Mike Gilbert (CCU Associate Professor of Foreign Languages)
“Living and Learning in a Diverse Community”

I know anecdotally from conversations here and there with both colleagues and students that community—defining it, finding it, building it—IS an issue around here, though as a starting point it needs to be said that it clearly isn’t the same issue to everyone. Some older faculty, for example, lament the loss of the sense of community that prevailed here when CCU was a smaller school; I’ve been here long enough to relate to that sentiment. Newer faculty sometimes lament a lack of academic community in the sense of a vibrant exchange of ideas across disciplinary lines, or one which fosters a sense of inclusiveness with regard to social and intellectual diversity. To folks in student life, issues surrounding community often reflect concerns about civility and appropriate standards of conduct in- and outside the classroom, e.g. “community development” has become a euphemism of sorts for  keeping things under control in the residence halls--though from a positive angle it can also encompass various efforts to integrate living and learning, along the lines of so-called “learning communities.” 

At the outset I’d like to offer a few words as to why this topic interests me, what led

me to propose this session in the first place. I grew up in a close-knit, sectarian liberal arts college community with a distinctly holistic ethos in the 1950s and 60s. I’ve had administrators here look me in the face and tell me to get over it, that world no longer exists. And I know they’re wrong, because I’ve experienced that sense of community elsewhere, felt it on other college campuses. That’s important because the term com-

munity among other things designates a particular locale and this is simply not the same type of community as one would expect to find, for example, at a small church-related college or, for that matter, an enormous state university. What we want to get at here are the possibilities and limitations for community here at CCU.   

At the very least, fostering a sense of community in this day and age is a real challenge; 

in the description I submitted for this session,  I quoted a Starbucks Coffee Company ad which rather simplistically defines community as “people you share space with, some that you know and some that you don’t. Your lives have a common thread, a tie that binds, whether it’s where you live or beliefs you have or the fact that you give when they need.” Were it only that easy. Which brings me to the specific arguments I want to lay out by way of introduction. Since this is a panel discussion, my thought here is to state these in a gently provocative way and then let people argue in a civil and celebratory fashion. The latter adjective is key, as the Celebration of Inquiry is intended first and foremost to promote precisely this kind of conversation among folks from across the University; arguably, the matter of community is at the heart of what we’re doing here.  
1. We are all hopelessly busy and preoccupied. Collegial interaction now often consists 

of e-mailing colleagues—upstairs or down the hall. Real collegiality is on the endangered species list. For that matter, increasingly my students write to me. We all leave each other a trail of messages. Sociologists are decrying the interpersonal impoverishment of the electronic age. That works against: community.

In relation to that,  we seem to have more urgent or important things to do than talk to each other, or for example, socialize or attend cultural events or just have lunch (who among the faculty routinely eats lunch anymore in a communal fashion? That’s gone out of style, is a thing of the past).  Everyone I know, students included, is “outta time,” operating on perpetual overload. That works against: community.

2. We are a rather fragmented institution, sort of a loose a federation of colleges which

we call a university. We have a core curriculum but it’s more of an elaborate compromise than something core-like. As yet we have no common first-year program or experience. Our students enter largely as declared majors into increasingly specialized disciplines vs. the traditional liberal arts model of a common foundation. Faculty, understandably, are increasingly committed to an agenda of specialized research and professional work

outside the institution. We’re moving simultaneously in many different directions. That,

too, works against a sense of: community. 

3. As a campus, we are, of course, to a greater or lesser extent a microcosm of American

society at large, which has long had an ambivalent relationship to community. Take, for example, our unresolved debates over national health insurance or social welfare. As 

Americans, if one can risk such a generalization, community does matter to us (or at

least to most of us) but only to the extent it doesn’t infringe on our individual rights and freedoms, a perspective deeply ingrained in the American psyche. Europeans, among

others,  seem to know better, have a more communal outlook than we do, a sense of the welfare of all outweighing the interests of the individual, perhaps because of the direct experience of two World Wars, or the heritage of social democratic/socialist political ideology. Our individualism(s) run contrary on some level to the dictates of: community.  

