C. F. Poale

A MISCONCEPTION IN THE HUMANITIES

Sivc o vews o6 T cerver the humanities have been running to catch
wp with the narural scicnces, The very language we have adopted from the
sciences reflects our anxiety not o be outrun, Daily we grow more fond of
such words as “science™ itself, “scientific method”, “laboratory”, “rescarch™
i GAT. W ahssrel it the scats nares'oo i abiarsciwa st iy b
success as a worker, but great prestige as well: few sights impress us more than
o e o scientist earnestly cliciting the truth from his testube, always, of
course, with the murvellous sid of “the scientific method”, Forthwith, we turn
w0 the library, “our laboratory”, But what we will we make of the library?
Tt is observed—arns men can also carry out chservations—that the scientist
never studics; he engages in research, Henceforth, therefore, we will neither
read nor siwdy; we will be rescarch men, But we are not scientists yet. To
do rescarch we mut discover a field and, like our colleagues in science, be-
come speciulists, Now we have come a lung way towards the equality we
pine for. The bt step is a resolution 10 produce and o publish. To this
end we formulate the first law of contemporary scholarship: teaching and
rescarch ace interdependent.

“The purpose of this paper is to suggest that this scmantic somersault can
be performed only with the aid of a serious miscanception of some csscatial
differences between the humanities and the natural sciences. It is not neces-
sary or desirable to attempe any definitions of “humanities™: in this context
the term denotes studies traditionally carried on in dcp:rumnn of Classics,
English, Modern Languages, Philcsophy, and — sometimes — History. The
paper is canfined 1o a discussion of the formal \udung and Jearning that go
on in wniversitics.

The misconceptions reflected in the semantic tricks just cited owe their
plausibility 1o our overloaking, or suppressing, a fundamental distincion be-
tween the humanitics and the natural sciences: the face that in the sciences
knowledge is accumulative, while in the humanities it & noe. To sy that
knowledge is sccumulative is mot merely to say that facts are added to facts,
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that scientists now know much more than Thales did; advance in the sciences
is due not so much to the accumulation of facts as to the development of new
concepts and the refinement of others. Science took a giant step forward when
it abandoned the Galapagos Islands for the abstractions of the laboratory.
Though we speak of revolutions in science, this metaphor obscures, therefore,
the real nature of the advance; in science each generation builds on the work
of its predecessors. It is not necessary to justify this claim; most people ac-
cept it, at least as a general truth.

This characteristic of scientific knowledge is the theoretical justifica-
tion for the kind of approach to learning and teaching adopted in the sciences.
It is because knowledge is accumulative that studies begin with the latest
theories and facts, with Niels Bohr and not with Democritus. The history
of science, although it is interesting and valuable in itself, forms no part of
scientific studies as such.

To say that scientific knowledge is accumulative is also to say that it
is public. It is public in the sense that each result or discovery can be veri-
fied by every scientist who is competent; the scientist’s methods and results
are public. Scientific knowledge is public in the further sense that by its
nature it lends itself to team work. Thus, scientists with varying degrees of
ability can work on the same project. The project is, say, the verification of
an hypothesis. While the formulation of a fruitful hypothesis calls for ability
of a very high order, certain measurements necessary to the verification can
be carried out by people who are merely competent. When Pascal, unsatisfied
with Torricelli’s verification of the “sea of air” hypothesis, set out to devise a
more convincing one, he enlisted the aid of his brother-in-law, Périer, to carry
out a series of simple barometric measurements. The results met Pascal’s de-
mands for verification, and gave his brother-in-law a place in the history of
science.

. Scientific knowledge is public in a third sense. It is almost without
value unless it is published. An idea kept in the scientist’s mind is likely to
be an idea lost. Hence if it is to be of any value, if it is to contribute to the
scientific enterprise, it must be published. Had Périer made his measurements
in 1966, the poor fellow would have published a paper. The scientist, then,
must not only read the latest journals; it makes good sense that he should also
contribute to them.

