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Abstract

This manifesto is a case study of a new method of configuring Humanities wisdom. Following the 2008
financial crisis, students and parents questioned the value of Humanities disciplines in relation to debt
and future employment prospects. The experiment described here is an attempt at Arizona State
University to reinvigorate humanistic pedagogy by means of an entirely new transdisciplinary
Bachelor of Arts degree that abandons the disciplinary nomenclature that goes back to Aristotle
and was instantiated, then ossified, in the twentieth-century university. The problem, it is argued, is
not in the content, but in the naming: History, Literature, Philosophy, Language, and Religion. The
experiment is to begin not with these discrete and seemingly moribund bodies of knowledge, but with
the most pressing concerns of present and future publics. We name these, and so we name the new
degree, Culture-Technology-Environment. The manifesto describes the design and content of the
degree and raises the hope that curricular innovations of this kind will create Humanities-wise citizens
for the future.
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The Humanities have a naming problem. When a colleague from across the campus says that
they are a scientist, everybody knows what they mean and will have some sense of what they
do. There will be visions of lab coats, spreadsheets, kit at the bench, and quadratic equations
on the whiteboard. But if one says “I am a Humanist,” it could mean all sorts of things. Iam a
humanitarian? I do not believe in God? As for what the Humanities scholar does: there are
few in the profession who do not have stories of glazed eyes and baffled expressions when
they try to explain their research at cocktail parties beyond the walls of the academy.

Similarly with acronyms: STEM is recognizable and seems very useful. Society needs science,
technology, engineering, and mathematics. We live in an age of metrics where science and
medicine have the great advantage of quantifiability: the demonstrable transfer of know-
ledge from a research discovery to a startup; the empirical processes of verification,
falsification, and replication that ensure research rigor and thus value for money; the
evidence base of random controlled trials. Science can always prove its worth, so STEM
has become shorthand for messages such as “keep the research funding flowing” and “study
with us in order to graduate into a well-paid job.” Meanwhile, there is no agreed or
widely recognized acronym for the disciplines of the Humanities. A few years ago, the
British Academy tried to find one. Eventually, they came up with SHAPE: Social Sciences,
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Humanities, and the Arts for the People and the Economy.! This sounds very worthy, but —
besides being something of a mouthful and completely unmemorable — it is not immediately
obvious that economic service is the true end of disciplines that have historically been
devoted to the pursuit of truth, beauty, and goodness and more recently been associated
with causes such as social, racial, and gender justice. Valiant efforts can be made to
demonstrate how the Arts and Humanities disciplines feed into those great engines of
economic prosperity, the creative industries and the heritage sector?; statistics may be
produced to show that graduates in English are as employable as those in Computer
Science.® But always there is a double bind: to submit to the tyranny of the metric is to
concede to the instrumental way of thinking that it is the business of the Humanities to
question; to refuse to do so is to risk the closing of the cheque book of legislatures, parents,
and students.

Would it have been different if the headline name adopted in Anglophone universities had
been not Humanities but Human Sciences? As the Natural Sciences are the domain of the
organic chemist and the astrophysicist, could we not say that the domain of the cultural
historian and the philosopher is the science of being human? This indeed was what the
German polymath Wilhelm Dilthey proposed in the late nineteenth century when he made a
distinction between Naturwissenschaften and Geisteswissenschaften.” For him — and in the
subsequent German university tradition — the sciences of the “spirit” were indeed the
disciplines that we would recognize as the Humanities: philosophy, history, philology,
musicology, linguistics, literary studies, religious studies, and jurisprudence. The problem
here is that, insofar as the term Human Sciences now has traction in the Anglophone world,
it tends to be associated with disciplines such as neurobiology, genetics, and psychology or
regarded as a synonym for the social sciences (sociology, anthropology, human geography,
and so on). Might another rebranding be possible? Dilthey’s Geisteswissenschaften was his
translation of the term “Moral Sciences,” which had been coined by David Hume and
developed by John Stuart Mill as a kind of fusion of psychology, economics, and ethics.® It
is doubtful, however, that faculty leadership would want to take on the mantle of Dean of
Moral Sciences.

So we are probably stuck with the Humanities. But should we also be stuck with the
disciplinary nomenclature of the next level down: History, English, Philosophy, Languages
and Linguistics, Religious Studies (which has for the most part replaced Theology), Cultural
Studies, Media Studies, Theatre Studies, Art History, Musicology, Critical Theory and so
forth? Might these names be one of the causes of the precipitous decline in Humanities
enrolments that has been widely documented in the last few years, with alarming conse-
quences for all these disciplines?

The evidence suggests that the enrolment crisis became severe as a result of the 2008
financial crisis.® Students and parents questioned the value of Humanities disciplines in
relation to debt and future employment prospects. Hence the drive to STEM and business
degrees. The thought was: “What’s the use of History, Literature and Philosophy in a world of
insecure employment, not to mention multiple crises of climate, health and social division?”

! British Academy n.d.
2 Comunian et al. 2014.
3 MLA 2024,

* Dilthey 1883.

° Mill 2011.

