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My  good high school friend decided to be a doctor 
rather early, already in  elementary school. W hen we 

w ould m eet at the university, w hich w as not happening 
all that often, he liked to com pare our professions (even 
though we were just beginning to practice them ), w on- 
dering loudly w hy anyone w ould choose som ething as 
trifling as literature i f  one could do som ething useful, for 
instance, treat people. Such reasoning seemed cheap to me 
back then (my decisions are better by virtue of being mine), 
logically feeble (and w hat i f  everyone becam e a doctor?) 
and unjust (does this m ean that w hat I like to do in m y 
life is pointless?) but today I see that the argument about 
the usefulness o f applied sciences and the uselessness of 
the humanities goes beyond theoretical deliberations, and 
is more than a question of idiosyncratic choices, touching 
instead upon crucial public issues, as I presume.

The heat o f  the debate on several issues concerning 
the hum anities (whether they should be financially sup- 
ported or left to die out1 , w hether th ey should broaden

1 Sadly, this d eb a te  is not a s fe rv e n t in Poland as it is in th e  U.S. w here 

it ta k e s  m any fo rm s. R ecen t books by N u ssbau m , M enand, Taylor, 

Fish (referen ced fu rther in th is text) con cern  th e  university  b ut their 

re flection  fo c u se s  on th e  hum anities.
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their scope or narrow  it down, w hether they have applications in real life or 
not) show s that the crux o f the problem  lies not in  the difference betw een 
natural sciences and the hum anities (establishing it is the favorite pursuit 
o f taxonom ic m inds) or their true nature (the pastim e o f theoreticians who 
perused dictionaries w hen they grew  up) but in  the question w hether they 
have a social goal to achieve today, or not. In other w ords, the question is 
i f  and w here one can find for them  an external justification. A s Louis M e- 
nand rightly observes in his recent book, The Marketplace of'Ideas2 the prob­
lem  em erged m ore or less tw o decades ago w hen the hum anities w ere af- 
fected by the “crisis o f institutional legitim ation”3 -  or, to put it in  sim pler 
term s, w hen those outside the universities began to w onder w hat it is that 
the scholars in  hum anities actually do and whether their work has any social 
justification, and whether it is possible that the university professors, above 
all those w ho have a steady job, lead com fortable lives -  especially  in  the 
W est -  cultivating a profession, or rather a hobby, useless to everyone except 
them .

The m ost com m on v iew  (once form ulated clum sily but hurtfu lly b y  m y 
friend, a student o f m edicine) assum es that the hum anities have no justifi­
cation at all as they do not create anything, do not produce any goods, and 
as such should not be supported b y  the state (the representative o f the tax 
payers) or private sponsors, who should rather spend their m oney on the de- 
velopm ent o f sciences useful to everyone: m edical sciences that m ay produce 
a cure to term inal diseases or a pill for longevity, engineering sciences whose 
inventions w ill enable us to lead comfortable lives, economic sciences whose 
theories w ill contribute to a better distribution of the acquired w ealth so that 
the rich are not getting poorer and that the poor are getting richer, and all 
other sciences that w ill make hum an life m ore efficient. From  this point of 
v iew  the hum anities do not improve anything, but -  on the contrary -  make 
thinking about a better life much harder, weakening the commmon sense that 
knows how  things should look and be. Studies o f the Italian sonnet find no 
application outside o f Italian studies, scholarship on Polish Enlightenm ent 
novel are o f interest to m aybe a dozen people in  the w orld (speaking opti- 
m istically), and argum ents on the logical status o f fictional sentences take 
place in  low -circulation journals o f logic. There is no chance for the hum ani­
ties to have the kind o f clout that the biological, technological, or computer 
sciences do, and so a serious question arises whether the hum anities can be 
justified in any way, or perhaps: can the hum anities find any justification

2 Louis M enand, The M arketplace o f  Ideas. Reform and  R esistance in the A m erican University

(N ew  York: Norton, 2010).

3 M enand, The M arketplace o f  Ideas, 61.
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outside the university w alls, or even inside them, in  the eyes o f increasingly 
m ercantile adm inistrators deciding about u n iversity budgets. It is not the 
question about w hat the hum anities really  are but w hether th ey still have 
any m ission to fulfill.

The debate on the issue is, as we all know, heated and has been going on for 
a long time. From several important voices I have selected four that I find most 
distinctive, in  order to formulate, am ong this polyphony, m y own proposals.

