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Delivered at the World Languages Honor Societies Inductions 

 

Bienvenidos, bienvenue, benvenuto, willkommen, huānyíng, excipite. There are over 400 languages in 

the world with over 1 million speakers, and for the sake of the opening of this speech, I’m glad that 

Staples only offers six. We are here to honor the achievement of these students who have been chosen 

to be inducted into the World Languages Honor Society--and naturally, who better to offer perspective 

on that achievement than the mathematics coordinator? 

 

Ah, but mathematics is a language, we’re told--in fact, the universal language. That must be why I’m 

here--to promote a language not normally represented by this ceremony. Indeed, there are many 

aspects of mathematics that it shares with the forms of language celebrated here. It has vocabulary and 

conventions of usage; it has symbols that have to be interpreted to have agreed-upon meanings. The 

vocabulary, conventions, and symbols are designed to explore, communicate, and share ideas. And 

there is a subjective idea of “elegance” in mathematics that can allow us to say that two statements, 

though equivalent in meaning and correctness, are not equivalent in beauty and refinement. 

 

But there are several fundamental differences. Mathematics requires adherence to deductive logic, 

which involves a systematic and non-contradictory sequence of factual statements. Any two statements 

that contradict each other produce a paradox that undermines the reliability of all surrounding 

statements. Correctness is determined solely by the accuracy of each statement and the validity of the 

logic employed. But other languages can be can be paradoxical; they can be contradictory; convention 

alone determines correctness, and convention can--and will--evolve naturally over time. The English 

language became that much richer when “ginormous” was officially entered into the Merriam-Webster 

Dictionary. But despite how often Big Brother says 2+2=5, it remains fundamentally incorrect, though 

maybe I’d say differently after some time in room 101. 

 

This difference stems from purpose; mathematics serves to explore our own internally-consistent 

universes of logic, to seek and derive new truths, and to explain relationships between truths. But other 

languages have a purpose more deeply rooted in the human condition. They serve to explore and 

communicate how we perceive and experience our interactions with others and with the world around 

us. And our perceptions can be paradoxical; our experiences can be contradictory. And like the 

languages we speak, our perceptions and experiences are ever-evolving. 

 

In fact, as language is intimately connected to how we understand ideas, and subsequently how we 

share that understanding with others, it is the lynchpin that binds together all of the academic 

disciplines.  Without it, all our discoveries exist in isolation, never to live on to enrichen the minds that 

come after ours. And so we develop languages with which we can share our lives and our thoughts, our 

hopes and our fears, our discoveries and our questions, our dreams and our regrets, our sporting events, 

and our Honor Society inductions. 

 



But as the students inducted here today know, though we as people share many common experiences, 

we do not all share a common language. And languages can differ in more ways than simple vocabulary 

and grammatical convention; some differ in the very ideas they seek to succinctly communicate. I often 

wonder if those differences reflect fundamental differences in the human experience. Do native German 

speakers have a greater sense of community because they have the word “gemeinschaft” to express it? 

Do native French speakers have a better sense of what it means to truly appreciate food because they 

can talk about their gourmandise? Do native Portuguese speakers have a better sense of what it means 

to inexplicably long for something, simply because they can talk about saudade? Or do these differences 

in language reflect the fact that the experiences they communicate mean more to some cultures than to 

others? 

 

Since I first heard of the word “saudade”, it struck a chord with me as an academic. How better to 

describe the drive some of us have to acquire knowledge that enriches our lives and broadens our 

perspectives? But then I wondered whether if I was growing up a native Portuguese speaker, would I 

have a better idea of what it means to have an inexplicable longing, solely because my parents could 

teach me a simple word for it? Sadly, I will never know. And yet there are thousands of languages on this 

planet, and each one communicates the human experience in a manner different from that of other 

languages. Each one reflects a whole culture’s way of looking at the world, of summarizing what it 

means to exist and to share that existence with others. And the differences between them may shed 

light on certain ideas and perspectives encapsulated and emphasized by one culture but overlooked by 

another. Maybe if we could somehow share the combined knowledge of all languages, we would be that 

much closer to fully realizing the depth of what it means to be human. 

 

And so to these students inducted today, I honor your saudade.. Your longing to further your 

understanding of how different people share their perceptions and experiences. The more languages 

you learn, and the more you learn about your own language, the greater your potential to 

understanding better how we share ourselves and our lives. May your saudade drive you to never stop 

learning, to never stop discovering, and to never stop sharing your humanity. 
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