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ABSTRACT - ‘ ‘ |
L In order that English teachers-.may be important to
themsblves, important as teachers, and, through their behaviors,
 important to their community and to society, they nuast accept the
challenge of being humanists. Ten characteristics describe humanists:
(1) they revere life in all forms; (2).they have profound respect for—
the human mind and its freedom; (3) they have faith in human beings
and their ability to create ideals by which .o live; (4) they hold
the search for truth to be a person's primary endeavér and defend the
freedom of this search; (5) they stand in awe of creation and re ard -
their place in the universe with humility; (6) they sea2k to create
rather than to destroy; (7) they préserve an open and critical mind; -.
(8) they respect independence of thought and action; (9) they are the
inheritors, custodians, and teachers of ‘the best in all the arts; and
(10) they respect research in all fields, helping to integrate ’
knowledge in the social and physical sciences with that in the
humanities. (JM) ' \
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HOW TO "BE" SOMEBODY IMPORTANT Robert C. Pooley

Keynote address, Florida COuncil of Teachers of English.
«Daytona Beach. October 17, 1974,

I am deeply grateful to the Florida Counoil of Teachers of

. BEnglish for the slgnal honors you have 80 graoiously given me,
 last year I was surprised and delighted with the award of an
honorary life membership in our association, and this year you
have asked me to be the opening speaker at the 1974 convention.
I am both proud and happy because of my lojag association with
the Bnglish teachers of the state of Florida. long. before
first spoke in your state I hearu much about you frgm my good
friends Margaret Boutelle and Blanche Trezevant. We met annually

at the conventions of NCTE at which times I learned of your

troubles and succesaes. most notable of which was the organization
andd growth of this Council. Iater my assoclation with Dr. Je Hb@pcr
Wise and with Dwight Burton kept me up to date with the teaohing -~
| of English in Florida.' Unlessg I have,forgotten an earlier engago- |
ment, my firet public spesch in Florida was at an English conference
at PSU May 8-9, 1953 at which I am listed in our history aé’
,"ohiéf ponsultant;" I have a feeling that Nathan Mlller asked
me to address a Dade County audience even earlier than that. A%
any rate, since those days I have<had,the privilége under the
~friend1165t-gu1dand§ of Mrs, Kitty Mae Taylor to speak. to and
share conferences with you in many(parte of this great stéte which
I now claim as my home., My friends in our Counclil now are so
numarous that I dare not mention any namea'for fear of omitting

‘many who have been kind and gracious to me.
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of Wisconsin. It was in that period of time when "Sputnik"

. | .
‘respect for research in sdience and the out-come of science in

.sharing. mon 8 minds cannot grow. So I began to ponder what it

‘1s that wo Engliah teachers possess and promote that is at loalt

»of mind, and "science", which is pure knowlddgo pursnod for its

,own sake, without arrOganeo or pretentions.

" the principal possessors of, and conveyers of, the greatest of

a1l human achievements: the growth of knowledge about man and

BEST COPY AVAILARLE .

The theme of this conference is the verb "be" and'I_have
chosen as the title of myk address the words "How to ‘'BE' Somobody
Important.” About ten years ago I was chargod with the reaponai-

bility of forming a curriculum in the language arts for the stato

gave such prominence to the tqachingvof science and mathematics, .

I began my college career as a scientist and I have the greatest

onr daily lives, Yet I was annoyed and made indignant at the
arrogance with which language, speech, and lliterature were pushed
aside as of minor value., After all, without speech and

communioatiod.'thoro would be no science at all, for without
|-

equal toy 1f not greater than, the "scientism", which.ls a cast

1t came to me quickly that we, the teachers of Engliah. are

his highest cultural achievements, in that dopartment of knowlidgo
that we call "Humanism.” The great advances in humanism wers

made in the 8th century B,0. when scientific thought was in its

infancy. I do not mean to denigrate science; I want to assert

that humanism and science are the two equal achisvements of the

humdn minds; that sogether they represent man's higheat achlevement,
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and that we, as possessors and conveyars of the cne, should be
proud and confidant in our ﬁoritago. When we face this éhallengo.

w@halso assume a tremendous obligation and responsibility.