Com pensation
I w ill begin  w ith  the oldest am ong the v iew s o f interest to m e, form ulated 
by Odo M arquard in  1985. In the speech entitled “On the U navoidability o f 
the H um an Sciences”4 he posits that the m ore m odern the m odern w orld 
becomes, the more unavoidable the hum anities become. Why? Because mod- 
ernization of the w orld -  here M arquard clearly supports M ax Weber's thesis 
about the disenchantm ent o f the m odern w orld -  means, am ong others, that 
the hum anities becom e increasingly unnecessary as a result o f the expansion 
o f natural sciences. The experim ent supersedes the narrative, Marquard says, 
w hich results in  life that is im poverished, m ore technical and shallow, less 
connected to the individual experience. This is w hy hum an sciences, pushed 
back to the m argin, should fulfill a com pensatory fonction tow ard the neu- 
tralization o f our h istorical (that is -  also individual) experience resulting 
from  the expansion o f  the experim ental sciences and the hom ogenization 
and globalization o f this experience that blur its unique character. Accord- 
ing to Marquard, w e are hum an m ore as a consequence o f tradition and his- 
tory, that we belong to, than o f m odernization that is supposed to liberate us 
from  this particularism . In other words, our particularity m eans that our life 
is w oven out o f individual, id iosyncratic convictions, strongly rooted in the 
historical experience whose uniqueness is view ed by natural sciences, keep- 
ing pace w ith m odernization, as a com plication in  the scientific conquest o f 
reality. But, as M arquard rightly stresses, hum an sciences are not opposed 
to modernization as such. If they are to compensate for that which is degraded 
as a consequence o f the ascendency o f the scientific worldview, they also en- 
able further modernization. To make this possible, the hum anities m ust again 
make closer to m an that which has becom e removed from him . Reclaim  what 
has been alienated. This should be made possible through the art o f interpre- 
tation, in  other words, herm eneutics, seen not as a theory o f understanding, 
as Dilthey w ould have it, but as the art o f telling stories.

4 Odo M arquard, "On th e  U navoidability o f  th e  Hum an Sc ien ces", in In Defense o f  the Accidental: 

Ph ilosophica!Studies (N ew  York: Oxford U niversity  Press, 1991).
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For hum an beings are their stories. But stories have to be told. This is 
what the human sciences do: they compensate for the damage done by 
modernization by telling stories. And the more things are objectified, the 
more, in compensation, stories have to be told. Otherwise humans die of 
narrative atrophy5.

T h is leads M arquard to the fo llow ing conclusions. A trophy o f  narration 
results in  the liquidation o f diverse points o f v iew  and raises one o f  them, 
the narration o f the unbound progress o f the hum an kind, above all others. 
By elim inating all opposing stories, opposing points o f  view, it also causes 
am biguity to becom e the b asis for the interpretation o f reality. M arquard 
v iew s the birth  o f the hum anities as a reaction  to the traum atic experi- 
ence of religious w ars always sparked by the argum ent over the interpreta- 
tions o f the H oly Scripture. The hum anities, b y introducing to our histori- 
cal experience the category o f  am biguity (or: b y  show ing that our h istori- 
cal experience cannot be unam biguous especially i f  it is historical), soothe 
the traum a o f the early  m odern ity that leads to never-ending argum ents 
over w h at reality  really  m eans. I f  being hum an entails being interw oven 
into m any different stories w hose m eaning can be read in several d iffer­
ent w ays, then, M arquard says, the m ission  o f  the hum anities is to m ul- 
tip ly  the stories about hum an experience and to interpret them  in various 
w ays.

Dem ocracy
In Not fo r Profit. Why Democracy Needs the Humanities6, M artha C. N ussbaum  
argues that contem porary dem ocracy needs citizens equipped w ith  three 
basic traits: “the ability to think critically”, “the ability to transcend local loy- 
alties and to approach w orld problem s as a «citizen o f the w orld »” and “the 
ab ility  to im agine sym pathetically  the predicam ent o f another p erson ”7. 
These three basic abilities, necessary  for the success o f  contem porary and 
future democracy, m ust be taught by the m odern university, m ain ly at arts 
and hum anities departments. W hen she speaks of “searching critical thought, 
daring im agination, em pathetic un derstanding o f hum an experiences o f 
m any d ifferent kinds, and un derstanding o f the com plexity o f the w orld

5 M arquard, "On th e  U navoidability”, 98.

6 M artha C. N u ssbau m , Not for Profit. Why D em o cra cy Need s the H um anities  (Princeton: Prince­

ton U n iversity  Press, 2010).

7 N u ssbau m , Not for Profit, 7.
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w e live in ”8 N ussbaum  m entions “the spirit o f hum anities”. I f democracy, she 
argues, dem anded such traits since the day o f Socrates (although, naturally, 
it did not necessarily realize them) and those traits constitute the teaching 
basis in  the hum anities, then clearly hum an studies have a strictly political 
d im ension and all politicians w ho fail to see their significance in  the lives 
o f dem ocratic societies are shortsighted (or suicidal). N ussbaum  essentially 
repeats M arquard's argum entation, except th at instead o f m odernization 
she speaks o f the neoliberalization o f contem porary society  concentrated 
only on increasing the GDP (of course, it is easy to prove that the neoliberal 
narrative is one of the m ost im portant m odern narrations). She asks: “W hat 
w ill w e have, i f  these trends continue? Nations o f technically trained people 
w ho do not kn ow  how  to criticize authority, usefu l profit-m akers w ith  ob­
tuse im aginations”9. Human sciences should prepare the coming generations 
to think about them selves and about the others (empathy), about what is and 
w hat could be (imagination) as w ell as about how  it is (common sense) and 
how  it could be (criticism). In this sense, they should also com pensate for the 
dam ages caused by the greedy capitalism.