Teachers in the humanities have erred in assuming that the approach
found to be successful in science is applicable to their own study and teaching.
The justification for the scientist’s approach, in essential questions, is no-
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where fouad in the humanities Here it makes a0 sense to speak of accumula-
tive knowledge, In the first place; not all humanissic sudics are concerned
with knowledge in the ordinasy or adicatific séfise of that tem, Thé humanist
unters such statements 25 " This is 5 beausiful painting”, “That is  good Fan”,
“Wordsworth s 2 better poct than Lucretius”. Many philosopbers now hold
that such propositions are emeaive sentences; that i, chat they staje noihing at
all, bur oaly express of evoke emations, Bar cven those who contend that
they are in some sease statements will agrec tha they are not public knew-
ledge in the distincrive sense in which mstements in sciepce ar public. Unlike
scientific statements, they are subjective. Elece “subjecsive” is used, not in the
sense of “merely subjective”, bu in the sense thar there is o publicly sccepeed
criterion for assessing their truth, or even their meaning. Hence, how a poem
or a play is judged depends not only on the inteliigence and skill of the reader,
but alsa on his values, Tnsafar, then, a5 we concem ourselves with statements
of value, there s no ground for hape that knowledge will accumulase, Whar
would it mean 10 say that John Seeart Mill's lberalism is beater than Burke's
conservatigm, o that Elior's The Waste Land is a bexer poem than Paradise
Lai?

There is 1 secand reason wiyy there is 7o sccumulation of knovwledge in
Ahe humanies. W i3 2ot only the cose that we wer some vahuesatemens;
one can ga much farther and say that every sstement is valuedaden. For in
considering the history of ideas, the notion of “mere knowledge” is, a1 A, N.
Whirchead pi it, “2 high sbussction which we should dismiss from our
minds. Knowledge is always accompanied with accessories of emucion and
purpase.®

The idex that value touches the very heart of the bumanities
ot 50 ebviotis 5 the Eact that same of our propositions are waluejudgmears.
An example from the writing of history will perbaps throw some light on it.
Al historians would now agree with Whitehesd thar Gibbon's Decline and
Fall of the Romen Empire s in pan “a record of the memalivy of 1he eighteemb
century,” that it is Gibbon who peaks? Yet Gibboa presents many facts
abous the Roman Empire. Is it possible to separate the faces from Gibbon's
peejudices or values? Encouraged by recent developments in the analysis of
language, secording to which statements are eicher cognicive or emosive, many
philasophers contend that in principle we can separate fact and value.  Thus
Au J. Ayer in bis influencial Langnage, Trurh and Logic writes: “We shall
sez ourselves to show that in so far a5 matements of value are significant, they
are ordinary “scientific” saements; that in so faf as they are not seieatific, they
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are not in the literal sense s:gmfu:ant but are simply expressmns of emotion
which can be neither true nor false.”® :

But this notion is mistaken. Gibbon’s work, view:d as a history, is not
just a collection of statements, cognitive or emotive. The whole is not merely
the sum of the parts; the work is a narrative and a thesis. Though it does in-
clude many individual statements which everyone would accept as statements
of fact, it makes no sense to say that the history is only a collection of state-
ments. The author’s values determined the sclection and arrangement of facts,
and hence the importance assigned to them. One can go farther and say
that the author’s values created many of the facts. To remove the value from
Gibbon’s work, therefore, would be to produce not only a history different
from Gibbon's, but no history at all.

If fact and value are inseparable in history, it is still more obvious that
no separation is possible in poetry and philosophy. Far from being incidental
and peripheral, value is of the essence of the humanities. “The belief in
values,” as Henry B. Parkes puts it, “Is a necessity of the human spirit, not a
deduction from the processes of the natural universe.” Thus, while we need
not go all the way with Fichte and say that the kind of philosophy one chooses
depends upon the kind of man one is, we cannot deny that in the humanities
fact and value are inextricably bound together.

| In the humanities, then, we cannot in any straightforward way speak
of an accumulation of knowledge. Many of our statements are not “merely
cognitive” at all, and more importantly, value pervades all of them. Of
course, one can say that Elizabethan drama is better than Greck. But to say
it presupposes a set of valuejudgments; we cannot escape the circle. We can-
not claim that there is progress so long as there is no public criterion for mea-
suring it. Hence only the man who is wholly given over to current values
could assume that Aristotle’s views on the good life, or on poetry, are less
advanced than Collingwood’s, or that Arthur Miller is a better dramatist than
Euripides.

