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A FUTURE UNIVE
HUMANITIES ?

SITY WITHOUT

KRIDNSCAKFKILD 55 ?

Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht
NVAINYyk - F/TLE b

(ZB VT 5= FRETAR= - 5 — N SCRRBBER)

I would like to start with an apology for not speaking
Japanese. My friend Yasushi Ishii knows that I gave it a
try once in my life, but I then found out it was too late to
keep up with my youngest daughter who started learning
your language when she was 13. So I realized that a
more than 55-year old brain is just no longer good for so

much vocabulary in such a foreign language.

But I thank you for the invitation and feel really
honored to come to Keio, honored to speak at the
university where my friend, now a colleague, Yasushi

Ishii is teaching.

The future of the Humanities and Arts at the university
will be my topic, and before I really start, let me tell you
that especially with the German background I have—
I was born in Germany in 1948, did my university studies
in Germany, and was a professor there until I was forty-
one years’ old—with that German background, there are

probably things that you and I share in the humanities.

For if the history books I have been consulting are

correct, they tell me that in the Meiji period, the Japanese
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University was founded on the model of the Prussian
university from northern Germany. Now when Japanese
university system adopted this structure, the humanities
were not yet separated from the natural sciences. So in
that sense, there is something very common about the

German University and the Japanese University System.

I will argue and I will explain that the separation of
the humanities and arts from the sciences in Germany
transformed the former into the “sciences of the spirit”
(“Geisteswissenschaften” ), that it has left the humanities
with a birth trauma of a loss of worldliness, and that this
birth trauma has had great consequences from which up

to a certain extent the humanities are still suffering today.

I understand that one of the problems that the
humanities are having in Japan is to be taken seriously in
a scientific environment. Humanists don’t normally say
this but it is a serious problem—how "scientific" are the

humanities?

Now I would like to start with three anecdotes from
my humble life as a professor and as a scholar, and I will
tell you about three books that I’ve recently published.
They all got good reviews, but I will talk about the very
bad reviews that my books also got because I thought that
these very bad reviews are symptomatic for what is going
on in the humanities today. One of them has the title Life
and Death of the Great Romanists. Romanists are people
in the humanities interested in the Romance literatures
and languages—all the languages that come from Latin,
like French, Spanish, Italian, and so forth and literatures.
I was using the lives of five great Romanists to find out
something about German culture and one interest was to
find out why Germans, in specific, were so romantically

fascinated with those cultures.

A few months after the book got published I received
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proofs, proofs from a very scientific journal called
Romanische Forschungen of a devastating review of an

Austrian scholar, a linguist, named Hurch.

He said I had abandoned all principles of science and
I had therefore lost the right to call myself a scientist. So
I thought maybe I had gotten some quote wrong or may
have pretended to know about some facts that I didn’t
really know. But when I read the review, this was not
the case. 1 will tell you the three main points that my
reviewer was taking offence with because I think they are

symptomatic.

In the first place, the reviewer said that I had actually
not referred the intellectual achievements of the five
Romanists I was writing about to the present state of
research—and this was absolutely true. Only I thought
I had announced that I was not interested in that; that
the Romanists’ research was so old that it wasn’t very
relevant and that [ was fascinated by their lives only. But

he took that very badly.

In the second place he protested that I had not quoted
all the literature that already existed on these five
Romanists—and needless to say that I had not quoted
him. He didn’t say why this (and his) research would be
important for my purpose, but he had noted that I hadn’t
quoted all the secondary literature that existed on these

Romanists.

Thirdly, Dr. Hurch was furious because he said that
especially with one Romanist who was Austrian, as the
reviewer was Austrian too, I had made some ambiguous
statements about this scholar’s private life. I had indeed
talked about the fact that he was a great womanizer, and
always had relationships with female students, and how
this got him into trouble—which I found interesting but,

yes, it was certainly not a scientific contribution to society.
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More recently, about a year ago, I published a book
on a completely different topic that will come out in
Japanese soon , the title is In Praise of Athletic Beauty.
It is about the aesthetics of sports, and, there, somebody
took issue with a fact that I had said it was a thing
of beauty, for example, to watch Ichiro steal a base.
So I made this positive statement, and the reviewer
said that, I, in past years, had been a cutting-edge
intellectual, but now as I was starting to praise people,
I had inscribed myself into the group of emasculated
ex-intellectuals. “Emasculated” is a bad word that I
will not comment any further, but it means that I lost
my manhood for not being only negative and critical.

Humanists, it seems, are not supposed to praise anyone.

Finally, ten years back in 1997, I published a book
under the title In 1926. My intention had been to give in
to the desire for full immersion into a historical period.
I did not claim that 1926 was an important year, but [
wanted to write a book that went as far as possible in

catering to the desire of smelling a year and of course,

BT, o Ll 1 EEFEROZE TS RidE -
72D F =< %otz [AR—YEHELE] L)
AEWMLELZZ, ) LEHABTHHBIITTT, &
DRIFAR—=Y DEZIZOVWTENLZLDTTH, 72&
ZIZAFu—0BERE D2 EIFENREZ L V)R
BERICERFEZBERZ-ADPVET, TOFZIE. Aoz
D &) BRI LT, RITEAERT E TIREBO AR
RolthED ETIIAREDL LI >TLE W,
P INTTTHAGRAOMHAY 2 LzoZEFHEVTE
L7z [Nz L) DIEVWSEELZOTI N
Loaxy ML ERAN, 2F DI, FITHENDD
PR REELZ LD L2 RET LI L TRAPBEEE
KolzbWHIERTY, EIRH, ALFELLHEIIAN
FEOTIIWTEWI LI o TWDE L) BDTY,