Stim ulation
I f  N ussbaum  believes that philosophy should precede democracy, Richard 
R orty believes the exact opposite. H is th esis about the priority o f  dem oc­
racy over philosophy10 leads to another one: about the superiority o f solidar- 
ity  over objectivity. In Solidarity or Objectivity? published first in  1985, Rorty 
outlines the follow ing alternative: “There are two principal w ays in w hich 
reflective hum an beings try, by placing their lives in a larger context, to give 
sense to those lives”™. The first one is by telling stories about the ways people 
relate to the community they belong to -  this community m ay be actual (fam- 
ily, culture, society etc.), actual but distant in tim e (tradition), or just imagined 
(literary characters, cultural symbols etc.) The second w ay is about describing 
oneself in  relation to nonhum an reality. Nonhum an reality is a kind of “real- 
ity” unmediated by human perception or a reference to what other people said 
about it. Rorty calls the first w ay “a desire for solidarity” (the basis for dem oc­
racy) and the second one -  “a desire for objectivity” (the basis for philosophy).

8 Ibid., 7.

9 Ibid., 142.

10  Richard Rorty, "The Priority o f  D em ocracy  to Philosophy”, in Philosophical Papers, Vol. 1 

Objectivity, Relativism  andTruth  (Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity  Press, 19 91), 175-196 .

11  Richard Rorty, "Solid arity  or O b jectiv ity”, in Philosophical Papers, Vol. 1 .  2 1-34 . 21.



1 8 t h e  h u m a n i t i e s  a n d  p o s t h u m a n i s m

The desire for objectivity m akes the subject continuously move beyond his 
or her own historical entanglem ents w hile the desire for solidarity -  on the 
contrary -  strengthens the sense of belonging to a historical or only imagined 
though w ell-established (in his or her opinion) community.

Rorty com plem ents this useful dichotom y w ith  another, equally im por­
tant one. He opens Philosophy as a Kind o f Writing, one o f h is m ost fam ous 
essays, by contrasting two different ways o f talking about physics, m orality 
and philosophy. One o f them  assum es that w e w ant to kn ow  “w hat things 
really  are”, to reach for a h idden content covered b y  num erous prejudices 
and convictions. Rorty calls this approach “vertical” and sums it up as a “re- 
lationship betw een representations and w hat is represented”12. The second 
approach has a much hum bler goal: it w ants to understand how  people have 
so far subordinated the w orld using various tools in  order to -  perhaps -  
draw  a lesson  from  this. This approach is called “horizontal” and it is a w ay 
o f  re-in terpreting the alread y existing interpretations. There are d iffer­
ent prelim inary assum ptions behind these tw o w ays. The first one -  verti­
cal, m etaphysical, realistic -  assum es the existence beyond the netw ork of 
changing appearances that w e ourselves produce o f an independent being 
that w e should strive for, that w e should recognize and w hose param eters 
w e should relate. The second -  horizontal, historical, nom inalist -  does not 
care about that which exists beyond our empirical life, in  other words, beyond 
language.

B earing all that in  m ind, w e can now  m ove on to the hum anities. These 
w ould be located, o f course, on the horizontal, nom inalist, dem ocratic, h is­
torical and com m unal side, against all philosophical longings for the truth 
about what the world would look like i f  we went beyond confusing, individual 
points o f view. Due to this fact Rorty presents an interesting vision o f the hu- 
m anistic intellectual in a short but substantial essay from  1989, entitled The 
HumanisticIntellectual. Eleven Theses. He believes we should not focus so much 
on the com m on features o f various departm ents w ithin  the hum anities but 
rather on the difference betw een the hum anities and the natural or social 
sciences. We should not (by induction) search for the essence o f the h u­
m anities, since the true line o f d ivision runs across the “discip linary m a ­
trices” w hich “divides people busy conform ing to w ell-und erstood criteria 
for m aking contributions to knowledge from  people trying to expand their 
own m oral im aginations”i3 . The sam e line divides the expert or the specialist

12  Richard Rorty, "Philosophy as a Kind o f  W riting. An E ssay  on Derrida", in Consequences of

Pragm atism . Essays 1972-1980  (M inneapolis: M innesota U niversity  Press: 1982), 9 0-10 9 , 92.

13  Richard Rorty, "The H um anistic Intellectual. Eleven Th eses", in Philosophy and So cia l Hope

(London: Penguin Books, 1999). 12 7 -130 , 127.
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focused on m eticulously following the scientific protocol, convinced that only 
methodical activity m ay lead to establishing an objective truth, from  the intel- 
lectual who does not believe in  the objective, ahistorical root o f the truth. An 
intellectual is defined here not as someone who takes part in the public debate 
presenting definite truths but as som eone who reads various books not to be 
restricted to a single, reduced and inept jargon. A n  intellectual is opposed 
to the idea o f expertise i f  the latter is to be understood as the use o f language 
worked out by a particular discipline. A n  intellectual is not a specialist (and 
a specialist is not an intellectual), as the dream  o f a closed d ictionary that 
m otivates the actions o f the specialist is in  direct opposition to the intel- 
lectu als dream  o f endless broadening o f the boundaries o f o n e s  existence 
w ith  the help o f n ew  languages. Som eone w ho dream s o f reading all books 
from  one discipline inhabits a different w orld from  som eone w ho dream s 
o f reading as m any various books as possible. The first one w ants to close 
the circle o f knowledge and seal it, the other -  to open and poke holes in it. 
The specialist believes that all books in  his or her discipline create a set that 
faithfully represents reality as their idea o f their discipline (as well as the idea 
o f any other specialist) is built upon the notion of adequacy. The intellectual 
supports no other discipline than the discipline of thinking in  specific, highly 
concretized circumstances of life. The m ain goal and desire o f the intellectual 
is to deregulate the dictionary o f his or her ow n discipline and at the sam e 
tim e (this equation is im portant here) to broaden the lim its o f his or her own 
existence by other possibilities o f being.

