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Preface

The Humanities: A Teacher’s Guide to Key Concepts and Enduring Questions emphasizes knowledge—how to understand fundamental ideas from a suite of disciplines across the humanities. Individual chapters explore basic questions and concerns of philosophy and religion; history and languages; literature and film; music and dance. My goal is to get you thinking productively about the central issues and interests in the humanities.

In his Analects, Confucius says: “Learning without thinking is useless; thinking without learning is dangerous.” For Confucius, thinking needs to be wedded to learning, and learning linked to thinking. Thinking and learning are inseparable. We can neither learn without thinking nor think without learning. The Humanities takes Confucius’s idea as axiomatic; learning develops best in context, in terms of specific fields of study. Considering the differing perspectives of varied humanities disciplines will make you smarter. (And it will also prepare you to converse confidently in situations when you meet new people from different backgrounds and with varied interests—the “cocktail party” scenario.)

Although I take a wide view of the disciplines included, I make no attempt to discuss every major topic within them. Nor do I try to go deeply into any single aspect of a particular discipline. I offer, instead, a taste of the disciplines included and an opportunity to get acquainted—or reacquainted—with their fundamental facets and essential elements.

Each humanities discipline follows methods that provide the grounds for its authority. Each discipline provides its own way of gathering, presenting, and evaluating evidence for the truths it claims to present about the world and its workings. Each has its distinctive way of identifying, asking, and answering questions of importance and value.

Throughout the book, I take up the following questions: What approaches to knowledge do the humanities disciplines take? What questions are central to each discipline? What makes each discipline what it is and not something else? How do practitioners of the humanities disciplines convey their knowledge, craft, and art? Considering these and related questions provides you with an opportunity to refresh and reconsider what you already know, while broadening your knowledge base and deepening your understanding.

My consideration of disciplinary knowledge is both eclectic and synthetic. I consolidate and synthesize a wide range of sources, many of them recent books. The Humanities offers eight chapters and five briefer interludes, along with an introduction about the value of the humanities and an appendix on how to read great books. By means of these varied resources, I aim to help you discover new ideas and exercise your thinking by engaging in thoughtful inquiry—all while helping you become more knowledgeable.

This book is not for experts, but rather for those with limited knowledge of the fields and topics included. For some readers (and for particular subjects and topics), it will serve as a primer; for others, perhaps you among them, it will extend what you know; for still others, it offers an opportunity for synthesis, consolidation, even provocation.

I hope that you find in the following pages many pleasures and rewards of the humanities. Why not begin discovering those rewards and pleasures right away? Just scroll down or turn the page.1

Note

1 No portion of this book was written with AI. I have not used AI in any way, shape, or form to draft, revise, or edit my writing. This book, for better or worse, reveals who I am as a thinker, writer, and teacher. My book, in short, reflects my work alone (along with the references I cite).




Introduction: Why the Humanities?

I begin with a basic question: “Why the humanities?” The first and best answer, I think, is that the humanities extend and enrich our experience, in the process making us more fully human. Hence their designation—the “humanities.” How do they accomplish this? Essentially by broadening our perspective and deepening our understanding, by training eye and ear, and by stimulating the imagination. The humanities reward our study and satisfy our longings. They astonish and amaze. They counsel and console. They touch the heart and move the spirit. They help us realize the full humanity we naturally possess.

Of the humanities disciplines, the arts give form to what can be imagined. The arts create beauty; they move, persuade, and entertain us. The arts heighten our sensory experience and deepen our thinking; they teach us to observe more closely and attentively, and to appreciate what we come to notice. We apply what we learn from our encounters with them; we relate what we learn from the arts to our lives. Our experiences with the arts, in short, become our life experiences.

Works of art require our response; they incite us to think and feel along with them. The arts shock us into awareness; novelist Ali Smith suggests that works of art “will always shake us out of ourselves and into new, renewed selves.”1 Our direct, unflinching encounters with works of art make us who we are.

