
The humanities protect and give life 
to our most enduring values. The very
dna of civilization is encoded in the
poet’s song, the painter’s brushstroke,
and the vibrant dialogue about ideas.
Although the study of the humanities
cultivates the critical thought neces-
sary for a civil society, it has suffered
neglect over the last few decades, both 
in terms of ½nancial support and in the
national debate on education. 

Among our great universities, Har-
vard, Chicago, Yale, and Columbia 
have recently rede½ned their general
education curricula. While all four in-
stitutions af½rm that the purpose of a
liberal education is to pursue knowl-
edge without explicit concern for vo-
cational utility, Harvard’s Report of the
Task Force on General Education empha-

sizes how education should relate to stu-
dents’ personal, social, and eventual pro-
fessional lives. Speci½cally, the report
declares, “The ambition of the program
of general education . . . is to enable un-
dergraduates to put all the learning they
are doing at Harvard . . . in the context of
the people they will be and the lives they
will lead after college.”1

General education curricula include
the humanities and the sciences, both 
of which are considered necessary for a
complete education. Yet federal funding
for the humanities and the sciences has
diverged signi½cantly over the last thir-
ty years. For example, in 1979 the dollar
value of National Science Foundation
(nsf) grants was ½ve times greater than
grants from the National Endowment
for the Humanities (neh). By 1997, nsf

grants were thirty-three times greater
than neh grants.2 According to the
nsf’s 2005 annual Survey of Research 
and Development Expenditures at Universi-
ties and Colleges, total spending for sci-
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1  Task Force on General Education, Report of
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and Fellows of Harvard College, 2007), preface.

2  John Hammer, On Federal Support for the Hu-
manities in Comparison with the Sciences (Ameri-
can Academy of Arts and Sciences, 2007).
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ence and engineering research and de-
velopment was almost $46 billion.3
Even given the most generous estimate,
humanities research and development
expenditures did not exceed $1 billion 
in 2005. 

Of course, it is dif½cult to compare
funding between the sciences and the
humanities, as much of this disparity
can be explained by the high costs of 
scienti½c research. Nevertheless,
through omission or commission, the
value of the humanities is diminished 
on most scales of measurement. More-
over, the growing inequality is sympto-
matic of a much deeper misunderstand-
ing of the role of the humanities in ed-
ucation. The U.S. Department of Edu-
cation’s 2006 report on the future of
higher education, which addresses 
the decline in U.S. higher education,
focuses almost exclusively on math 
and the sciences. The report stresses 
that academic programs must serve the
changing needs of a knowledge econo-
my, and it recommends that universi-
ties develop “new pedagogies, curricu-
la, and technologies to improve learn-
ing, particularly in the area of science
and mathematical literacy.”4 If we use
this assessment of the educational de-
mands of a knowledge economy in con-
junction with the rationale for the Har-
vard curriculum changes as a barometer
for the climate of funding, we can rea-
sonably infer that the humanities lag 
so far behind the sciences, in part, be-
cause it is unclear how humanistic in-

quiry and critical thinking relate to the
world of everyday life. 

Generally speaking, the humanities
consist of languages and literatures, 
the arts,5 history,6 music, linguistics,
and philosophy. While the exact de½-
nition of the humanities remains de-
bated, this broad characterization of-
fers a sense of the disciplinary diver-
sity within the humanities. The com-
mon ground of such disparate ½elds 
of inquiry is critical thinking, that So-
cratic habit of articulating questions 
and gathering relevant information in
order to make reasonable judgments.
Although similar arguments could be
mounted in other traditions, I am con-
sciously con½ning myself to the West-
ern tradition for the purposes of this 
discussion.

The rebirth of classicism in fourteenth
-century Italy helped to revitalize the
tradition of critical thinking. Petrarch’s
preference for the classical rhetoric of
Cicero and the language of Virgil over
the “barbarous inventions” of medieval
Latin led to the search for lost texts in
monastic libraries across Europe.7 De-

3  Webcaspar, Integrated Science and Engi-
neering Resources Data System, http://web
caspar.nsf.gov (accessed October 15, 2007).

4  The Secretary of Education’s Commission 
on the Future of Higher Education, A Test of
Leadership: Charting the Future of U.S. Higher
Education (2006), 25.

