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N ailed to the ship's mast in 
Moby-Dick i s a gold doubloon 
stamped with signs and sym 

bols "in luxuriant profusion." The 
coin is Captain Ahab's promised re 
ward to the crewman who sights the 
white whale, but in its emblem each 
man reads his own meaning. As Ahab 
says, "This round gold is but the 
image of the rounder globe, which, 
like a magician's glass, to each and 
every man in turn but mirrors back 
his own mysterious self."

Like the bright doubloon, the hu 
manities mirror our own image and 
our image of the world. Through the 
humanities we reflect on the funda 
mental question: what does it mean 
to be human? The humanities offer 
clues but never a complete answer. 
They reveal how people have tried to 
make moral, spiritual, and intellectual 
sense of a world in which irrational 
ity, despair, loneliness, and death are 
as conspicuous as birth, friendship, 
hope, and reason. We learn how indi 
viduals or societies define the moral 
life and try to attain it, attempt to 
reconcile freedom and the responsibi- 
ties of citizenship, and express them 
selves artistically. The humanities do 
not necessarily mean humaneness, nor 
do they always inspire the individual 
with what Cicero called 'incentives 
to noble action." But by awakening a 
sense of what it might be like to be
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someone else or to live in another 
time or culture, they tell us about 
ourselves, stretch our imagination, 
and enrich our experience. They in 
crease our distinctively human po 
tential.

The humanities presume particular 
methods of expression and inquiry— 
language, dialogue, reflection, imagin 
ation, and metaphor. In the humani 
ties the aims of these activities of 
mind are not geometric proof and 
quantitative measure, but rather in 
sight, perspective, critical understand 
ing, discrimination, and creativity. 
These aims are not unique to the 
humanities, but are found in other 
fields, in images from the arts, and in 
new forms of expression created by 
film, television, and computers. No 
matter how large their circle, how 
ever, the humanities remain dedicated 
to the disciplined development of 
verbal, perceptual, and imaginative 
skills needed to understand experi 
ence.

For centuries the fields of knowl 
edge most often viewed as humanistic 
have been languages and literatures, 
history, and philosophy. To these the 
Commission on the Humanities of 
1963-64 added the arts, "the history 
and comparison of religion and law," 
and "those aspects of the social sci 
ences which have humanistic content 
and employ humanistic methods." 
Legislation authorizing the National 
Endowment for the Humanities now 
also includes linguistics, archeology, 
and ethics. This Commission, too, 
sees languages and literatures, history, 
and philosophy as the central human 
istic fields, and we accept these addi 
tions. But fields alone do not define 
the humanities:
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At their most vivid, the [humanities] 
are like the arts as well as the sciences. The 
humanities are that form of knowledge in 
which the knower is revealed. All knowl 
edge becomes humanistic when this effect 
takes place, when we are asked to contem 
plate not only a proposition but the pro 
poser, when we hear the human voice 
behind what is being said (Charles Prankel, 
speech in Austin, Texas, December 1978).

Whether defined by questions, 
methods, or fields, the humanities 
employ a particular medium and turn 
of mind. The medium is language. 
Discourse sets in motion and supports 
reflection and judgment. The humani 
ties have close ties not only with 
speech but especially with writing and 
the thought processes writing makes 
possible. Study in the humanistic dis 
ciplines is not limited to texts—oral 
cultures have reflected deeply on 
human experience and have achieved 
great wisdom—but it cannot proceed 
without creating and using texts. In 
our time the humanities necessarily 
have to do not only with the written 
word and print, but also with the 
elecronically processed word. While 
the medium in the humanities is lan 
guage, the turn of mind is toward 
history, the record of what has moved 
men and women before us to act, 
believe, and build as they did. Con 
scious of our links with the past, we 
achieve a deeper understanding of 
ourselves in the present and discover 
possibilities and limits that will shape 
our future.

