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The Enduring Resonance of George Saunders'
"Congratulations, by the Way"

George Saunders' novella, "Congratulations, by the Way," is more than just a
commencement address; it's a profound meditation on kindness, empathy, and
the human condition. Delivered at Syracuse University in 2013, this
deceptively simple speech blossoms into a powerful guide for navigating
life's complexities with grace and compassion. This article delves deep into
the enduring appeal and actionable wisdom contained within Saunders' words,
exploring its core themes, its impact on readers, and why "Congratulations,
by the Way" continues to resonate long after the caps have been tossed. We
will examine Saunders' central message of choosing kindness, the power of
empathy in a fractured world, and practical strategies for cultivating a more
compassionate existence, making it a timeless read for graduates and lifelong
learners alike.
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The Core Message: Embracing the Practice of
Kindness

At its heart, George Saunders' "Congratulations, by the Way" champions the
radical act of choosing kindness. Saunders doesn't shy away from the inherent
difficulties of this choice, acknowledging that our natural inclinations



might lean towards self-preservation or judgment. Instead, he presents
kindness not as a passive sentiment, but as an active, often strenuous,
practice. He encourages graduates to approach their lives with a willingness
to extend grace, both to others and to themselves. This message 1is
particularly potent in the context of a commencement address, a moment often
associated with personal achievement and ambition. Saunders gently redirects
the focus from individual success to collective well-being, reminding the
audience that true fulfillment often lies in our interactions and the
positive impact we have on those around us.

Saunders illustrates this core message through compelling anecdotes and
personal reflections, painting a picture of a life lived with intentional
compassion. He suggests that the moments where we most need to practice
kindness are precisely when it feels most challenging. It is in these
instances, he argues, that our character is truly forged. The novella is an
invitation to reframe our perspective, to look for the good, and to assume
the best in others, even when evidence to the contrary might seem
overwhelming. This emphasis on proactive kindness is what makes
"Congratulations, by the Way" such a powerful and memorable piece of advice.

Deconstructing Saunders' Wisdom: Key Themes
Explored

George Saunders' commencement speech, published as "Congratulations, by the
Way," is rich with interconnected themes that offer profound insights into
living a meaningful life. Beyond the central tenet of kindness, the novella
delves into the nature of empathy, the importance of acknowledging our
interconnectedness, and the value of a life lived with an open heart.

The Profound Power of Empathy

One of the most significant themes Saunders explores is the cultivation of
empathy. He posits that empathy is not merely an intellectual understanding
of another's feelings, but a visceral, felt experience. Saunders encourages
readers to actively imagine the inner lives of others, to consider their
struggles, their hopes, and their fears. This imaginative leap, he suggests,
is the bedrock of genuine compassion. By understanding where others are
coming from, we are less likely to judge and more inclined to connect. This
is crucial in a world often characterized by division and misunderstanding.

Acknowledging Our Shared Humanity

Saunders repeatedly emphasizes our shared humanity and interconnectedness. He
reminds graduates that despite our individual differences, we are all
navigating the complexities of existence, experiencing joy, pain, and a



desire for connection. This recognition of our common ground is a powerful

antidote to alienation and isolation. He suggests that our actions, however
small, ripple outwards, affecting the lives of others in ways we may never

fully comprehend. Therefore, fostering a sense of collective responsibility
is paramount.

The Art of Letting Go and Forgiveness

The novella also touches upon the importance of letting go of grudges and
embracing forgiveness, both for others and for ourselves. Saunders
acknowledges that life will inevitably bring disappointments and hurts, but
holding onto anger and resentment only serves to burden us. By choosing
forgiveness, we liberate ourselves and create space for healing and growth.
This act of release is a vital component of living a lighter, more joyful
life, a concept woven throughout "Congratulations, by the Way."

The Value of the Unseen Effort

Saunders highlights the significance of the small, often unseen, acts of
kindness and effort that shape our lives. He encourages readers to recognize
and appreciate the quiet contributions of those around them, as well as to
find satisfaction in their own diligent, unheralded efforts. This perspective
shifts the focus from grand gestures to the consistent, everyday practice of
goodness. It’s about the daily grind, the quiet persistence, and the small
mercies that truly define a life well-lived. This idea is central to the
message of George Saunders' "Congratulations, by the Way."

The Impact of "Congratulations, by the Way" on
Graduates and Beyond

The impact of George Saunders' "Congratulations, by the Way" extends far
beyond the specific graduating class of Syracuse University in 2013. Its
enduring appeal lies in its universal relevance and its ability to speak to
the anxieties and aspirations of individuals at any stage of life. For
graduates, it serves as a vital counterpoint to the often-overwhelming
pressure to achieve and succeed in a competitive world. Saunders’ gentle
reminder to be kind and compassionate offers a different, arguably more
fulfilling, metric for success.