Do the hum an studies have a m ission to fulfill? They do, Rorty says. It is 
not the transm ission  o f knowledge (which w ould turn the intellectual into 
a specialist) but “stirring the kids up”14 by “instilling doubt” and “stim ulating 
im agination”15. Placing im agination over argum entation and intersubjective 
knowledge over objective truth allows Rorty to believe that the hum anities 
are a com m unity o f people who believe that by reading various books we can 
“change the w ay we look at things”i6. We read, Rorty says, not to broaden our 
knowledge (so that w e now  better “how  things are”) but “in order to enlarge 
ourselves by enlarging our sensitivity and our im aginations”i7.

14  Rorty, "The H um an istic”, 127.

15  Richard Rorty, "Education  as Socialization  and as Individualization”, in Philosophy and Social

Hope (London: Penguin Books, 1999), 114 -126 , 118 .

16  Richard Rorty, "W orlds or W ords A part? The C o n seq u e n ce s  o f  P ragm atism  for L iterary Studies.

Interview  by E. R agg”, in Take C a re  o f  Freedom  and Truth Will Take C a re  o f Itself. Interviews with

Richard Rorty, ed . E. M en d ietta  (Stanford: Stan ford  U niversity  Press, 2006), 120 -147 , 122.

17  Rorty, "W orlds or W ords A p art?”, 124.
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Autonom ous Good
Although Stanley Fish refers to h im self as a pragm atist, his view s on the hu­
m anities differ radically from  Rorty's. I w ill discuss them  referring to Fish's 
Will the Humanities Save Us?, two texts published in The Opinion Pages of The 
New York Times.™ Fish concentrates predom inantly on the question o f finding 
an external justification for hum anities.

It is quite obvious w hat justification one cannot rely on. It cannot be ar- 
gued that arts and hum anities can survive on their own basing only on grants 
and private donations. It cannot be argued that the state's econom y w ill gain 
anything from  a n ew  reading o f Hamlet. It cannot be argued -  w ell, it can, 
but w ith  poor results -  that a graduate w ho is w ell-versed  in  the h istory of 
Byzantine art w ill attract potential em ployers (unless the em ployer happens 
to be a museum).

Fish goes on to argue against the theses presented in  Anthony Kronman's 

Education’sEden. Why Our Collegesand UniversitiesHave Given Up on theMeaning of 
Life, where the author discusses the key role o f the hum anities in overcoming 
the “crisis o f the spirit” brought about -  an echo of M arquard -  by the expan- 
sion o f the scientific w orld view  and -  an echo o f N ussbaum  -  by careerism. 
We must, Kronman says, turn to the humanities to “m eet the need for meaning 
in an age o f vast but pointless pow ers”. The task o f the hum anities is to reveal 
sense in  a world that is devoid o f it, create enclaves o f sense in  the wasteland. 
Fish com pletely rejects such reasoning, which m eans that he also disagrees 
w ith M arquard and Nussbaum , even w ith Rorty. A re hum an sciences enno- 
bling? If reading literature w as an ennobling act, the noblest individuals could 
be found in the corridors o f literary departments, which -  obviously -  is quite 
unlikely. Do the hum anities save us from  the sense of m eaninglessness?

The texts Kronman recommends [classical texts of Western civilization] 
are, as he says, concerned with the meaning of life; those who study them, 
howewer, come away not w ith a life new ly made m eaningful, but with 
a disciplinary knowledge newly enlarged.

This is Fish in a nutshell. The hum anities do not make life better, do not com ­
pensate for anything, do not have any m oral nor political m ission to fulfill19. 
W hat do they do then?

18  S ta n ley  Fish, "Will the H um anities S ave  U s?”, New  York Tim es 6 Jan u ary  2008, http://opiniona- 

to r.b lo g s .n ytim es.co m /20 08 /0 1/0 6/w ill-th e-h u m an ities-save-u s/?_r=0

19  He p rese n ts  th e  sam e v ie w  in Save the World on Your Own Tim e (Oxford: Oxford U niversity 

P ress, 2008).

http://opiniona-
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They don't do anything, if by “do” is meant bringing about effects in the 
world. And if they do not bring about effects in the world, they cannot be 
justified except in relation to the pleasure they give to those who enjoy 
them.

Fish is very clear. A sked “of w hat use are the hum anities?” he answ ers: none 
whatsoever. This is because the hum anities are their own good, autonomous 
and unrelated to any external purpose.

This, o f course, had to provoke a heated debate. There are 485 commentar- 
ies under Fish's entry, both harshly critical, accusing the author o f a lack of 
faith (in the hum anities), and eagerly agreeing with him. Since his opponents 
were in  the majority, the author decided to restate his controversial v iew  in 
m ore precise term s (controversial at least in  the eyes o f the N YT readers)2°. 
Firstly, he says, the issue is not whether literature and art can change som e- 
one's life but w hether university courses on literature and art can do it. I f -  
Fish continues -  they cannot (as the only thing that the students should learn 
is the technique of reading and w riting about w hat they had read), then look- 
ing for a justification for the hum anities outside the classroom  is pointless.

