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"On the opening day of an honors seminar on nature and community that I teach for freshmen at Indiana University, I commonly set the following task: Think about the questions that genuinely matter to you. I don't mean school questions or cool questions or polite questions or hand-me down questions. I mean the questions that have kept you awake at night, the ones that haunt you or trouble you or make you jittery with excitement. Write down as many such questions as you can think of, then choose three or four and add a few sentences of commentary about each one, perhaps noting how the question first occurred to you, or what you've done by way of seeking answers, or how it might affect what you do with your life.

Students bring their responses to the second meeting of the class, and year after year they come up with many of the same puzzles: Is there a God? Does life have a purpose? Does my life have a purpose? What career should I follow? Is altruism genuine? Is money the measure of all things? Is ignorance bliss? Why do we have to die? Will we ever find solutions to racism, sexism, and war? Is there hope for the future?

Variations on that last question have become more and more frequent in the years since the fall of the Berlin Wall. It's as if, with the end of the Cold War, the anxiety that previous generations had felt about Communism has been replaced, for many students, by anxiety about the human prospect. In their papers, their remarks in class, and in private conversations, increasing numbers of my students confess to feeling overwhelmed by the scale and complexity of threats facing humankind.

To be sure, the majority of undergraduates here still seem confident of a bright future. They glide along toward jobs, drive their cars and listen to music and hang out with friends, apparently convinced that they will be immune—along with our charmed nation—from the problems of scarcity, pollution, and strife looming out there in the great world.

My thoughtful students know better. They realize that we all share the same ozone layer, all depend on the same overfished oceans, dwindling forests, thinning topsoil, and fouled rivers. We're all captives of corporations, including those that package reality for us on television, in film, in newspapers and magazines. We all rely on a global web of transport and electronics for the necessities of life, and that web is vulnerable to anyone with a grievance and a bomb. We're all exposed to the resentment that the poor feel toward the rich. And even if, in our current prosperity, America seems to be safe from the financial troubles afflicting so many other nations, thoughtful students commonly feel a moral responsibility for those who are suffering, even while they themselves are flourishing. Besides, they realize that a prosperity dependent on mining the natural world and ignoring the poor cannot last. The more sensitive, intelligent, and alert the students are, the more likely they are to feel discouraged about the human prospect. In extreme cases, their discouragement turns to despair.

I base those impressions not only on my own contact with undergraduates, but also on conversations with teachers here at Indiana and at dozens of other universities across the country. Of course, what we hear from students is influenced by the issues we raise in our classes, and by how we ourselves foresee the shape of things to come.

Is the quality of life for human beings going to improve, on average, in the next century, or is it going to deteriorate? If you pose that question in a university, the answer you get will depend on whom you ask. I find that my colleagues in business, economics, computer science, chemistry, and medicine tend to embrace a cornucopian vision of greater and greater abundance, technological breakthrough, and universal prosperity. My colleagues in the social sciences, life sciences, and humanities are far more likely to envision dwindling resources and increasing strife, the return of epidemic diseases, deterioration of the biosphere, rising levels of extinction, and widespread suffering for all creatures.

It's as though the two-cultures split lamented by C. P. Snow in 1959—dividing those trained in the sciences from those trained in the humanities—has been superseded, within the academy, by a split between optimists and pessimists. The former believe that the quality of life is good and steadily improving; the latter that life is good for a few, bad for many, and likely to get worse for everybody unless we change our ways.

The pessimists say, for example, that the buildup of greenhouse gases from the burning of carbon fuels and the felling of trees will lead to a warming of the earth's atmosphere, which, in turn, will lead to the melting of the polar ice caps, a rise in sea level, the flooding of coastal plains, and devastating shifts in global weather patterns. The optimists say that those calamities probably won't happen, and that even if the atmosphere does gradually heat up, we'll figure out some way to buffer the effects. The pessimists point out that more and more disease organisms are evolving resistance to our antibiotics, and the optimists reply that more-potent medicines will be found. The pessimists argue that computers invade our privacy, extend the reach of consumerism, fill our workplaces with tedium and our homes with trivia, and estrange us further from nature. The optimists argue that computers enlarge our powers, increase our productivity, and foster a global community in cyberspace.

Meanwhile, students take in a sense of the future from the mood we create in our classrooms, from the readings we assign, from the issues we raise, and from every word that comes out of our mouths. I've found in my own teaching that it's hard to face the most troubling issues without casting a shadow over the class. If we teach honestly about the fraying of the social fabric and the fabric of life, we may persuade students that there is no hope of reform. Numbed and bewildered, they may retreat into a shell of cynicism and hedonism, figuring that they might as well enjoy themselves while the world falls apart.

Should we protect our students by avoiding issues that might cause them to despair? That's a question I've wrestled with since I began teaching, more than a quarter of a century ago. Early on, I answered it with a simple No. We shouldn't avoid the real social and ecological and philosophical problems, no matter how disturbing they may be. And so I asked my students to think about slavery, poverty, inequality, the fate of indigenous cultures, the nuclear-arms race, the Holocaust, the human assault on nature. Our discussions were lively, but they often led toward gloom. In those early years of teaching, I had not thought hard enough about what one should do with such knowledge. I had thought more about the gravity of the problems than about how young people might gain a sense of meaning and purpose from studying them.

Gradually, by reading the words and faces of so many disheartened students, I realized that it's not enough to teach the problems. One must also try teaching solutions.

