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This essay assesses the so-called crisis in the humanities from the vantage point of the
state humanities councils, looking at the richness and increasing diversity of public
humanities work happening outside the academy. The essay posits that the human-
ities are flourishing in a variety of public spaces, where voices outside the academy
are more effectively questioning what it means to commemorate the past and build
in community and meaning through that process. But even with such work thriving,
the humanities face challenges. Some of those challenges are related to definitional
and communications issues in and between both the academic and public sectors.
Other challenges are related to access and allocation of resources. While this essay
does not pretend to have “answers” to these perennial issues, it suggests that both
the academy and the public might benefit from and create more lasting and relevant
impact from bridge-building that marries the expertise and knowledge from both
communities.

e would like to begin this piece by situating ourselves. We spend a lot

s / \ ) of our professional lives talking about how knowledge is local and
rooted in one’s specific cultural perspective and experience, so we

would be betraying a cause we espouse and care deeply about if we did not start
out by telling you that our perspectives are biased and formed by our own trajec-
tories. We are directors of state humanities councils: National Endowment for
the Humanities (NEH)—-funded 501(c)(3) nonprofits devoted to the support of the
public humanities on a statewide level. Those councils are charged with taking the
humanities outside the ivory tower, building support for them locally, develop-
ing a model of those disciplines that feels relevant and worthwhile to the average
taxpayer and to local lawmakers, and creating more participatory versions of sub-
jects that are often studied in exclusionary ways. To do that work, we need to cre-
ate bridges between academic subjects and a different kind of world, but also to
identify what is wanting in the academic versions so that we can support it mean-
ingfully elsewhere. We come to those roles shaped by complex backgrounds our-
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selves: both of us have PhDs (Matthew in literature and Carin in the history of sci-
ence) and know the scholarly world well, and yet both of us also need to be able to
inhabit worlds like advocacy, fundraising, budgets, human resources, website de-
velopment, community organizing, museums, and cultural festivals. Our vantage
points are undeniably adjacent to and deliberately fashioned to be distinct from
those within the academy’s bounds. We are amphibians, moving between envi-
ronments, though perhaps clunkier in moving through them because we cross
boundaries. This is reflected in our arguments and our examples, which are very
much those of two people occupying the liminal spaces, looking, sometimes with
bemusement, at the spaces to either side of us.

e suspect that phrases incorporating the words “crisis” and “human-

ities” feel familiar to many readers. Assertions that the humanities

are in crisis litter specialized newspapers and websites like The Chron-
icle of Higher Education and the blogs of faculty members at elite universities, but
they also permeate popular magazines like The Atlantic.' So what do people mean
when they say that the humanities are in crisis? And are they right?

Writings that bemoan the decline and crisis of the academic humanities at
four-year colleges point to a number of indicators: a steady and sometimes steep
decline of undergraduate majors in areas such as history, classics, and English;
faculty salary inequities in humanities disciplines compared with those in STEM
departments; and even the shuttering of traditional humanities departments at
some colleges and universities.>

It is useful in this case to note that when talking about perceptions of decline in
the humanities, people seem to struggle a bit to define the thing that is in decline, in
the end regarding the humanities as the nonsciences, and rarely defining the human-
ities using an underlying system of positive values or methods or subjects. That lack
of a core explanatory system or epistemology, for a time, defined the crisis itself.3

Historian Benjamin Schmidt argues in a 2018 article in The Atlantic that al-
though the descriptions of a crisis are long-standing, things have actually and
meaningfully come to look like a crisis in the last fifteen years:

Almost every humanities field has seen a rapid drop in majors: History is down about
45 percent from its 2007 peak, while the number of English majors has fallen by nearly
half since the late 1990s. Student majors have dropped, rapidly, at a variety of types of
institutions. Declines have hit almost every field in the humanities.*

This does indeed sound like a crisis, but it is a very specific kind of crisis: it is
a crisis for those faculty whose jobs depend on student enrollment at universities
and perhaps a crisis for higher education and its fostering of the liberal arts. But
one could argue that the crisis is limited to one very particular kind of ecosystem.
One could even argue (provocatively) that such a crisis is akin to the crisis for coal
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mining communities brought about by a switch to renewable energy sources. Is it
a crisis for society? Is it even a crisis for those subjects of study rooted in the hu-
manities ? We are less sure of the answer to those questions.

