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Ladies and Gentlemen of Wake Forest:
My wife, who works in television, told me recently that a

typical interview on her show used to run 10 minutes. It now runs only
five minutes, which is still triple the length of the average television
news story. The average pop recording these days lasts around three
minutes, or, about the time it takes to read a story in People magazine.
The stories in USA Today take so little time to read that they're known
in the business as "News McNuggets."

Now, the average comic strip only takes about 10 seconds to
digest, but if you read every strip published in the Washington Post, as
the President of the United States claims to, it takes roughly eight
minutes a day, which means, a quick computation reveals, that the Leader
of the Free World has spent a total of 11 days, 3 hours and 40 minutes of
his presidency reading the comics. This fact, along with nuclear
meltdown, are easily two of the most frightening thoughts of our times.

There's one exception to this relentless compression of time in
modern life. That's right--the graduation speech. When it comes to
graduation speeches, it is generally conceded that time--a generous
dollop of time--is of the essence.

This is because the chief function of the graduation speaker has
always been to prevent graduating seniors from being released into the
real world before they've been properly sedated.

Like all anesthetics, graduation speeches take time to kick in,
so I'm going to ask you to bear with me for about a quarter of an hour.
It will go faster if you think of it as the equivalent of four videos.

(If you put up with Jimmy Carter for 4 years, you can put up
with me for 15 minutes.)

I want to speak to you today about questions. About pertinent
questions and impertinent questions. And where you might expect them to
lead you.

I first learned about pertinent questions from my father, a
retired physician who used to practice medicine in the Adirondacks. Like
all parents racing against the clock to civilize their children, my
father sought to instruct me in the ways of separating wheat from chaff,
of asking sensible questions designed to yield useful answers. That is
the way a diagnostician thinks. Fortunately for me, his own practical
experience frequently contradicted his worthiest intentions.
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Here's a case in point: A man once turned up in my father's
office complaining of an ulcer. My father asked the pertinent question.
Was there some undue stress, he inquired, that might be causing the man
to digest his stomach? The patient, who was married, thought about it
for a moment and then allowed that he has a girlfriend in Syracuse, and
that twice a week he'd been driving an old pick-up down to see her.
Since the pick-up frequently broke down, he was often late in getting
home, and he had to devise fabulous stories to tell his wife. My father,
compassionately but sternly, told the man he had to make a hard decision
about his personal priorities if he was ever to get well.

The patient nodded and went away, and six months later came back
completely cured, a new man. My father congratulated him and then
delicately inquired if he'd made some change in his life.

The man replied, "Yup. Got me a new pick-up."
So the pertinent question sometimes yields the impertinent

answer. In spite of himself, my father ended up teaching me that an
unexpected or inconvenient truth is often the price of honest inquiry.
Of course, you presumably wouldn't be here if you didn't already know
that. I'm confident that your education has been fairly studded with
pertinent questions yielding impertinent answers.

But how many of you have learned to turn that around --to ask
the impertinent question to get at that which is pertinent?

I first came across the impertinent question in the writings of
that master inquisitor, Studs Terkiel. He himself claims to have adopted
it from the physicist Jacob Bronowski, who once told him, "Until you ask
an impertinent question of nature, you do not get a pertinent answer.
Great answers in nature are always hidden in the questions. When
Einstein in 1905 questioned the assumption held for three hundred years
that time is a given, he asked one of the great impertinent questions:
"Why? How do I know that my time is the same as yours?"

The impertinent question is the glory and the engine of human
inquiry. Copernicus asked it and shook the foundations of Renaissance
Europe. Darwin asked it and is repudiated to this day. Thomas Jefferson
asked it and was so invigorated by it that he declared it an inalienable
right.
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Daniel Defoe asked it and invented the novel. James Joyce asked
it and reinvented the novel, which was promptly banned.

Nietzsche asked it and inspired Picasso, who restated it and
inspired a revolution of aesthetics.

