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This essay calls on us to future-proof the study of the world’s pasts by creating a new 
field, ancient studies, that would replace “classics” and “classical studies” by draw-
ing together scholars of ancient cultures from disciplines and area studies around 
the world. Our current disciplinary divisions, burdened by prejudices about race,  
religion, and national identity, are hindering intellectual exchange and collabora-
tion. Approaching ancient studies from a global perspective demands the conser-
vation of a global archive; commitment to its preservation will help restore the hu-
manity stolen from people invaded, enslaved, exploited, erased, and ignored in past 
centuries and today. The vitality of the archive’s contents will enrich our care for the 
world in all its variety and complexity and help us imagine a better future for all our 
pasts–as well as for ourselves and generations to follow. 

Quoted from “Ancient Rescue Operation at the American Council of 
Learned Societies,” published in The Chronicle of Higher Education on May 
10, 2069:

At the 150th ACLS Annual Meeting, the executive directors of the American Historical 
Association, the Society for Classical Studies, the African Studies Association, the As-
sociation for Asian Studies, the Latin American Studies Association, and several oth-
er professional societies announced their plan to provide online courses in the histo-
ry, languages, and art of ancient cultures around the world. “With philanthropic sup-
port,” the group said, “we will do our best to keep alive the knowledge and skills that 
were once accessible to students and the public in hundreds of American colleges and 
universities, but which are housed today in only a few private institutions.” 

This P. D. James–style Children of Men doomsday scenario for the academic 
study of the world’s ancient pasts is nearer than you think. Today, in most of the 
fields represented at that fictional ACLS Annual Meeting of 2069, enrollments and 
majors are flat or declining in professional conditions that demand more students 
and more tuition dollars. Where new disciplinary forms that harness insight and ex-
periment emerge regularly in the sciences (see neuroscience and cognitive science), 
humanists have traditionally preferred an accretive model, adding emergent fields 
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like Black studies to traditional ones like history and classical studies. But the ac-
cretive habit fragments faculty, privileges specialization, and slows down collective 
adaptation to new technologies directly relevant to humanistic study, like machine 
translation. Worst of all, it lulls faculty into clinging to old disciplinary forms rather 
than designing new ones. It is unsustainable and undesirable. 

The good news is that scholars have options. We can redress the gaps and in-
tellectual injustices still enacted today in the ways we care for evidence and orga-
nize our disciplines and departments. We can do the work of “both-and”: we can 
design a field that preserves and refines the skills we need to interpret ancient ma-
terial and that appeals to a broader base of students, administrators, funders, leg-
islators, and the public than the regionalist, protonationalist groupings that con-
strain our study now. 

In the collective scholarly imagination of the last three centuries at least, the 
ancient past was populated by white men associated with the cultures of Greece 
and Rome–much like the past as imagined in Star Wars, where white men in white 
robes fight for the Republic against the Empire.1 Those days are passing. We are 
ready for a new field, one that is no longer a plausible vehicle for claims of white 
supremacy and patriarchy, one that speaks to the interests of students and the 
public. The new ancient studies will help us to know ourselves in all our thrilling 
diversity, empowering us to move forward together into a future where we thrive 
in common–once we do the work of intellectual reparation that will make us bet-
ter stewards of our global ecology. 

I use the term ecology to signify not only living things and their physical envi-
ronment but the total archive of human experience and endeavor in the present 
and the past. This total archive is our proper object of study and the context for 
my argument. 

We face a flood of wicked problems. Rising atmospheric temperatures  
are already sparking migration and conflict across the planet and, 
along with climate change, we are seeing steady declines in social 

trust, the growth of fundamentalism and the armed policing of borders, per-
sistent inequality, the hollowing out of democracy, and the censoring of speech 
and the arts. Cultures historically separated by geographical distance are coming 
into everyday contact, creating as many opportunities for discord as for alliance 
and exchange. 

