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This question was hidden deep within some conversations in Cape

Town, South Africa, a couple of years ago, sponsored by the Royal Society
of Canada and the Academy of Science of South Africa. They involved
colleagues from both countries with experience both within and beyond
the college and university community, representing—imperfectly, and
sometimes awkwardly—the diverse intellectual, artistic, and cultural heritages both within and between the two countries.
That diversity, even though it was limited by the nature of academic
representation, prompted a set of questions that seemed to be an important part of rethinking and reconstituting the humanities, here or there or
everywhere. To what extent are the humanities shaped by, or bound by, the
different traditions of thought and feeling and of language that characterize the different communities that make up our two countries—or, indeed,
countries anywhere, and to what extent do the humanities entertain the
ideas and embrace the often harsh realities of land and livelihood that
condition different people’s lives and trouble their social, political, and
economic relationships to each other? The conundrum is there, too, and
has become a modern preoccupation, in the different ways we define identity, by blood (over which we have no control) or by allegiance (which we
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choose), and this in turn recalls an ancient dialogue between two concepts
of community, as an organic entity to which we belong, willy-nilly like our
family or as a chosen people, or as an organized group which we choose
to join, like a neighbourhood or (in one of its guises) a nation. How we
think and speak of many issues in the humanities—such as the expression
of collective identity in literature or law or the liturgies of secular and
sacred congregation—depends a lot on which side we take and that in
turn influences how we understand our responsibilities.
Nobody at the gathering was insensitive to these questions, but we
found ourselves retreating into those ways of thinking about the humanities that have shaped its current institutional character, and much of our
discussion consequently reflected an anxiety about issues that primarily
affected our own livelihoods as academic scholars and teachers, even as we
celebrated our role as the primary agents of challenge and change with a
general (but perhaps increasingly threatened) proxy from the wider society.
So we outlined an agenda for future conversations and collaborations that
would take us beyond these undeniably urgent concerns and commitments,
and we are in the process of planning a follow-up meeting in Canada during the coming year that might address the needs, inter alia, to reinterpret
European knowledge systems, or at least identify their relevance for a
twenty-first century in which African and Asian heritages are becoming
hard currency and to reconcile what might be called orthodox inquiry in
the humanities—whether western or eastern, northern or southern—with
the traditional intellectual and spiritual inheritances of the indigenous
peoples of both countries, inheritances which (among other things) often
redefine accepted distinctions and directions in the sciences. There was a
sense that the humanities, revised and reconstituted, might also provide
new ways of negotiating the terrain between the arts and the natural and
physical sciences and among environmental, social, and political issues
that preoccupy the public domain and affect the well-being of all societies, interrogating all disciplinary, institutional, and cultural orthodoxies
and unsettling conventional perspectives on the human condition. Also,
with new technologies animating a new generation of inquiry and communication, there was a keen sense that we might be witnessing something
as remarkable as that chain of transformations that began with printing
(when distance education essentially began) and to which in any event neither the familiar revolutionary nor reactionary responses may be adequate.

					* * *
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In recent times, the global discourse has coalesced around the supposed
advantages to society of fostering knowledge which favours applied science and free-market economics—taken together, they are often called
“the knowledge economy”—with students and their parents thinking of
higher education as a form of private investment and with public resources
(driving national research strategies) now stressing the idea of innovation
as a code word for quality. As a result, in both Canada and South Africa
solid academic fields in the humanities—comparative literature is a good
example, but there are many, many others—are either threatened or have
already fallen away. And yet the old canard remains: making things happen
in a university (or elsewhere, for that matter) does not mean that thinking
happens. The challenge for the humanities is not to return to some golden
age but rather to inspire students to think for themselves, to engage the
public that supports them but is worried from dawn to dusk about where
their next meal or (in the more affluent part of our world) their next mortgage payment is coming from, and to persuade both students and society
to trust their own thinking enough to listen to the thoughts others. This
is the essence of the humanities—but it is not easy work.
The humanities share this challenge with the sciences, especially when
it comes to ethical considerations, although in many people’s minds there
is a notion that the humanities do “belief ” while the sciences do “knowledge,” as the French sociologist Bruno Latour has often observed (as in
We Have Never 47). But the sciences and the humanities each call on both,
relying on ceremonies of belief in which the knowledge they offer is taken
to be true. Indeed, distinctions between knowledge and belief are as misleading as those between thought and feeling, and choosing between them
is like choosing between being isolated and being overwhelmed. Nobody
should have to make that choice. Indeed, nobody can make that choice.
But there is perennial pressure to choose, and one of our responsibilities
in the humanities is to make sure that nobody assumes they have to. We
have not been doing our job.
Which raises the question of what exactly our job is at an educational
institution like a university. And here we run right into another problem,
often unacknowledged. Although education is more or less institutionalized in every society, its purposes are even more varied than its practices.