The Wright Brothers asked it and their achievement was ignored
for five years. Steven Jobs asked it and was ignored for five minutes,
which was still long enough for him to make $200 million.

Whether revered or reviled in their lifetimes, history's movers
framed their questions in ways that were entirely disrespectful of
conventional wisdom. Civilization has always advanced in the shimmering
wake of its discontents. As the writer Tristan Vox put it, "Doubt is
precisely what makes a culture grow. How many of what we call our
classics were conceived as the breaking of laws, exercises in subversion,
as the expression of doubts about the self and society that could no
longer be contained?"

The value of the impertinent question should be self-evident to
Americans, for at no time in human history has it been asked more
persistently and to greater effect than during the course of the American
experiment. It is at the very core of our political and cultural
character as a people, and we owe our vitality to its constant renewal.

Today, the need for that spirit of renewal has never seemed more
pressing. There is a persistent feeling in this country that many of our
institutions have not measured up, that with all our resources and
technology and good intentions, we as a nation are still a long way from
fulfilling our own expectations. The social programs that have failed to
eliminate poverty, an educational system which has seen its effectiveness
seriously eroded, the chemical breakthroughs that now threaten man's
environment, the exploding booster rockets, malfunctioning nuclear power
plants --these are but some of the images that have shaken our
confidence. According to a recent poll, the only American institution
that still enjoys the trust of a majority of college students today is
medicine; only 44% of those polled trust educational institutions, 29%
trust the White House, 23% trust the press and only 21% say they trust
religion.
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It's difficult to think of an institution in this country that
has not had to re-examine its agenda, to ask impertinent questions about
the purpose and the means of its mission. Society's leaders, whose
number you join today, face a wall of public cynicism. As professionals,
they have to speak more clearly about what they ~ do. As citizens,
they have to speak clearly about what they should do.

Nowhere is the need for (accountability) more (urgent) than in
what is shaping up to be the largest co-ordinated national undertaking of
your generation--the Strategic Defense Initiative. It may well become
the most fiercely contended issue of your times. Already 6,500 college
scientists, including a majority of professors in 109 university physics
and engineering departments, have declared their opposition to SDI and
have signed a "pledge of non-participation" in a project they have called
"ill-conceived and dangerous." The group, including 15 Nobel Prize
winners, maintains that the weapons system is inherently destablizing and
that further pursuit of its development is likely to initiate a massive
new arms competition.

The actions of these scientists constitute an extraordinary
repudiation of the ammorality of indiscriminate weapons research.
Science, since it leads to knowledge has all too frequently lead its
practioners to believe that it is inherently self-justifying, that there
is nothing dangerous about splitting atoms in a moral vacuum. These
attitudes are held in abundance by some of the brightest people of your
generation, who are already hard at work on what nearly ~ of them
concede is a dangerous fantasy.

Listen to these comments from the young Star Warriors still in
their '20s working on particle beams and brain bombs at Lawrence
Livermore National Laboratory.

This from the inventor of the atomic powered x-ray laser, "Until
1980 or so, I didn't want to have anything to do with nuclear anything.
Back in those days I thought there was something fundamentally evil about
weapons. Now I see it as an interesting physics problem."

His co-worker, another brilliant young physicist, says he has
doubts about the wisdom of SDI but concurs that "the science is ~
interesting."
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A third member of the team had this to say, "I think that the
great majority of the lab's technical people view the President's (Star
Wars) speech as somewhat off the wall and the programs being proposed as
being, in the end, intrinsically rather foolish. But obviously, the lab
is benefiting right now and will continue to benefit, and everybody's
happy with the marvelous new work."