Figuring out our future conditions of collective thriving is not a task we can 
assign to experts in a few select fields. The scope and complexity of the challenges 
are as broad and diverse as humanity itself and demand humanistic investigation 
and understanding. 

Our colleges and universities are our most important institutional stewards of 
knowledge. If they want to join wholeheartedly in the work of tackling these chal-



112 Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

Securing All the World’s Pasts for Our Common Future

lenges, they will have to commit to the production of knowledge for the common 
good and invest in fields of liberal inquiry that are now being cut down or ban-
ished for failing to suit the demands of the market.2 Its dynamism and concentra-
tion on extractive growth make the market far too volatile and present-oriented 
in its strategic vision, not to mention too inequitable in its organization, to set 
the priorities of the academy. Scholars, students, administrators, and supporters 
must push back against market pressures and make a strong case for the value of 
humanistic skills and knowledge on the bold and honest grounds that they are 
necessary for our survival as a species. We need to understand how and to what 
end humans behave, think, believe, dream, and communicate. We must make this 
case now–boldly, loudly, publicly, with urgency and with no apology. 

This is all the more pressing in 2025, a year that has witnessed a concerted at-
tack by the Trump administration and its Republican enablers in Congress on the 
production of knowledge across academia. The crisis has laid bare the uncomfort-
able truth that colleges and universities lack a broad base of public understanding 
and support. This is a consequence of many factors, notably the explosion in the 
cost of college tuition, but it also arises from the long-standing but ever-growing  
gap between what the public needs from academia and what highly specialized 
scholars reward themselves for producing; between the most popular digital 
modes of circulating knowledge (such as Instagram and television series) and the 
peer-reviewed books and articles deemed legitimate by the academic community; 
and between what college students want and expect from college and the depart-
ment names and divisions that are beloved by faculty but obscure and intimidat-
ing to many undergraduates. We have, many of us, become strangers to the people 
we seek to serve. 

What does the past have to do with current challenges? One thing we know 
for certain about a future in which all humans thrive is that its conditions of life 
will be very different from ours today. Developing a more detailed vision of that 
future depends on becoming familiar with alternative modes of seeing and know-
ing the world. For this purpose, as Alain Locke says, “there is nothing more galva-
nizing than the sense of a cultural past.”3 The past offers no easy solutions to the 
dilemmas in which we find ourselves. It does warn us against paths not to take. 
And looking backward to deepen our knowledge of human experience and to un-
derstand better how communities view their origins and values is as important a 
part of our approach to navigating wicked problems as developing new medical 
technologies or generative AI (which makes heavy demands on our energy and 
water supply). The urgency of climate change and other crises means we must di-
rect ourselves to the task of enhancing our collective capabilities using every tool 
available. 

What I call the ancient archive, following historian and political theorist 
Achille Mbembe, is one of those tools.4 This archive is the assemblage of materi-
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al surviving from every region in the world with a culture or cultures identified as 
prior to the modern: texts of all kinds, artworks, artifacts, monuments, buildings, 
biological remains, and oral histories. It possesses a unique capacity to help us un-
derstand human life in all its aspects–so long as we construct it as global in scope 
and our study of it is disposed with global interests and needs in mind. 

The full ancient archive (which we have only just begun to assemble in our 
curricula and research projects) possesses profound explanatory power. By con-
trast to the regional concentrations of evidence and interpretation that skew the 
study of antiquity today, it will allow us to gain a fuller and more complete under-
standing of our conditions of life now and how we arrived here. Fully embracing 
a global archive would require us to change our habits–to recalibrate our strong 
tendency to specialize and individualize our research questions, and to make col-
laborative work part of the typical scholar’s career, properly prepared for and re-
warded. Understanding the flows of people and ideas across regions and seas is 
a massive enterprise, best tackled through habits of intellectual exchange eased 
and enriched by the socializing impact of a new disciplinary formation. This is the 
best corrective to the web of borders that nineteenth-century scholars laid over 
the map of antiquity, sometimes so authoritatively that names from ancient Latin 
and Greek texts were brought forward in time to label new states like Syria, India, 
and Palestine. 