5  The arts and humanities are often distin-
guished; the art historian studies art whereas
the artist makes art. Nevertheless, good art crit-
icism requires the imagination of an artist, and
good art requires making informed decisions.
In general, the humanities cultivate both our
critical and creative faculties, which is precise-
ly what makes them so useful. I want to em-
phasize the creative aspects of the humanities
by including the arts in their de½nition.

6  Some universities regard history as a social
science, and indeed it does straddle the distinc-
tion. As a history major and a lifelong support-
er of the humanities, I tend to think of history
as a humanistic endeavor.

7  Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Ren-
aissance in Italy, trans. S. Middlemore (London:
Phaidon Press, 1944), part 3.
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ploring medieval scholasticism’s failure
to convey essential truths persuasively,
Petrarch’s return to classical eloquence
was a pragmatic appeal. He argued that
logic and metaphysics may help us to de-
½ne the nature of virtue, but only poetry
and metaphor move us to become virtu-
ous.8

Although the influence of classical
thought is evident in late medieval writ-
ers such as Thomas Aquinas and Dante,
this Petrarchan return to original sourc-
es not only generated a new apprecia-
tion for the critical thought of antiqui-
ty, but shed light on textual discrepan-
cies long buried by church authorities.
According to a document known as the
Donation of Constantine, the Emperor
Constantine had granted political au-
thority over the Roman Empire to Pope
Silvester in the fourth century. In 1440,
the gifted Latinist and early humanist
Lorenzo Valla proved that the Donation
was an early medieval forgery.9 Con-
trasting it with the rhetoric of contem-
poraneous Roman law, Valla demon-
strated that the Donation was inconsis-
tent with Latin of the fourth century,
thus proving it was written centuries
after its alleged creation. This triumph
of textual criticism marked the emer-
gence of a new kind of thinking that
would dominate Renaissance Europe
and that continues to shape our world
today. By concentrating on the rhetori-
cal nuances of original texts, Valla
helped to inaugurate what we might
today call close reading.10 More impor-

tantly, by going to the original sources
Valla made his argument through the
intrinsic evidence of the text itself. 

Intent on restoring the Bible to its
original meaning, Valla went on to chal-
lenge authoritative interpretations of
scripture, too, through evidence-based
historical reconstruction. Before the Ref-
ormation, biblical exegesis, whereby a
passage was understood to operate on
four levels (the literal, allegorical, moral,
and metaphysical), was conducted in
and justi½ed through church authority.11

Valla’s methodology, therefore, only ex-
panded the interpretive tradition to in-
clude rhetorical and historical consider-
ations. The Renaissance humanists then
brought the full range of these methods
of interpretation to non-biblical texts,
ushering in a new age of critical thought
and knowledge. 

Critical thinking is characterized by
½rst asking questions. Once the prima-
ry question or problem is identi½ed,
then data, evidence, and information 
are gathered. We make an interpreta-
tion and then compare our reading to
other standard interpretations. The
process of critical thinking, then, mir-
rors the scienti½c method of observa-
tion, hypothesis, prediction, and ex-
perimentation. Indeed, Lorenzo Valla’s
textual empiricism anticipates Francis
Bacon’s theory of inductive reasoning,
which formalized the methodology es-
sential for the Scienti½c Revolution to
occur. And just as interpretations of lit-
erary texts change over time, so do sci-
enti½c models and methods. Einstein’s
theory of relativity proves that New-
ton’s equations are not valid on the as-
tronomical scale, for example. But a sci-
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8  Hannah Gray, Three Essays (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1978), 6.

9  Diarmaid MacCullough, Reformation: Europe’s
House Divided (New York: Allen Lane, 2003), 81.

10  Ciriaco Morón Arroyo, The Humanities in the
Age of Technology (Washington, D.C.: Catholic
University of America Press, 2002), 24.

11  Henri de Lubac, Medieval Exegesis, vol. 2,
trans. E. M. Macierowski (Grand Rapids,
Mich.: W. E. Eerdmans, 2000).
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enti½c theory is required to explain 
both the failure and the former suc-
cess of the theory being overturned: 
the success of Einstein’s equations de-
pends on their ability to demonstrate
that Newton’s equations are accurate
approximations on scales and at speeds
observable in the seventeenth century. 