RARIC, 10 48> T 1997 SED Z &, FAiE 11926 4212
EVWHHATAREM LT L7z, ROERI. HDETH
ISR D XD 20 E VI RCRICHESI 2L TL
720 16 ENEELRETHL LV REZ LOTIER
v D TEOFRNZEKL, fibh, HFrlEzvwin)
HKETEDLWY T L) AR EHEE Do/ TT

D %4257 KEDNLEIKEIDHBH?



as you will not really smell it, of touching, and hearing
the sounds of a year. Now that book got astonishingly
good reviews in the public newspapers, but the academic
historians really took issue with it, because they told me
I had not pursued a method. There was no method to
be recognized in this book, and they also told me that
I had not related what I wrote about the year 1926 to the
present, to the year 1997 when the book came out. I had
never said this was my intention, but the historians took

offense anyway.

Now, after this opening part of my lecture, you
may think that I’'m a deeply traumatized person. Do
I want consolation from you? But the truth is, I don’t
know whether it is arrogant to say this, that I am not
so traumatized. I rather was somehow proud because
I thought that these reactions—very strong reactions—
proved that I had hit some nerve in the humanities.
That I had somehow touched upon something that was
problematic in the humanities—and my hope was that
I could use these reviews as a starting point to find
out what is problematic in the present situation of the
humanities and what may be the limits of what the

humanities can achieve at the university today.

From this point on, my argument will get more

complicated. There are four parts to it.

In the first part, I will try to develop, based on these
negative reviews, what concept of “science” prevails in
the humanities today—because I was criticized for the
point that I was not scientific enough. So what do these

people mean by science?
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In the second part, I will go back historically and I
focus mainly, although not exclusively on the German
academic history, trying to explain when and why it
happened that humanities would develop this ambition
to be scientific. This presupposes that it did not always
happen, this situation, that in the early 19 century this

ambition did not exist.

In the third part, coming back to the present, I will try
to characterize the present situation of the humanities
at large and of the university at large and I will then try
to make a proposal about what the humanities could
contribute to the university in the present situation. My
key concept there, I’'m very proud of it because its my
own concept, will be the concept of riskful thinking.
My proposal will be that the humanities should try and

specialize in riskful thinking.

In the fourth and final part I will speculate briefly
about the future of the university in general and about
the possibility that the humanities and arts may disappear
from that future. I know that, normally, when humanists
are asking this question, they do it in order to say that the
humanities will gloriously survive, that the humanities are
the most important part of the university. . . but nobody
believes that anyway. So when I am asking this question
at the end, about the survival or non-survival of the
humanities at the university of the future, this, keep it in

mind, will be a serious question. I hope it will not scare

you, but is a serious question nevertheless.

Part one: what are the components that one can induce
from those reviews as belonging to a concept of science

applied to the humanities that one can tease?

In the English language of the Anglo-American
tradition the humanities are not regarded to be a science.

I was telling an anecdote this morning about when the
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then president of the former Soviet Union, Michael
Gorbachev, came to Stanford in 1991 and gave a speech,
he started by saying, “I’m greeting the scientists of
Stanford University.” All the humanists booed because
they thought they were excluded, but this had not been
the intention. Rather, the Russian tradition, like the
German tradition and like the Japanese tradition, includes

the humanists into the sciences.

My reviewers were implying in the first place
that the humanities as a science are supposed to be a
solidly closed system—"“a solidly closed system” in
the sense that each new step that you take implies the
obligation to take into account all the previously taken
steps. Therefore, they found it bad, for example, that
in writing about those Romanists, I would not quote all
the secondary literature that had ever been published
about them. It also means that each new discovery
you name has to fit into the picture of discoveries
that have been made before. So whatever does not fit
cannot be recognized. With this basis, one assumes

that all disciplines somehow make progress, that there
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is for example, progress in the interpretation of Dante.
I’m saying this because I do of course believe that one
will interpret Dante differently in different cultures and
different ages, but I do not think that you will ever make
progress in the interpretation of Dante or of Proust or of

any other great author.

Secondly, to call the humanities science means that
you believe that you have to choose a method—that you
have to work with a method. Now what is a method?
A method is a canonized sequence of actions structured
as steps that will lead you from predefined questions to
predefined results. If you have a certain type of question
and you want to find a solution, then you use a method.
The greatest glory of a method seems to be that you don’t
have to think yourself. If you have a method you can just

follow its steps and your mind can go on autopilot.

The third feature of the concept of “science” is that this
goal-orientedness and this reliance on methods and their
automatic procedure is hailed and celebrated as “rigor.”
Science wants to be rigorous. When you talk about science,
you praise the scientists for being very rigorous and that of
course is in contradiction with individual inspiration. If you
are methodical and rigorous you are not allowed to follow
individual inspiration. I might almost say that the insistence

upon methods and on rigor kill individual inspiration.

Now fourthly, what the closure of “science” is
supposed to achieve is the fulfillment of two different
goals. One goal is that science as a closed system is
supposed to produce Truth. The problem is, I want to say
this as a footnote, that we do not really know anymore
today, philosophically, what we mean when we say Truth.
Secondly, science is supposed to produce solutions to
problems. Now if we do not really know what we mean
when we say Truth, the insistence on solutions becomes
all the more important. But I doubt that the humanities

have ever produced solutions although, if you conceive
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them as a science, then you expect them to produce

solutions.