Getting the past right and reflecting on useable pasts are tasks that embrace 
and transcend the empirical work of archaeology and history. As the archive 
grows, so does its capacity to correct beliefs and refine histories many of us take 
for granted. The European refusal to accept Indigenous American ways of know-
ing as anything but the “curious practices of strange people” helped justify crimes 
of genocide and enforced migration from the seventeenth to the twentieth cen-
turies. Until very recently, reputable historians could complain that scholarship 
on the continent of Africa “rests on nothing more solid than shrewd guesswork,” 
and scholars of ancient Mayan and West African cultures were forced to defend 
their use of words like “politics.”5 The lesson of the scholarly pathbreakers of the 
past forty years is that research into cultures beyond Europe compels the rethink-
ing of scholarly business as usual, pushing the expansion and revision of familiar 
frameworks, methods, and categories. Sooner or later, this push sweeps or seeps 
into public knowledge, making people’s understanding of the world more accu-
rate and allowing for powerful, emotionally laden storytelling about what links 
us as a species, which improves democratic decision-making and encourages us 
to think of ourselves as members of a large collective with common experiences. 

Ancient studies addresses itself to the full range of human activity and 
thought in the periods before the modern systems of colonialism and cap-
italism took hold, with their conceptual limitations and habits of oppres-
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sion. This means the ancient archive is also a primary resource for transformative 
imagination, a place from which we may rethink concepts and categories of ex-
perience of all kinds, from gender and race to our relationships with animals and 
gods to definitions of justice. 

In this sense, it assists us in solving the temporal puzzle presented by the cli-
mate emergency, which demands that we lean into learning how to live in the  
future–how to think about the consequences of our actions differently from how 
we have long been accustomed to do. In places warped by colonialism, imperi-
alism, and extractive capitalism–which is to say, everywhere on the planet but 
especially the Global South–the archive holds the material for prompting alter-
native structures of thought, for jolting ourselves out of old habits, values, and be-
liefs about what is possible. 

We think differently about the history of women and the development of what 
some still call “Western literature” when we reflect that the first poet on the plan-
et whose name is known to us is not Homer but Enheduana, an Akkadian wom-
an living fifteen hundred years before Homer in what is now Iraq. An account of 
the origins of democracy that encompasses the historical experiences of West 
Asia, Africa, and the Americas changes expectations and beliefs about the politics 
of these regions. We are better placed to tell a more accurate story about trans- 
regional commerce and to speculate on points of religious or aesthetic common-
ality across cultures when we gaze at a little bronze Buddha from Kashmir that 
was discovered in a sixth-century CE gravesite in eastern Sweden, or a graceful 
ivory statuette of a woman that made its way from India to a storeroom in Pom-
peii. The archive expands our sense of the ancient potential for interconnection 
and transcultural development, phenomena that we are accustomed to associate 
exclusively with modern life. In enlivening our contemplation of a common hu-
man experience in the past, it kindles our imagination of a shareable future. 

Twenty years ago, in the final pages of her aspirational elegy for the field of 
comparative literature, Gayatri Spivak spoke of “planetarity”–a concept she sug-
gestively noted was possibly best contemplated from the perspective of precapi-
talist cultures. Writing at the very beginning of the twenty-first century, Spivak 
used the image of the planet to signify the opening up of thought about the flows 
and contacts among people embodied in dry or watery environments, and the 
very different ways, depending on their locations and histories, humans conceive 
of and relate to their surroundings and to nonhuman living beings.6 

