long will you learn? Begin to teach! One man objects, ‘Why 
should I listen to lectures when I can read?’ Another replies, “The living voice adds a great deal.’ It does indeed, but not a voice 

which merely serves for another’s words and functions as a clerk.” —Seneca, “Maxims,” Letters.1

I. 
On Easter Day, April 16, 1775, Samuel Johnson attended the 
services in St. Paul’s Cathedral in London. Later, he dined 
with Boswell and Mrs. Williams. After conversing on the 
notion of happiness in the Roman poet, Horace, they talked 
about reading. Some people in their circle evidently thought 
that, for gaining wisdom and knowledge, conversation 
was enough. Johnson doubted that conversation, however 
important, was adequate. 

“The foundations must be laid by reading,” Johnson 
observed. “General principles must be had from books, 
which, however, must be brought to the test of real life. In 

conversation you never get a system. What is said upon a  
subject is to be gathered from a hundred people. The parts 
of a truth, which a man gets thus, are at such a distance 
from each other that they never attain to a full view.”2 

The indispensability of reading, even for conversation, is 
what I want to talk about here at St. Ambrose. 

And, yes, books do need, as Johnson observed, to stand 
“the test of real life.” The common man’s instinctive skepti-
cism of the academic is not wholly misplaced. Many silly 
things can be found in scholarly books, of course, along with 
many a subtle error convincingly, even elegantly, expressed.

Yet, I maintain that truth ultimately exists in conversation. 
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It needs to come alive when someone is actually know-
ing, speaking, and hearing it. That is when it is luminous 
precisely as truth. The definition of man, as Robert So-
kolowski writes, is that he is “an agent of truth.” Each per-
son brings it forth out of its silence in his reading, know-
ing, and speaking.3 

“Without truth language would be a general fog of 
words above the silence,” Max Picard wrote; “without truth 
it would collapse into an indistinct murmuring. It is truth 
that makes language true and firm.”4 The old Beadles song 
spoke of the “sounds of silence.” We hear many things 
when we are still. Cicero told us at the beginning of his 
treatise, “On Duties,” that he was “never less alone than 
when he was alone.” In silence he was listening to what he 
read, to what was addressed to him that he often could not 
hear because of the surrounding noise. 

Reading is not exactly speaking to ourselves. Rather it is 
closer to “listening” to someone of almost any time or place 
“speaking” to us through his written words. These words 
echo in us out of their silence when we read them. They 
are charged with reality. They bear meaning. Nietzsche said 
that “In antiquity, when a man read—which he did very 
seldom—he read to himself aloud….”5 We might try that. 

Reading aloud is, I think, the first step, the concern that 
someone else hears the words we speak. Understanding 
follows words, as words bear the meaning of what they 
symbolize, of what is there. What we have read provides 
the storehouse of memory on which intelligence and ex-
perience rely. Memory permits us to draw on some source 
beyond that of our immediate context. So we need to con-
sider the import of books, books that we can touch and 
keep and, yes, read again. The keeping of books is a fine 
art, only subordinate to the finer art of knowing which 
ones to keep.

As you know, though in my youth I never made it as far 
east as Davenport, after beginnings in Pocahontas and Ea-
gle Grove, I went to grammar and high school in Knoxville, 
Iowa, which is west of Davenport, over by Des Moines, but 
in this diocese. We had a public library there. I believe that 
it was founded during the depression with funds provided 
in part by a program of the Carnegie Foundation. I tried to 
check this history. 

When I “googled” “History of Public Library, Knoxville, 
Iowa,” I received the following response: “’History of Knox-
ville Libraery’ returns no results.” Alas, the library of my 
Iowa youth apparently has no history! And in that on-line 
response, the word “library” was spelled “libraery”! I sud-
denly became concerned about the validity of my high 
school diploma!

But I do remember that library, however it is spelled. It 
is still a rather handsome, solid building. I recall looking 
up books when I had no idea about what I was looking for, 
not a totally unhealthy condition. If we only read books 
we knew about ahead of time, we would, I think, live very 
narrow lives. This initial not-knowing what is in a library 

or book store, or even worse, of not knowing what to read, 
is a necessary stage in every man’s intellectual life. In the 
Knoxville Library, I remember reading many of James Oli-
ver Curwood’s dog stories like Kazan, Son of the North. 