¢ Schmidt 2018.
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Or, in response to the centuries-long notion of studia humanitatis as the accumulation of the
collective wisdom of the past: “Why should we care about the past when the future is so
uncertain?” Or, more locally, “Why do we need language degrees when we will soon have
instant Al translation?”

Without Humanities teaching, there can be no future Humanities, public or private. This
manifesto proposes a new method of configuring Humanities wisdom in a way that
addresses issues of concern to publics in the present and that seeks to create Humanities-
wise citizens for the future. It describes an experiment at Arizona State University in which a
new transdisciplinary Bachelor of Arts degree has been designed by abandoning the
disciplinary nomenclature that goes back to Aristotle’s differentiation between History,
Philosophy, and Poetics, and that was instantiated, and in many respects ossified, in the
twentieth-century university. The problem for the Humanities, it is argued, is not in the
content, but in the naming: History, Literature, Philosophy, Language, Religion, and so
on. No one would wish to abandon these established disciplines, but is there an alternative
route into the wisdom and skills they offer? The experiment is to begin not with these
discrete and, in a fastmoving world of techno-capitalism, seemingly moribund, bodies of
knowledge, but with the most pressing concerns of present and future publics. We name
these, and so we name the new degree, Culture-Technology—Environment.” To begin, that is
to say, with what we might describe as applied Humanities.

Culture: approaching equitable and diverse global citizenship through the study of culture
and language. Technology: bringing Humanities thinking to the human and ethical chal-
lenges of a world shaped by technology. Environment: addressing environmental sustain-
ability and justice through the Arts and Humanities. The degree’s three keywords invoke
intimately connected knowledge domains. The goals are to develop students’ knowledge,
competencies, and commitments in these domains. Culture designates multilingual inquiry
into media, narrative, rhetoric, belonging, and the imagination. Technology is shorthand for
humane technology, applied ethics, and equitable innovation. Environment is meant to
convey a focus on environmental justice and how the Humanities enable us to imagine and
articulate more just and sustainable modes of collectivity, especially but not only in relation
to race, gender, class, age, and disability, during a time of rapid climate change. Coursework
engages design aspirations of the kind that meet with the approval of university adminis-
trators, such as “transforming society,” “fusing intellectual disciplines,” “being socially
embedded,” and “engaging locally and globally.” The BA allows students to engage with
historical, ethical, literary, linguistic, rhetorical, and cultural dimensions of humans as part
of the environments they inhabit and the role that technology plays in sometimes facili-
tating but often disrupting these relationships. As the US National Humanities Alliance
articulates through its “Study the Humanities” initiative, Humanities degrees offer a
pathway not to particular vocations but to success in forging a series of careers within a
rapidly changing work landscape.® This particular combination of content knowledge and
life skills seeks to enable success in the workplace, no matter what career the student
pursues (entrepreneur, lawyer, nonprofit director, author, consultant, environmental
activist, and so on). Just as importantly, this combination of content knowledge and life
skills will challenge students to be life-long learners who will also pursue justice in their
communities — whether local, national, or global.

7 ASU n.d.
8 NHA n.d.
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The aim is to reinvigorate the traditional disciplines of literary study, history, philosophy,
religious studies, and languages by deploying them as tools with which to explore the great
challenges of the modern world: the relationship between cultures — our ability to live
together — and the relationship between humankind and the environment, specifically, the
multiple crises of our time such as climate change, air pollution, resource depletion, and
thirdly, the role of technology in shaping these connections. It is through technology that
humankind has developed culturally and controlled the environment, sometimes for good,
but sometimes with devastating effects.

When we designed the degree, the dimension that we were least sure about was technology.
Should we be looking at the long history of technology, going back to early human use of fire
and on through the industrial revolution with the techniques that vastly increased pros-
perity and life expectancy in developed societies, but caused immense environmental
damage and inequality? Or should we be looking at the changes wrought by contemporary
technology: the advent of the Internet and the mobile phone, the sense that all our students
are digital natives? But then, just as the introductory module was being taught for the first
time in the fall of 2023, ChatGPT arrived on our screens and in our lives. It brought the
realization that the challenges of Al should be the core of our thinking about technology in
relation to human culture and the human future. The potential for good is immense, but so is
that for harm. At this moment, we saw that science fiction had anticipated where we are
with AL

Over the past fifty years, there have been numerous novels and movies about Al going
rogue.’ So it was that we began to study some of these anticipations, these test cases. In one
module we watched Alex Garland’s 2015 movie Ex Machina.*® In this critically acclaimed film,
a young programmer is invited to administer the Turing test to an intelligent humanoid
robot named Ava. As the test progresses, the line between human and Al blurs, leading to a
thought-provoking exploration of Al consciousness and the potential dangers of creating
sentient machines. This led to an animated class discussion, but also provided the oppor-
tunity to educate students in a longer history: the movie is explicit in its references to
Prometheus’ theft of fire in Greek mythology, to the Eve of Genesis, to the Pygmalion theme
of the creator falling in love with his creation, to the Ur-text of speculative fiction, Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein, and especially to the story of Bluebeard’s Castle.