What is Humanism? And what is a Humanist? These quea%ibne
bothered me as I approached my curriculum task, for there iz much
"loaé common agreement as to what a humanist is in comparisou with
the recognition of what a scientist is., I found that I could best
aswer the question, What is Humanism? by finding answers to the
aécond question, What is a Humanist? This search led mg/to the
following depcriptive_definitionsu thoa§ are, as I see 1t, |
the distinguishing marks of the true humanist,

1. The humanist has a reverence for life in all forms, with
sympathy and compassion ‘toward ail.living'croaturos. especially
those in distress, leading humanists in our'culturo and in most
other cultures deplore war because of the loss of life and the’
suffering of the survivors, However, as the novelists and poets
of the 1aet.two World Wars have Shdwn. the humanist does not“
duck responsibility; he fights and dies for what ho-dqema to be
the higheet values., |
2, The humanist has a profound respect for the human mind
and for its freedom. He will permit no hindrance to its free
range. 'Hnmanists the world over have endured punishments,
imprisonment, exile, and death to maintain- the principle that .
there'may be no bars to the range of human thought and its

expression.
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'3. He has faith in human bolnge‘and in their power to brogto
ideals by which fhoy may govern their lives. The works of all.
the great philoaophical and religious 1oadera through the centuries

baar‘ witness to this faith and ite plaoo in human life.
| b, He holds the search for truth to be man's primary
endeavor and he will dofoqd the freedom of search against all
oppression, I was 1mpr€asod'by.tho wqrds of a novoligt in a
| minpr book of detective fiction, but a statement of profound
w;sdomu "You will never diaoover tho:truth ir you.think_you
know in advance what the truth ought to be." "Tho mind‘must
not be closod by any prooonooptions. no matter how firmly (1xod
by tradition or poreonal satiefaotion.
| Y+ The humanist standS/in awe. of the wonders of creation
and regards his placo in the universe with humility. This .
humility is charaoterisfic of the great philosophers and sci@ntistsa
if you have read any of the non-technical works of Dr, Albert
Einsfoin you know with what humility'and awe he fagod the wonders
~ of the universe whose secrete he did eo much Yo discover. On
the other hand, I have met and known a number of professors of
literature and history who may c¢laim to ‘be humnntstc but whose
views of their own place in the universe are far from being humblol
- 6. The humaniut seeks to oreate rather than to destroy |
o encourage inquiry and discovery above all othcr human aativitiiu.
1s me mention here one of the dangerous weapons of the humnhisi.

the use of sarcasm and irony agalnﬁf an individual. Because
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humanistsfgre skillful with‘words. the tompta?iqn 18 great
t0 score a point by the use of sarcastic wérds. ih@ harraased'
,toachar. goaded to exasperation by the apparent density of a
| slowfmoving-studeng..may easily vent his irritation by a few
outting words that bring a4 quick laugh, but do 1rreparablé harm
to the victim. To hurt is to destroys the humanist does not
.destroy‘but creates., He urges experimentation and does not .
laugh at or ridicule error, _
‘7. The humanist preserves an open and critical mind, and
is willing to put the most cherished of notions to the testing
ground of examination and refutation. This characteristic is
,difficult_of achieVemnnt.“yet yital”to human advancement, Beéauso
we believe our Views. we defend themsy because we defqnd them'wo
convince ourselves they are éightu those with difforing'viowsf
must be wrong. The true.humanist.muét be ready to put every
conviction to the test of honest oppositions only those views
that sustain the impact of criticism can be tentatively sustained,
I think it is John Mill who has pointed out that where a vast
ma jority hold to a certain idea as truth, the real truth will be
found among the few who dissent, |
8+ The humanist respects independence of thought and action.
supports the right to be different, and upholds the right of
inquiry even when inquiry threatens his firmest convictions.
Thie characteristic is the putting into action of a'critioal ﬁind.
The humanist fights conformity because it is a poworﬁml and
- dangerous force, It is Voltairo’bho said. "I disapprove of what
you say, but I will fight to the death your right to say {t."