All of this should not be taken to mean, as it was by some, that I am at- 
tacking the humanities or denigrating them or declaring them worthless.
I am saying that the value o f the humanities cannot be validated by some 
m easure external to the obsessions that lead some (like me) to devote 
their working lives to them -  measures like increased economic produc- 
tivity or the fashioning of an informed citizen, or the sharpening of moral 
perceptions, or the lessening of prejudice and discrimination.

W hat is the use of the hum anities according to Fish? There are two: studying 
literature and art allows for “m om ents o f aesthetic w onder”, and also gives 
hope that there are people in  the world, m aybe not far away, w ho can talk 
about som ething other than football at dinner.

This both is and is not a joke. The hum antities, according to Fish, are a cer- 
tain  interpretative com m unity that com m unicates using the sam e language, 
shares the sam e convictions about literature and art, and can express them  
using a sim ilar idiom, but do not relate anything that literature and art have 
to offer, to the w orld directed by any kind of purposefulness. This com m unity 
is based on the Kantian division o f the faculties o f judgm ent and defines the 
exceptionality o f the hum anities by appealing to the disinterested judgment

20 S ta n ley  Fish "The U ses o f  H um anities: Part Two" 13 . 0 1.2008 , h ttp ://op in ion ator.b logs.n ytim es. 

co m /20 o 8 /o 1/13/th e-u ses-o f-th e-h u m an ities-p art-tw o /

http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes


o f taste that -  in Kant -  excludes the application o f m oral categories relating 
to the practical reality. Fish seem s to com bine tw o K antian faculties o f the 
mind -  speculative reason and aesthetic taste -  w ith one goal, excluding mo- 
rality: the humanities are to provide us with tools that w ill enable us to discuss 
things that are im portant to us and to those who are sim ilar to us. Although 
Fish does not say this openly, he would probably say that the hum anities need 
to be supported “because they sim ply do” as they are “their own good”. N eed- 
less to say, this argum ent is rarely used in  the ongoing debate on the state of 
contemporary hum anities, particularly by those who paid for their education.

Legitim ization
I agree w ith Nussbaum  and Rorty (and I disagree w ith Fish): the hum anities 
have a political significance. Not in  the narrow  sense but in  the broadest one 
possible. The effects o f studying the hum anities are o f consequence to the 
com m unity w here the studies are undertaken, regardless o f  the opinion of 
rectors, directors and m in isters from  various un iversities, departm ents o f 
education, m inistries, parties and cabinets. The problem  lies in  the difficulty 
o f revealing the interdependency o f the hum anities and politics, and then 
justifying this connection. On the other hand, however, I also agree w ith Fish 
who leads a very intensive m edia cam paign against turning university class- 
room s into cells o f political propaganda. I w ill return to this point later on, 
after I attem pt to explain how  I understand the relationship o f politics and 
the hum anities.

A s we all know, in  the neoliberal society focused on m axim izing profit, the 
university is a gain-producing factory. M oney is invested m ostly in  scientific 
disciplines -  abbreviated to b io-techno-info -  that prom ise a quick return 
o f the investm ent w ith  a high rate o f profit. On the “m arket o f id eas”, as the 
field of university education has come to be described, those ideas w in  whose 
m arket application brings highest profits and that are easiest to program  and 
control; among the losing ideas are the one whose chances to be “im plem ent- 
ed” (a term  also used in the social realism  of the 70s), in  other words, applied 
in various branches o f economy, cannot be justified by anyone. The crisis of 
the hum anities, resulting m ostly from  the state or private institutions cut- 
ting the expenses for their developm ent, is in  fact a crisis o f legitim ization, 
that is, the ability to convince the m ajority (the society and the politicians 
that represent it) b y  the m in ority (the academ ia w ith in  the h u m a n itie s^ .

2 2  t h e  h u m a n i t i e s  a n d  p o s t h u m a n i s m

21 I w ould  like to  em p hasize  th is point stron gly : th e  crisis o f  legitim ization is not a real even t but 

a rhetorical or d iscursive  one. The issu e  boils dow n not to  how  th in gs are now  but h ow  they 

could ch an ge if th e  m eth o d s o f  a rgu m en tatio n  ch an ged . In fa c t, th is is th e  crux o f  th e  m at-
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In a neoliberal society, w hether Polish or A m erican, it is im possible to find 
a justification for anything that does not increase profits, and consequently 
it is im possible to justify  the necessity for the protection o f the hum anities 
by assigning to them  the status of a disinterested search for truth as it is m ost 
commonly done. It is im possible because their disinterestedness is a category 
rejected by the neoliberal society: what does not serve the social interest -  in 
other words -  does not increase profit (because that is how  social interest is 
defined), w ill not find support in such a society. One cannot convince anyone 
to anything i f  the two sides use different languages. A n  agreem ent sim ply 
cannot be reached here, which can be clearly seen from the hopeless ruffling of 
feathers in  the hum anities, their representatives surprised that no one wants 
to finance their research on the m edieval syntax o f lost texts or the l8th  cen- 
tury ode or elegy or w hat not. Neoliberal society has no w ish  to spend public 
m oney on useless things and it is right, except its being right (in accordance 
w ith the rules o f neoliberal economy) opposes the argum ent o f the hum ani­
ties, based on entirely different principles that here -  by definition -  are on 
a losing position.