In high school, I even remember, during World War II, 
checking out a book written by none other than Joseph 
Stalin. I was even impressed with it; such is the innocence 
of a Knoxville youth. It is not altogether a bad thing to run 
across huge errors before you have sense enough to know 
that they are either errors or huge. Yet, all in all, I was not 
at the time a diligent reader. No doubt, a fine line exists be-
tween the desire to read and the assignments of something 
to read. But the mere capacity to read at all is one’s real 
ticket to all that is, to the worlds of other lives and times 
and places. 

Our literature, after all, is filled with stories of young 
men and women, caught in large houses or mansions in 
which many books look down on them from high shelves. 
Suddenly on finding The Three Musketeers or Oliver Twist or 
even the Journals of Lewis and Clark, they spend hours and 
days with them, happily lost in another time and place. 
The only way we can really appreciate our own time and 
place is to realize that other times and places meant much 
to others of our kind. Through books we can live in our 
own way lives that are not ours. We can become more than 
we are while retaining ourselves to be what we already are 
from our beginning.

Louis l’Amour, the great western writer, has a wonderful 
autobiography entitled, The Education of a Wandering Man. 
In it, he simply lists the books he read year by year, all the 
while telling us how to go about finding time to read in 
otherwise crowded and busy lives. In reading such books, 
L’Amour himself learned about the Colt pistol, the ravines 
of Arizona, the mountains of Colorado, the gold mines in 
California, and the way the various Indian tribes fought 
both each other and the white man.

Of late, I have been enchanted with Christopher Mor-
ley’s 1917 novel Parnassus on Wheels, a reprint of which 
someone from out of nowhere gave me. It is a charming 
story about a used bookstore on wheels. It is pulled by a 
horse with the name of Peg through the outlying farms and 
towns on Long Island. When Parnassus pulls up into their 
yards, Professor Mifflin seeks to convince the skeptical but 
shrewd farmers of Long Island to look to books. 

Mifflin puts it this way: “You are all used to hucksters 
and peddlers and fellows selling every kind of junk from 
brooms to bananas. But how often does anyone come 
around here to sell you books? You’ve got your town library, 
I dare say; but there are some books that folks ought to 
own.”6 Now, even in this world of on-line everything that 
can take us anywhere, I think it is still true that “there are 
some books that folks ought to own.” It took me a while af-
ter the Knoxville Public Library before I learned the truth of 
this advice. Nothing is lonelier, I think, than a house with 
no books or provisions for them. Never plan to live in one.
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II.
In the beginning of these reflections, I cited a passage from 
the Roman philosopher Seneca, a man who was eventually 
disposed of by his former pupil, the notorious Emperor 
Nero. Professors can never be too careful about who sits 
out there in their classes! In this citation, the question was 
asked, “Why should I listen to lectures when I can read?” 
Here we are, aren’t we, listening to a lecture about reading. 
Words need the “living voice,” but it needs to be a voice 
that indicates a comprehension of what is the subject of 
our discourse. Babbling is not conversation. 

Human life indeed should have ample place for light-
some and even frivolous interchanges among us. Yet, con-
versation presupposes meditation and the pondering of 
things in our own souls, important things, but, as I said, 
not only important things. I am always struck by the won-
der of unimportant things. They too are part of the fabric 
of our being. Our world is not a parsimonious one cut 
clear of all superfluities by Occam’s famous razor that did 
not want to multiply things unless by necessity. Rather our 
world and our lives are filled with an astonishing abun-
dance almost as if to say that no way can be found for us to 
grasp the full wonder of all the things that are.