4.  Add to that the distinct trend in our culture toward what is called multiculturalism, radical pluralism, or simply: diversity, whether that term is used in reference to ethnicity

or race (e.g. the emphasis today on “historically underrepresented populations”)  or  disability (e.g. the issues surrounding the ADA) or gender differences (e.g. our ongoing,

heated national debate over the place of the gay/lesbian community). We have at CCU an Office of Disabilities, an Office of Diversity Programs, an Office of Multicultural Student Services, an Office of International Programs.  But do we function as well as we could communally in responding the needs and concerns of specific groups, specifically with regard to integrating them into the larger fabric of campus life (that is: meeting their needs in the interest of us all)? 

5.  One of the hallmarks of many academic or para-academic institutions is their sense of

intentional community: this is what we believe, this is what we stand for, this is our ethos. This has long been true, for example, of colleges and universities in the sectarian tradition, though that is merely one example of communal intentionality. Where are we at with this at CCU? A mission statement doesn’t necessarily translate into a clearly articulated sense of intentional community. The idea of a campus creed has met repeatedly with resistance here. One of my colleagues is fond of saying, this campus lacks a center, a soul. What is our intention as an academic community?     

6. Over the course of the past twenty years I’ve watched academe become an

 increasingly selfish enterprise. To my father’s generation, teaching and interacting with both students and colleagues both in- and outside of the classroom was a sine qua non of  academic existence. You were expected to live near campus, you were expected to be involved in the life of the community night and day, weekends, too. At the first school I taught at three-quarters of the faculty turned out for basketball games whether you liked basketball or not;  campus cultural events were standing room only; major life moments

were noted and celebrated ritually, communally. Some faculty maintain this was a “privileged” era that is gone forever.  If that’s true, it certainly wasn’t privileged in a socio-economic sense: my father’s meager ninth-month salary necessitated him taking on additional teaching assignments evenings at a school a hundred miles away as well

as a summer job in order to support our family. No;  if that era was privileged, it was in terms of the ideal of higher education that it upheld, one that valued time for both genuine intellectual contemplation and intensive community involvement. It was, in many respects, an era more balanced, saner, healthier than our own. In any event, the reward structure of academe has evolved in such a way that one’s own work necessarily takes precedence over communal activity if one is going to survive (I’m thinking specifically of: tenure and promotion). Truth is, there is little or no reward for being communally-oriented. Indeed it’s rather suspect; what’s the matter, Gilbert, don’t you have enough to do? Or: why aren’t you doing what counts? Why would you waste time doing that?

7.  Perhaps the key issue here vis-à-vis a sense of community is growth: this is a very, 

different place than the one I came to ten years ago, it’s rather like a small town that’s mushroomed into a medium-sized city overnight. That’s both good and/or bad depending on your outlook and instincts as regards community. I wrote last year in an article for

The Chanticleer that while we’re growing very rapidly, the rate at which we’re growing together--growing in community--has lagged behind. Though there are bright spots, like: the Celebration of Inquiry.

8.  With regard to what some call “civic engagement:” One of the strongest arguments 

for making community or community-building a campus priority is that if it doesn’t happen here, then it isn’t going to happen anywhere, i.e., if we want to improve the world in terms of communal relations, then this is the place to prepare people for that, for them to learn about it through living it and vice-versa. To be sure, I’m speaking idealistically, but to instill in our students a love and understanding of functional, responsible, healthy community that they then carry out onto the world, remains a noble aspiration, a crucial goal for higher education if not a critical need for our society. 

9.  Finally, I want to make clear, without steering the discussion, to say where I’d like us, ideally, to come out: Quoting again from the description I submitted for this session “The essential idea behind this … is NOT to highlight  the interests or agendas of particular groups, but rather to focus on the issue of community itself, and how best to define and build that in the interest of ALL in the context of an increasingly pluralistic society and educational environment.”