What we do know, however, is that the humanities work being supported and
created in the public sphere is not beset by these same challenges. This essay trac-
es a flourishing and diversifying set of subjects and practices that we call the public
humanities. This field of work is fraught with definitional problems that are similar
to those of its academic humanities cousin, but not with the attending sense of
deficit or crisis. In fact, the public humanities are in some ways richer and broader
than they have ever been, more rooted in a form of knowledge construction that
embraces people who have been systematically and historically excluded from the
construction of the academic humanities: the public humanities are now socio-
economically, racially, and ethnically diverse in their moments of construction
and not just in their subjects of study or planned dissemination.

e alluded earlier to a need for a robust definition of the humanities.

This is important if we are to understand the crisis in which they seem

to find themselves — or, rather, in which academics find themselves in
light of metrics such as the downward trends in humanities majors — and, rather
separately, if we are to describe a world of public humanities that is not similarly
suffering.> The NEH itself provides one such definition:

The term “humanities” includes, but is not limited to, the study and interpretation of
the following: language, both modern and classical; linguistics; literature; history;
jurisprudence; philosophy; archaeology; comparative religion; ethics; the history,
criticism, and theory of the arts; those aspects of the social sciences which have hu-
manistic content and employ humanistic methods; and the study and application of
the humanities to the human environment with particular attention to reflecting our
diverse heritage, traditions, and history and to the relevance of the humanities to the
current conditions of national life.®

Such a definition becomes a self-referential litany of academic disciplines with a
half-hearted allusion to public engagement and relevance. When it comes down to
it, as comparative literature scholar Eric Hayot contends, the academic humanities
have a marketing problem that begins with the lack of a compelling core identity.”
While listing disciplines helps identify what the humanities are in higher education,
they are not terribly useful when we go beyond the walls of the academy and into
public settings. At their core, the public humanities are about relationships across
time: with ourselves, with one another, with our built and natural environments.

So if we have a definition for the humanities — albeit a weak one — what then
are the public humanities ? Wikipedia, sometimes a useful starting place, defines
the public humanities as:
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the work of engaging diverse publics in reflecting on heritage, traditions, and history,
and the relevance of the humanities to the current conditions of civic and cultural
life. Public humanities is often practiced within federal, state, nonprofit and commu-
nity-based cultural organizations that engage people in conversations, facilitate and
present lectures, exhibitions, performances and other programs for the general public
on topics such as history, philosophy, popular culture and the arts. Public Humanities
also exists within universities, as a collaborative enterprise between communities and
faculty, staff, and students.?

This is a workable and workman-like definition, again resorting to some of the
listing tendencies seen in the academic humanities. However, the use of the pas-
sive voice in “engaging diverse publics” suggests someone doing the engaging:
perhaps a scholar, curator, or entity from the “federal, state, nonprofit and com-
munity-based” cultural sector bringing content knowledge to communities as
passive consumers, not creators themselves. This is not to denigrate the value of
this type of public or “applied” humanities, as it has sometimes been called. Much
of the programming that state and jurisdictional councils produce follows such a
path and there is distinct value in providing a platform for academic scholarship
in the public interest.

Butin another form, the engagement with “current conditions of civic and cul-
tural life” and the knowledge and meaning derived through that public human-
ities work is created and led by communities rather than being created and led by
scholars within the academy or nonprofit cultural agencies for those publics. This
type of public humanities might be better understood as the publics’ humanities,
and it is the sort that we have been working to foster in the humanities council
network. If we are interested in this more expansive understanding of who makes
up the world of public humanities, we must have a way of defining the work done
by the public, who are themselves not tied to disciplines. We will explore possibil-
ities for and challenges in such definitional work in this essay.