A cartoon in the New Yorker shows a rather astonished 
and ill-sorted couple sitting in their living room with 
their huge dog. The wife is reading out loud to her pipe-
smoking husband a letter from their daughter away in col-
lege, no doubt not St. Ambrose! The daughter is reporting 
on her grades and on the course titles that she is taking: 
“Sarah’s grades are excellent,” the mother says. “She got 
A+ in ‘Yogi Berra: Philosopher or Fall Guy?,’ A in ‘Dollars 
and Scents: An Analysis of Post-Vietnam Perfume Advertiz-
ing,’ A- in ‘The Final Four as Last Judgment: The N.C.A.A. 
Tournament from a Religious Perspective,’ and A in ‘The 
American Garage Sale: Its Origin, Cultural Implications, 
and Future.’”7

As I look at these wonderful, outlandishly titled courses, 
whose listings are not totally unobserved on class pre-
registration days, I recall the advice that I give my students, 
to wit: “Whatever you do in college, do not major in current 
events.” Suppose a student’s semester program of five class-
es looks like this: 1) “History of Islam in Tunisia,” 2) “Earth 
Warming Science,” 3) “Power Relations in Eudora Welty,” 
4) “A Survey of Obama’s Best Speeches,” and 5) “Drug Wars 
in Mexico.” Such a program is practically useless. It will be 
obsolete the day the student graduates, if not sooner. It will 
be replaced by other equally ephemeral topics. 

The whole purpose of college is to protect students from 
current events for long enough that they can acquire some 
perspective on the human condition as an abiding thing 
through time. The term “liberal” in liberal education means 
to be free from ephemeral things long enough to catch a 
glimpse of the highest things. 

When we take St. Augustine in class, I say to my stu-
dents: Supposing St. Augustine were to return to life today 

and, over a cup of coffee, were to read the Washington 
Post, The New York Times, and Le Monde. Would anything 
in those papers really surprise him? The answer is really, 
“No.” There, he would read of wars, political corruption, 
frivolities, moral abuses, envy, as well as few nice things, 
the same things he would have read in his day in Carthage, 
Rome, Milano, or Hippo Regius.

In a way, we should be reading at least some things that 
no one will tell us about. I envision the sad case of the 
student who graduates from an expensive college. But, on 
receiving his diploma, he has yet read nothing of Plato, 
Aquinas, Chesterton, Dickens, Dante, Shakespeare, Samuel 
Johnson, or Isaiah. Moreover, there is simply no such thing 
as a university in the proper sense in which the constant 
reading of Plato is not going on. But it is not always easy. 
It took me years and years before I ever began to appreci-
ate Plato. Now, in my declining years, I sometimes wonder 
whether I should bother teaching anything else but Plato.

III.
In the second volume of Benedict XVI’s Jesus of Nazareth, 
he tells us that it is possible, as it were, to hear across the 
ages. “I have attempted to develop a way of observing and 
listening to the Jesus of the Gospels,” Benedict explains, 
“that can indeed lead to personal encounter and that, 
through collective listening with Jesus’ disciples across the 
ages, can indeed attain sure knowledge of the real historical 
figure of Jesus.”8 This approach is not “sola scriptura.” But 
it does call our attention to the book, to the reading, to the 
aliveness of what is there for us to discover through words. 

In the first passage that I cited in the beginning from 
Plato, we found the famous passage in which Socrates said 
that most people suspected that most philosophers were 
useless. Socrates told us, moreover, that none of us wanted 
to be laughed to scorn for mouthing pious wishes. Among 
these pious wishes was found the possibility that divine in-
spiration might fall to one of the sons of a king. Christians 
read that passage with considerable astonishment. 

With such inspiration, the inspired king might be able 
to see the truth and hence pass it along to others over 
whom he ruled. Rulers must be found who “take care of 
their cities.” The politician is mostly too busy really to 
know in what this care consists. He is too overwhelmed 
with pressing things which are sometimes also ultimate 
things. The salvation of the city is not in the city’s hands 
alone. Indeed, the city cannot properly speaking be saved. 
Only individual persons can. The philosopher, however, if 
he be true to the evidence, had glimmerings of a truth that 
transcended the city.

Early in the fall semester of grammar school, Charlie 
Brown and Lucy are coming home from class. Walking be-
hind Lucy, Charlie complains: “Homework already! Write a 
thousand word essay on what we did during the summer!” 
Lucy turns around as Charlie continues: “NOBODY can 
write a thousand word essay on what he did during the 
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summer! It’s ridiculous!” But everyone knows that the ri-
diculous happens all the time in grammar schools through-
out the world. They continue walking. Charlie next asks 
Lucy, “When are you going to try to write yours, this eve-
ning?” With some prissiness of which she is famous, Lucy 
replies: “Mine’s already finished. I wrote it during study 
period!” In frustration, Charlie then screams at her “YOU 
DRIVE ME CRAZY!!!” 

