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Who troubles himself about his ornaments or fluency is lost. This is what you shall 
do: Love the earth and sun and the animals, despise riches, give alms to everyone 
that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote your income and labor to others, 
hate tyrants, argue not concerning God, have patience and indulgence toward the 
people, take off your hat to nothing known or unknown or to any man or number 
of men, go freely with powerful uneducated persons and with the young and with 
the mothers of families, read these leaves in the open air every season of every year 
of your life, re-examine all you have been told at school or church or in any book, 
dismiss whatever insults your own soul; and your very flesh shall be a great poem 
and have the richest fluency not only in its words but in the silent lines of its lips 
and face and between the lashes of your eyes and in every motion and joint of your 
body. 

- Walt Whitman, preface to Leaves of Grass 
 
Last fall I won a race, and I got a medal for it, and it’s a pretty nice medal, 
big and heavy.  It was the 50th year of this race, and it seemed like an 
especially big medal. It turns out I have another medal from the same race, 
from several years ago, and I went and found it, to see if the size really was 
different.  And then, just as I was holding the two medals next to each 
other, my wife came around the corner.  She gave me one of those looks, 
the kind that the people who know you best can give you, and it meant 
something like:  “Really?  You’re gazing at your medals?”  Which, as I have 
explained, was not the point.  But she was channeling Whitman’s 
sentiment about “who troubles himself about his ornaments.” 
 
This morning I’m going to talk about pride: what I think it means, and if 
that helps to clarify how we should feel about it.  The topic of pride offers 
an apt contrast with the idea that Duncan Morris asked us to consider this 
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year, humility.  But really I’m using this as an example of what Whitman 
mentions at the end of that passage:  reexamination. 
 
In the dining room there are a series of banners, made during orientation a 
couple of years ago, and one of them says “pride.”  And some of you may 
still have t-shirts issued by the school, with the word “pride” on the back.  
And yet, to point out the contrast again, pride is also one of the seven 
deadly sins.  In fact, it was considered the worst of the seven. Can you 
imagine any of the other deadly sins on a school shirt?  Anger? Sloth?  
Gluttony?    
 
But I actually started thinking about this several years ago, when I noticed 
that in stories, or in news reports, any description of a country or ethnic 
group always included some version of the phrase “a proud people.”  “The 
punakashami, a proud tribe of chinchilla farmers….”    
Everyone is described as a proud people. Once I started noticing that, I felt 
like it was just redundant to keep mentioning this apparently universal fact 
about countries and ethnic groups.  But then I wondered:  is every culture 
proud of itself?  Is everyone proud of their country or ethnic group?  
Should they be?  Why?   
I don’t have answers to those questions, but they led me back to wondering 
what it even means to say that they are proud.  And what am I proud of, 
and why, and should I be? 
 
Here are some examples:   

• I am proud of things I have made, or things I have done—like races 
I’ve won, or the duck-shaped butter dish I made for my wife. 

• I am proud of my children and things that they do. 
• I have often felt proud of being from Vermont. 
• On the other hand, I have sometimes not been proud of being from 

America.   
 
So, what does it mean?   
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I should mention here that I am not interested in what a dictionary says—I 
haven’t looked at one to see its definition of “pride.”  I am interested in 
what people are actually saying or thinking when they talk about pride, or 
what I am thinking when I think about pride. 
 
That race medal is a sign:  it seems like one good indication of the things 
you are proud of is whether you have keepsakes of them, things to help 
you remember.  They are the things you want to be reminded of as you go 
about your life, because of the good feelings you associate with them: 
happiness, satisfaction, triumph.  So being proud of something you did 
might be defined as:  thinking something is good, and liking that you can 
connect yourself with it.  That might seem kind of sterile as a description of 
pride, but think about something you’re proud of, and check:  there’s 
something good about it, and you’re happy that you can be connected to it.    
 
When I lived in England, there were times when either I was embarrassed 
by what other American students did, or I was embarrassed by things the 
U.S. government did, and so I didn’t like the idea of being associated with 
America.  In fact, when I was mistaken for being Canadian, I was usually 
flattered.   
 
On the other hand, I have usually felt proud to be from Vermont, and I 
think the definition I just gave explains why.  Neat things happen in 
Vermont, things I like and support, and I like the idea of being connected 
to those things, since I come from there too. 
  