A humanistic interpretation does not
necessarily overturn other readings of 
a text; rather, it contributes to a tradi-
tion of interpretation. Moreover, peo-
ple read literature at various levels of
understanding. A poststructuralist 
reading of Moby Dick does not invali-
date a Russian formalist or a literal 
reading. Moby Dick really is a story 
about a whale; it is also a meditation 
on violence, power, and obsession. It 
is precisely for admitting different de-
grees of understanding that more peo-
ple are familiar with Moby Dick than 
they are with fundamental scienti½c
concepts such as the second law of 
thermodynamics. 

Rooted in critical thinking, both 
the humanities and the sciences strive
for objectivity. Innovation in either dis-
cipline requires creativity chastened 
by analysis. Interpretations or models
are always subject to further examina-
tion as new information or perspec-
tives emerge. Take Leonardo da Vinci,
the prototypical Renaissance man, for
example. Formally trained in human
anatomy by the sculptor Andrea del 
Verrocchio and renowned more so for
his painting, Leonardo’s studies in en-
gineering and science are just as inno-
vative. He honed his powers of obser-
vation after he was given permission 
to dissect human corpses at the Santa
Maria Nuova hospital in Florence, and
this habit of close inspection ultimate-
ly provided a methodology for his sci-
enti½c advances in optics and hydrody-
namics, as well as helped to improve 

his art.12 In Leonardo’s case, polarity be-
tween the humanities and the sciences
simply did not exist; the tradition of
critical thinking inspired new inquiry 
in all disciplines–though a palpable 
difference between humanistic and sci-
enti½c critical thinking, with respect to
their ½elds of inquiry, emerged during
the Scienti½c Revolution.

The sciences consider physical phe-
nomena and admit only those interpre-
tations that can make accurate, measur-
able predictions about the outcome of
reproducible experiments. The values
and personal investment of the scien-
tists involved in making the interpreta-
tion are, in principle, irrelevant to the
scienti½c conclusions, and the ultimate
success of a theory depends only on its
ability to reproduce results in the world.
Explanations of incompletely under-
stood phenomena are admissible, but
until an equation or model is produced
that can make measurable predictions,
they remain interpretations. 

When Newton declared his laws of
motion in the Principia of 1687, he limit-
ed the domain of scienti½c knowledge,
or experimental philosophy as he called
it. Newton could not “feign a hypothe-
sis” as to the cause for the phenomenon
of gravity that his equations described,
explaining that such speculations have
no place in experimental philosophy.
The hypothesis is necessary to initiate
physical investigation, of course. But 
“in this philosophy,” Newton clari½ed,
“particular propositions are inferred
from the phenomena, and afterwards
rendered general by induction.”13 With

12  Martin Kemp, Leonardo da Vinci: The Mar-
velous Works of Nature and Man (Oxford: Ox-
ford University Press, 2006), 251.

13  Isaac Newton, Principia, trans. I. Cohen 
and A. Whitman (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1999), 943.
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this statement Newton de½ned modern
scienti½c critical thinking–that the as-
sumptions of the scientist in framing 
the question or hypothesis are inciden-
tal to the goal of the inquiry: to render
scienti½c laws by induction. 

In contrast to the sciences, emotions
and values are always at play in human-
istic inquiry, which employs critical
thinking to probe the less explicitly mea-
surable, even unquanti½able, domains 
of intention, meaning, and spirit that
animate the human experience. As read-
ers we are emotionally engaged in our
reading of a text. We feel Raskolnikov’s
isolation and moral confusion in Crime
and Punishment. The tension between 
Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay in To the Lighthouse
is at once familiar and oppressive. We
are appalled by the barbarism depicted
in McCarthy’s Blood Meridian. Our as-
sumptions about beauty are at risk when
we look at a sculpture by Eva Hesse. We
put our values and beliefs to the test
when we read Plato, Hegel, or Derrida.
We ask ourselves not only what does a
text say, but how does this compare to
our experience? Instead of setting our
feelings and assumptions aside as is
done in the sciences, humanistic criti-
cal inquiry requires that we explicitly 
acknowledge our own personal bias 
and emotional investment when read-
ing a text, listening to music, looking 
at art, or addressing a problem. 

In principle, the sciences use all means
possible to control or limit the risk of
empirical bias in order to achieve some
form of objectivity. When the domain 
of inquiry is the inherently ambiguous
life of the human spirit, which includes
the world of values, emotions, and be-
liefs, scienti½c objectivity is dif½cult, 
if not impossible, to achieve. In the hu-
manities we try to arrive at objectivity,
but we also acknowledge the inextrica-
ble bias of our beliefs and the emotion-

al impact of a work of art or literature.
Far from lacking standards, humanistic
critical thinking allows us to appreciate
the sophistication of an interpretation
by the degree to which it engages a text
and makes explicit its assumptions. 

