FUN AND GAMES
by
Lester M. Wolfson

(D;%ivered at the Indiana University South Bend Campus Honors Convocation, May 16,
1965)

In his highly successful play, Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, Edward Albee

gives his first act the ironic title, "Fun and Games." Unhappily for the tortured
characters in the play, the fun is self-destructive, and the games~-called such
things as "Humiliate the Host" and "Get the Guest"--are invariably cruel. To
shift ground somewhat, knowledgeable writers more and more frequently point to the
flight of serious college students from the "fun and games" of country=-club
capruses=-as, for example, David Boroff has recently observed in an article on

New York University published in the April 17 issue of Saturday Review. Instead

of gulping goldfish or seeing how many people can crowd into a telephone booth,
concerned students are rebuilding bombed Negro churches in Mississippi or protesting
what seems to them to be unfair or unrewarding in the education they are being given.

I have begun my remarks rather soberly, partly in atonement because some
of my colleagues (and I myself for that matter) feared that to give an Homors
Convocation address the breezy label "Fun and Games" might suggest that I am
taking the occasion too lightly=--and I wouldn't want anyone to think I am doing
that. But I'm afraid that I didn't settle any doubts when I said to some of my
friends that I had resisted an impulse to add to the title listed on your progran:
"Or, We Called Her the Green Hornet." (I will have more to say about the Green
Hornet later.)

The. fact of the matter is that I am willing to take the chance of giving
offense because I think that an honors assembly is-=or should be--more happy than
solemm, more light-hearted than somber. If I appear to be more irreverent than
I should be, let me at least make appeal to the eighteenth~eentury clergyman and

essaylst, Sydney Smith, who once remarked: "You must not think me necessarily
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foolish because I am facetious, nor will I comsider you necessarily wise because
you are grave."

I do want to speak lightly=-but I hope not foolishly=-about the best kind of
fun and the best kind of games that can be part of the college experience , and
particularly the experience of students with the abilities and the dedication which
enables them to be honors students.

One major source of that fun springs from the very fact that young people
are==obviously--young, and youth has zest and zest will always find its way of
exuberant expression. A second source of happy gemes is that colleges are the
kinds of commnities they are, with two important strata of citizens--teachers and
students=--who serve to keep those commmnities in a perpetual state of pleasant
tension. A final, and the most important, source of fun is the curriculum
itself=~though I suppose many of the students here will think me mad for saying
80 what with final examinations only a few weeks off.

Let me speak of each of these three things in turn==first, of natural
high=spirits; then, of the teacher-student tug-of-war; and, finally, of the
curriculum. If I draw rather heavily on my own experience » what man can really
do anything else? Besides, I fear that everyone falls into his anecdotage long
before he reaches his dotage. If what I say jogs any approving echoes in your
own memories, join with me in hoping that, unlike King Lear, we may all be wise
before we are old.

No one needs reminding that advanced learning is difficult. Each of us who
volues it knows how the carefully gained insight or understanding tends to blur
and slip away under the weight of our own inadequacies and of contrary views
clamoring to be heard. For relief, it is only natural that balanced students who
work hard will also play hard. They have the energy to do so, and since real
distinction in one's studies--and the recognition that attends that distinction=-is
not easily nor early come by, what can be more understandable than that some
students-~-good ones as well as weaker ones--will seek distinction in other and

quicker ways?
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I remember how male freshmen at Michigan and Michigan State gained a dubious
collective immortalitye=at least in our own minds=eby cavorting dizzily during
half-time on the turf of the Michigan Stadium on a cool, sunshiny September
afternoon almost a quarter-century ago. We tried to 1lift each other's beanies==
hardly encumbered by the ludicrous finger-tip coats that were all the rage that
long-ago autum. The melee lasted only about five minutes, and was far less
draining than an extended trip to Ft. Lauderdale, Florida.or Seaside, Oregon, but
I suspect it sprang from the same bagic impulse.

More personal immortality came to a University of Chicago student on January
10 of this year. As reported in The Maroon, the University's student newspaper,
a freshmen emerged from a residence hall shower stall after submitting himself to
48 consecutive hours of drenching. He possessed a new intercollegiate shower
record and hands and feet so wrinkled that he was dubbed. The Prune. His fame
dissolved eight days later when a Southern Illinois University sophomore survived
60 hours of continual ablution.