Contemporary American writer Teju Cole describes how a painting by Caravaggio spoke directly to him, singled him out forcefully:

A painting made by someone in a distant country hundreds of years ago, an artist’s careful attention and turbulent experience sedimented onto a stretched canvas, leaps out of the past to call you—to call you—to attention in the present, to drive you to confusion by drawing from you both a sense of alarm and a feeling of consolation, to bring you to an awareness of your own self in the act of experiencing something that is well beyond the grasp of language, something that you wouldn’t wish to live without.2


In an analogous encounter with a work of ancient Greek sculpture, German poet Rainer Marie Rilke describes how a broken archaic torso of the Greek god, Apollo, looked into his very soul; in a sonnet about the experience, Rilke writes: “there is no place that does not see you,” and “You must change your life.”3

William Deresiewicz extends these notions in suggesting that art is a way of seeking and finding truth, beautiful truths and ugly ones, in our effort “to compile the endless atlas of human experience.” Deresiewicz contends that the arts are for “self-development,” for helping us become “deeper, freer version[s]” of ourselves. He insists, however, upon a caveat—that art possesses this self-enhancing power only “in carving out space for the individual,” in enabling each of us to “become an individual—a cussed, wayward, stubborn individual with our own ideas and purposes.” In doing so, art becomes, for us, a way of “increasing life” through “attention and intensity,” through being fully present each moment of our lives. And he adds that creating art brings additional rewards—what it “teaches” us, “where it brings” us, and “how it changes” us.4 Those rewards are unique for each of us.

In Variations on a Blue Guitar, aesthetic philosopher Maxine Greene, who takes her title from Wallace Stevens’s “The Blue Guitar,” a poem about the primacy of imagination, celebrates “aesthetic literacy” as a capacity to attend, perceive, apprehend, and appreciate, as well as comprehend and reflect on works of art we read, view, hear, or otherwise experience. Greene highlights the value of the arts in developing our ability to perceive and respond to works of art in ways that enable them to “emerge in [our] experience in their fullness, vividness, vitality.”5

Novelist and essayist Marilynne Robinson urges us to value the humanities less for their utilitarian and pragmatic value—for what they can do for us—than for their sheer power of revealing beauty in all its richness, because they are “the most pregnant evidence we can have of what is possible in us.” We should enjoy and appreciate their “eloquence and depth of thought,” along with the “virtuosic acts of mind” they display, “thought in the pure enjoyment of itself.”6

Where Smith, Cole, Deresiewicz, Greene, and Robinson emphasize the aesthetic and experiential value of the arts, Talbot Brewer, in “What Good Are the Humanities?” values the humanities for their “intensification and refinement of an inescapable human task—making sense of human life.” He emphasizes the “peculiar perplexities of human life,” especially “what human beings are called upon to do and to be.”7 The humanities provoke us to consider our views about significant human questions and express to others what we believe and think—and why.

This personal relationship with the arts and humanities is singular, inescapable, and, ultimately, empowering. That’s one thing more they are good for. Another is the way they enforce critical reflection and creative engagement as purveyors of self-formation, as provocations toward self-development. Engaging with the arts and humanities provides a powerful antidote against the fragmented attention and forms of addiction that social media has created and exacerbated. And now in the age of artificial intelligence, the humanities provide a bulwark against the diminution of human agency. The humanities help us preserve our distinct and distinctive human presence in the world and among one another.

The arts—along with religion, philosophy, and history especially—celebrate and criticize; they identify problems and challenges; they ask questions. All the humanities disciplines invite, and are subject to, dialogue, debate, and dialectic. The questions they raise explore basic human needs and values: matters of belief and doubt, joy and despair, pleasure and suffering, wonder and bewilderment, life and death.

The humanities also provoke us to question the status quo, especially the dominant narratives that control the way things are. Humanities disciplines help us understand how particular ways of thinking flourish while others wither and disappear. As part of their power to question, the humanities avoid dogmatism, encouraging, instead, a skeptical frame of mind, one open to inquiry and wonder, while addressing questions of meaning, purpose, and value.

Marjorie Garber suggests that the humanities are good both to think about and to think with.8 Through our encounters with artworks of all kinds and with historical documents and religious and philosophical texts, we strengthen our capacity for analysis and interpretation, and we develop an ability to think logically and cogently. Through stimulating the imagination, the humanities foster our creative potentiality.

The humanities are also good to experience because direct experience of art and architecture, of literature and history, of philosophy and religion, of film and photography, of theater and music and dance enhance our lives. Some of our experiences with works of art and with humanistic texts are solitary. We may read a novel or a philosophical discourse, listen to a recording of a song or a symphony, view a film or a set of photographs, alone, on our own. Those solitary pleasures are richly rewarding.

But we can also do these things with others—share a reading of texts, discuss our perceptions and ideas, attend concerts, films, and theatrical performances, and participate in religious ceremonies. The humanities provide opportunities for us to engage with others in shared communal experiences in theaters and concert halls, in churches, mosques, and synagogues, and in schools and universities. They foster communal feeling; they enable human solidarity.