Charlie next turns to Linus for sympathy. “Do you know 
why English teachers go to college for four years?” Puzzled, 
Linus replies: “No, I don’t know why English teachers go to 
college for four years.” So Charlie explains: “Well, then I’ll 
tell you why English teachers go to college for four years.” 
At this he yells out to a bowled over Linus: ‘SO THEY CAN 
MAKE STUPID LITTLE KIDS WRITE STUPID ESSAYS ON 
WHAT THE DID ALL STUPID SUMMER!!’”9 So much for 
relevance essays! 

Yet, as I think of this wonderful scene, the principal 
elements of what I want to tell you are already here. The 
purpose of college education is not to make stupid kids 
write stupid essays about what they did all stupid sum-
mer. But the purpose might just be to write an intelligent 
essay about anything, including what we did last summer. 
Anything human and, yes, anything divine are, after all, the 
proper subject matter of our curiosity and of our writing. 

No college education is complete which, like Charlie 
Brown with Lucy, lacks that sense of being driven crazy by 
students who are brighter than they are. The worst thing 
that can happen to us is never to meet anyone more intelli-
gent than we are. Usually we meet many such in our allot-
ted time but we do not recognize them. It is not good for 
our vanity to admit our limitations. 

And a sure test that we are not really interested in truth 
is when we envy those who really do know more than we 
do. This is why in the classical rankings of the vices, envy 
is much worse than greed or lust. It is a purely spiritual 
vice that refuses honor where honor is due to the truth of 
a thing. Leo Strauss once remarked that we are lucky if we 
are alive while one or two of the greatest minds that ever 
lived are alive. We need to meditate on this kind of luck.

IV.
We should indeed listen to lectures even when we can read 
them. We need to hear spoken to us what we do not yet 
know. Philosophers are “useless.” That is the best thing 
about them. They do not properly belong to Aristotle’s cat-
egories of the useful or the pleasurable. They are interested 
in truth “for its own sake,” as Aristotle also told us. 

In a recent essay in the New York Times (March 5, 2011) 
by Bob Herbert entitled, “College the Easy Way,” we learn 
that “for a large portion of the nation’s seemingly successful 
undergraduates the years in college barely improve their 
skills in critical thinking, complex reasoning and writing.” 
The situation evidently looks bleak. “Students are hitting 
the books less and partying more. Easier courses and easier 

majors have become more and more popular. Perhaps 
more now than ever, the point of the college experience is 
to have a good time and walk away with a valuable creden-
tial after putting in the least effort possible.”

I would be more sympathetic of this kind of criticism 
did I not suspect that the phrase “critical thinking, com-
plex reasoning and writing” contained an agenda that is 
not obvious or neutral. The chief engine that powers a 
humanist agenda that has no connection with human na-
ture or the transcendent order comes from universities that 
push this “critical thinking” into areas where it does not 
belong. We are not simply talking about Socrates with his 
dialogues here. We need places where we can, as it were, 
critique “critical thinking” and the “complex reasoning and 
writing” that accompanies it. 

We might well argue that the reason that students take 
such “fresh air courses,” as they are called, is not because 
they are only interested in partying or having a pleasant 
four years at their parents’ or government’s expense. They 
do so because there is nothing being taught in these places 
of leaning that gets to the heart of things worth knowing for 
human living. If what is taught in our universities is basi-
cally relativism, sophism, or positivism, as it mostly is, it is 
perfectly normal to be bored to death with it. This was Al-
lan Bloom’s point in his Closing of the American Mind. Rather, 
we are in dire need, as Plato said, of “true love for true 
philosophy.” The reason we do not find the highest things 
discussed is because we cannot consider all the sources of 
knowledge including revelation directed to reason. 

As a result, we usually have to study the highest things 
on our own. This is why we need to know about books 
and teachers that are not often found in the universities. 
Universities usually produce professors who replicate 
themselves, their intellectual presuppositions, over time. 
Our souls burn to know the truth. But the burning dies out 
if we are constantly told that there is no truth or that every-
thing is power and self-interest.