/ .
1]
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These are the words of a great humanist who by.his own independence
of mind did much to break the iron hold of conformity in law
and religion which bound the minds of his contemporaries.

9. The humanist takes as his province what has been called.
"the good, the true, the beautiful," This is only to say that
the humanist is the inheritor, thq custodian, and the teacher of
all the best in the arts of literature, painting, sculpture,
music and dance; he extols and presorves tha best creations of

the past. and does all in his power to encourage and. support the

eontinulity of these‘arts. He may dislike in tarying degreas,

Yhe new poetry, the new painting, the new music, but he does’

not restrict their righy to be geen and heard; his historical

‘mind reminds him that some of the most highly praised works in

the arts in today's esteem were condemned as crude or barbaric

~when first seen, read, or performed.

¥

10. Pinally, the humanist respects the search for truth

and knowledge in all fieldsj.ahd does his best to integrate

fhe findings bf the social and physical sciencee with all that

he knows an&~eherishes'in the humanities. The readiness to combine,
unify, and integrate is a mark of the humanist, He does his

best to bring all facets of knowledge into a working relationship
of unitys he éttempts to ®ind common elements among specific

facts to produce meaningful wholes and thus brings:into harmony

- 80 far as possible all that he knows,
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As I see it, these ten charactoristics'accuratoly describe

- the humanist and define what we mean by humanism, - Obviodsly
the characteristica are ideals., Few or could conaistontly and
without deviation live up to all of them, But they desecribe
what most of us honostly strive to do and be.

So' this is the point to which my meditatidns on the nature
/ . .

of humanism brought me, Within the limited scope of my abilities

_ I"havo.dosbribod the beliefs and actions of a humanist. These
\iare the foundation stones upon which the worth and dignity of
mankind rest, | - B | ,
Now, what doos all this have to do with us, who claim the
'titie of English teachers? It has everything to do with us. In
the very act of choosing our subject to study and teach we have

declared ourselves to be humanists. But often we have not known

. that we did so. If once we had a fleeting vi7ion of the ideals |

of humanism, the humdrum duties and tasks of daily teaching have
tended to dismiss these ideals from our minds. The purpose of
- my address tonight is to romind you'of'what you and I ﬁndertook
in vecoming teachers of English and to fling out the challenge
of what we can truly become, L

All ageé are times of trouble. We are in a time of trouble
now, largely of our own makingu it is°a rcal'trouble‘whiéh will

not go away if we shut our eyes to it, or adopt a Pollyanna

attitude. There is no doubt in my mind that this timo of trouble

will paass as all othor times of trouble havo passed, But we
oan do more than just walt, What we all neod‘ia not ndre money,
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or less inflation, or higher wagigo or tax rellefs. What our

“' nation needs at this juncture, and all mankind for that matter,

%s an infangible called "Paith," We need faith in God and His .
mercies and these we find in our personal religions, which we f
have agreed to keep bersonal-aud individual, But there s
another falth in which we can éll unite, which grows atronger
and more'effeot&ve’;n the world as we qn;te in it, and that ié"
the faith of humanism, It is of tremendous ihportance to us at
this time to have faith in mankind and in each other. This faith.v'
I t}uly believe. is summed up in the descriptivo characterict;cs
of the humanist:which I have analyzed in this talk. If you'want
to do something positive in the presont orisie of our countryj if
you want to bring a new light and a new onthusiaem into your
teaching If you want to be a person of 1mportance in your time
and place; I challenge you to join with me in becoming the Post
humanist each of us is capable of becoming. Ponder over. meditate
upon, and put into action those aspects of humanism which seem to
you to be of deep human worth., If you will do this, I can

- guarantee to you that you w}ll eash indiv;dually\boeomo. first)
a‘person 1mportant to yoursblr; second) a person 1mportant'ae A |
teachery third) a perion wﬁose_life and bohav;ofe will render him
important to ﬁis bommunity and to society. I assert again, we |
cannot fail to~be important-if we live up to our vision of what

| the humanist is: it requires courage and faifh and persistence

but it can be done, I dare you to be a Humaniet i