Niccolò Machiavelli engaged with ancient Greek and Roman philosophers by dressing up for the occasion and then retreating to his study with his volumes of the classics. As he read Plato, Epictetus, Sophocles, Seneca, and other authors of Greco-Roman antiquity, Machiavelli was both alone and in company. He imagined himself conversing with them, engaged in a dialogue that continues today with our participation, as we engage with those ancient writers, in dialogue with Machiavelli himself in his Prince and Discourses, along with other writers, ancient and modern.

The arts and humanities are ripe for interdisciplinary teaching and learning opportunities not only among themselves, but integrated into Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) disciplines, and into professional studies in business and law, medicine and social policy, social work and public health administration. Physicians in training have learned from looking carefully at paintings to look probingly at patients. They have learned to listen better to patients through becoming acclimated and attuned to narrative, through learning the power of story to capture and reveal experience.

It is less the practical utility of the humanities, however, than their inherent human interest and meaning that most enhances their value. For that reason, alone, we engage with the arts and humanities individually and with others. We carry their rewards and pleasures with us through our entire lives. We could do worse than take advantage of the opportunities they provide to extend our knowledge and deepen our pleasure in life.


Notes

1 Ali Smith, “Novelist Ali Smith Finds Art for All Seasons,” The Wall Street Journal, September 25, 2020, C–14, https://www.wsj.com/articles/novelist-ali-smith-finds-art-for-all-seasons-11601057144?gaa.
2 Teju Cole, “In Dark Times, I Sought the Turmoil of Caravaggio’s Paintings,” The New York Times Magazine, September 27, 2020, 59, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/09/23/magazine/caravaggio.html.
3 Rainer Maria Rilke, “Archaic Torso of Apollo,” in Selected Poems (Vintage, 1988).
4 William Deresiewicz, “Thirteen Ways of Looking at Art,” Salmagundi (Fall–Winter 2023–2024), 220–1.
5 Maxine Greene, Variations on a Blue Guitar (Teacher’s College Press, 2001), 50.
6 Marilynne Robinson, “What Are We Doing Here?,” New York Review of Books, November 9, 2017, 33.
7 Talbot Brewer, “What Good Are the Humanities,” Raritan, vol. 37, no. 4 (Spring 2018), 101.
8 Marjorie Garber, The Uses and Abuses of Literature (Pantheon, 2012), 10.




1 Philosophy: Making Sense of Ourselves in the World

What We Think About When We Think About Philosophy

Philosophy is the study of fundamental, or essential, questions about the nature of existence; it’s about knowledge, values, reasoning, mind, and language, among other topics. Philosophy, which means “love of wisdom” in Greek, differs from other approaches to fundamental questions in emphasizing rational argument.

One of the questions philosophers explore includes “What is the meaning of life?” a question also at the heart of religion. This query appears in a number of variations, such as “What is the meaning of my life” and “Why do I exist?” And alternatively: “How should I live my life?” and “What should I do with my life?” These philosophical questions intersect not only with religion, but also with psychology. Other philosophical versions include “What is the meaning of it all?” and “What is the purpose of life?”—not just the purpose of our own individual lives, but the purpose of all life on earth—humanity, generally, and more.

In What Is the Meaning of Life?, Terry Eagleton suggests that “the meaning of life is less a proposition than a practice.”1 Eagleton believes that life’s meaning resides in living it, and especially in living ethically. While some people consider Eagleton’s response to the question about life’s meaning a “non-answer,” others accept it as a provocation to their own thinking about life’s meaning—which Eagleton says involves “a certain quality, depth, abundance, and intensity of life itself.”2 Life means something to each of us in the daily stream of our experience, in each of the small details we encounter. Some aspects of our lives mean more to us than others, of course. And what we consider the meaning (or purpose) of our lives will vary over time and with changing circumstances. But, if we agree with Eagleton, we are the ones who determine what our lives mean—however we may arrive at that determination.

What do you think is the purpose of your own life—and then, more broadly, of life in general? Why? Do you come at this question more from a religious perspective, a philosophical one, or a psychological or some other perspective? To what degree have you considered this question before? To what extent are these important questions for you?

An even broader fundamental question is: Why does the universe exist—why is there something rather than nothing? More specifically: why is there “this” world rather than another? And further: why is there so much of the world, such a vast universe with trillions of galaxies, each with trillions of stars? For many philosophers, the major philosophical mystery is not so much how the world is what it is (which is the central question for science), but rather why it exists at all.

According to Jim Holt in Why Does the World Exist? there are three types of responses to this question and this mystery.3 Optimists believe that there is a reason the world exists and that such a reason is discoverable. Pessimists believe that there might be a reason for the world to exist, but that we will never know it with certainty. A third group rejects any possibility of a reason for the world’s existence, considering the idea both meaningless and absurd. Our ignorance results from the limitations of what we can see, know, and understand, and from our limited mental capacities, which were designed for survival rather than for philosophical understanding.