A fifth and final point—the humanities are supposed
to be critical—critical in the sense that they are supposed
to discover or point to shortcomings in society. So
humanists feel normally well when they say what
everybody has been saying that for ten thousand years
of human culture, i.e. that the present is much worse
than the past has been etc. Humanists have always been
critical. If you praise something—if you write a book in
praise of athletic beauty, for example, God forbid—but
even if you praise your favorite author, you run the risk of
being regarded as an emasculated ex-intellectual. So the
dignity of an intellectual seems to lie only on the negative
side. With a permanent grudge you are regarded a good

intellectual.

But where does this ambition “to be scientific”
come from? Why are the humanities, especially in
the German tradition, so ambitious and since when are
they so ambitious to be scientific—and I understand
this is something that is shared by the humanities in the
Japanese university system As a premise, [’ve already
mentioned it, let me say it once again, that this pressure
to be scientific is of course differently strong in different
cultures. In the Anglo-American tradition, the humanities
are definitely not supposed to be sciences—they are
called Humanities and Arts. There, the word science is
a word that does not include the humanities and you also
don’t use other words and concepts for the humanities
that are normally associated with science, like research
or investigation. The word Art—Humanities and Arts—
comes from the medieval Artes faculty. But although,

strictly speaking, this is a misunderstanding I think
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that in the Anglo-American tradition, people interpret
it in the sense that they are closer to the artist, closer to
the aesthetics. I have no statistics, but I’'m absolutely
convinced that there are more professors of literature in
the Anglo-American world who are writing literature
themselves. There is a different concept in the French
tradition but this would be topic for another long lecture.
The French concept is softer, it comes from the early
19th century, from the post-revolutionary, so called

s

“Encyclopédistes.’

The German tradition of wanting to be scientific
goes actually back to an institutional split that took
first place at the University of Berlin in the 1890s.
It was a quarrel about the fact whether a newly recruited
professor, his name was Ebbinghaus and he was an
empirical psychologist, should become a colleague of the
philosophers, of the nonempirical psychologists, of the
historians, of the literary critics, and so forth—and the
opinion prevailed that he should not be part of that. The
important point I want to make is that it was the initiative
of the humanities in the 1890s and in the early 20th

century to separate themselves from the sciences.

I will come back to this point in a moment, but
before I want to mention that there was a conception
of the university in the early 19th century that I find
highly interesting, worth to be recycled today above all
for the humanities—and it had nothing to do with the
idea of scientific rigor. The person who invented this
conception was Wilhelm von Humboldt, who was first
a philosopher—mainly a philosopher of language—
and who, when he wrote the 1811 document in question,

actually was Undersecretary of State for Culture.

I want to mention three points that Wilhelm von

Humboldt makes about the university at large. He does not
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draw a separation between the sciences of the spirit and the
natural sciences, but I think the three points that he makes

are points worthy to be remembered and recycled today.

First point and I hope you are surprised: Humboldt says
that the universities in general are not institutions that should
produce or recycle answers. He says that the production of
answers and the transmission of answers is the main task
of secondary education. This is what we do at high school.
As soon as you have an answer this is no longer something
that the university should promote. People at the university

should produce new questions and more problems.

Then Humboldt writes about the seminar and the
laboratory as teaching situations. Why is that important?
I can no longer say it’s important because of the
transmission of knowledge because the transmission of
knowledge is not the task of the university. But while
Humboldt’s answer is complicated to explain, I think it
is surprisingly beautiful. He says the seminar and the
laboratory are places where different types of enthusiasm
of different generations can inspire each other, and this is
why they are so productive. The professor would teach
Plato—but his enthusiasm has a different flavor from the
enthusiasm of the students, and the reason why they need
each other is not merely that the professor transmits his
knowledge about Plato to the students, but, rather, because
they can inspire each other. So the university is a place
where different types of enthusiasm trigger each other.
I think this is unfortunately not true for most universities
today, but it’s a beautiful idea nevertheless, may be we’ll

achieve something of that kind in the next hour together.

Thirdly, and this is very astonishing for somebody
who is an undersecretary of State, Humboldt says the
State, on the one hand, has an absolute obligation to
finance the university, but he also says that in its own
interest the State has no right to ever intervene in any

intellectual business. Why does an undersecretary say
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that? He says that because the university is supposed to
be the institution that the State fosters in order to produce
surprising knowledge, in order to produce views that
nobody has still produced, so that, by definition, this will

no longer be the case, if the State is allowed to intervene.

Keep Humboldt’s three points in mind, while I come
back for moment to the history of the humanities. If we
go back to the 1890s, why is it that the humanities wanted
to separate themselves from the sciences? This is actually
a very long, complicated story. I will try to make it short,
but we have to go back. What is new is that for the first
time after the Middle Ages humans think of themselves
as being eccentric to the objects of the world, as subjects
who regard the world, interpret the world as an object
and by interpreting the world as an object produce its
representation and produce knowledge. Think of Galilei
and the experiments at the leaning tower. Think also of
Descartes and his definition of the ontology of human

existence as “I think therefore I am.” So the subject is
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pure spirit, spiritual as opposed to the objects as that

which requires space.