One society says that the purpose of education is to ensure the survival
of its people; another that it is to teach values to those born naturally
without them; still others, that it is to train citizens in virtue through the
systematic development of inherent characteristics. Some see education
as a way of stimulating free expression, or establishing self restraint, or
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encouraging attributes as different as reason or a consciousness of kinship, or intensifying one’s attachment to a particular place, or a love of the
utopian ideal—which is quite literally no place. Some say that its purpose
is to teach submission to the dominating class or the market; others, that
it is to stir up a noble discontent. For still others, it is to teach the proper
use of language.
One of the roles of the humanities should be to negotiate between
these ideals, for all of them flow from deeply human needs and desires,
and one of the ways in which the humanities can do this is by reviving and reinvigorating the liberal arts curricula in undergraduate education to enable students in mathematics, say, to appreciate the discipline’s
ancient roots in philosophy and (less of a stretch) to expose students in
economics not only to sociology but also to politics, to philosophy, and
to history so that they can see that monetary policy always matters most
to the poor and not the rich. One of the places to begin this negotiation
would be by deepening the critical enquiry into contemporary economic
thought. Not only did its theory, its methodology, and its practice bring
near ruin to the global economy, but its continuing dominance in public
discourse reinforces the idea that utilitarian knowledge—the knowledge
economy—must matter most. Evidence also suggests that solid training
in the liberal arts is enormously beneficial to the professions. Canada has
a small, but impressive, group of colleges and universities in which there
are programs dedicated to interdisciplinary and cross-cultural study, and
in South Africa the talk of a four-year undergraduate degree may provide
space for a conversation on the importance of a liberal arts curriculum
which would include the sciences, the social sciences, the humanities, and
the foundational principles of the professions.
And this is not such a big leap, for what we actually do at our educational institutions is tell stories. Or to be more precise, we tell old stories.
And sometimes we make up new ones. We call old ones teaching and the
new ones research, but whatever we call them it puts us in an ancient
tradition of elders, experts, and, yes, eccentrics, telling tales and singing
songs. And what we also do, as scholars both secular and sacred have been
doing for millennia, is stand back from our stories and consider if they are
true, and beautiful, and good. In the best of our stories these distinctions
disappear, which is why mathematicians talk of an elegant proof. They
know that aesthetic beauty and scientific truth are fellow travelers, like
belief and knowledge, and that when they come together the story is good.
At the centre of all societies, there are stories and songs. These go
by a lot of different names and take a lot of different forms, from the
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elegant theories and elaborate explanations of the sciences to the poems
and performances of the arts and on to the storylines of the professions,
through which they pass on their ethics and their expertise. In one way
or another, these stories and songs define the meanings and values of our
society—the ways in which we perceive our relationship to the forces that
surround us and the terms in which we understand them. They include
our explanations of the origin and purpose of things, of causes and effects
and sequences of events, of what holds us together and keeps us apart;
the institutions we establish, the covenants we enter into, and the songs
we sing (from “Amazing Grace” to “Nkosi Sikele i’Afrika” ); the ways in
which we organize our communities: how we lay out the land, our patterns
of ownership, the buildings and roads we construct, the spaces we make
open or closed; the priorities we give to health care, education, law and
order, commerce, clean air and water, the arts.
And the humanities have to be engaged with them all, which is to say
with more than our own livelihoods as scholars and teachers. Of course,
if we do not have a place to preach we can hardly expect to make a difference, and we are not recommending the street as a place for our pulpit,
although, as we all know, there is precedent there. But something about
our institutions has clearly appealed to people over the centuries. There are
only seventy institutions in continuous existence in Europe since the Reformation. Two of them are churches, the Catholic and the Lutheran; two
of them are parliaments, in Iceland and the Isle of Man. The other sixty-six
are universities. So some retreat from the world has long been cherished in
the humanities as much as in the sciences, and the professions have their
own categories of separateness, which (quite rightly) they fiercely defend.
So those of us who are privileged to work and play in education institutions are part of a long line of storytellers from around the world and from
time immemorial, housed in medieval and modern buildings as well as in
hogans and hedge-schools and teepees and temples and in the shade of
tamarind and cedar and palm and thorn trees, where storytellers have been
holding court for millennia. For wonder is at the heart of all story telling—
in the sciences as well as the arts, and in trade and commerce as well as in
medicine and law. This includes wondering how totalitarian states arise,
or why cancer cells behave the way they do, or what causes people to live
in the streets, and the wonder of a poem, or a mathematical proof, or a
supernova. These are the wonders that lead to understanding, and delight,
and the wonderings lead to the impatience that produces new perceptions
and new paradigms. They are closely related, wonder and wondering. The
humanities must try to keep them together. If we separate them, we get
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the kind of dazzlement that is too easily satisfied with the first explanation
or the kind of curiosity that is incapable of genuine surprise and therefore
of serious inquiry. The Viennese call a person who looks after a house for
someone else a Hausbesorger, which literally means a “house-worrier.” The
humanities are the house-worriers of wonder.