At the core of such a shift in thinking and in the expansion of the public hu-
manities, and fundamental to this definitional exercise, are a number of fascinat-
ing and perhaps contentious questions. If the public humanities can be liberated
from needing the role of the traditional scholar, mediator, or gatekeeper, as we
suggest they can, what, then, counts as doing scholarship in this new context?
Does the time that a genealogist puts into their research and written public output
count as scholarship ? Are tradition bearers and the holders and tellers of oral his-
tories scholars? Is cultural activism scholarship ? Politics? A mix of both? More
pointedly, if the definition of scholar and scholarship and the work of the human-
ities and the public humanities are more open than what we have previously be-
lieved, how might resources currently allocated to the humanities and scholarship
industry be allocated more equitably ?
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o better understand the roles that state and jurisdictional humanities

councils play in the public humanities sector, it is useful to recount brief-

ly the history of how and why these councils came into being and to con-
vey some of the ways they currently engage grassroots humanities work across the
country. The legislation that created the NEH and its sibling agency, the National
Endowment for the Arts (NEA), underscores the public as the primary actor and
stakeholder in the world of ideas. In fact, the very first of twelve declarations in
the National Foundation on the Arts and Humanities Act (1965) proclaims that
“the arts and the humanities belong to all the people of the United States.”?

In its early years, the NEH was sluggish to heed this public emphasis, priori-
tizing instead matters related to higher education. According to historian Jamil
Zainaldin, it was not that “NEH leadership opposed public involvement in the
development of humanities programs as such; it is that they could not visualize
programs originating outside these expert and professional domains” of the acad-
emy. Throughout the NEH’s history, we can see a marked division around how
much the agency should serve the nonexpert public.'®

Unlike the NEH, the NEA was quicker to embrace its public mandate by creat-
ing state and regional arts commissions to support artists and arts organizations
at a grassroots level. Senator Claiborne Pell (D-RI), one of the authors of the 1965
Arts and Humanities Act, was, according to Zainaldin, “puzzled that the human-
ities endowment’s leadership could not or would not grasp that state-based enti-
ties” would garner more public support for the humanities while also making it
easier to “help you [the NEH] help yourself here on the Hill.” Pell’s comment un-
derscores what was always a potential strength for the humanities: while in their
more academic instantiation they could sound aloof and without clear utility, in
the public they could better justity the use of taxpayer dollars for the agency. See-
ing the writing on the wall, the NEH finally followed the NEA’s lead and in the
early 1970s began creating a network of affiliate humanities councils across the
nation.™

Almost fifty years later, the work of humanities councils — what they actually
do in supporting and creating public programming — is thriving, despite what is al-
legedly happening in the academy. We see this in Congress’s growing investments
in public arts and humanities. We see it in expanded engagement with and access
to public programming at book festivals, folklife performances, and increased use
of and referrals to digital public scholarship resources such as podcasts and state
and regional online encyclopedias. Critically, we also see the growing vitality of
these programs. And outside council walls, we see the public humanities on full
display in our strident, politicized, and racialized contests over national history
and narrative, sometimes with tragic results.

Since 2014, Congress has steadily increased appropriations to the NEH and the
NEA. While it might be misleading to call these increases “net gains™ if one adjusts
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these numbers for inflation, steady annual increases underscore that members of
Congress on both sides of the aisle value the humanities and the public human-
ities, especially.’ Thinking back to Senator Pell’s argument that investments in
public humanities would help the NEH help itself on the Hill, appropriations grow
because organizations such as the Federation of State Humanities Councils and
its humanities council membership educate elected officials year-round about the
impact that council programs and grants have in states, districts, and territories.
Even if congressional representatives differ in where they see the value of the NEH
and the public humanities, they are often drawn to the work of nonpartisan state
and territorial councils because these organizations visibly and directly support
the activities of constituents they serve.3

Councils have been long-time partners of institutions of higher education,
amplifying research and ideas from within the academy to the general public.
From council-created online state and regional encyclopedias to radio program-
ming and podcasts, this work creates access to thematic and place-based scholar-
ship that provides informational value and contextual relevance in people’s daily
lives.™ Councils also create and support public programs such as book festivals
and speaker series that bring writers, historians, and thought leaders to public au-
diences every year, virtually and in person.