Then something happens in the early 19th century that
complicates the situation and that has set the Western
intellectual agenda or the globally intellectual agenda
until the present day. This is what I call the emergence
of the second order observer. Now what is the second
order observer? The second order observer is an observer
who cannot help observing himself or herself in the act
of observation. There are two consequences. A second
order observer discovers that his representation of the
world or his interpretation of the world depends on his
own point of view. So what emerges is the problem
of perspective. With each given object of reference,
you all of a sudden have an infinity of interpretations
and infinity of representations. The second innovation
is that the second order observer rediscovers that
there are two levels of world appropriation or world
interpretation. World appropriation by concepts—that
is what we call experience. But there is also—and this
is what early modernity had not taken into account—
world appropriation by the senses—I mean physical
world appropriation, that is perception of the world. And
from that moment on intellectuals are obsessed with the

compatibilization of both modes of world appropriation.

Needless to say that until the present day, nobody has
found the solution to the second problem. And I believe
that it came partly from this very frustration that in the
late 19th century, the humanities took the initiative to
separate themselves from sciences. It was basically
a move to get rid of this problem. Ever since, science
deals with world appropriation through the senses. We,
the humanist, deal with world appropriation through

concepts, we deal with interpretation.

This is the program of the humanities. Now, what’s

wrong with that? The problem is that this birth of the
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humanities as “sciences of the spirit” came with the birth
trauma of what you call in Germany “loss of world.” As
soon as you abandon the world reference of the natural
sciences, you feel that you are a little bit in the open
air. You are too loose, you are too cloudy. You are not
concrete enough. I think this impression is the reason
why ever since the early 19th century, if you pursue the
history of humanities, the humanities have been in a
rollercoaster situation. There have always been moments
of great interpretative inspiration, like the moment of
new criticism in the mid 20th century, followed by the
attempt of the humanities to become very rigorous—the
1960s are such a moment. All of a sudden, you want to
become mathematically rigorous, you do linguistics, or
remember the enthusiasm for certain types of Marxism,
although philosophically they were as old fashioned as a
dinosaur—but they promised to be rigorously scientific.
This was followed by moments of greater relaxation,
think of new historicism or think of the moment of
deconstruction—which was then followed again by these
moments of the ambition to be rigorous like cultural
studies—social-scientific cultural studies or media
studies. So if you’re asked to describe the technology of
a T.V. set in order to do humanities research, you may feel
good about yourself because you can pretend that you

have not lost contact with the world.

I think the other effect of the birth trauma is that
humanists, which is a kind of strange paradox, always
want to be endlessly political. I sometimes cannot
help asking my “politicized” colleagues the question,
why—if you forgive my language—why the hell? If
you want to be so political why have you chosen to be
a humanist, why did you not become a politician? But
I think it is precisely by default, I mean because we are
traumatized—and have been traumatized for one hundred
years by this world loss—that we are so paradoxically

ambitious to be political.
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I come to my third part, and this is about the
university in the present situation, and about what the
humanities can do. I will precisely not go back to the
rigorous concepts of “science” and of “being political.”
I will actually go back to Humboldt’s ideas, and try to
reactivate them for the present situation. If you ask what
the university is supposed to be all about today, you
will normally get two answers—one answer is that the
university is supposed to transmit professionally relevant
knowledge on a higher level, and the second expectation
is that the university can be an agency of problem solving,
it can be an agency of consulting on a very high level in
fields like engineering, applied sciences, medicine, and
computer science. The social sciences are pretending to
do that, too, but I don’t trust too much in their success.

And the humanities? Who would need the knowledge
that the humanities transmit? Only the future professors
of the humanities—and that is a very small group of
people. In English Departments the professors sometimes
talk about the so-called “bread and butter courses”—the
courses everybody should take, but I don’t think there is
any knowledge in the history of English literature that
everybody needs. The texts of Shakespeare are endlessly
fascinating but you don’t need them if you work for
Honda or for Toyota, for example, or for whichever
company one day. You will not lose any of your salary
if they found out that there are three history plays of
Shakespeare that you have not read. Do the humanities
solve problems? Not really—humanists sometimes
pretend they do, but they don’t really solve problem. So
what could be the function of the humanities? I hope

I have stated the question dramatically enough.
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My answer is that the specific function that the
humanities could have of the university should be what
I call riskful thinking. Now what do I mean by riskful
thinking? I mean in the first case, very much inspired
by Wilhelm von Humboldt, that riskful thinking is the
thinking that produces questions instead of answers.
Riskful thinking is a thinking that makes the world look
more complicated and less solution-oriented. Riskful
thinking is a thinking that produces alternative world
views instead of catering to existing world views.
Instead of reducing, riskful thinking tends to increase the

complexity of the world by creating new problems.

Let me give you two examples for riskful thinking—
one is relatively banal but it normally helps to understand.
Imagine that, after this lecture, you have a horrible
stomach ache, and you first think it’s because of this
lecture, but it is not, you go to your doctor and he tells
you, well Mr. Ishii, you have appendicitis, please go
and see the surgeon. So you go and see the surgeon
and the surgeon schedules you for surgery tomorrow
morning. Then, in the morning, you see your surgeon
and he says: Mr. Ishii I congratulate you because you will
be the first patient on whom I will try out a new access
to the appendix. You wouldn’t like that because this
would be riskful thinking practiced on you. You want
innovations to happen, but you don’t want the surgeon to
try that out on you. This is why you want that there be
clinical research and basic research, that there be a certain
institutional space where this risk can be taken. You don’
t want everyday institutions to get congested by riskful
thinking. Risks are not good for everyday situations—but

you want one institutional space where they can happen.