It seems sensible, therefore, to begin our studies in the humanities with
broad, classical statements rather than with the latest picce of scholarly work;
that we should begin with what Ortega y Gasset called “the system of ideas
by which the age lives.”® This is not to say that ancient writers are wiser
than contemporary writers. The point is that in the humanities “ancient” and
“modern” are little more than labels to mark a writer’s place in time. Nor is
it assumed that problems hold their relative importance from age to age, or
that men’s responses to problems will be invariable from one generation to an-
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wother, But it follows from the face thar knowledge is not accumulative thae
we should expeet the: chassies, for anything we know in advance, 1 throw light
on our problems, or, perhaps more often, w show s that our question is idle.
As one writer put it, It was the celowsal triwemph o the Greeks snd Romans
mdﬂdkpmmwkmdlhrwwwwmdwﬁphdm

profundity
We study the past, then, not becaue we have 2 blind reverence for it,
a0t 0 recaprure 3 golden age, but simply becavse most iluminating works
belong th the past. Wheress ninery percent of the world's seientists are Jiving.
soday, it is 50 exaggeration to sy that of the workd's great philosophers, poets
and men of letters, ninety percent died before we were born. o ok he
clamical expressions

s iy, oo 1, e Blmoricad deuse Tavebves n peresitios i gady 8 B
_mddnp‘ghdhm
While accepting this praise of the classict, smeone might sill deny
that mudies in the humanities ought 10 begin with what 1 have called the
great expremions of human expecicice. It mnmu..pduuwm
begin like the wiences, with what is called, ofien quise wrongly, a ..
depeh, with emyphasis on scholarly minwmise, Hut this would be o make
dialogue besween teacher and sudenn almost. meaninglens, At ﬂ::du(:
Im‘lndd:nm‘:dﬁlad:lmnx:h\khx}hmni.ikludm
“The aaciea tree of learning did ot fal to grows it put fonk new branches
and mew fruit, ‘We have made the mistake of not allowing the learner to sec
the tree for ihe branches; and we boost him into some upper branch to make
i litle nest there.™  Any minute picce of swark in the humanities will almost
cemainly fail t raise 3 question, let alone an ancwer, unlens it comes clothed
in a varicty of asociarions, hisrical, pﬁilmphlml.llldlnnmy. The point

Tkhﬂlb.mlhchmndnl:w-ﬁpummﬂnnlh
mcans that it is more difficult for s t engage In what the graduste schools
aall “original rescarch®. The grem human themes have been explored by
genius from Plao to Mikioo and Kant. It is therefore difficlt 10 aay
thing new; most scholars can ooly hope 10 be. readers aod nrprerers.

gh
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the work of interpretation itself demands ability of a high order, which is
found in only a few people in each generation. Hence it hardly seems pos-
sible to escape the conclusion that most teachers, if they would be publishers,
must content themselves with minutiae. Far from improving one’s under-
standing, however, this kind of activity is more likely to cut off the sources
of knowledge and dry up the wells of the spirit. Already in the second decade
of this century, President Hibben of Princeton was sounding the warning:
“The restricted field of investigation demanding an intensity of sustained
application and concentrated attention is in itself conducive to a narrowing
of scholarly interest, to a limiting of the sources of knowledge, and to a cir-
cumscribing of the range of desire and appreciation.”*®

In any case, there are already far too many “scholarly” articles. Out-
side the universities, men turn to the classics to escape articles about them: a
great many scholars, as Whitehead once remarked, “are engaged in reducing
men of genius to the commonplace.”’* Yet, in our anxiety to parallel the re-
search of scientists, we have filled the journals and are every day founding
more. We are filling them with critiques of critiques of critiques; we are
even resorting to the anti-book and the anti-article, in which we show either
that the original ought not to have been written, or that it ought to have been
written in another way; we have displaced ideas by a study of the language
in which they are expressed; and literature is being displaced by talk about it.
“Literary scholarship as we know it,” Mark Van Doren observed, “is most at
home among the small books it can explain, the imperfect ones that have palp-
able sources in other books.”!?