Students are told directly or indirectly that there is no 
truth. They listen to what is taught. Any fool can draw the 
logical consequences of that proposition for his own life. 
Nothing really matters. Why not have a good time? Max 
Picard put it well: “’There is no truth,’ said one. The other 
said: ‘But you are yourself assuming that it is a truth that 
there is no truth.’”10 This is nothing else but the classical 
refutation of skepticism. Once a student understands the 
truth of this proposition, he is free to look elsewhere, to 
places where truth can be found and delighted it.

In conclusion, we read in the Book of Ecclesiastes (c. 
6): “Better the end of a speech than its beginning.” We are 
indeed at the end of this lecture. “So, why should I listen 
to lectures when I can read?” Or “why do English teachers 
go four years to college?” Why not study the “Final Four as 
Last Judgment?” when we cannot study the Last Judgment 
as theology, as Benedict XVI did in Spe Salvi? And why on 
earth should anyone listen to a lecture, like this one, when 
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some professor, even if he was born in Iowa, tells us that 
philosophy is precisely “useless?” 

The answer, I think, is that we really do want to know 
the truth of things. “’There is no truth,’ said one. The other 
said, ‘But you are yourself assuming that it is true that there 
is no truth.’” This is why we are “driven crazy,” as Charlie 
Brown said. The very nature of our being is unsettled until 
we stand in truth. Saint Augustine said the same thing long 
ago. He said it better than anyone since. He said that “Our 
hearts are restless until they rest in Thee,” one of the most 
quoted sentences in all our literature. 

No university or other kind of education that does not 
know this metaphysical restlessness about ourselves will 
ever be anything but boring. In the end, I think, I am on 
the side of the students who find little substantial in their 
courses from those professors who spend their days with 
“critical thinking” that, in the end, is said to prove that 
nothing true can be known anyhow, only what is useful. As 
Plato said, “truth compels us.” We seek “true love for true 
philosophy.” In the end, we suspect that “divine inspira-
tion” has something to do with it, as it does with our rest-
less hearts. 
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Mr. Jefferson’s University and the Good  
of Higher Education

“WORTH PATRONIZING WITH THE PUBLIC SUPPORT”
Address by MARY SUE COLEMAN, President, University of Michigan

Delivered at the Inauguration of University of Virginia President Teresa Sullivan, Charlottesville, Va., April 15, 2011 

Governor McDonnell, Rector Wynne and members of 
the Board of Visitors, President Sullivan and Professor 

Laycock, faculty, staff, students, alumni and friends of the 
University of Virginia.

Today, together, we make history in shaping the future 
of this distinguished university.

It is my distinct and personal pleasure to welcome 
Terry Sullivan to the university presidency, and to join in 
celebrating her inauguration as the eighth president of the 
University of Virginia.

Rector Wynne, you and your fellow Board members 
made an exceptional decision in selecting this president 
to lead Mr. Jefferson’s university. My only hesitation in 
praising your choice is that you deprived the University of 
Michigan of such an admired and accomplished leader.

It was Mr. Jefferson who once observed, “The appoint-
ment of a woman to office is an innovation for which the 
public is not prepared, nor am I.”

I believe Terry Sullivan would convince him otherwise. 
She is simply that impressive. 

And today, more than ever, the great American institution 
we know as the public university demands strong, effective 

leadership. We need creativity, tenacity and integrity in the 
face of declining state funding and tenuous public support.

Terry’s depth of knowledge infuses her with a calmness 
that conveys both confidence and experience, particularly 
in the face of chaos and pressure. She does not fluster eas-
ily, if ever. Credit that to her tenure as a faculty member, 
department chair, dean and provost—she has seen it all.

Most important, she has a sense of humor, and a wicked 
one at that. As my fellow presidents here today well know, 
this job can make you laugh or cry, and I prefer laughter. 
Terry does, too.

All of these essential attributes allow those around Terry 
to genuinely enjoy her leadership. I am pleased, but not 
surprised, that a large contingent of University of Michigan 
leaders joined me in traveling to Charlottesville. We deeply 
admire Terry, and we miss her.

Teresa Sullivan’s appointment as president extends a 
deep relationship between the University of Virginia and 
the University of Michigan. It is a bond that stretches back 
to a time when our respective institutions were nascent 
ideas in the minds of two men.

Where Thomas Jefferson founded this great university, a 
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