T he essence of the humanities is 
a spirit or an attitude toward 
humanity. They show how the 

individual is autonomous and at the 
same time bound, in the ligatures of 
language and history, to humankind 
across time and throughout the world. 
The humanities are an important 
measure of the values and aspirations 
of any society. Intensity and breadth 
in the perception of life and power 
and richness in works of the imagina 
tion betoken a people alive as moral 
and aesthetic beings, citizens in the 
fullest sense. They base their educa 
tion on sustaining principles of per 
sonal enrichment and civic responsi 
bility. They are sensitive to beauty 
and aware of their cultural heritage. 
They can approach questions of 
value, no matter how complex, with 
intelligence and goodwill. They can 
use their scientific and technical 
achievements responsibly because they 
see the connections among science,

technology, and humanity.
No conception of the humanities is 

complete if it omits humanism as a 
civic ideal. In the European Renais 
sance many humanists connected 
learning with civic duty and decried 
what they took to be the pedantic, 
unworldly attitudes of medieval scho 
lasticism. Since the Renaissance the 
connections between education and 
public life have multiplied. Democ 
racy rests on the principle of enlight 
ened self-rule by the entire citizenry. 
So, in a sense, does our modern sys 
tem of cultural patronage. In the 
Renaissance the humanities depended 
on a few patrons; today support for 
and participation in the humanities 
are public forces and public responsi 
bilities on a large scale. Finally, 
though slowly, the meaning of cosmo 
politanism has broadened, and with 
it the idea of citizenship. We cannot 
afford to look parochially at other

cultures as curiosities, "like us" only 
insofar as their members have con 
verted to Christianity or studied at 
Oxford or Yale.

These important social changes do 
not point to a simple or single ideal 
of civic virtue. Our republic stands on 
a belief that educated citizens will 
participate effectively in decisions 
concerning the whole community. 
Humanistic education helps prepare 
individuals for this civic activity. The 
humanities lead beyond "functional" 
literacy and basic skills to critical 
judgment and discrimination, ena 
bling citizens to view political issues 
from an informed perspective. 
Through familiarity with foreign cul 
tures—as well as with our own sub 
cultures—the humanities show that 
citizenship means belonging to some 
thing larger than neighborhood or 
nation. Complementing the political 
side of citizenship is the cultural. A

literate public does not passively re 
ceive cultural works from academic 
guardians, but actively engages in the 
interpretation, creation, and re-crea 
tion of those works. Participation in 
the republic of letters is participation 
in community life as well.

Although the humanities pertain 
to citizenship, they also have an 
integrity of their own. They are not 
always relevant to urgent social or 
political issues. They are not simply 
a means to advanced literacy or culti 
vation. Nor are they a duty, a require 
ment, of a kind of finishing-school 
concern—froth on the brew, embroid 
ery on the blanket. If to grow in 
wisdom—not simply in cleverness, or 
dexterity, or learning—is practical, 
then the humanities, properly con 
ceived and conveyed, are decidedly 
practical. They help develop capaci 
ties hard to define clearly and without 
cliche: a sharpened critical judgment, 
a keener appreciation of experience. 
Study of the humanities makes dis 
tinctive marks on the mind: through 
history, the ability to disentangle and 
interpret complex human events; 
through literature and the arts, the 
ability to distinguish the deeply felt, 
the well wrought, and the continually 
engrossing from the shallow, the 
imitative, and the monotonous; 
through philosophy, the sharpening of 
criteria for moral decision and war 
rantable belief.

These capacities serve much more 
than the notion that, as a member of 
a community or state, the in3ividual 
has civic duties and virtues. There are 
other values besides civic ones, and 
they are often found in privacy, inti 
macy, and distance from civic life. 
The humanities sustain this second 
conception of individuality, as deeply 
rooted as the other in our cultural 
inheritance, in three important ways. 
First, they emphasize the individual's 
critical vigilance over political ac 
tivity. This is a form of civic par 
ticipation, but it demands judgment 
acquired through detachment and 
circumspection. Second, teaching and 
scholarship in the humanities fre 
quently consider subjects beyond 
those of immediate public concern; 
the humanities pursue matters of 
value without defining vahie as social 
utility. Finally, the humanities offer 
intensely personal insights into the 
recesses of experience. Ultimately, 
the individual interprets what appears 
in the gold doubloon. •
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