But there are other reasons for thinking about philosophy and for thinking philosophically. One is that such thinking develops our reasoning skills: identifying fallacies in illogical thinking, sorting through ethical dilemmas, analyzing complex problems, and wrestling with challenging questions.

Thinking skills developed through philosophical inquiry can help us unmask inaccurate political claims and fraudulent medical quackery, along with other forms of dishonesty, such as false claims made in advertising and proliferating misinformation about all manner of things. A further benefit comes in learning the limits of reason and how differing approaches to philosophical analysis can yield different kinds of answers to complex questions. The benefits are both theoretical and practical.

In his book Think, Simon Blackburn describes philosophy as “conceptual engineering.” By this, he means that philosophy is a practical thinking tool, a way of using our minds to “investigate the structures that shape [y]our view of the world.”4 Our concepts or ideas represent and reflect the structure of our thought. In the same way that engineers study and work with material structures, such as bridges and buildings, philosophers analyze and utilize structures of thought.

Philosophers think about thinking; they explore a wide range of questions, some theoretical, such as “what is the nature of ‘being,’” and others more practical, such as “should government funding be provided for stem cell research?” Blackburn suggests that philosophical questions be divided into three major categories: (1) questions about the self; (2) questions about the world; and (3) questions about the relationship between the self and the world.5

His first category includes questions such as “What am I?” “Is it possible for me to survive the death of my body?” “Where will I go after dying? What, if anything, will I become after the death of my body?” And some other more immediate questions: “Do I always (or mostly) act out of self-interest?” “How do I understand and communicate with other people, who are themselves their own distinct individual entities and different from me?”

Questions in his second category—the world—include “Why does the world exist?” “How was the world created?” “What is it made of, and why does nature continue to exist and change in the ways it does?” “Can we ever get to the bottom of what the world is, where it came from, and what will become of it?”

And Blackburn’s third category—questions about our relationship to the world—include whether we can be sure that we perceive the world as it actually is; how much knowledge and what kinds of knowledge we actually have of the world and of other people who


Why Should We Care About Philosophical Questions?







Branches of Philosophy

















If I hear water drops hitting the window, and see them trickling down the glass against the background of a dark sky, and if my friend enters shaking a wet umbrella and leaving wet footprints across the floor while complaining about the rain, then I possess excellent grounds for believing it is raining. Yet it is possible I am mistaken—perhaps my friend has placed a lawn sprinkler against the glass to trick me into thinking that it is raining.9



















	• Major premise: All men are mortal.

	• Minor premise: Socrates is a man.

	• Conclusion: Socrates is mortal.







	• Major Premise: The World Cup soccer tournament champion is chosen from among the semifinalists.

	• Minor Premise: The four teams in the world cup soccer semifinal matches this year are all from Europe.

	• Conclusion: (Therefore), The World Cup Champion this year will be a European team.

















































Plato and Aristotle













Applications and Considerations


	1-1 To what extent do you find Terry Eagleton’s approach to considering the meaning of life helpful? To what extent do you find it persuasive?

	1-2 Which of the reasons for studying philosophy do you find most interesting? Why? Identify at least one additional benefit to thinking about philosophy or “doing” philosophy. Do any of these ways of valuing philosophy help you explain why the world exists? Are you, in Jim Holt’s terms, more of an optimist, a pessimist, or a rejectionist about this question?

	1-3 Do you think that Simon Blackwell’s questions can be answered with a reasonable degree of certainty? Why or why not? How would you begin to answer them?

	1-4 To what extent do you believe that you can improve yourself by replacing bad habits and bad practices with better ones on the basis of thoughtful, “philosophical” reflection about them? To what extent do you believe that philosophical reflection, “critical self-reflection,” is linked with freedom?

	1-5 What do you think of Rebecca Goldberger’s explanation of Plato’s philosophy as a way of doing violence to our settled notions of thinking? Of philosophy as an active seeking of truth that challenges us in ways that knock us off our center?

	1-6 What is the purpose, end, goal, or “telos” of each of the following?

	1 The World Cup

	2 gold jewelry

	3 reality television

	4 Google

	5 mosquitoes

	6 an albacore tuna

	7 granite boulders

	8 Amazon

	1-7 How might Plato’s ideas about “reality” as illustrated in his allegory of the cave and his theory of the Forms play out in religion—(e.g., in Christianity); in literature (e.g., in fantasy and science fiction); in films (e.g., Interstellar and The Matrix)?