Marvelous new work, indeed. As a TRW recruiting brochure put it
recently, "We're standing on the first rung of a defense development
that will dominate the industry for the next 20 years." Why? Because
weapons manufacturers think Star Wars will work? On the contrary, at a
recent trade show, McDonnell Douglas boasted on one wall of its Star Wars
hardware while on a facing wall, it displayed proposed Star Wars counter-
measures, including a "maneuvering re-entry vehicle" and a "defense
suppression vehicle." GA Technologies is already marketing the latest in
"survivable materials" to protect American missiles from a Soviet
defensive system.

No one in the defensive industry seriously believes in a "peace
shield"; in fact they're betting against it. If an American SDI is big
business, then the hardware needed to overcome the anticipated Soviet
response is even bigger business. The industry is further encouraged by
the mindless momentum of the program, as evidenced by the recent
admission of Reagan's undersecretary of defense that he pulled the $26
billion price tag out of the air.

Said the official, "I tried to figure out what the hell we're
talking about. (Congress) wanted a number and kept on insisting on
having a number. OK. First year was $2.4 billion, and I figure, OK,

best we could handle is maybe a 20%-25% per growth."
Little wonder that during the programs' first year, the money

could not be spent fast enough to use up the yearly appropriation.
Undeterred, the following year the Administration asked for $2.5 billion,
greater than its request for all the basic research financed by the
National Science Foundation and Department of Energy combined.

It should not surprise us that so many in the scientific
establishment find this obscene. Said computer scientist David Parnas,
who recently quit an SDI advisory panel, "Most of the money spent will be
wasted; we wouldn't trust the system even if we did build it. It is our
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duty ••••to reply that we have no technological magic (that will make
nuclear weapons obsolete). The President and the public should know
that."

To question the rational of the SDI enterprise should be, as Mr.
Parnas suggests, a question of simple duty. It shouldn't have to be an
impertinent question, but that's exactly what it's becoming. The Star
Wars juggernaut may already be unstoppable. $69 billion dollars will be
spent by 1994. A representative of Hughes Aircraft recently predicted,
"By 1988, it may be institutionalized." Lobbies are already being
mobilized, interests are becoming entrenched, foreign governments are
already being involved, on the sound theory that Star Wars will be harder
to stop if it becomes part of Allied diplomacy. And all around the
country, some of the most talented men and women of your generation are
being recruited to solve "an interesting physics problem."

The impertinent question. We need it now more than ever.
And yet, sadly, healthy skepticism is at odds with the

prevailing sentiment of our times. As Tristan Vox sees it, "arguments
abound to the effect that a nation does not grow great by doubting
itself, indeed the self-criticism was the trap that American democracy
had laid for American greatness."

We've been here before. It was called the '50s. This
supposedly conservative doctrine holds that the very qualities from which
this country has traditionally drawn its strength--idealism, openness,
freedom of expression--are naive and dangerous in a cold war struggle.
It maintains that America's raucous squabbles, our noisy dissent--in
short, its very heritage--have weakened us as a nation and caused it to
lose its unchallenged supremacy.

As the New Republic's Mike Kinsley put it, "Talk about blaming
America first."

In such an atmosphere, the impertinent question comes with
risks. Ask the two engineers at Morton Thiokol who protested the launch
of the doomed Challenger space shuttle. Ask any Pentagon procurement
whistle-blower. Ask David Stockman. The mere fact of this president's
widespread popularity casts suspicions on the motives of even the
loyalest of oppositions. There is, of course, no question that this
president seems to have fulfilled a deep yearning in many Americans to



feel positively about their country. And yet, the Reagan Presidency
often reminds me of a remark made by a woman to sportscaster Heywood
Broun following the victories of the great racehorse Secretariat in the
Triple Crown. After the trauma of Vietnam and Watergate, she told Broun,
Secretariat had "resored her faith in mankind."

I would submit to you that Ronald Reagan is the Secretariat of
the '80s. He has restored our faith in ourselves, and for that, we are
all in his debt. It does not, however, exempt his Administration from
criticism from concerned citizens who love their nation as much as he
does. One of the things that has always distinguished this country from
most others is that we've always challenged ourselves to do better. As a
satirist, I can't foresee any Administration, Republican or Democratic,
under which the basic message wouldn't be the same--that it's possible to
do better.