(As a little aside here, even though I was born and raised in Vermont, I 
don’t actually get to call myself a “Vermonter,” which you only get to do if 
you come from seven continuous generations.  Because, as we say in 
Vermont, “just ‘cause the kittens are born in the oven, don’t make ‘em 
biscuits.”) 
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But:  does it make any sense for me to feel this way?  Is it justified?  If I do 
something good or noteworthy, then I’m not just somehow connected to it, 
I’m actually responsible for it, and then being proud of it makes sense to 
me.  In contrast, even though I grew up in Vermont, and did lots of things 
in Vermont, I am not responsible for all the neat things that make me feel 
proud of coming from there.  I’m not responsible for civil unions or 
expanded health coverage, or Jim Jeffords switching parties, or goat cheese 
camembert, or anything else.  They have nothing to do with me.  
 
If Mr. Smith’s daughter does a handstand, I think it’s cool; but if my 
daughter does a handstand, I’m proud.  I didn’t do the handstand, and to be 
honest, I didn’t even show her how—she just figured it out, and of course 
that makes me even more proud.  Is that justified?  I’d like to think I’ve had 
a pretty big influence on my daughter in the last three years, and if so, then 
I do get to claim a little bit of responsibility for things she does.  I’m not 
sure how much, but at least a little, and that’s why I get to feel proud of her.   
 
But in my Vermont case, I’m definitely cheating a bit.  I actually think that 
there is a second meaning of “proud” at work here, and I don’t know if I 
support it.  It’s like an extension of what I think should be the real meaning, 
where you have a connection but you don’t actually deserve any credit, 
and I worry a little that people don’t keep the two clear.  When I’m proud 
of something I have done, it’s because I can take credit for it.  So when I feel 
proud of being from Vermont, it’s like I’m trying to take a little credit for 
the neat things that happen there.  I want some of that goodness to rub off 
on me, just by association.  And that doesn’t seem right to me.  So I don’t 
think I get to be proud of coming from Vermont.  I have to say, that hurts a 
little, but there it is.  
  
If you are bothered that I might not be sure I can be proud of my children 
or my home state, my next example might actually get me ostracized here.  
A couple of years ago I watched a student open a package containing a 
Super Bowl victory t-shirt.  I think he had been at the game, but in any case 
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now he had a shirt declaring that his team had won:  “Superbowl 
Champions.”  Why does he want that shirt?  Why does he want to wear it?  
He was proud of “his” team.  He even talked about the game using the 
pronoun “we,” as though he had taken part.  He felt the victory, he felt the 
pride of winning.  Does he really get to do that?  If he supported the team 
because unlike others, he recognized some winning qualities, despite 
popular opinion to the contrary, then fine, he can feel some pride in his 
expertise and shrewd judgment.  But probably he just supported them 
because he grew up near the team’s home base.  That doesn’t seem like a 
good basis for real pride to me, or for wearing the word “champion” on his 
chest.  I would say he was cheating. 
 
And lastly, to get back to Whitman, if you are proud of something, try to 
remember what he said about ornaments:  “Who troubles himself about his 
ornaments or fluency is lost.”  I’m not sure what his problem is with 
“fluency”—maybe he means “flashiness” or something.  But don’t worry 
about the ornaments so much.   
 
Nearly the same point, by the way, was expressed, fluently, by the Geto 
Boys, in their 90’s anthem “Darn it feels good to be a gentleman.”   The 
original lyrics are not appropriate for this setting, and anyway if I said 
them, in pretty much any setting, I would sound like a buffoon.  So here is 
a paraphrase:  
 
“Real accomplished and impressive gentlemen don’t show off their manly 
attributes, because real accomplished and impressive gentlemen know they 
got ‘em.” 
 
That’s as close as I’m going to get to telling you what to do.  I hope you can 
tell that I’m not saying pride is a bad thing, but that you should think about 
it a bit.  And that’s really my point.  By thinking carefully about pride, I 
came up with some interesting conclusions for myself.  It’s an example of 



 6 

something else in that Whitman passage.  I want to encourage you to 
examine, or as Whitman says, “re-examine.” 
 
I have heard from students that sometimes they wish they heard less from 
us about being a better person, and more about a higher intellectual 
purpose, and here is my answer to that.  I think re-examination is both of 
these things:  re-examination may in fact be the higher intellectual purpose; 
and it might also make you a better person. 
 
Thank you. 
 

  