	1-8 How does the criminal justice system use epistemology when it asks a jury to determine a defendant’s guilt or innocence? What is the jury actually asked to do in a criminal trial? (That is, how does “doubt” factor into their decision? What role is “doubt” allowed to play in their verdict?)

	1-9 In his Theory of Knowledge, Richard van de Lagemaat proposes that we think of belief and knowledge in terms of a continuum—a spectrum—that ranges from the impossible through the possible and on to the certain:





	
	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	
	



	

	

	

	
	






	1Eating six walnuts a day is good for your heart.

	2American astronauts planted the American flag on the moon.

	3People are descended from apes.

	4Other universes exist somewhere in the universe; aliens exist in some of them.

	5There is life after death.

	6Fairies and leprechauns exist.

	7Thomas Edison invented the incandescent bulb.

	8Every culture has some kind of creation story; every culture has an explanation of human origins and of human mortality.

	1-10 To what extent do you think the masochist/sadist example illustrates “the golden rule”? How would you respond to this application of the golden rule?

	1-11 What do you believe are your ethical responsibilities—your obligations and duties to others? Why? What do you think it might mean to have an “ethical imagination?”

	1-12 Use Somerville’s ethical presumptions on an ethical dilemma that interests you. It could be a small-scale local, even personal issue. Or it could be a large-scale global ethical dilemma or challenge.

	1-13 In Alone Together, Sherry Turkle describes the ways robots are being used in various kinds of social situations—as comforters for the aging, for example. She puts the question whether a robot could ever be a romantic partner for a human being. Use Somerville’s ethical presumptions to think about this possibility. Should people use robots to tend to children and aging parents? Should we use robots as confidants and for friendship? How do you think Somerville might respond to these questions?

	1-14 Identify a time when you engaged in just such a kind of conversation, an imaginative engagement, with someone whose way of understanding and explaining the world differed significantly from yours. What did you learn from participating in that conversation? What challenges did you have to deal with to remain part of that conversation? To what extent was it of value to you? Why or why not?

	1-15 To what extent can a cosmopolitan perspective be used to address the following complex international ethical challenge: An international group of religious leaders drafted a “universal declaration of a global ethic.” Included were these statements: (1) “We must not commit any kind of sexual immorality”; (2) “We must put behind us all forms of domination and abuse”; (3) “We must strive for a just social and economic order.” Choose one of the three statements and explain how people from different parts of the world, with different religious beliefs and different cultural traditions, might interpret it. Explain how a cosmopolitan approach might be used to begin an imaginatively engaged conversation about the statement.

	1-16 Which of Sandel’s examples do you think should be immune from buying and selling? What other examples of social norms should be debated from this standpoint? Why?

	1-17 Analyze the following scenarios from the standpoint of ethics. What ethical issues are at stake? Consider, as well, any assumptions that are made by the parties involved.

	1About two years ago, I purchased a car from a friend who did not know its value. When she offered it for what she had yet to pay off on her car loan, I agreed, knowing it was worth two or three times that. Soon I hope to sell the car, still worth more than I paid. My friend could use some extra cash. Should I send her any profit I make?

	2I recently left a job in a restaurant kitchen where I was paid much less than the minimum wage and received no health benefits, tips, or other compensation. Legal action would bring my back pay to the minimum and award me unpaid overtime. Can I ethically participate in this action even if I agreed to these terms at the start?

	3My mother wants to hire someone to clean her house and handle the laundry. To assure this person’s integrity, she plans to leave loose money around as “bait” during the housecleaner’s first few days of work. Here in Brazil, those stray bills can constitute a significant percentage of a housecleaner’s wages. My mother sees this “trap” as perfectly fine.

	1-18 Identify which branch of philosophy—religion, law, or language— is reflected in each of the following humorous scenarios, derived from Thomas Cathcart and Daniel Klein’s Plato and a Platypus Walk into a Bar. Explain what issue is central to each.

	1A man complained to a friend that he couldn’t attract a girlfriend. His friend told him he should give up his circus job tending to the elephants because he smelled badly. His response: “What, and give up a life in show business?”

	2A woman, vacationing with her husband, takes their boat out on the lake, while he takes a nap. While she is sunning herself in the boat, a patrol boat pulls up, and an official tells the woman he is going to fine her for fishing, which is against the law in that part of the lake. When she protests that she is not fishing, the official says, “Sorry, ma’am, but you have all the necessary equipment.” She replies, “OK, sir, but I’m going to report you for rape.” “But I haven’t even touched you,” he says. “I know,” she replies, “but you have all the necessary equipment.”

	1-19 Whose philosophical approach do you find more congenial and inspiring—Plato’s or Aristotle’s? Why?
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