The second—more sophisticated—example goes back
to the first visiting professorship that Jacques Derrida had
in Germany in 1988. 1988 was a moment when, once
again, there was a worldwide discussion in the humanities

about Martin Heidegger’s biography. You know that
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this great German philosopher was also a member of the
Nazi party until its end in 1945 and, as such, a president
of the University of Freiburg. Derrida said, in passing,
that Heidegger was the greatest philosopher of the 20th
century. I don’t know whether he is right or wrong, but
that’s what he said, and then a student asked: Professor
Derrida, how can you say that Heidegger was the greatest
philosopher of the 20th century, don’t you know that he
was involved into Nazi ideology? Derrida gave him an
answer that was a beautiful example for riskful thinking.
The answer gives me gooseflesh, because after all I was
born in Germany in 1948, but this answer definitely is a
great example for riskful thinking. Derrida said, young
friend, of course I know that Heidegger was a Nazi. We
all know that. That is not the question. The question
is whether he could have been the greatest philosopher
of the 20th century without being involved into Nazi
ideology. I hope until the present day and I believe
the answer is—yes, Heidegger could have been a great
philosopher, and maybe even a greater philosopher
without being involved into Nazi ideology. But my point
is that there has to be one place in society where even
this question can be asked. I don’t think that it would be
a good question for the public sphere, or for TV. 1 don’t
think this would be a good question for a high school, but
there has to be one place where even this question can
be asked, and I think this should be the university, the
humanities in specific. For this very reason it is positive
that universities are up to certain degree isolated from
society. Everybody complains about the fact that the
universities are what we call an ivory tower, but I think it
is something positive—because it is precisely this ivory
tower quality what avoids that riskful thinking permeates
into everyday life outside the university and congests

everyday it.

Now, why do societies need and finance riskful

thinking? If it were only for people like myself to have
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fun, that wouldn’t be good enough. The reason is that—
to have a repertoire or a pool of alternative views will
give societies and cultures flexibility for change. I am
not saying that the humanites must propose in which
direction societies should go, but they should work
against an ossification of society. They should develop
pools of alternative views of what life could be and they
should train as much as possible future members of the
society in this sense, not only future humanists. The
humanist should become the specialists for seeing the

world in a more complex way.

How is riskful thinking different from a scientific
rigor? My first point out of four is that riskful thinking
is not compatible with method. For riskful thinking
relies on momentaneous inspiration and if you rely on
the method you will kill the momentaneous inspiration,
you will not even allow yourself to have such inspiration.
Secondly—and this is just an expansion of my first point:
riskful thinking means that you pay attention to your
own intuitions. You argue and in argument you may
develop theories but you are never convinced then you
are ultimately right. I would actually go so far to say
that the key quality criterium in the humanities is not to
be right or wrong—because in the humanities except for
very few questions there is never final evidence. The
ultimate criterium for quality in the humanities is to
spark controversy—and that this is what the humanities
should indeed do. They do not produce solutions, they
do not make the world necessarily better. The humanities
produce ongoing conversation. This is different from
the natural sciences. If you hire a colleague for physics,
you do not necessarily want to hire a colleague whose
work produces the most controversies. You want to hire
somebody who has discovered something new that is
now proven right—and who is a candidate for the Nobel
because it is proven right. In the humanities, however,

I think those who are always proven right, look boring
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because they never spark controversy.

Thirdly, I think the humanities hardly ever do research
in the sense of large scale investigations. Likewise, they
hardly ever do research in the sense of making prognosis
about the future. The humanities are sometimes expected
to do that—but I cannot see the usefulness of it. Rather, the
humanities are about judgment. Judgment very much in the
sense of Immanuel Kant, which always implies the moment
of decision. You can never make a completely rational
judgement. You can never make a judgment completely
by deduction. This is why we can say that, in the legal
system, certain judges are more competent that others. Of
course, there has to be a body of laws, of course there has
to be a jury, of course there have to be all kinds of resources
that try to prevent judges from making bad judgments, but
ultimately there is a moment in which every judge has to
make a decision, and I think this is no different from the
humanities—for the humanities are not primarily about
inductively or deductively producing rock solid results. The
humanities are about the capacity of judgment, and the effect

of your judgment is to produce plausible or convincing results.

Finally and this is about the the sociology of the
humanities: I think the humanities can be called an “art”
in the sense of being a craft. How can you teach riskful
thinking? How can you teach the humanities? I think
you cannot really teach the humanities by giving recipes,
by giving methods, you can only teach the humanities by
example. The best way of learning in the humanities is to
sit with people around a table—and see how some people
go about history, about philosophy, about science. Some
just do that better than others and you slowly begin to
imitate them—not to copy them. For you are inspired by
them and this is why I think that we need teaching situations
in a shared space, teaching in co-presence. You all know

what it is like to remember some great inspiring teachers
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that you had. Now if you think about what you learned
from them, I think this is very often hard to say. You may
remember certain points, but you really learn by example
like you learn in a workshop from a great carpenter or
from a great artist, think of the Renaissance artist, think of

traditional Japanese theater for example. I don’t think that

Kabuki families have recipes that they pass along.