More recently, Mbembe began to use the word “planetary” to summon up the 
connection between human life and the Earth. The planet is the living world that 
encompasses not only the “natural” spaces of open land, air, and water as well as 
the human-constructed spaces of cities, agrobusiness, and fish farms, but realms 
beyond the established ken of European and American thought. Drawing on Af-
rica’s animist cosmogonies, Mbembe invokes a principle of animation as the  
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“vital breath” shared by all beings that are “born together” and form a unity. 
Among the Dogon in Mali, the Yoruba in Nigeria, and other communities in the 
Congo Basin, he finds an alternative metaphysics of power and agency, and the-
ories of the world’s origin that do not acknowledge the fundamental difference 
between the human subject and the world around it that European and American 
thought does. He comments: 

Planetary politics should be connected to a politics of life, to a politics of the Earth. That 
includes all creation: all the people of the world; the creations or works of humanities; 
the mass of things we have invented: animals, plants, microbes, minerals; and mixed 
bodies (which is what we all are). In other words, the whole physical universe, all of re-
ality, including (since I’m drawing from the African pre-colonial archive) spiritual and 
biological energies consistent with the definition of the living world.7 

Since the world finds itself in a state of fragmentation, he sees a need to 
“re-member it, that is, put back together its different parts, reassemble it and re-
constitute it as an integrated system in which humans and non-humans, physical, 
chemical and biological components, oceans, atmosphere and land-surface are all 
interlinked in a grand gesture of mutuality.”8 This re-membering involves gather-
ing of evidence, reordering of knowledge, and embracing new methods. 

It is a process of healing, for our archive is damaged and scattered, in serious 
need of repair. In the colonized regions of the world, it has been virtually an-
nihilated, sometimes by neglect, more often by intentional violence. Anthro-

pologist Renato Rosaldo describes the phenomenon of “mourning for what one 
has destroyed” that he sees at work in the scholarly activities of recording and re-
covery that take place in the wake of the conquistadores, the British and French 
forces in Asia and Africa, and many others. South Asian studies scholar Sheldon 
Pollock points out the need to study the decline of Sanskrit culture, the dominant 
transregional order across Asia without parallel until the rise of Americanism and 
global English, which for the two centuries before European colonialism consti-
tuted one of the most innovative fields of systematic thought in human history. 
Novelist and social critic Samuel R. Delany notes that he has no idea where in Af-
rica his ancestors originated because records of their experience were systemati-
cally destroyed, leaving only the trace memory of an arrival in New Orleans to be 
passed down in family memory.

The historical reason that we’ve been so impoverished in terms of future images is be-
cause, until fairly recently, as a people we were systematically forbidden any images of 
our past. . . . When, indeed, we say that this country was founded on slavery, we must 
remember that we mean, specifically, that it was founded on the systematic, conscien-
tious, and massive destruction of African cultural remnants.9 
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Reparation is the third reason to make the whole world’s pasts a priority for 
institutional investment, so that we may redress the intellectual injustices still en-
acted today in the ways we care for evidence and design our disciplines and depart-
ments. Organizing the search for traces of all histories, not just select ones, will 
allow us to recover the pasts that have been deliberately erased. A field designed 
with the goal of helping to build a common life will conserve the global archive 
that will help restore the humanity stolen from people invaded, enslaved, and ex-
ploited in past centuries and today. The vitality, beauty, and creative invention of 
the full archive’s contents will enrich our care for the world in all its aspects. 

For the ancient archive to provoke transformative imagination, to help us un-
derstand the full complexity of ancient cultures, to do the work of epistemological 
and cultural reparation, to instill in us generous care for all the world, we need a 
new field of study. Current forms no longer suit our needs. 

In American colleges and universities today, some scholars of the world’s 
pasts are collected in narrowly focused departments of “classical studies,” 
now frequently renamed “Greek and Roman studies” or “ancient Mediter-

ranean and Near Eastern studies” (and occasionally combined with departments 
of religion, European literature, or philosophy). Many others, especially scholars 
of non-Western pasts, are scattered across disciplinary and area studies depart-
ments, with one or two faculty members each placed in history, archaeology, lan-
guages and literature, philosophy, Asian studies, Middle Eastern studies, and so 
on. 