The novella has resonated deeply with readers of all ages, offering solace
and practical guidance in navigating personal relationships, professional
challenges, and the general complexities of human interaction. Many find
themselves returning to its pages for a dose of much-needed perspective and
encouragement. The book’s accessibility, combined with its profound wisdom,
has made it a staple for those seeking to cultivate a more mindful and



empathetic existence. The simple yet powerful message of "Congratulations, by
the Way" by George Saunders offers a refreshing approach to life's journey.

Practical Application: Cultivating Kindness in
Everyday Life

The wisdom imparted in "Congratulations, by the Way" is not merely
theoretical; it offers tangible strategies for cultivating kindness and
empathy in our daily lives. Saunders’ insights encourage a conscious and
deliberate effort to integrate these qualities into our interactions,
transforming abstract ideals into concrete actions.

e Mindful Observation: Make a conscious effort to notice the people around
you and consider their circumstances. Saunders suggests actively trying
to see the world from their perspective.

e Practice Compassionate Responses: When faced with challenging
interactions or perceived slights, pause before reacting. Consider a
response that prioritizes understanding and kindness, rather than
judgment or anger.

e Actively Listen: Truly listen to what others are saying, without
formulating your response or interrupting. Pay attention to both their
words and their underlying emotions.

e Offer Small Acts of Grace: Perform small, unprompted acts of kindness.
This could be as simple as holding a door, offering a genuine
compliment, or giving someone the benefit of the doubt.

e Cultivate Self-Compassion: Recognize that you, too, are imperfect and
will make mistakes. Extend the same kindness and understanding to
yourself that you strive to offer others.

* Engage in Imaginative Empathy: When encountering someone whose behavior
you find difficult, try to imagine the potential struggles or
experiences that might be shaping their actions.

By consistently implementing these practices, individuals can actively foster
a more compassionate inner life and contribute positively to their
communities. The message of George Saunders' "Congratulations, by the Way"
provides a clear roadmap for this ongoing development.



Why "Congratulations, by the Way" Continues to
Inspire

The enduring power of George Saunders' "Congratulations, by the Way" stems
from its timeless truths and its profound emotional resonance. In an era
often characterized by cynicism and division, Saunders’ unwavering advocacy
for kindness and empathy feels both radical and deeply necessary. The
novella’s strength lies not in grand pronouncements, but in its quiet,
persistent call to humanity. It speaks to our innate desire for connection
and our capacity for goodness, even when faced with the complexities and
challenges of modern life.

Furthermore, Saunders’ delivery is imbued with a disarming humility and a
genuine warmth that makes his message incredibly accessible. He shares
personal vulnerabilities and honest reflections, creating a relatable and
authentic experience for the reader. This authentic voice allows the core
message of "Congratulations, by the Way" to penetrate deeply, encouraging
introspection and a renewed commitment to compassionate living. The
simplicity of its core tenet — to be kinder — belies the profound impact it
can have on individuals and society as a whole.

Conclusion: The Lasting Legacy of George
Saunders' Message

In conclusion, George Saunders' "Congratulations, by the Way" stands as a

beacon of hope and a practical guide for navigating the human experience with
grace and compassion. The novella’s central message, urging us to embrace the

practice of kindness, is more relevant today than ever. By delving into
themes of empathy, shared humanity, and the power of small, consistent
efforts, Saunders offers a powerful framework for personal growth and

societal betterment. The enduring inspiration drawn from "Congratulations, by
the Way" by George Saunders lies in its simple yet profound reminder that our

capacity for kindness is our greatest strength, shaping not only our own

lives but the world around us. It is a testament to the idea that choosing to

be good, even when it’'s difficult, is the most rewarding path one can take.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme or message of George
Saunders' 'Congratulations, by the Way'?

The central theme revolves around the importance of kindness, empathy, and
connection in the face of life's inherent difficulties and the often



overwhelming nature of modern existence. Saunders encourages readers to
practice deliberate, heartfelt attention towards others.

What is the origin of 'Congratulations, by the Way'?

‘Congratulations, by the Way' began as an address Saunders gave to the
graduating class of Syracuse University in 2013. It has since been expanded
into a book, offering a more in-depth exploration of his insights.

What makes Saunders' advice in 'Congratulations, by
the Way' particularly relevant today?

Saunders' message is highly relevant in a world often characterized by
polarization, social media isolation, and anxiety. His call for genuine human
connection and empathetic action offers a counter-narrative to the prevailing
trends.