Under these conditions—what are the major
challenges? What are the major problems for the
university in the future—and do the humanities have
a place in the university of the future? I will take this
question very seriously. Let me then first of all talk about
two tendencies that I believe will profoundly change in
the university of the future. You probably all know and
if you do not know you should know that the cost for
teaching in spatial co-presence is exponentially growing
today. It grows much faster than the income growth in
any economy. For example a Stanford undergraduate
student, today, pays roughly 50,000 per year to his
university—but the cost for every Stanford student per
year is multiply higher. This means that distance learning
will be the great solution of the future, to an extent
that we cannot even imagine today. About a year ago,

Stanford, Yale, and Princeton joined in a consortium for
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distance learning and you’ll probably soon be able to buy
any Stanford degree, Princeton degree, Yale degree for
$10,000 per year, instead of $50,000—and lots of people
will use that opportunity.

If you feel like I feel, i.e. that what universities really
are all about are these situations of spatial co-presence,
then I will recommend you in the first place a certain
commitment. Do not engage too much in distance
learning because the more we do it, the more we
contribute to the disappearance of what we all like. But I
also urge you to do some research about what specifically
the virtues and functions of learning in co-presence are,
and why it is much more productive to discuss with
people sitting around a table than to do that by e-mail.
I think most of us share this intuition, but I want to
remind you that we do not really know why this is so
and we may run out of time if we don’t have answers
to these questions soon. I think the greatest threat for
the university as we know it and especially for the

humanities, is electronic learning and distance learning

and we should at least not be enthusiastic about that.

The second threat for the university as we know is
actually an undermining of the second, the problem-
solving function. There is a strong tendency in
corporations—especially in Japan—to develop research
in this direction, I don’t think that there is anything evil
about this but if the university as we know it will be
replaced by distance learning on the one side and will
not have this consulting agency function on the other
side, this would most likely be the end of the humanities.
One might of course also think that if this happens, if
distance learning takes over and problem solving leaves
the university, what the humanities can do, namely riskful
thinking, will become much more central. We might even
imagine that the universities will shrink as institution but
could become again something like Aristotle’s Lyceum or

Plato’s Academy?

MY F L ZFDIBIZAT Y T+ —F . FY VA,
A 2—=NVDHHWDLFEHOFEM %, FEH 5T PV TldZ
C1HFVTHIBTESL X IIIRBTLE). 2K &A
DABZOF ¥ Y AZFHTHIEI%D EENET,

%L\§%@ﬁﬁkw5émbhﬁt%%:%ﬁﬁ$
DORERELVIRDOEZ KL TLEES6, £F
BOLOHEDL S b D% LTF IV, mRHHF I
HLBERVWEIICTHI LT, EREFHICHLLT

3, RADPKREYZL T B H0%2HEIELZ LI
OhBoTLEVET, T, BHE G LAEHOFR

HEBRPMZOD, BEFXA-VIZEIBRDEN LD D
Pl P A Tt S %139 B39 o L AERER 2 DT O

WHMREL TATL S, ZOEKIILZ L OF 4123k
HLTWZ TR VETH, TOHMERIEH
PEAIEEFZ LIS Do TBLY, B2 EHTOIKCTF
B> T TRTFENRIZ->TLEI D LAZVEW
I TEELIIED TSV, FHEA D> TV DI
DRF, B THALFIH T 2 IRAROFIE, BT
@t CoyH, @ERFEZERET, 2L TH~A
B3R LD, FNICAIEL TdviT v e BvE g,

SHORZFINT 2 20 HOGKIE, BMMakzE
SR CHERE T D 2 BEB RSB A SN TVDH 2 LT
Fo REOHVZIIF, FICHRIZBWT, 20 X)) %
MEEZ#EDDIZo &) Lo d, #hd X
CLELIEFZELEFIENERADN, BL—FTRREGDL
) B DRFHDERHFE - TRD S, SRR D
%%%%ttf@:@%%%ht&wt&n@\%@h
BHIAXLFENIBDIRIFEAERDYZE VBT
Lxﬁo%%5A‘%5Lt$%mﬁhﬁxoibki

HRRFEIH S TR D S NURTERTERE D 2 & L
7o, AXFOHHE, $hbbVAZ TN - vF 07
BEVEZIILREDS LN WEBEZ IR LA
FAo TIRDEREME L TOREN DR VNS S
CLEFHEITLILIZTELDDLNERAD, Rz
LTCTVANTFLVAD) 2544, 79 bOT A
FALTDE)BRBIZERLEDTL L 97



Now, in concluding, I want to give you two examples
about future-oriented thinking in avant-garde institutions
in which I have been involved. The first example is
my own institution, Stanford University, which has
just launched a few months ago the largest fund raising
campaign in the history of the university. Its official goal
is $4.7 billion but the real goal is over $6 billion, and it

will certainly be reached within three years.

What will the University do with all that capital?
There is a very strong tendency to do whatever it can
do to keep the consulting function at the university. For
example, Stanford has just spent half-a-billion dollars
for a completely new building called Bio-X, which is
supposed to have the most advanced lab spaces in the
world and will actually not only be for professors. It will
be open for researchers from corporations to collaborate
with Stanford professors. A second project is somehow
uncanny but even more interesting. It is to transform the
department of political science into a hub for international
political consultation. Stanford is in the process of hiring
not only political scientists, but a number of successful
former politicians for this project where governments
from all over the world, not only the American

Government, could seek advice.