Meanwhile, in the wealthiest and most prestigious institutions, European 
studies is distributed into nationalized degree-granting departments of French, 
Spanish, Italian, German, Russian, sometimes Romance and Germanic and Slavic 
languages and cultures, and, the largest of all, English.10 In either model, a “West-
ern” mental map replicates itself. The second, non-Western group, fragmented 
and isolated, must constantly fight for survival, department by department. The 
first or “classical” group suffers from the founding error of its intellectual origins 
that at least two generations of reform failed to set right. 

Reform has failed because the error runs too deep for correction. “Classical 
studies,” even under its relatively new name of “ancient Mediterranean studies,” 
is founded on the notion that ancient Greece and Rome make up the most valu-
able past, the only past worth studying, the past whose glorious achievements 
make them representative of the entire “ancient world.” We might call them by 
the compressed name “Greece&Rome” to best convey their symbolic hegemony.  
This reductive vision of what still passes under the name “the ancient world” was 
disseminated in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by scholars living in a 
Europe intent on the exploitation of Asia, Africa, South America, and Australia 
and working in a university system designed to educate a national elite. 
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The cultures of Greece&Rome that were named “classical” provided a proto- 
national origin story for the European states that created modernity and, by ex-
tension, for modernity itself. They became the first chapters in the autobiography 
of the West, with Mesopotamia and Egypt furnishing the preface, and India and  
China serving as sidebar commentary to the narrative arc of European global dom-
ination. German scholars, setting the trend for their European and American col-
leagues, advanced the professional study of Greek and Roman culture as an auto- 
ethnographic field that married scientific with moral education.11 They issued 
subjective judgments about aesthetic and moral value in an objectivist tone that 
asserted their scholarly authority on a universal scale. To study classical culture 
was to know and claim heirship of its essence, and this essence was true human 
perfection, universal in appeal, making the study of other, inferior cultures otiose 
and even demoralizing. 

The legacy of Greece&Rome makes itself felt everywhere in America, from the 
institutional and physical architecture of the nation’s capital to the genres that 
dominate its literary canon. As the vehicle of elite values and the putatively univer-
sal symbol of the best of what humans have thought and said, it has been extraordi-
narily difficult to dislodge: on the contrary, mastery of knowledge of Greece&Rome 
offered some marginalized and disenfranchised people a path to recognition and 
distinction. So long as it is preserved as a field of scholarly study while other ancient 
cultures must fit in around the edges or vanish altogether, it will continue to broad-
cast its message of cultural and racial superiority, notwithstanding the politics es-
poused by individual practitioners. As a field created by nineteenth-century schol-
ars steeped in the secular ethnonationalism of their day, it will always struggle to ac-
commodate research that transcends the temporal and geographical borders of the 
Greek and Roman empires. The ethnonational frame is one reason why “classical 
reception,” a subfield that studies the transmission and influence of ancient Greek 
and Latin culture around the world up to the present day, still occupies a marginal 
place in the field after forty years of efforts to gain it legitimacy. It is why classical 
studies has always held the study of Judaism and Christianity at a distance, despite 
the persistent influence of religiosity on American national life. 

Here is our opportunity. Ethnonationalism and its corollary racism fed the 
growth and popularity of an ancient studies focused on Greece&Rome. Such a 
narrow concentration made sense in the context of the long first century of mod-
ern higher education, when the system was designed to embody and justify na-
tional values, and the origin tale of Greece&Rome as the anchor of European and 
American institutions and democratic spirit still held among white elites (and not 
only them). But the globalization of higher education that occurred in the wake 
of World War II, though it wreaked destructive force, also freed faculties from 
that purpose. Today, American universities and colleges proudly dismiss the old 
nationalist mission and call themselves global institutions. Hiring faculty and re-
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cruiting students from all over the world has become one of the acknowledged 
marks of excellence for colleges and universities, a selling point on websites and a 
common theme of orientation-day speeches. Over one million students from out-
side the United States study in American institutions, representing the system’s 
quick return to pre-COVID highs. Over half of these students come from China 
and India.12 (Current moves by the Trump administration threaten to reduce the 
number of international students and scholars in the United States dramatically, 
which would weaken American higher education for generations to come.)