So when we hold a symposium on, say, the wonderful food of different
cultures, we should surely also take time to wonder about the livelihoods
that bring it to the table—especially farming, in all its forms—and make
space in the midst of our clever conversations around culture to address
the issues of sustainable agriculture on which humanity will depend. And
when we celebrate the traditions of landscape art from the tropical to
temperate rainforests, from savannahs and steppes to mountains and valleys, and from vlei to veld, we might also open up questions about whose
land it is, how much land is enough, and where home is, questions that
have preoccupied many of the classical writers located at the centre of
the European humanities—Seneca comes to mind—and that continue to
trouble the very people—indigenous or immigrant or refugee—whose lives
we chronicle with such disinterested enthusiasm. And we need to confront
the contradiction at the heart of all our enterprises, as the scientists who
are looking for the elusive “God particle”—the subatomic particle called
a Higgs boson after Peter Higgs, the British physicist who first proposed
it—readily admit. The existence of this particle is crucial for the current
standard story (that is, the model or theory) of the universe, and a massive
particle accelerator called the large Hadron Collider, with a seventeenmile ring of superconducting magnets buried deep below ground at a site
bordering France and Switzerland, was completed several years ago to
find it. At an early briefing about their work, after announcing they had
established where the particle was not to be found, the Director-General
of the European Organization for Nuclear Research, Rolf-Dieter Heuer,
said mischievously, “We know everything about this particle, except if it
exists” (Klapper). Recently, the scientists have confirmed that they have
indeed found something, described by Robert Orr, from the University of
Toronto team involved in the research, as a “hitherto unobserved particle
… [with] attributes consistent with what is expected for the Higgs boson.”
Then Orr added,
As an experimenter, one can take the attitude that we have
observed a new phenomenon in nature. While the most obvious interpretation is the Standard Model Higgs boson, we need
to do further work to be sure of that. It could also be the pre-
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cursor of new and unexpected phenomena. Remember, the
usual story is that Columbus set out to sail to India. He did
find land as he hoped for, but it wasn’t India. It was something
much more exciting. We may have arrived at India; or it could
be the New World. In any case, this observation is just the
beginning of our work.
Whatever they conclude, they will do so by the scientific equivalent of
hearsay, for no one will have actually “seen” the particle—just heard a
billion or so rumours of it, by ways of subatomic collisions.
And like earlier explorations, this one holds promise of either confirming or contradicting our map of the world—in this case our map of
the universe itself, and if it is successful, the scientists, like explorers for
thousands of years, will undoubtedly use their discovery as encouragement
to look for even more mysterious lands. The more real islands were discovered in ancient and medieval times, the more imaginary ones appeared
on the maps of the world.
This habit of imagining new realities, inseparable from the habit of
acquiring new knowledge, is at the heart of the sciences, just as it is of the
humanities. So are contradictions, from those of quantum theory to the
question posed by the psalmist weeping in exile by the waters of Babylon.
“How can we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?” he asks, implying that
it will be impossible, and then he goes right ahead and does so in a song
that gives comfort and strength to others.
Some of us already do these things, and not all of us need to do them.
But we need to build them into our understanding of the humanities in
such a way that it becomes clear that only by embracing and incorporating
the sciences and the professions, politics and economics, the anthropology of otherness and the sociology of togetherness can the humanities be
situated at the centre of every conversation about the nature and future of
civil societies and the relationship between material and spiritual values.
Which is where they belong.
Also, the humanities need to counter the notion that universities are
the sole custodians and retailers of what is necessary to survive, and to
thrive, in the knowledge-based society. No society in the history of the
world has been without knowledge, and we need to remind ourselves and
our colleagues in the academy both of the limits of our forms of knowledge
and of the knowledge that is vested in the trades and crafts of the world, in
the hardworking men and women—the labourers, the farmers, the miners,
and the factory workers, the dressmakers, and the home builders—who
have built our society with their knowledge and their dedication, who
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(despite their occasional and understandable bursts of impatience) believe
in us, and who demonstrate their belief by paying taxes to keep us in business. And just as no society in the history of the world has been without
knowledge, neither has any been without belief, so the humanities need to
modify their pre-modern dialogue with religion to engage a postmodern
world in which people still want to believe in something.
Finally, there is no human society that has been without music, and
chanting down Babylon has always been the genuinely radical alternative
to burning it down. How we take up the challenges facing our universities may well be the real test of whether or not the humanities can sing
again, and whether or not international efforts—such as these pages—can
improve the rhythm and melody of our songs.
The authors chaired the Canadian-South African Dialogue on the Humanities which was held in Cape Town in December 2010. An earlier version of
these remarks was then published in South Africa.
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