A large amount of the money to be raised will go into
the humanities and arts, but actually not into what we
traditionally consider the humanities, but rather into
the “practical” arts indeed. Much money will go into
studio arts, a huge amount will go into the installations
for a conservatory. But what happens with the more
traditional humanities—what happens with philosophy?
What happens with history? What happens with literary
studies and so forth? We asked our university president,
who is a computer scientist, whether this was part of his
plan, for the humanities to disappear. The president’s
answer was that, as it costs money to raise money,

the potential projects for the humanities are just not
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So Dr. Ishii, a

large enough in their financial volume.
Stanford alum, and I invented the “peanuts paradox”:
the university is immensely rich, the university clearly
likes the humanities, but the humanities will not appear
in the most important document that the university will
produce for the future and this implies the risk that in the
next generation they will not figure it. I’'m not saying it is

bound to happen. It could happen.

The other example—and this also is a paradoxical
example—is the recently founded university of the

Volkswagen corporation. Japanese readers will be happy
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to learn that VW is only the third largest car producer
in the world, with a number of brands like Volkswagen,
SEAT, Audi, Skoda and so forth. While the idea for
this university was strictly geared to the improvement
of VW products, every single major, every single Ph.D
curriculum that’s planned for this university is required
to have up to 30% of its classes in philosophy, literature,
history and so forth. Behind that is the belief that
an engineer, a designer, a marketing specialist that is
capable of what I call riskful thinking will make for a
better designer, a better engineer and a more successful
marketing specialist, whereas somebody who does not
have this riskful thinking is doomed to have a tunnel
vision of his own activity. So this was the glorious
project of Volkswagen University, but to end on a sad
note, the CEO of Volkswagen who was pushing that
university and he was somehow the godfather of the
project, Mr. Hartz, got fired four months ago—and if you
want to know why he got fired you can ask me in the

discussion.
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Questions and Answers

Q: Does “riskful thinking” in the humanities mean
that, in the future, we should no longer read classical
authors? After all, highly canonized texts and their

analysis seems to be a low-risk operation.

A: I am grateful for this question, because it allows
me to correct a misunderstanding that my argument and
its emphasis on “riskful thinking” may have created.
For, counter to the quite plausible implication of your
question, I believe that, from multiple perspectives, there
is a strong affinity between “riskful thinking” and the
re-reading the classics. For several decades now (and
those were unfortunately decades that I already spent
in the profession as a humanist), our disciplines have
not only spent (and I believe: wasted) much time on
trying to imitate the sciences, with their insistence on

2

“rigorous methods.” They have also believed that it was

an intellectual obligation to go “against the grain” of the
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established literary canon—and to emphasize the reading
of texts of a comparatively low aesthetic quality (there
is even a term for that in German: “Trivialliteratur”). To
give you an example: my daughter Sara (who, today, is 24
years old and just finished her studies in Sociology at the
University of Barcelona) went to a Spanish/German high
school in Valencia. In her Spanish classes over the years,
she read the classical texts of Spanish literature from the
Middle Ages up until the present day. Those courses
were not always exciting—but they gave her the chance
of a lifetime to go back to some of the most amazing
texts of Spanish and of Western culture at large. In her
German classes, by contrast, some of the teachers clearly
tried hard to be intellectually “progressive”—and I fear
that they might even have used the concept of “riskful
thinking” had they only been aware of it. Unbelievably,
however, they did not read a single text from the canon
of German literature, not even Goethe’s “Faust’—the
equivalent of Cervantes’s “Quijote” in Spanish literature.

But why do I believe that canonized texts will indeed
enhance “riskful thinking?” In the first place, because
they typically challenge readers with their specific degree
of complexity, both in the semantic and in the formal
dimensions, that is quite comparable to the complexity
of the most difficult philosophical texts—and of course
I am referring to a complexity, here, that everyday
institutions simply cannot produce. More specifically,
let me remind you that classical texts almost always
come down to us with the aura of a tradition of great
interpretations (interpretations that not so seldom have
achieved a certain degree of “canonization” themselves).
Under these conditions, each new, each contemporary
interpretation, is confronted with the challenge of finding
something new—of entering into a competition with
the great readers of the past—and I think it is this kind
of competition that quite naturally produces a style of

thinking that we may well call “riskful.”
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Q: In your argument, you gave the impression
that what you understand as the main activity of the
humanities is mainly confrontation and a constant
revisiting of great texts and works of art from the past.
I am asking myself whether you mean—implicitly, at
least—that the teaching of writing, those courses that you
call “composition” in the Anglo-American tradition, has a

lesser priority?

A: It was certainly not my intention—not even
indirectly—to question the importance of writing
competence for a cultivated mind—and, thereby, the
importance of composition classes. But I fear your
intuition is correct, nevertheless—in the sense that I
have a tendency to underestimate the importance of this
component. Why is this so? It may have to do with a
certain “romantic” tradition of the German academic
world in which I was brought up—i.e. the tradition of
trying to tease out the individual writerly talent in each
student, instead of emphasizing certain shared criteria,