These students and faculty find themselves in a system of fields that upholds 
a nineteenth-century worldview. Though the university’s faculty and students 
come from many places around the world and the faculty in principle publish for 
global audiences, almost no attention is paid, and no reward is given, to the work 
of forming new curricula, methods, and priorities that would respond to the in-
terests and perspectives of the global community actually resident on campus. So 
far, instead of exploring alternatives to the national frame, scholars have mostly 
doubled down on professional specialization, offering proof of value by the stan-
dards of commercial production: more publications, more hurdles to mastery, ev-
erything reinforcing the borders of fields and subfields. 

The path to progressive evolution is open. With the globalization of the 
production of knowledge, now that the nation-state is no longer the ori-
gin and endpoint of education and research, and precisely because it once 

again looms dangerously large in global politics, we must redirect our energy to 
study all the world’s pasts, drawing in students and scholars from the compos-
ite nation that is the American academy.13 Organizing ancient studies around the 
global archive shows the best promise of establishing new academic values and 
intellectual goals of collaboration, comparative work, translation, and the skills 
of conserving and interpreting primary materials. Transforming a field that con-
tinues to legitimate Eurocentric values and politics, we will foster a decolonized 
field whose object is repairing the ancient archive of ideas and artifacts and, by 
extension, the world.

Recognition of intellectual injustice and the unequal numbers of faculty de-
voted to studying different traditions is only the beginning. After affirmative rec-
ognition comes the work of transformative redistribution. In practice, this means 
redesigning undergraduate and graduate programs with a view to opening up un-
familiar areas of study; it means reassigning funds and faculty lines. Above all, it 
means tackling the fear–justified by past malpractice–that a move to globalize 
the study of the past is a threatening act of appropriation and universalization that 
will erase difference and subordinate everyone to white Euro-American habits 
and priorities. When the conditions of work are visibly unequal–when in a typ-
ical large research university, there may be fifty scholars working on premodern  
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European literature and only three on premodern Asian literature–it is difficult 
to set aside the creeping worry that the majority will impose its will. 

Respecting this fear, we can equip ourselves by drawing heavily on the large 
body of work that dissects the failings of past scholarship and explores what eq-
uitable scholarship looks like. Here Afrofuturist thought offers the most practical 
and intellectually exciting way forward. It insists that people of color thrive in all 
times and places, and that they make history. As Bennett Capers puts it: 

A recurring theme in Afrofuturism is reclaiming the identities and perspectives that 
were lost as a result of the slave trade and colonialism. In this sense, Afrofuturism is 
both future-looking and backward-looking, committed to reclaiming approaches, 
methodologies, and ways of thinking that predate slavery and colonialism. Afrofutur-
ism asks: What would we be without? What would we be if? Most importantly, by en-
gaging in reclamation, by valorizing a range of cultural traditions, it offers a vision of 
what could be in the future.14 

Studying the global archive involves the cocreation of scholarly practices in 
collaboration with scholars from all over the world that have the explicit goal of 
seeking understanding outside the priorities, lenses, categories, and habits of the 
scholarship that is born with and from European modernity. Borders will be one 
of the first things to go, at least metaphorically, in most arguments on behalf of 
designing a new structure for thought and study. Senegalese politician and poet 
Léopold Sédar Senghor called for the world to come to “a new rendez-vous, a 
meeting place of giving and receiving” knowledge, opinions, experiences, and 
perspectives.15 Setting a global scope for ancient studies clears the way to making 
Senghor’s giving and receiving an institutional and intellectual reality. The most 
important border to be erased is between “the ‘West’ and the rest,” as ancient stud-
ies intentionally clears space for the study of cultures beyond the Mediterranean. 