While these are all forms of the public humanities that come from the academy
or emanate from within humanities councils, as we mentioned before, the best
versions of the public humanities - the real “grassroots” humanities — are creat-
ed by publics, not merely for them. Too often when scholars have talked about
public versions of disciplines they have meant merely that their wisdom would
be understood by or distributed within a public. In its more radical form, howev-
er, the public humanities ask instead for the academy to give up its ownership of
knowledge creation (see public historian Denise Meringolo’s essay in this volume
for one specific example of cocreated work in the public humanities; it is nota-
ble for its eloquent discussions of the potential of this kind of work, as well as of
the hard work necessary to upend power dynamics, build trust, and create new
knowledge through genuine partnerships between academics and communities).
The humanities council network is a place to look for the sort of public creation of
knowledge to which we are referring because they were initially founded not to do
their own programs, but to be agile and responsive to aid local, “bottom-up” (that
is, nonacademic and noninstitutional) versions of the humanities with grants.
That local humanities work is deeply intertwined with people’s lives, their poli-
tics, their communities, and their cultures. In New Jersey and Virginia, human-
ities projects by the people have taken many forms; some examples might help
illustrate this kind of work.

A group of residents in one New Jersey town discovered that a number of local
institutions, including a street, were named after a judge who had been involved
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in using his judicial authority to sell free Blacks in New Jersey into slavery in the
Deep South in 1818. That group developed a committee and a project involving lo-
cal church leaders, members of the local Black community, and a small number of
faculty from Rutgers who happen also to be members of this community to docu-
ment the names and lives of those who were sold, to petition to remove the name
of the judge from the town’s structures, and to build a permanent memorial to the
tragedy in a state that often regards itself as free of the taint of slavery. The project
has grown since its inception, creating educational materials, building new com-
munity ties among people who are involved, and holding widely attended public
events. The group is also writing history. Through research, they have developed
alist of 137 victims (as of the summer of 2021) and have found biographical details
about many of those men, women, and children. Sometimes that history can even
be traced and tied to contemporary lives. The act of resurrecting names and ties,
of participating in the difficult process of creating that history, has helped to make
real for participants in the project the severing of family bonds and the elusiveness
of family history for African Americans. The New Jersey Council for the Human-
ities (NJCH) did not conceive this work, nor did it direct any aspect of the project,
and it does not claim ownership of the knowledge or outcomes of this work; but
through its grants program, the NJCH helped to fund this project.

In another example, when Peggy Scott and Charlotte Brody learned of their lo-
cal school board’s decision in 2017 to consolidate Benjamin Franklin Yancey Ele-
mentary with two other schools, the two residents of Esmont, Virginia, knew they
had to do something to recognize the school’s namesake and what the school’s
legacy meant to the local Black community, lest that history be forgotten. When
the county board of supervisors moved to make the Yancey school into a com-
munity center, Scott and Brody, who had attended the school in the early 1960s,
saw their opportunity and began to work on how they could tell and commemo-
rate that history for this new space. Without forming an organization or their own
nonprofit to do it, Scott and Brody led the development and installation of the
B. F. Yancey Heritage and History Exhibit, exploring Benjamin Franklin Yancey’s
life and the story of Black education in the community. Even though the Virginia
council provided a grant to support the creation of the exhibit, the idea, work, and
execution were purely the result of two public residents who wanted to make sure
that the display “would give the opportunity to talk about how there were people
in the days before us that wanted to see these [Black] children educated.”> Work-
ing with a historian to help collect oral histories in the community and research
primary documents from local libraries and archives, the story highlights the ed-
ucational journey of the building dating back to Reconstruction and the work of
Benjamin Yancey to build and run the first school for Black students in the area.

Earlier, when we discussed the idea of “liberating” the humanities from the
academy and institutional power structures, we asked what a more equitable al-
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location of resources might look like. In this context, it is unsurprising that peo-
ple of color led both of the projects described above and that these projects ad-
dress racial inequity and bring into question who owns and creates knowledge.
But even if humanities councils are better poised or have more desire to support
amore equitable distribution of resources for grassroots public humanities work,
councils still run into a wall of restrictions imposed by federal and state funding
sources that pose significant barriers to entry. While federal and state govern-
ments should seek to ensure taxpayer funds are spent responsibly, corporate gov-
ernance structures demanded by federal agencies also limit the ability of human-
ities councils to authentically engage grassroots efforts.

ur case for the robustness of the public humanities in great part depends

on demonstrating that the humanities not only exist but exert consider-

able influence in the unruly and undisciplined spaces beyond the class-
room, beyond peer review, and even beyond structures of federal grant-making.
We recognize the risk in making such an argument: that we lose the thread and
define the public humanities such that suddenly everything is included, and they
therefore lose meaning. But we believe there is a consistent and expansive philo-
sophical core to the humanities that can describe the work and be appreciated in
both academic and public settings.