Both the sciences and the humani-
ties are rooted in empiricism. Science is
methodologically empirical in its study
of nature and attempts to remove all 
bias from its investigation. Acknowledg-
ing that there are subjects from which
we cannot extricate ourselves, humanis-
tic inquiry closely observes both the ob-
ject of study and how we ourselves study
the object. Put another way, the sciences
seek exact knowledge, whereas the hu-
manities strive for wisdom.

C. P. Snow’s 1959 article “The Two 
Cultures” initiated a debate about the
lack of exchange between the sciences
and the humanities that persists to this
day. With unique experience as both 
a novelist and a theoretical physicist,
Snow notes the incomprehension
among the literary establishment of
some basic aspects of science, includ-
ing, most famously, the second law of
thermodynamics. While acknowledg-
ing that many of his colleagues in the
sciences are themselves not well read 
in literature, Snow argues that such
mutual ignorance will have disastrous
consequences for generations to come.
Although much of the subsequent furor
centered on the veracity of Snow’s ob-
servations, most of his article focuses 
on how to improve education in the sci-
ences. Snow justi½es his emphasis by
considering the most pressing problems
facing the world then, much like today,
to be nuclear war, overpopulation, and
the widening gap between rich and poor
countries, all of which, in his estimation,
are best addressed through scienti½c in-
quiry. Moreover, scienti½c policy deci-
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sions made by democratically elected
governments, he argues, require an
informed citizenry to understand the
terms of those decisions and subse-
quently elect the most quali½ed pub-
lic of½cials to legislate them.14

There are two striking assumptions 
in Snow’s analysis, especially if we 
imagine his developing a parallel set of
recommendations for education in the
humanities. First, Snow assumes that
the sciences offer tangible bene½ts to
society and that scientists and engi-
neers do their research with these ben-
e½ts in mind, even in the case of the
most theoretical branches of science.
Second, and just as important, he as-
sumes the general public understands
that the sciences have a clear social pur-
pose, especially in the case of biology,
medicine, and mechanics. (Admitting
that we can dispute the social good of
nuclear proliferation, Snow neverthe-
less argues that the original intention 
of nuclear research was for the bene½t 
of humanity in the form of inexpensive
power.) If we attempt to extend his ar-
gument to the humanities, however, 
we encounter a fundamental problem:
most people cannot succinctly describe
the social bene½ts of the humanities.

We need to de½ne the social purpose
of the humanities in a manner that is
clear and accessible to the public. The
sciences include two distinct areas of in-
quiry: the broadly theoretical and the
speci½cally applied. Engineering schools
train students to study the safety, feasi-
bility, and reliability of using theoreti-
cal concepts from physics and mathe-
matics to create new products. As a re-
sult, the sciences have a tangible public
presence in the form of technological
products. While the humanities have

scholarly standards, it is unclear to most
people what the humanities’ social pur-
pose is or how humanistic inquiry can 
be used to improve one’s life. Everyone
involved in the humanities needs to un-
derstand and convey how humanistic
critical thinking can be directly applied
to solving problems in our professional
lives. 

The humanities are vital to public life;
they help us imagine the consequences
of our actions and give us the tools to
make informed policy decisions. Even
more, the moral, aesthetic, and spiritu-
al discoveries of the humanities reveal
what is common to the human experi-
ence and provide the foundation for a
successful and ful½lling life. Everyone
knows what doctors, lawyers, and
plumbers are supposed to do. We need
to de½ne the purpose of the humanities
just as clearly. Only when ordinary citi-
zens understand and demand support
for the humanities can policy-makers
and public of½cials, the gate keepers of
federal and state budgets, justify the al-
location of funding for humanities re-
search.