The assumption that every teacher ought to engage in publishing is bad
for many teachers and injurious to students. The teacher, having been led by
the graduate school to suppose that his higher degree, if not an outward sign
of genius, is at least a good substitute for it, and encouraged by research in
the sciences, comes to his first job radiant in the hope that his thoughts and
research can soon be given to the waiting world. But he soon discovers that
between his innermost thoughts and the written page the distance is great. His
confidence shaken, but not destroyed, he now reasons that the work-load is
too heavy, and with no less acuity proclaims that funds in aid of research are
woefully short. In a word, he is obliged to turn to minutiae. And if, as is
often the case, he lacks the ability or interest to do even this kind of research,
the groves of Academe become for him a valley of dry bones. But there is
nothing mysterious about this transformation. As Samuel P. Capen in his
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study of the preparation of college teachers concluded, the vast majority of
college teachers have no special wlent for research,

“The assumpiion that all teachers ought to be engaged in research leading
to publication is also injuriaus to the student. Teachers who are engaged in
rescarch have less time to give to teaching gencrally, and o individual students
in particular. As John Henry Newman remarked, “While teaching involves
external engigements, the naural home for experiment snd speculaton i
retirement ™ Pythagoras, Newnn reminds us, lived for 2 time in a cave;
“Thales “lived unmarried and in privase, and refused the invication of princes”;
while Newson's quiet meditarions “almese shook his reason.” Of course, time
given to rescarch would be well spent if a man's researches made him a better
teacher, There is, however, not a shied of evidence to support this conclusion.
Indecd, the poiot is tht i is not  conclusion at all, but an assumption. And
many distinguished educstars and seachers have rejected it. Ac early as 1912,
a professor of Classics fele constrained to obseeve: | There are teachers] who,
poscessing a navural apticude for thinking in millimeters, find in the minutiae
of their doctaral training lifc's great anraction, and commence a lang caree
of closetstudy, which is interrupted only by the demands of such physical

s eating and sleeping, and wtally unfits them to inspire [the student]
with snything but disgust.”*  More than half a century ago, at a time when
ambitious plans were being drawn up for graduate work in the liberal arts col-
leges, a minarity of educatars in the Unised Scates were expressing the fear that
the new emphasis on research in undergraduste instittions would sesult in
pourer teaching, and heace in a decline of liberal education, Daniel Gilman,
the first president of Johns Hopkins University, wrate: 1 can never rid my-
self of the belief that the essential value of the university does net depend upon
the discoveries it makes, or the knowledge it accumulates and impans, but in
the characters which it develops™® Gilman was not, of course, underestimat:
ing the value of rescarch; like Professor Harper of Yale, G. Stanley Hall of
Clark, and President Tappan of the University of Michigan, be believed hat
teaching and research were two distinct functions which could be more suc-
cessfully perfarmed in separate insitutians. Jobn Henry Newman had already
expressed the same view: “The nature of the case and the history of philasaphy
combine to recommend to us this division of intellccral labour between Acad-
emies and Univensitics. To discaver and 1o teach are distinet functians; they
are also distinct gifts, and are not commenly found united in the same per-
on/™

I aping the natural sciences we are making 3 grave and inexcueable
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mistake. It is wrong to adopt the scientist’s approach to learning, research, and
publication. Scientific knowledge is accumulative, value is not. The history
of science is a history of the advancement of knowledge; the humanities record
the ebb and flow of the human spirit.
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