If we're going to show young people how things go wrong, we must also suggest to them how things might go right. I say "suggest," because I have no desire to impose on students my own vision of the good society. Instead, for every tale of suffering, I offer them a tale of healing; for every tale of loss, a tale of renewal. So we read not only Virginia Woolf and Adrienne Rich on the silencing of women, but also Mary Shelley, Margaret Mead, Doris Lessing, Nadine Gordimer, Mary Oliver, and other women who have broken that silence. We read not only about extinction and pollution and the death of nature, but also what Aldo Leopold, Rachel Carson, Barry Lopez, Terry Tempest Williams, and others have written about restoring peace with the natural world. Often, the balancing of anguish by hope may be found in the same book. In the first half of Man‘s Search for Meaning, for example, Viktor Frankl tells of his experience in Nazi concentration camps, and in the second half he explains what that harrowing experience taught him about the resiliency of the human spirit and the possibility of finding meaning even in the harshest circumstances. In Pilgrim at Tinker Creek, Annie Dillard confronts the cold fact of extinction, the breaking of every bond, while she celebrates the constant upwelling of new life. In The Age of Missing Information, Bill McKibben shows how television fragments our vision of reality, but he also shows how time spent in the wilds helps us regain a truer sense of where we actually dwell. After discovering that some of Toni Morrison's early novels, such as The Bluest Eye and Sula, left students feeling despondent about racism, I welcomed her Pulitzer Prize-winning Beloved. Although it starkly reveals the lasting impact of slavery, it also dramatizes the possibility of reconciliation, not only between blacks and whites, but also between men and women.

Students have responded gratefully to the new readings, eager to see what thoughtful and imaginative writers have to say about solving, or at least alleviating, the problems that we face. The students are not asking for guarantees or miracles, but for hard thinking and honest vision.

Those among them who worry most about the future sometimes ask me whether I think their generation is more apathetic than my own, which came of age in the 1960s. I reply that theirs has to overcome a greater number of discouraging influences—the sales pitches that now continue around the clock; the cynicism and cruelty that afflict so much of television, pop music, and film; the whittling of politics into sound bites; the talk shows that deal exclusively in ridicule and harangue; the acceleration of travel and communication; the scattering of attention by a culture devoted to gossip. I tell students that it was easier for me and my contemporaries to imagine healing the world's ills, because fewer voices told us that idealism was naive, that action was pointless, that the odds against us were overwhelming.

During my own college years, I became aware of problems that I had only dimly perceived while growing up in rural Ohio. I learned of racial injustice, the grievances of women, the perils of the arms race, the folly of the Vietnam War, the menace of pollution and population growth. But I also breathed in from the atmosphere of the times a confidence that those problems could be solved. There were movements on behalf of civil rights, women's rights, social justice, environmental protection, and peace, and everyone I knew belonged to some or all of them. My classmates and I took it for granted that a college education would prepare us to address important needs in the world, to serve some larger good. Certainly we wanted to get jobs after graduation, but not to grow rich or powerful. We spoke not of careers, but of vocations.

Our aspirations sound quaint now, when universities often treat students as shoppers for services rather than as seekers of knowledge, when institutions vie with one another in touting the economic advantages of a degree, when they emphasize the attractions of nonstop social activities and state-of the-art recreation facilities, when they turn the curriculum into a cafeteria of free choices. Insofar as universities have become an extension of the consumer economy, with no purpose to offer young people aside from the pursuit of wealth and pleasure, they merely contribute to the culture of despair.

Without ignoring the grave challenges that beset human beings on this battered and crowded planet, we should work hard at teaching the grounds for hope. It seems to me that education ought to be an antidote for the daily barrage of bad news. One recent morning, in the five-minute lull between waking to the alarm and setting my feet on the floor, I heard on the radio about an assassination attempt in Pakistan, the crime rate in Chicago, the rising incidence of AIDS in Africa, a bus crash in New Jersey, air battles over Iraq, riots in Indonesia, the jailing of dissidents in China, scandals in Washington, and a litany of deaths across America from the worst winter storm in 20 years.

What is one to make of so many calamities? In every day's news, we learn about more dangers and disasters than we can ever comprehend, let alone address. Whatever their virtues, global communications and 24-hour news services tend to exhaust our concern and compassion. If we learn constantly about suffering that we cannot alleviate, evils that we cannot undo, we soon grow numb. The effect is like that of walking through a city crowded with beggars, addicts, and homeless wanderers: We might be moved to help the first few we meet, but as we encounter them by the dozens and the hundreds, eventually we seal our hearts and avert our gaze.

Most news comes to us as free-floating bits of information, chiefly about dangers and disasters. The more we are bombarded by those raw data, the more helpless and bewildered we feel. CNN has given the name "factoids" to the crumbs of information with which it lures viewers into commercial breaks. Clearly, all of the news media deal increasingly in "factoids," colorful scraps drawn from often unidentified sources,without context, without any purpose except to grab our attention for the moment.

Knowledge, by contrast, offers us frameworks for making sense of the fragments, ways of gathering them into wholes. Information arouses our feelings; knowledge helps us imagine how we might act. From kindergarten on, the chief business of education is—or should be—to help students build up larger and larger structures of knowledge, to reveal the heft of things and how the parts of the world connect, to show pathways through the woods of bewilderment.

I want my students to keep asking the difficult, perennial questions. But when they ask if there is hope for the future, I want them to be able to answer "Yes, with confidence in their own powers, with complex knowledge of the world, with eagerness for the healing work they may do."