W hat solutions do w e have then? There are a few. The first -  lofty -  one 
com es from  the rather popular b elie f that one does not enter a debate with 
fools and the representatives o f hum anities should not soil their hands in 
the public space taken over b y  politics. The second, m ore pragm atic al- 
though also a pessim istic one, assum es that the w ar o f the hum anities and 
the m arket is inevitable and already lost by the first, and so w e should be 
glad about having w h at we do, be th rifty w ith  the scraps from  the m aster's 
table and sim ply som ehow  try  save ourselves in  the hard tim es that have 
come. The third, utopian one, hopes that a w ise statesm an (Barack Obama, 
Donald Tusk) w ill step up as a generous donor w hose intelligence and sen- 
sitiv ity  w ill a llow  them  to see the trouble o f the hum anities and w ho w ill 
let their representatives nurture, for good m oney, their incom prehensible 
and rather am using -  at least for everyone else -  activities. A ll three so lu­
tions are based  on the sam e prem ise: the w orld o f politics contradicts the 
w orld  o f  the academ ia. Or, m ore precisely, that the public space and the

ter: th e  crisis o f  th e  hum anities is a crisis o f  the m ean s o f  their ju stificatio n , in o th er w ords, 

o f  th e  institutional w ord g am e. Let us ch an ge th e  g am e and th e  reality will ch an ge . I have 

d evo ted  to  this m a tter m y n ew  book, Polityka wrażliwości. Wprowadzenie do hum anistyki 

[The Politics o f  S en sitiv ity . Introduction to  H um anities], to  be published as vo lu m e no. 10 0  o f 

th e  Horyzonty now oczesności [Horizons o f  m odernity] series . I p ropose  th ere  m y ow n vision 

o f  th e  hum anities, but I am  also fu lly aw are  o f  th e  in sufficien cy o f  this p ro ject for as long as it 

is not su p po rted  by oth er on e s  bearin g sim ilar m e ssa g e . We m u st e n force  a n ew  lan guage o f 

d eb a te  abo u t th e  hum an ities, d ifferen t from  th e  lan guage  o f  con fron tation  w ith  th e  natural 

s c ie n c e s  w h o se  dom ination  has put th e  h um an ities in in surm ou n table trouble.
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academ ic space are inevitably divergent and there is no chance for a common 
ground. This b e lie f becom es very clear w hen the generous donor (Obama, 
Tusk) reveals h im se lf to be a sim ple entrepreneur looking after the inter- 
ests o f  the rich or w hen the m inim al external support becom es even more 
m inimal.

Politicization Good and Bad
The situation seem s to be com pletely d ifferent w h en  w e rem ove the de- 
m arcation line dividing the public and the academ ic space, politics and the 
hum anities, w hich is a difficult gesture, especially as the representatives of 
the hum anities them selves are not interested in m aking it. However, when 
the boundaries are suspended and the academ ia begins to use the language 
o f politics, the situation, paradoxically, does not change at all. Politicization 
o f the academ y assum es adopting the langue o f politics w ithin  its realm , in 
other w ords, adopting the rule o f political interestedness norm ally applied 
outside. A  head of the university who uses the language of neoliberal economy 
to justify budget cuts (i.e. supporting exact sciences at the cost of the hum ani­
ties) and a professor who sees in  the criticism  o fh is feeble academ ic achieve- 
ment an attack on their race or gender identity and demands a condemnation 
o f the racist or sexist critics o f his work, both use the sam e biased, political 
blackm ail: a language that brings im m ediate advantage and at the sam e time 
excludes any discussion. The university head gets an alibi to assign resources 
in a w ay that brings profit, the professor keeps a prestigious position protected 
by the gender or race im m unity that no one dares to touch not to be accused 
o f discrim ination. Politicization o f the academ y m ay -  speaking em phati- 
cally -  put a muzzle on it, or -  speaking more euphem istically -  restrict the 
freedom  o f academ ic debate that I hold to be the m ost im portant elem ent of 
university culture.