Who knows what will come next? Undergraduate ingenuity should not be
underestimated, though sometimes we might wish that rather more of it would go
into regular studies.

One of the world's great, continuing=--but usually unannounced--contests is
the game that finds professors on one side and students on the other. At its
best, such a game finds each side highly respecting the other. The professor
has the student's respect for what the professor shows of fairness, concern, and
reasonableness~--but, most of all, the student respects him for what he knows.

The student has the professor's respect for what the student shows of ability,
application, and reasonableness=-but, most of all, the professor respects him for
representing a hope that what is wrong with the older generation might possibly te
made better by a younger one. But between the generations there is probably always
a certain natural estrangement, and between those who make the enforceable judgments

and those who are judged, even respect will usually be tinged by caution and a
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certain suspiciousness. If both students and teachers are conscious of how easy
it is to misunderstand each other, the strain of their relationship can be turned
to much humorous advantage.

Did Hervard's famous Professor Kittredge gain or lose with his students when
once, after he had accidentally fallen on the floor, he looked up at his class
from where he was lying, and said: "For the first time in my life, I find
myself on your level." (I suppose it all depends on the tone in which he said it.)
Of course, students can have their retaliation. Once at Michigan I overheard two
students talking in the classroom hall. One said to the other: '"Why don't you go
and speak to Professor X. He's really not such a bad fellow, and besides it
might help your grade." The other student answered with mock disdain: "I don't
believe in fraternizing with the help."

The Green Hornet was a popular radio characterization in the 1930's, We
appropriated the name for an eighth-grade English teacher of ours who came to
school every day in a bright two=piece Kelly-green dress. We hoped, and assumed,
that she had two such dresses, and that one was being cleaned while the other
was being worn. The dress did not go well with her heavily=-calcined face, or
with her dyed hair (which was the color of decayed flame). In addition, she
was very fat--all in all a seemingly-tragic case. Our romantic imaginations
concocted the story that she had once been a beautiful young girl (a bareback
rider in a circus) who had been thrown from her horse with a resultant injury
40 her glands causing her to swell up to the figure she cut when we knew her.

If she had been anyone else than our teacher, we probably would not have
called her The Green Hornmet, but teachers do capture the deep interest of their
students, and that is why it is crucial that we have good teachers at all levels.
If we eighth-graders were slightly cruel to that particular lady, I think it was
counterbalanced by the at least in part generocus impulse that led us to account

for her imagined miseries in the way that we did.
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In his play, Troilus and Cressida, Shakespeare has the wise Ulysses observe
that "degree being vizarded" chaos will come. By this, Ulysses--and Shakeapeare
--mzan that if rank, authority, hievarchy, structure--in home, society, or school
are not recognized, all possibility for a rational and sane social order is at an
end. Students sometimes forget why professors are paid salaries and why they pay
tuition. But sometimes professors forget that their students are to be their
successors on the human stage, not their mimics. 1In any good college, there is ———]
intellectual vitality, and where there is intellectual vitality there will always‘-{}
be a precarious balance between Ireedom and restraint. That is why there will
always be the opportunity for students to assert themselves by having fun at
the expense of those who will at times seem to be their jailers, and for faculty
to assert themselves at the expense of those who will at times seem wilfully
obstinate in their desire to persist in their stupidity. But I'd better not say
mich more on this particular matter, being mindful of a cartoon which shows two
professors calmly walking down a campus walk, while in the background a group of
students is gathered beneath a tree. From the tree hangs a limp figure. The
caption indicates that one professor is saying to the other, with some surprise
but apparently with no sense of loss: "That's no effigy; that is the dean!"

There is fun to be had that the students will devise quite nicely on their
own; there is fun to be had from all the broad and subtle ways in which professor
and student can impinge on each other's consciousness. But the most fun of all
can be had--though all too few students realize this--from the curriculum itself.
1+ makes little difference how modern or streamlined--or even seemingly non-exiztent
a program is. No one ever became educated without going to the written yord or
to other symbols; or without going to the tools and equipment which literally
enable us to extend the dominion of our action and understanding. Whether jou
take 120 semester hours, or read 120 great books, or are turned loose for 2-3=k
years in a laboratory or a library, if you have the will, the aptitude, and the

industry you will find yourself knowing a great deal--and, if you are lucky, and
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really know something--from within, as it were--you will find that you are
enjoying yourself immensely. For if, as many of our religions tell us, the human

soul naturally reaches toward goodness, the human mind naturally reaches for _—I

f
!