Establishing scholars of all the world’s pasts in a self-conscious community will 
allow us to identify commonalities and differences and to work together in a spirit 
of honesty and generosity on developing new paradigms of scholarship born out-
side the still dominant European-American context. The new field builds chrono- 
political alliances, healing breaches across domains that were divided two hundred 
years ago for purposes that are not ours today. It places us in a better position to re-
assess and re-turn the past so as to “unearth and infiltrate new futures into the pres-
ent” and to fight more effectively to preserve the archive of the world’s pasts.16 

One of the most important questions will be about the temporal definition of the 
“ancient past.” How does a community define its “ancient past,” its “antiquity”? 
Perhaps most challenging of all: “Do all cultures and communities have an antiqui-
ty?” In 2044, the United States is projected to become a majority-minority country, 
with people of color making up more than half the population. This diverse commu-
nity will produce new answers to these questions that open up new paths to hope. 
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Meanwhile, the still predominantly white professoriate has a dual responsibility: to 
advance its own diversification and to clear the ground for the new ancient studies 
to emerge–a field that will be finally rightly shared with many others. 

We had best turn ourselves to this work quickly, because we are losing skills, 
material, and people. Each year, fewer and fewer students in American institu-
tions study Greek, Latin, Sanskrit, ancient Chinese–indeed any language other 
than English, especially languages no longer spoken. American higher education 
has never invested in teaching Indigenous languages or knowledge systems. The 
skills of close attention to material evidence fostered in archaeology, epigraphy, 
papyrology, and numismatics are becoming difficult to find in all but the wealth-
iest institutions. Archaeological sites and artifacts are at risk in many parts of the 
world and, lacking a public that understands their value, will be destroyed by in-
tention or neglect. Even ancient cultures with wealthy constituents are failing to 
attract the funds they once did, and cultures that lack a tradition of philanthropic 
stewardship are at enormous risk. We are losing ecological diversity, not only in 
the biosphere but in our languages and cultures. 

I will end by repeating the Afrofuturist challenge: What might we do if we 
could? What if we were to set aside the language of impossibility and loss and 
adopt bold new arguments for the necessity of studying the past? What do we 

have to lose that we won’t lose within a generation in any case? I propose the fol-
lowing manifesto for the new field, against the backdrop of an American academy 
that embraces humanistic inquiry for its world-preserving benefits: 

Ancient studies gathers together scholars of the world’s premodern cultures, 
variously defined and located across chronological time, to study in its full plu-
rality the range of human activity on the level of the individual and the group, 
from creative expression to state formation, around the world. With the over-
arching mission of cultivating mutual understanding and bridging differenc-
es across people, the field cultivates skills in interpreting evidence (texts of all 
kinds, artworks, other remains) and its modes of preservation and transmis-
sion. It employs tools and methods from various disciplines, including anthro-
pology, archaeology, art conservation, art history, ethnic and gender studies, 
history, linguistics, literary studies, philosophy, politics, and religious studies. 
It celebrates equally collaboration, generalist knowledge, and scholarly spe-
cialization, each as necessary for the production and circulation of knowledge. 
Acknowledging the limits on past approaches to studying antiquity, which 
concentrated on Greece and Rome to the near exclusion of other cultures, it 
encourages the exploration of understudied periods and regions and the gen-
eration of new research questions emerging from cross-cultural comparisons 
and juxtapositions. In a world preoccupied with the demands of the present, 
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ancient studies instills care for the world and for the traces earlier humans 
have left behind in texts, materials, and memories, on the grounds that this 
stewardship is an act of care for ourselves and the future.

This is study the whole world needs. 
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