However, the politicization o f the academ y does not have to entail its be- 
coming partial; the political does not have to be partisan. I assume everything 
that happens in the public space (polis) to be political, and I understand the 
public sphere not so m uch as a defined, physical space accessible to everyone 
(a classical definition o f public space such as a city square or park) but as a set 
o f languages (discourses) defining the existence of a certain community. Eve­
rything that takes place in the public sphere has a linguistic character (even 
im ages in  this space have their syntax and semantics) for the existence o f the 
individual w ithin the com m unity is linguistically determined. Each o f us uses 
several languages: we speak differently at home, w ith our family, differently 
at w ork (naturally, som etim es these languages overlap, to the detrim ent of 
both), differently on television and at the university. In each o f these micro
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spaces the languages are subject to further differentiation: we use a d iffer­
ent language talking to our grandmother, a different one w hen talking to the 
grandchild, different ones at a conference and in the sem inar room. D iffer­
ent language is used w h en  w e talk  to a colleague about the recto rs recent 
decision, and a different one w hen asking the rector to finance our research 
project. The ability of social adaptation relies on the ability to assimilate a for- 
eign language, even i f  it is a language of everyday clothing or table m anners. 
A s  can be seen, I understand language in a very  broad context, as a set o f 
signs using a syntax readable to others. W hen M ichael Pollan says that “eat- 
ing is a political act”, he m eans not only that w hat w e eat and how  we eat is 
a testim ony to our cultural identity (culture is thoroughly political) but also 
that a change in the paradigm  o f nutrition (for instance, reflecting on the life 
conditions o f the farm  anim als that w e eat) contributes to a reshaping of the 
social imaginarium. Jacques Derrida says that we enter the political each time 
w e open our m ouths by which he m eans that each act o f speech is a certain 
social prom ise related not so much to the content o f the utterance but to the 
attitude o f the speaker (I shall speak the truth, I shall not lie etc.; o f course 
this prom ise is frequently subject to m anipulation possible only because the 
prom ise is taken seriously22). The sphere o f the political is not a struggle of 
opposing partisan interests (right versus left, republicans versus democrats, 
liberals versus conservatives) but first and forem ost the sphere of the social 
im aginarium  or conceptions o f the w orld that w e share or disagree about. 
These conceptions do not exist hidden in  the depths o f our m inds but are for- 
mulated in various languages that we use to define our position in a narrower 
(family, work) or broader world (continent, world). The fate of more special- 
ized languages, for instance theoretical idiom s used for the developm ent of 
science, is also political. There are no politically neutral languages in  the sense 
that each language, from  the one we use to com m unicate w ith a baby to the 
language of nuclear physics, has its social dim ension (both o f these languages 
have som ething in com m on: th ey are incom prehensible to outsiders) and 
each is a different w ay to tam e the world, to tear away another o f its shrouds 
o f incomprehensibility. Each is based on different assum ptions regarding the 
nature o f the world, the language used to describe this world, and the person 
using it. Those assum ptions resurface in the form  o f different, finite varieties 
upon which language users build freely and rather instinctively aggregations

22 The so-ca lled  "Sokal h oax” is th e  b e s t  exam ple  o f  such  m anipulation. It unfolded a fte r  Alan 

Sokal, a N ew  York physicist, sen t  to  th e  editors o f  So cial Text a fake a rtic le  en titled  "Tran sgress- 

ing th e  Boundaries. Tow ards a T ran sform ative H erm en eutics o f  Q uantum  G rav ity ”, com piled 

from  m ism atch ed  p ieces  o f  various d isco u rses . S e e : Editors o f  "Lingua Franca”, The Sokal Hoax. 

Th eSh am  thatSh o o k A ca dem y  (Lincoln, NE and London: U niversity  o f  N ebraska, 2000).
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known as com m unity23. The difference betw een a religious com m unity (re- 
gardless o f  its detailed characteristics) and a scientific com m unity is that 
their language cannot be reconciled (the instances o f priests w ho are also 
astrophysicists are not a counter-argum ent: professor Heller uses a d iffer­
ent language w riting about the Q uakers and a different one w riting about 
quarks), sim ilarly as in  the case o f broad philosophical language where one 
cannot reconcile the language of analytical and herm eneutic philosophy, and 
in the realm  o f culinary language -  the language o f Polish and Thai cuisine 
(i.e. the languages by which a Polish and a Thai cook explain the m eaning of 
w hat they do.) Richard Rorty refers to the languages that w e use to explain 
the w orld as vocabularies. Since the day W ittgenstein provided serious proof 
for the lack o f existence o f private vocabularies (languages), it has been clear 
that each vocabulary functioning in  a given culture has a political m eaning, 
that is, it binds the com m unity together. Philatelists use a different language 
than the cardiologists but th ey find a com m on one w h en  th ey change the 
com m unity and together cheer for the sam e football team . Changes o f the 
local dictionaries are frequent and m ean only that our social identities vary 
and they are determ ined by various idiom s that we adapt for our own use. In 
fact, no one speaks one language and this m ultilingualism  describes every 
person who functions in the public sphere. Those who shun it, m oving away 
from  a conversation w ith others toward their own, narrow private space, risk 
entering a sphere of complete incomprehensibility.

There are, however, attem pts to thw art this m ultilingualism , to prevent 
the m ultiplication o f incom patible languages in order to prevent the Babelic 
cataclysm  (which, in fact is not a cataclysm  but a m etaphor o f our everyday 
condition). Their aim  is to close the used vocabularies, to declare that they 
constitute a finite explanation of reality or that they reflect reality in  the most 
adequate way. These attem pts are rooted in the prim eval dream  to return 
to the tim e w hen things were equal to words, w hen w ords m atched objects 
perfectly and there w as no space o f deflection betw een them. O f course this 
dream  o f a perfect language entw ining reality inevitably denigrates itse lf as 
a language identical to reality stops being a language, that is a tool created by 
m an in order to deal w ith  it som ehow. Language is undoubtedly one o f the 
elements of reality but it is not reality in its entirety, neither are our emotions 
and thoughts. But w hen language users begin to exclude languages based on 
other prem ises, convinced that their ow n speaks the truth about reality, or

