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Kate Flint - Graduate Speech, 5 May 2000
"Acting Chancellor, Vice Chancellor, Distinguished Guests, and fellow Graduates" 

"When asked to prepare the graduate speech, I was faced with the dilemma of representing a diverse array of interests and disciplines. We are new graduates of Science and Maths and Arts and Social Science. We will be pure scientists and researchers, we will be social scientists, we will be managers, and we will be philosophers. We are daughters, sons, brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers; we are husbands, wives and partners. Some of us came to University on the expectations of others. Personal choice was the motivation of others.

I would like to be able to reflect on our collective education, and common visions. Indeed, I would like to be able to talk intelligently about Quantum Physics, mathematics, social inequality, drama, philosophy and the gamut of issues explored in our gaining of knowledge. Sorry, Cant do – but in the preparation of my speech I tried. 

I hoped to find a significant historical figure a philosopher to whom I could pay respect and whose words I could cite - words that reflect the essence of our collective knowledge. Aristotle on ethics; Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason; Marx on Capitalism; Russell on Reality; Descartes ‘I think therefore I am’ or Nietzsche, well Nietzsche had opinions on just about everything. All philosophers whose ghosts still heavily influence the way we live today. Philosophers and scientists who had the intention of bringing us a new or different conception of the world.

It is here that I realise the futility of the task of finding common ground when you limit your focus to interpreting differences. Indeed a focus on difference has created a world in crisis as represented by environmental deterioration, social decline and conflict.

In trying to be clever; sound witty and intelligent I failed to look within my own discipline of Environmental Science and Management – and it is within this discipline, a discipline which potentially spans pure reductionist science, holistic philosophies of systems thinking and the social sciences of arts that I found my significant person. In 1972, Barry Commoner, an ecologist put forward four Laws of Ecology. I would like to share them with you now.

The first law states – Everything is connected to everything else

The second – Everything must go somewhere,

The third –Nature knows best, and

The fourth -There is no such thing as a free lunch – although I believe there is free tea and cake after the ceremony

Although profoundly simple I challenge you to disprove the laws of ecology or call them irrelevant - no matter what your discipline. They fill us with responsibility and purpose. They tell us that despite differences we are all indeterminably linked to each other in the process of creating a worthwhile future. That’s why we came to University.

Either knowingly or not, we are here to create ourselves, or for those of us who are older, perhaps re-create ourselves. While today parades as an end to that process, it is really the beginning of the future, it is part of the complex events that will make up our diverse and different lives. Today, we have had our time on the stage posing in the grandeur of academic dress and clasping in sweaty hands a piece of paper attesting to our academic success. Collectively we know also that our success is yet to be proven in the reality of the world. More importantly we know that our achievements have not been a solo effort.

Today, I am here to acknowledge this institution – The University of Newcastle – The Bushland Campus. I am here to thank those on stage who have excited our minds, provided us with guidance, encouraged our learning and reassured us that we can make a difference and be significant. Behind the gowns and funny hats, there is a wealth of other people. Technicians, secretaries, research assistants and general staff have all been available to facilitate our learning. On behalf of the graduates, thank you all.

Further, and most importantly, I wish to thank friends and family who have worried about us, inspired us and supported us through the years – my own family has persevered for a marathon run of nine years. Today is not really our day although we are key players. Today is a day for us to show our appreciation and gratitude to you. So when after this ceremony you are out for lunch and raising your glass to your new graduate grab the hood and don the trencher, pat yourself on the back and acknowledge your own success as well.

To conclude I would like to provide an answer to a question often asked of students. 

What did you learn at University?

For me, the words of Arne Naess , the Norwegian Environmental Philosopher eloquently provided an answer, "I learned that I can never know enough".

I hope that is enough for you.

Thank you!"