At ½rst glance, the idea of the applied
humanities seems little more than a rhe-
torical ploy. Engineers may apply science
to solve problems, but as far as the hu-
manities are concerned, scholars have
the reputation of being the only readers
of the work produced by other scholars.
On the contrary, imagination and crit-
ical thinking–the root of the humani-
ties–are essential components for a 
successful career in almost any profes-
sion. In addition to my recent work in
the humanities, I have also spent my en-
tire professional career at one compa-
ny, John Nuveen & Co. Extraordinary
growth marked the twenty-two years
that I was ceo. In an age of rapidly
changing technology and shifting mar-

14  C. P. Snow, Public Affairs (New York:
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1971), 13–47.
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kets, there was no simple formula for
success. The one thing I came away 
with from my years at Nuveen is that 
the world in which we operate is funda-
mentally complex, unpredictable, and
incompletely understood.

When I consider my forty-one years 
at Nuveen, I know that my business de-
gree was not enough to prepare me for
the changes and uncertainties of invest-
ment banking. Business courses alone
were–and are–not adequate to pre-
pare students for the changes that will 
be shaping business decisions in the 
next forty years. In fact, my own habits
of reading and critical analysis, particu-
larly of literature and history, and the
encouragement of such study among
employees were crucial to Nuveen’s 
success. 

As a relatively young ceo, I wanted to
encourage collaboration and new think-
ing among our employees. People who
rose to leadership positions at Nuveen
had to have excellent technical skills, 
but I believed also that a background 
in the humanities stood them in good
stead. In order to develop new thinking
at Nuveen, I introduced lectures, study
groups, and other company-sponsored
educational programs. I then invited
scholars to discuss what we had just 
read and studied. These programs pro-
moted cooperation and collaboration
among employees in an unprecedented
way. At the same time, our young lead-
ers learned the importance of careful
analysis of evidence and information, 
of expansive thinking that is open to 
the interpretation of others, and, ½nal-
ly, of developing their own judgment 
by applying rigorous criteria and mak-
ing their assumptions transparent. In
many ways, the humanities offer the
ideal training for the leadership of cor-
porate enterprises by giving young ex-
ecutives an opportunity to experiment

with ideas, to grow by taking risks, 
and to learn how to change their 
minds when new information or in-
sights emerge. In other words, I was 
trying to broaden their imagination 
and sharpen the critical faculties so 
necessary for their success. 

As ways of doing business evolve, 
the nature of work is becoming more
intellectual. Regardless of profession, 
we spend most of our time represent-
ing ideas to coworkers, colleagues, and
potential customers. The humanities 
are fundamentally about representation:
the representation of ideas, emotions,
and cultures. By studying the most pow-
erful and imaginative forms of represen-
tation, we re½ne our communication
skills, sharpen our critical faculties, and
consider new ways of thinking. More-
over, as new markets emerge, knowledge
of different cultures, histories, and val-
ues becomes essential for success. If we
are able to demonstrate the connection
between the skill of critical thinking and
work performance, people will begin to
think about the humanities differently.
In the context of business, critical think-
ing teaches us how to structure ques-
tions, evaluate competing goods, and
solve problems. 

We can ½nd ourselves assaulted with
opportunities at work, not all of which
fall within ethical boundaries, and we
have to respond quickly. As a result, 
we must rely on an accurate moral com-
pass. In considering the central conflict
in Sophocles’s Antigone, for example, we
confront fundamental questions about
the nature of morality. We see Antigone
and Creon both acting out of the convic-
tion of their profoundly different com-
mitments. Divine justice and family 
custom require that Antigone bury her
brother, but Creon has to uphold the law
of Thebes and deny Polyneices’s burial
rights. Elemental in its contour, the con-
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flict raises a host of dif½cult questions
about what truly de½nes justice. Al-
though the clash of values may be in-
tractable, we are forced as readers to
ponder the nature of moral actions in
the vivid context of a play. This kind 
of ethical deliberation can be applied
directly to making decisions in the real
world. We need to understand our eth-
ical assumptions and be able to look at 
a problem from different perspectives.
But in order to do so, we must be pre-
pared. By exposing ourselves to the 
conflicts dramatized in Shakespeare’s
plays or the nature of virtue in a philo-
sophical discourse, we train ourselves 
to face the complexities and ambigui-
ties of life.