23 For m e, personally, m e, such  a com m un ity, in o th er w ord s, p eople  th at I w ould like to m eet 

a t a party, will c o n sist rather o f  the en th u siasts  o f  M onty Python than Alan Badiou, Seinfeld 

rather than Zizek, Larry David rather than  Leo S tra u ss . To put it shortly , I p refer th e  com m un ity 

o f  com ed ian s to  th e  com m un ity  o f  on to lo g ists  and political philosophers.
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even that it is reality, the politicality o f the language reveals itself very clearly. 
If som eone believes that the Bible is a text providing answ ers to all possible 
questions, or proves that all m etaphysical problem s derive from  a faulty use 
o f language, or i f  som eone says that Satan or Am erica (or the Great Am erican 
Satan) are responsible for all that is wrong w ith the world, they use a language 
excluding all others that describe the w orld differently or provide a different 
explanation. Curiously, in  the last case one observes a surprising proxim ity of 
two languages one w ould never expect to be related: the language of radical 
evangelization and the language of radical left. Radical languages are not very 
different from one another.

Theses, H ypotheses, Prostheses
Those sim ple explanations were m eant to introduce a few  sim ilarly simple 
theses that form  the basis for m y Polityka wrażliwości, w here I argue that the 
m ain  task  o f the hum anities is to reshape the social im agination, in  other 
words, to influence what and how  people think about the world. A s it is a task 
norm ally ascribed to politics, I attem pt to show  that the task  th at the h u ­
m anities set for them selves is thoroughly political. But it is not the goal o f 
the hum anities to convince people to this or other position, to this or other 
set o f convictions. The hum anities do not lean toward a particular elem ent of 
the social im agination. They have an opposite task. The hum anities show that 
there is no single vocabulary to explain the world, there is no single superior 
ideology (from the left or from  the right side, or from  the middle, or the polar 
ends) to rely on, there is no privileged set o f sym bolic representations more 
adequate than other sets. The hum anities sensitize us to the fact that none of 
the popular vocabularies is finite and they can always be changed for other 
ones, m ore u se fa l to our purposes, better reflecting not the reality  (as no 
language reflects reality better than other ones) but our beliefs, our convic­
tions, our dream s. I agree w ith  Louis M enand w ho believes that “historical 
and theoretical knowledge, which is the kind o f knowledge that liberal educa- 
tion dissem inates”, (which also im plies the hum anities that lie at the core of 
liberal education,) reveals “the contingency and constructedness o f present 
arrangem ents”24. The hum anities make us aware o f the relativity o f what we 
do with the world and in  this sense they are closest to ourselves, as fragile and 
accidental as the institutions we establish. It is also w hy they could take the 
place o f basic sciences, as they take as their object not this or that (Romantic 
literature, cubist painting or the complement) but hum an existence in  its di­
verse, m ore or less institutionalized m anifestations. I say “could” as there is

24 M enand, The M arketplace o f Ideas, 56.
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no one extraordinary place from  where one should speak w ith one language 
about the hum an existence, because hum an existence can only be discussed 
in various w ays, using various languages, from  various perspectives, w ithin 
various disciplines. Consequently, the hum anities that I am trying to envision 
here are neither a separate science, nor a separate discipline, not even a meta- 
discipline and foundation for every other discipline (although such dreams 
have been resurfacing since their emergence). The hum anities are only a cer- 
tain critical disposition, by which I understand what Aristotle referred to as hexis, 
and Bourdieu as habitus: an attitude o f the individual toward the surrounding 
w orld25. It is a critical disposition since they put the established vocabularies 

used by particular disciplines in  a state o f crisis (i.e. potential transform a- 
tion), or instill doubt in  the purity o f each particular vocabulary serving as 
a b asis for the separateness o f particular d isciplines26 . The hum anities are 
not an um brella term  for various disciplines (literary studies, philosophy, art 
history etc.) but their academ ic fram ework. This fram ew ork m ay be treated 
provisionally, as a certain taxonom ic practice allowing for an easy structural 
division o f a given institution (human sciences here, natural sciences there, 
social sciences elsewhere; o f course this classical division has long been quite 
archaic, but that is a different story) but we can also approach the humanities 
as an unfinished project w hose existence is necessary for us to be aware of 
w hat we do. Not only in the academ ia but in  every sphere o f public life.

Translation: Anna Warso

25 S e e : Pierre Bourdieu, Outline o f  a Theory o f Practice  (Cam bridge: C am bridge U niversity  Press, 

1977); The Rules o f Art (Stanford: Stanford  U niversity  Press: 1996); Distinction. A So cia l Critique  

o ftheJud ge m ento fTa ste  (Cam bridge: H arvard U niversity  Press, 1979).

26 Naturally, w h a t op en s here is th e  v a s t  issu e  o f  interdisciplinarity. I am  a stron g  oppon en t 

o f  th e  interdisciplinary con fu sion  th at d o es m ore harm  than  good but I can n ot d iscu ss  it here 

in m ore detail. I have p resen ted  m y v ie w s  on th e  m atter, am o n g oth ers, a t th e  con feren ce  

organized by th e  C en ter for A dvanced Stu d ies  in th e  H um anities in C racow : Interzones 

(June 2010).