intellectual order, and the discovery of that order is accompanied by a very
special pleasure. No one can demonstrate this truth to any one who has not .
experienced it, but I am sure that there are many honor students in this audience
who know what I am talking about. Our theatre people who were recently involved

in the production of Romeo and Juliet have had an experience with language that

from this point on should resound in the very way they breathe. To begin to
understand even vaguely the binary system of mathematics that helps to make
computer science possible and intelligible; to see the structure of matter
pictured in the mobiles that might double as futuristic art; to know something

of DNA and what it portends for our future understanding of some of the mysteries
of life; to feel the clean inevitability of a syllogism in logic; to appreciate

the rhetorical elegance of "We hold these truths to be self-evident"; to understand
the religious fervor and literary grace of: "Thou hast made us for Thyself, O
Lord, and our heart is restless until it finds rest again in Thee"=-=to know all
these things is to be enlarged and enriched beyond speakable measure.

A friend of his told how the great English poet, John Keats=-~great in
artistry but only five feet talle=once hoisted himself on the back of a chair,
hunching his shoulders and puffing out his cheeks--in an effort to express his
d=1’gnt in Edmmnd Spenser's magnificent poetic image: "Sea-ghouldering whales."
wWhat true student fails to make scores of such joyous discoveries?

I see that T have shifted from the word "fun" in speaking of pleasure,
delight, and joy. The word "fun" may imply mere diversion and distraction, or
even have a derisive ring, as it had when Matthew Arnold contemptuously referred
to those who were interested only in, as he put it, "beer, gin, and fun:" (It is
only fair to say that Arnold possibly had too much of a kid-glove temperament.
Upon Arnold's death, a friend is reported to have said: "Poor Matt; he won't

like heaven." )
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Well, whether we call it fun or something else, the opportunities for deep
satisfaction are there in the studies you have completed, and which many of you
will be continuing. I wish that I could understand better than I do=-or accept
better what I may understand well enough--why students generally take so little
pleasure in learning. Apropos of that, do you remember the place in Salinger’s
The Catéher in the Rye where the hero, Holden Caulfield, takes in a show at
Redio City Music Hall? When a skater comes roaring across the stage and skates
under a two-foot table, Holden agrees with the clapping audience that it was a
great stunt, but Holden couldn't enjoy the show because (as he says) "I kept
picturing him practising to be a guy that rollerskates (under tables) on the
stage." Almost invarisbly, when we teach this novel, some student says he can't
see why Holden is so unappreciative. The student will say: "After all, it takes
a lot of skill to be able to rollerskate under a lot of little tables." To which,
I sayt "It does indeed."
I suppose the point here is: "To what things do we wish to give our time and
talent?" One sounds foolish in saying that we live in a dangerous world--the
fact is so obvious. To survive, we need all the intelligence, all the good will,7

and all the good humor we can muster. Nothing fortifies us with these things y

¥
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better than sound education. The beauty of it is that learning can make us \/"

happy even as it makes us wise.

We are nearly at the end of our first academic year since knowing that the
Sovth Bend Campus is to become a degree-granting campus of Indiana University.
We are proud of the distinction you have won during these new and inspiriting
times for all of us here. Some of you may be graduating from the South Bend
Campus a few years hence. By that time, our local traditions and patterns will
be well on the way to being established. None of us can be entirely sure of what
will emerge, and one thing we learn from the Greek tragedians is to comsider no

man (or school) fortunate until the end be known. Yet great developments appear
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to be ahead of us. Standing, as we do, on the verge of a new era in higher
educational opportunities, and even though realizing that in a far deeper sense
than was perhaps ever true before, the games all men play are now for mortal
stakes, we can yet have high hope. Despite these desperate times, the
breakthrough seems to have come in the continuing war against poverty, prejudice,
and ignorance. You being honored here today are young, or at least sympathetic
to the young. In the full flush of his youthful hope, standing on another shore
at another time, Wordsworth may have spoken for all of us here assembled when he
wrote in The Prelude:

Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,
To be young was very heaven.

Speaking for the entire faculty, let me congratulate you on your attainments,

and extend to you our sincerest wishes for your continuing success.

Director and Assistant Dean
South Bend Campus of Indiana University
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