Looking at our national headlines over the last few years — disputes over what
to do with monuments and building names; the 1619 Project versus the 1776 Com-
mission; defining history education as critical race theory in America’s class-
rooms — it is curious that the academic humanities are in such crisis when debate
around the nation’s narrative and history, and who controls how that story is told,
is so heightened and the stakes are so high. While some of the terms have shifted,
this is by no means a new debate. In exploring contests over monuments in U.S.
history, public monuments scholar Kirk Savage explained in 1997:

Today we are acutely aware of public space as a representational battleground, where
many different social groups fight for access and fight for control of the images that
define them. Recent controversies over the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washing-
ton, the John Ahearn bronzes in the Bronx, and the Arthur Ashe statue in Richmond...
have put the problem on the front page of newspapers and in the halls of government.'¢

Public space continues to be the clearest battleground of meaning making. But
instead of fighting to dictate and control which permanent images represent the
singular “us” of a pluralistic society, publics are more often embracing organic
content creation and curation. This is where we see some of the most vibrant and
pure forms of the publics” humanities.

In the aftermath of George Floyd’s murder, for instance, communities — most-
ly of color - created ad hoc memorials across the nation. At the Minneapolis inter-
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section where Floyd was murdered, community members erected parking barri-
ers and constructed what would become George Floyd Square both to memorial-
ize him and to tell the story of the enduring legacy and effects of racism. One year
later, the city of Minneapolis began to remove the barriers around the square to
enable traffic flow while also committing to preserve certain aspects of the public
art and content created at the site.

During that same summer in Richmond, Virginia, people focused their acts
of memorializing and protest on Monument Avenue’s Robert E. Lee statue. With
spray paint, placards, and signs, what had been constructed in 1890 as a vestige of
the Lost Cause and message of White supremacy was gradually transformed into
a living monument connecting that history to the contemporary moment. Both
a public art installation and publicly curated history exhibit, the site was now
dedicated to telling the biographies and stories of Black people killed by White
people and police. The small circle of grass on which more than 150,000 most-
ly White people had erected a statue 130 years before was now transfigured by a
hand-painted sign honoring a young local Black man also killed by police, read-
ing: “Welcome to Beautiful Marcus-David Peters Circle, Liberated By the People,
MMXX.” At night, using the statue as canvas, an artist projected onto the monu-
ment images of Black agents of change, from Harriet Tubman to Representative
John Lewis, Frederick Douglass to W. E. B. Du Bois. Recognizing the power such
areclamation brought into public space and life, an image of George Floyd being
projected on the statue became the front cover of National Geographic’s annual edi-
tion of “A Year in Pictures.”

In New Jersey, there were similar transformations of statues across the state,
sometimes through graffiti, sometimes through the obscuring of statues of Chris-
topher Columbus and George Washington, whose fleeting presence in various
towns across the state has long been the rationale for placards and statues.’” But
then new statues were erected as well; unlike the organic and ephemeral collec-
tion of tributes, emotional notes, and items of remembrance in Minneapolis, the
city of Newark, itself with a history of racist police violence, was gifted, from art-
ist Stanley Watts, a seven-hundred-pound statue of a welcoming George Floyd,
sitting on a bench, to be placed in front of City Hall. The city embraced the gift
of the statue, making it a project of commemoration that was fundamentally tied
to government, but it was vandalized within a week of its installation.!® Debates
over the narrative of our national history, sometimes violent in nature, are taking
place in the streets of our country, in both sanctioned and unsanctioned ways. We
want to assert here that they too are an expression of the public humanities, and
that they have no ties to authorizing bodies like the academy or government fund-
ing agencies.