~ is the true glory of America. This hope is what stirs me
as a patriot--not a winning medal count at the Olympics, not the ability
to drop 9,000 servicemen on a Carribean golf course, not jingoistic
commercials that tell me that the pride is back, America, when for many
of us the pride never left, and certainly not by the fantasy of 1,000
laser rays criss-crossing the heavens in software-orchestrated precision,
obliterating a swarm of supersonic projectiles.

Skeptical? You bet. You're looking at a man who has attended
16 graduations, at four of which, including one technical college, the
microphone failed.

The impertinent question. The means by which we reaffirm our
noblest impulses as a people. But what about the impertinent question as
it pertains to us as individuals? Bronowski had an addendum to his
comments on the subject. "Ask the same kind of question," he charged
Studs Terkel, "not about the outside, but the inside world; not about
facts but about the self."

This is impertinence of the gravest sort. The inner life finds
very little currency in this, the age of hustle. David Stockman has
written of a leadership circle which is intellectually inert, obsessed by
television, bored by introspection and ideas of substance. Meanwhile,
all across town, the sad stories of sleaze abound, 110 to date, all
pointing to the new prevailing ethic of corner-cutting and self-
advancement, whose only caveat is the admonition not to get caught.

-7-
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It can seem a pretty grim picture. Indeed, as you look around
you, you see very little to distract you from this narrow path. And yet
that is exactly what your liberal education--with its emphasis on ideas,
on inquiry, on humanist values--sought to do. As the president of my
alma mater once observed. "The whole point of your education has been to
urge you to see and feel about the connectedness among things and how
that connectedness must be fostered so that civilization is sustained.

Our understanding of the interdependencies of the human
experience is the only force which keeps a society from fragmenting. The
extent to which you seek that understanding is the extent to which you
will be strong enough to repudiate the callousness you see around you.

This won't please you, but let me share a little of what one of
the more astute voices of your generation, 24-year old, David Leavitt,
has written about his peers: "Mine is a generation perfectly willing to
admit its contemptible qualities. But our contempt is self-
congratulatory. The buzz in the background, every minute of our lives,
is that detached, ironic voice telling us: At least you're not faking
it, as they did. It's okay to be selfish as long as you're up-front
about it."

This is a pretty bleak portrait of the values of a generation,
and my guess is I'm staring at hundreds of exceptions. My further guess
is that the yearning for moral commitment is as intense as it always was,
but that the generation with no rules, the generation that grew up in the
rubble of smashed idealism, fallen heros and broken marriages is deeply
suspicious.

Columnist Ellen Goodman has speculated that this is why
apartheid and the soup kitchen have emerged as the causes of choice; they
offer that stark unambiguous clarity that World War II offered their
grandparents, that sense that there is no good news about the other side
of the argument. But Goodman, being incorrigibly of her era, also
believes that micro evolves into macro; that to be involved inevitably
leads to decisions between imperfect options; that many of you will take
risks, make mistakes, and become citizens in spite of yourselves.

I'm afraid there's simply no other way. If Ours becomes a
society intolerant of failure and uncompassionate in the face of
suffering, then surely we are lost. With the uncertainties of the future
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hedging in on you, you need to assess your commonalities. You need to
say how you would treat other people, and how you would have them treat
you back.

The best your college education can do for you now is to remind
you that it's one thing to be self-absorbed and quite another to be
self-aware. It comes down to a matter of being open, of seeing. It
comes down to a matter of remaining intrigued enough by life to welcome
its constant renewal. In short, it comes down to the impertinent
question.

From those of us floundering out here in the real world, to
those of you preparing to enter it, may I just say, welcome. We need you.

Thank you and good luck.

-*-