The connection between the human-
ities and public policy can be unclear, 
but the arts have a long tradition of en-
gaging pressing issues. Indeed, policy
discussions often remain in policy cir-
cles because it is dif½cult for a large 
cross section of the population to anti-
cipate the consequences of a decision
based on technical data alone. Until re-
cently, for example, the debate about 
climate change has gone on with limit-
ed attention from the broader public.
While there is still some disagreement
among researchers about the degree to
which pollution contributes to global
warming, a great majority involved un-
derstands that the consequences of cli-
mate change are serious, even calami-
tous. It is striking then that the debate
has taken so long to capture public at-
tention. The apparent indifference is 
due in part to our inability to imagine
the repercussions of the scienti½c con-
clusions. In addition, scienti½c re-
searchers are careful to limit their con-
clusions to what they can demonstrab-
ly extrapolate from data. It is not their
responsibility to prepare us for the con-

sequences of climate change. This is pre-
cisely where the humanities have an im-
portant contribution to make to the con-
versation.

Artists and writers imagine and help
us to understand or anticipate some-
thing we have never seen before, such 
as the devastation of Hurricane Katrina,
the Santa Ana ½res of California, or the
horrors of war. Our system of education
needs to train students not only to value
artistic vision, but also to cultivate their
own imagination. As the consequences
of climate change become more tangi-
ble, so do its practical and ethical chal-
lenges. In all likelihood, civilization will
not end in a single cataclysm, but more
gradually, in a protracted series of disas-
ters. This raises a number of deeply trou-
bling questions. For example, what will
happen if Bangladesh is completely in-
undated? What would we owe the disas-
ter-struck people of Bangladesh? Given
our lack of technical and moral prepara-
tion to handle the crisis created by Hur-
ricane Katrina, surely we are even less
prepared to anticipate what we ought to
do in the event of the evacuation of an
entire nation. 

On a more fundamental level, what 
is our collective and individual respon-
sibility to future generations? As con-
scious beings capable of highly sophis-
ticated forms of communication, do we
have a special responsibility to perpetu-
ate the human race and maintain biodi-
versity? Furthermore, the idea of cata-
clysm and the end of the world has a fas-
cinating history, which for generations
scholars have considered from many his-
torical, literary, and religious perspec-
tives. What happens when a civilization
vanishes and what is the nature of our
apocalyptic anxieties? These are the
questions we need to be asking now, so
that we more fully understand what is 
at stake when we make our personal and
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political decisions that address climate
change. 

The assumption at the Chicago Hu-
manities Festival, of which I served as
chairman from its inception in 1990
until 2006, is that the humanities can
provide the context for fundamental
questions bridging politics, science,
ethics, art, and philosophy. The 2007 
festival, The Climate of Concern, was
organized around the specter of global
environmental and ecological disrup-
tion. Scholars, scientists, artists, natu-
ralists, and philosophers were invited 
to the festival to bring their expertise 
to the myriad problems that we will 
face in the next century. Although many
discussions addressed consensus scien-
ti½c ½ndings and their premises, The
Climate of Concern was organized pri-
marily around more fundamental ques-
tions. As such, it serves as a powerful
reminder of the practical value of the
humanities. 

Scientists provide us with the empir-
ical data crucial to making informed 
policy decisions, but the data tell us
nothing about the implications of our
decisions. For that we need artists and
writers to bring those repercussions to
life, scholars to remind us how others
have addressed or failed to address sim-
ilar problems, and philosophers to help
us clarify our responsibilities. In fact, we
need to bring the full range of humanis-
tic critical thinking to bear on our most
dif½cult choices. A citizenry exposed to
the humanities is able to identify and
articulate the issues most important to
their lives and, in turn, make decisions
with greater clarity. A free-market soci-
ety committed to democracy becomes
stronger and more dynamic when schol-
ars, journalists, and ordinary citizens
raise sometimes uncomfortable ques-
tions about the inherent assumptions 
in our policies. By questioning how a

problem is framed and critically analyz-
ing evidence, the humanities serve as a
safeguard to the public sphere. No mat-
ter your stance on the war in Iraq, we
can all agree that the country would
have bene½ted from a fuller engage-
ment with the cultural insight and crit-
ical thinking of the humanities in the
days leading up to the war.

Finally, and perhaps most important-
ly, a great work of art asks fundamental
questions about the nature and purpose
of life. We read to pursue answers to
those questions, to see how others have
addressed them. I’ve been involved in a
reading group for over thirty years. Last
year we read a selection of American lit-
erature, including Saul Bellow’s Herzog,
which I had ½rst read soon after it was
published in 1964, but without a criti-
cal eye: four decades later I have be-
come a more critical reader. Facing the
catastrophe of his own life, Moses Her-
zog confronts both the world of mate-
rialism, where money is God, and the 
literary world, where God is dead.15

Against these restrictive models of 
modern life, Herzog considers the val-
ue of an achieved and successful life.
Despite his prodigious intellect, Her-
zog questions the strictly intellectual
life, concluding that we will be unful-
½lled unless our knowledge is shored 
up by serious reflection and emotion-
al honesty. 