Beyond being powerful expressions of racial injustice, these types of public hu-
manities activities raise a number of fascinating questions. First, are they “the hu-
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manities” at all, or are they expressions of social activism and protest? If we de-
fine the public humanities as work that engages “diverse publics in reflecting on
heritage, traditions, and history” and their relevance “to the current conditions of
civic and cultural life,” then it seems these activities do just that, and they are also
expressions of social justice and protest. If we then posit that these “unofficial”
monuments are public expressions of the humanities, how do we as “professional
humanists” — academics, museum curators, humanities councils — come to terms
with them when, for our work, we rely typically on the permanent, or near perma-
nent, preservation of things: their archivability, retrievability, researchability?
How do works that embrace ephemerality and fluidity fit into a more discipline-
and methods-based humanities ecosystem when, like street art, these utterances
are living and invite layering ? And, perhaps, finally, what happens to these expres-
sions when they become sanctioned by the state (understanding that the state,
here, represents all forms of institutional power), for example, when the City of
Minneapolis commits to preserving aspects of George Floyd Square ? Who will be
invited to help choose what is preserved ? Does the retroactive sanctioning of such
work dilute the power of the original act of public creation and spatial disruption ?

We believe that these questions should be difficult to answer, and we do not
purport to be able to answer them. However, we need to create points of permea-
bility and exchange between spheres of humanistic exploration and creation. The
humanities of the streets, for instance, must belong to the people, but it must also
be able to find pathways to the organized work of nonprofits, to grant funding,
and to the academy.

e began this essay by talking about the crisis in the humanities, and

where that does and does not live. We have made the case that the hu-

manities are thriving in some spaces, incorporating diverse people
and stories that have long been sought as subjects or recipients but not as creators
of knowledge by the academy. And we have shown that from its inception, at least
from the perspective of Congress, the NEH was meant to allow broad publics to
take part in the nation’s cultural endeavors. It is worth considering another pas-
sage from that founding legislation:

Democracy demands wisdom and vision in its citizens. It must therefore foster and
support a form of education, and access to the arts and the humanities, designed to
make people of all backgrounds and wherever located masters of their technology and
not its unthinking servants."

The wisdom of that legislation feels strikingly prescient today. The human-
ities, or rather, a humanities rooted in the public, a humanities of new expressions
of culture and of new understandings derived from shared perspectives, has the
potential to create the wisdom and vision alluded to in the NEH’s founding legis-
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lation and to address the divisions and disconnectedness so common in contem-
porary America. In doing so, it will be a humanities not in crisis but in its heyday.

As we contemplate such a new humanities, it is important to define the en-
deavor expansively, so that our understanding of the humanities does not begin
(orend) in alist of academic disciplines. At the NJCH, we say that the humanities
involve the examination of history, values, culture, and beliefs, but we would like
to find an even clearer common thread that holds our humanistic work together.
We think that the way to do this is to talk about the humanities as a means of un-
derstanding the experiences and perspectives of others. Whether through histo-
ry, literature, anthropology, religion, or cultural studies, the humanities teach us
about how others see the world. If the humanities are about understanding the
perspectives and experiences of others, then the reason to participate in them is
built into their very definition, and we can see why, amidst the tumult of recent
years, the public humanities are thriving among those who would like to over-
come or at least diminish the divides in their communities.

But to see the humanities, including the public humanities, realize their po-
tential, we need to find the bridges between academic institutions, nonprofit hu-
manities organizations, and broader communities. Together, we need a human-
ities thatis rooted in disciplines and methods drawn from the academy but that is
also rooted in our communities, that is supported by the academy without being
appropriated by it. How do we create such an ecosystem of cocreation, power-
sharing, and sharing knowledge without breaking trust between the power struc-
ture of the academy, the nonprofit industrial complex, and the multitude of pub-
lics? We challenge our colleagues in the academy to engage with local communi-
ties in ways that involve the setting aside of their power and privilege (for though
they often go unacknowledged, the academy bestows the ultimate privileges of
job security and freedom of expression that are unavailable in nearly every oth-
er sector of work) and engage with communities on equal footing. We challenge
our communities to meet with their academic colleagues without resentment or
suspicion of expertise that has too often been used as a distancing mechanism.
We challenge ourselves to leave behind the chips that so naturally reside on the
shoulders of intermediaries and amphibians, who sit between worlds and prop-
erly belong to none. We hope to create opportunities by building new networks
that cross the boundaries of institutions like colleges and universities, muse-
ums and libraries, and community organizations, because such bridges will be
built through individual interactions long before we will see any kind of cultural
shifts. But we trust that the payoff for this engagement will include broader, in-
clusive, and more widely valued histories and literatures and a wiser and more
justsociety. Itis a tall challenge, but if we can build this sort of ecosystem, the hu-
manities, even those seen through the prism of academic lines and enrollments,
will no longer be in crisis.
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