How does Saunders define or illustrate the concept
of 'kindness' in the book?

Saunders doesn't present kindness as a simple platitude. He illustrates it
through personal anecdotes and philosophical musings, emphasizing it as an
active, sometimes difficult, choice to recognize and respond to the humanity
in others, even when it's challenging.

What is Saunders' perspective on the role of
struggle and difficulty in life?

Saunders acknowledges that life is inherently difficult and filled with
struggle. However, he suggests that these challenges can be opportunities for
growth and for practicing the very kindness and empathy he advocates for. He
sees our flaws and failures as part of the human condition.

What is the tone of 'Congratulations, by the Way'?

The tone is warm, humorous, philosophical, and deeply earnest. Saunders
employs his signature blend of wit and profound observation, making his
message accessible and engaging while still being thought-provoking.

What impact or takeaway does George Saunders hope
readers will have after reading 'Congratulations, by
the Way'?

Saunders hopes readers will feel a renewed sense of purpose in practicing
kindness and empathy in their daily lives. He aims to inspire a conscious

effort to pay attention, to be more understanding, and to contribute to a
more compassionate world.



Additional Resources

Here is a numbered list of 9 book titles related to George Saunders'
Congratulations, by the Way, with descriptions:

1. A Gentleman in Moscow by Amor Towles

This novel follows Count Alexander Rostov, sentenced to house arrest in
Moscow's historic Metropol Hotel for the rest of his life. Despite his
confinement, the Count cultivates a rich inner world and forms meaningful
relationships, demonstrating resilience and finding profound meaning in
simple moments. It shares Saunders' exploration of how to live a good life
even when circumstances are challenging, focusing on grace and empathy.

2. The Topeka School by Ben Lerner

Lerner's novel delves into the life of Adam Gordon, a spoken word poet and

writing teacher grappling with questions of identity, masculinity, and the

power of language. It examines the anxieties and alienation of contemporary
American life through sharp, intellectual prose. Like Saunders, Lerner uses
his work to dissect societal pressures and the struggle for authentic self-
expression.

3. Tenth of December by George Saunders

This collection of short stories is by the same author and showcases his
signature blend of humor, pathos, and social commentary. The stories often
feature characters navigating difficult personal circumstances with a
surprising amount of kindness and absurdity. It provides further insight into
the themes of compassion, empathy, and finding dignity in ordinary lives that
are also central to Congratulations, by the Way.

4. Lincoln in the Bardo by George Saunders

Saunders' historical novel reimagines the death of Abraham Lincoln's son,
Willie, and Lincoln's grief-stricken night spent in a graveyard. Told through
a chorus of ghostly voices, the book explores themes of loss, love, and the
afterlife with profound empathy and imaginative storytelling. It exemplifies
Saunders' ability to find humanity and connection in the most profound human
experiences, much like his essay.

5. Walden by Henry David Thoreau

Thoreau's classic philosophical work recounts his two years living simply in
a cabin by Walden Pond. It's a profound reflection on self-reliance, nature,
and the critique of materialism and societal pressures. This book resonates
with the sentiment in Congratulations, by the Way about the importance of
mindful living and focusing on what truly matters.

6. Ordinary People by Diana Evans

This novel follows the lives of two families in London over a period of
years, exploring themes of love, loss, and the complexities of modern
relationships. Evans' writing is characterized by its subtle emotional depth
and keen observation of everyday life. It shares Saunders' interest in the
quiet struggles and enduring resilience of ordinary people.



7. Teach Us to Sit Still by Caleb Danley

Danley's memoir details his experience with chronic pain and his journey to
find healing through meditation and mindfulness. The book is a moving
exploration of confronting suffering and finding peace in the present moment.
It aligns with the encouraging message of Congratulations, by the Way to
embrace life and find moments of calm amidst difficulty.

8. Gumption by Nick Hornby

Hornby's collection of essays celebrates individuals who embody "gumption"-—a
combination of initiative, resourcefulness, and optimism—often in the face of
adversity. The essays highlight the quiet triumphs and admirable qualities of
everyday people. This book shares the spirit of Congratulations, by the Way
by focusing on the positive attributes and actions that can make a difference
in the world.

9. The Great Good Thing by K. A. Linde

This novel, though fictional, explores themes of finding joy and purpose in
everyday existence. It follows a protagonist who learns to appreciate the
small moments that make life meaningful. The book's focus on appreciating the
present and finding happiness in simplicity echoes the core message of
gratitude and mindfulness found in Saunders' commencement address.
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