I was surprised and challenged by 
this reading. In the fragmentation and
vicissitudes of contemporary life, what
is important? How do we de½ne a suc-
cessful life? As I suggested earlier, hu-
manistic critical thinking demands that
we put our feelings, prejudices, and val-
ues at stake in our reading. We question

15  Jonathan Wilson, Herzog: The Limits of Ideas
(Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1990), 8.
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our assumptions and expand our spiri-
tual lives when we confront the ideas
and experiences of others. We read to
discover both the range of human ex-
perience and what is common to hu-
manity. But above all, we read to dis-
cover and to question. And we read to
af½rm or recalibrate our values.

While Herzog wonderfully illustrates
the importance and the richness of liv-
ing the intellectual life, Moses Herzog
½nally recognizes that ful½llment comes
only through an explicit engagement
with the world and with others. It is this
commitment to our communities and
engagement with the world outside of
the academy that I am asking humanists
to consider. Be a spokesperson for your
discipline. Teachers should show stu-
dents both the joys of scholarship and
the practical value of the humanities in
the classroom. We will all bene½t from
such advocacy. 

Although it is apparent to academics
why critical thinking is an essential tool
for living in the twenty-½rst century, it 
is obvious neither to the general public
nor necessarily to those who determine
curricula. Lorenzo Valla’s insistence 
that arguments be justi½ed by evidence
rather than by authority not only led 
to the Reformation, but also provided
the sciences with the methodology and
philosophical grounding necessary for
progress. Likewise, the Enlightenment
would simply not have been possible
without a rational ethics that compels 
us to proceed from facts to axioms to
laws. In short, our most lasting institu-
tions are anticipated by the spirit of crit-
ical inquiry that sent Valla back to the
original manuscripts. “To the sources”
was the maxim of the Renaissance hu-
manist. The source of critical thinking
are the seeds of rigorous analysis sown
by the early humanist scholars and cul-

tivated by teachers and students of the
humanities the world over.

In terms of the pragmatic climate 
of the debate around education, the
value of critical thinking is incalcula-
ble. From assessing markets to identi-
fying the salient features of a policy 
to decisions about life, liberty, and the
pursuit of happiness, critical thinking
clears a path for rational judgment. 
And it is to the humanities that we are
indebted for the sharpening of these
critical faculties and the expansion of
the imagination necessary for a respon-
sible, productive, and successful life. 

Advocates, administrators, scholars,
and teachers together are responsible 
for educating the public about the value
of the humanities. Once we have identi-
½ed the values shared by the various hu-
manistic disciplines and by disparate
schools of critical thought, we need to
promote the humanities beyond the
academy. By increasing involvement 
in the humanities through its great tra-
dition of debate, and by raising public
awareness of how the humanities relate
to robust and prosperous citizenship, 
we create a rationale for greater public
funding, which can occur only through
citizens’ insistence that their legislators
make humanities funding a priority.

Teachers and scholars of the human-
ities are charged with the unique re-
sponsibility to share ideas and to dem-
onstrate how those ideas relate to the
world around us, whether we are dis-
cussing Babylonian history or the nov-
els of Saul Bellow. Just as doctors look
after the health of their patients and
engineers ensure public safety in their
designs, so should humanists serve the
public through education. All citizens 
of the twenty-½rst century, whether 
they are scientists or telemarketers, 
can use the critical thinking of human-
istic inquiry to develop the emotional
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honesty and analytical skills necessary to
de½ne the nature of a successful life and
the best way to achieve it. In turn, all of
us involved in the humanities need that
sense of public service to measure the
success of the work we do.

While the tangible bene½ts of the 
sciences include technological prod-
ucts that make life more comfortable,
the humanities bring meaning to our
lives through critical thinking and
through great works of art. The stakes
are high, as the humanities engage not
only our knowledge and reasoning, but
the emotions and spiritual values that
drive our questions. Their reward is
great, however. Through imagination,
deliberation, and critical thinking, 
the humanities clear the path for a 
successful life.
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