But the module also engaged actively with ChatGPT and Google Bard (now Gemini). One of
the things we questioned was the capacity of large language models to develop creative
work. I said to the class, “What is your favorite TV show?” To my surprise, as an Englishman,
one of the answers which came back was The Great British Bake Off. So I typed into ChatGPT,
“Write an episode of the Great British Bake Off set during a climate emergency.” And within a
millisecond, it came back with a not implausible script, making jokes about sustainable food,
naming contestants and judges, and reproducing with remarkable exactitude the style of the
original television program.!!

At the same time, it was also important to demonstrate to the class the fallibility of these
models as they currently exist. We prompted with various questions related to literary
history and always got a wrong answer. This was very helpful in showing students that they
must not rely on the new Al models; they must always go to original sources as well. What

° Hogan and Whitmore 2015.
1% parker 2015.
! ChatGPT n.d.
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impressed me was the way that the students embraced the potential of Al with enthusiasm
while also remaining skeptical about its limits and aware of the potential ethical and social
problems that it may bring in the coming years.

An advantage of a transdisciplinary degree of this sort is the potential for team teaching. A
colleague with expertise in the history of language can lead students through the evolving
meanings of the keywords, showing for instance how “culture” means one thing in the “Two
Cultures” debate about the arts and the sciences,'? but altogether something else in the
sense initially developed by the late nineteenth-century ethnographer Edward Tylor: “that
complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, morals, law, custom, and any other
capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of society.”*® Another faculty member
with a focus on the Environmental Humanities can introduce concepts out of literary
ecocriticism, ecofeminism, environmental history, and ethics. A guest lecturer from the
science division might come and explain the gene-splicing technology, the medical poten-
tial, and the ethical pitfalls of CRISP-R technology. Among the most successful case studies in
the initial iteration of the introductory core course were a week spent reading Don DeLillo’s
astonishingly prescient novel of technological mediation and airborne toxicity, White Noise
(1985); a deep dive into the question of whether the circle of rights should be extended to the
non-human, approached via jurist Christopher Stone’s seminal essay “Should Trees have
Standing?”'* and the Maori-led campaign to grant legal rights to the Whanganui River in
New Zealand'; and ecofeminist Vandana Shiva’s powerful work on “Women and the
Gendered Politics of Food.”

Usually, a major impediment to the creation of new degrees in the Humanities is the
pressure on resources of both time and funds created by the processes of design and
implementation in the bureaucratized twenty-first century university. The elegance of
the Culture-Technology-Environment initiative has been that a plenitude of existing
courses embraced one or more of its themes. So only a minimal architecture of new offerings
was required: two courses, one introductory and the other upper level, defining and
developing the terms, especially emphasizing the intersection of the three concepts. The
more advanced course does so via the ancient elements of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water,
considered both historically and in terms of their relevance to contemporary global
challenges. Beyond these, a wide array of existing courses are offered as electives, ranging
from “Rhetoric of the Environmental Movement” and “Emerging Digital Media” in the
English Department to “History and Philosophy of Sustainability,” “Religion, Culture and
Public Life,” and “Writing and the History of Science, Ideas and Technology” in the School of
Historical, Philosophical and Religious Studies, to “Food, Culture and Society in Latin
America” in the School of International Letters and Cultures. In addition, as a capstone,
every student enrolled for the major has to take a course in the Humanities Lab — an
innovative center in which courses addressing real-world problems and involving hands-on
experience are co-taught by a Humanities and a Sciences scholar.

In sum, then, the initiative is not intended as a substitute for the traditional major in English,
History, Philosophy, or the other Humanities disciplines, but rather to offer an alternative
track in which students with concerns for the real-world value of their degree are exposed to

2 Snow 2012.
3 Tylor 2010, 1.
4 Stone 1972.
15 Fried 2019.
16 Shiva 2009.
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the methods and materials of those fields. So, for example, a student might begin their
college career with the intention of majoring in a STEM discipline such as Engineering or
Computer Science, but then realize that they want qualitative, debate-led humanistic
knowledge more than quantitative, data-driven rote learning. By transitioning to CTE, such
a student may retain their focus on questions concerning technology and their passion for
environmental activism whilst being stimulated by the study of literature, media, and
history. Through the electives mechanism, the recruitment of such students then has the
effect of increasing enrolment in traditional Humanities courses.

It is possible to imagine many other ways of repackaging Humanities knowledge and
methods in ways that demonstrate value to students and funders, and in so doing to
contribute to the public good. Culture-Technology—Environment is only one particular
triad of transdisciplinary investigation, but it does have an especially powerful logic in our
fractured, precarious world. Back in the twentieth century, the Oxford University degree of
PPE (Politics-Philosophy-Economics) was a renowned training ground for future leaders —
presidents, prime ministers, chief executives, and opinion formers.'” Flipping Aristotle’s
content-and-method-based categories of Philosophy, Poetics, and History (PPH?) into
problem-and-humane-solution-based categories such as CTE might just be the way not only
to save our disciplines, albeit under new names, but also, more importantly, to contribute to
the improvement of human, societal and planetary health.
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