EE)

forms, and patterns of “good writing.” As you probably
know, it is a—somehow problematic—decision, even at
the best American universities, to leave the teaching of
writing for undergraduate students (and the correcting
and commenting on their writing samples) largely in the
hands of advanced graduate students. Sometimes, when
I see composition papers written by undergraduates and
corrected by graduate students, I fear that the strong belief
among the graduate students in certain conventions may
stifle individual talent for writing. And of course such
individual talent for writing, and, above all, the liberty to
let an individual style emerge, has, once again, an affinity
with “riskful thinking.” From the undergraduate student’s
perspective, it may indeed be “riskful” in the literal sense
of the word. For they know that they are better off, grade-
wise, if they write along certain patterns. This is all the
sadder and counterintuitive, somehow, as the speakers of
English in general (and of American speakers of English,

in particular) have a wonderful and very encouraging
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flexibility and generosity towards those who still have to
find “their voice” in English. Let me give you a personal
example. In a recent review of one of my books originally
written in English, I read the following sentence: “One
oftentimes has the impression that the author’s English
is slightly ‘off’—but this makes the particular charm,
and sometimes even the particular beauty — of this text.”
Forgive me such blatant narcissism—but if all those who
taught writing and composition were as generous and
encouraging as my reviewer, I would be even more in
favor of multiplying the writing and composition courses
in our graduate curriculum.

By the way, I can see a similar problem in a certain
teaching style among (mainly analytic) philosophers in
the United States. Their main emphasis often seems to
be to teach their students to “reconstruct” the rational
argument of a text (with some modification, of course),
but each text (each canonical text, at least) should have
one such “rational argument” that one can identify and
describe as long as one follows the method. As in the
case of finding one’s own writing style (“one’s own

voice”), but for the opposite reasons, I have my problems
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with such pedagogical exercises, because I think that
the complexity of the great philosophical texts should
be a challenge to work through, both for students and
faculty—because this, in the end, would help to develop
and strengthen personal style, rather than domesticating
thought in an all-too-general and common direction. In a
recent class on Plato, for example, I discovered that what
most fascinates readers of the generation of 20-year olds
is very different both from my present understanding of
Plato, and from my Plato-readings almost forty years ago.
Such diversity, too, should be developed and strengthened
wherever we have a chance.

But let me conclude this answer by emphasizing that,
despite the legitimate expectation that the humanities
teach certain forms of competence (for example: writing
competence), the function and true reason for being of
the humanities is certainly not the transmission of skills
and knowledge. Rather, I believe that the transmission of
knowledge is a side-effect that we gain in the humanities.
And while I think that, in the long run, the contribution of
the humanities to life in modern societies is considerable,
we would perhaps be better off if we admitted more
willingly—and enthusiastically—that, after all, the
humanities are a luxury operation. Doubtlessly, societies
without the humanities would easily survive (in this
sense, it is not only inadequate, but strategically inept,
to try to justify the existence of the humanities by some
practical usefulness). But what they do best—and what
they do only if we emphasize the concept of “riskful

thinking,”—is to constantly broaden our minds.

Q: How do you define the humanities — in the United
States and Europe? Is there a way to connect their
specific efficiency—if there is such a specific efficiency?
Or do you not think, after all, that the omission of the
humanities from Stanford University’s large fund-raising
campaign has to do with—perhaps quite realistic—doubts

about their efficiency?
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A: There have been certain proposals for a “definition”
of the humanities at the historical moment of their
separation from the sciences, i.e. in the late 19th and early
20th centuries. The German philosopher Wilhelm Dilthey,
for example, who greatly contributed to the establishment
of the German word “Geisteswissenschaften” (“sciences
of the spirit” for “humanities”), proposed to subsume,
under this name, all of those academic disciplines whose
core operation was “interpretation,” understood to be the
attribution and reconstruction of meaning.

This is quite possible—but I have my very general
epistemological doubts regarding the usefulness of
“defining” any historical phenomena. Rather than trying
to “define” the humanities, I think we can simply refer
to a cluster of disciplines (and their changing concerns)
that have come down upon us through the tradition
of the Western university (which is also the adopted
academic tradition in many contemporary societies that
are not Western as it is the case with Japan). And here
the answer becomes obvious—if not to say banal: the
humanities are philosophy, history, literary Criticism, art
history, musicology, etc. (despite the temporary ambition,
back in the 1970s and 1980s, of some of those disciplines
to redefine—or rather: revamp—themselves as “social
sciences”).

As in Japan, the humanities have been under pressure
in Europe and North American, over the past decades,
because of their lack of any obvious and immediate
social function—but it is my impression (although I may
of course be wrong) that while, in Japan, this pressure
comes, to a certain degree, from the society outside of
the academic institution; in Europe and North American,
the humanists seem to have to invent and emphasize the
problem with such a seeming “lack of function” than do
cultivated people outside of the humanities. During the
1970s and 1980s, at some of the top American universities,
for example, there was a “battle” over the humanities
“canon,” in which many humanists, strangely enough,

were arguing for the elimination of the great classical
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texts from the curriculum. Today, we can say that the
main reason for the preservation of (at least parts of) the
classical canon and, thereby, of the humanities, has been
thanks to the intervention of alumni and students’ families.

But while it is my impression that many humanists in
the past (and I will admit that I was one of them!) went too
far in insisting on the obligation that the humanities show
practical functions, it would be equally counterproductive—
and straightforwardly stupid—to avoid this question.
Today, I see the problem like this: in the first place, and
compared to other sectors of the university (think of
medical schools or law schools, for example), there is
only a small fraction of students in the humanities classes
who, one day, will use the knowledge that they receive
in the practice of their profession. This small fraction
quite obviously are my colleagues of the future—and for
reasons that I cannot explain here, I don’t think it would be
in anybody’s interest to dramatically increase the number
of humanists in present-day and future societies. This
implies that the “efficacy” of humanities classes for those
who will not be future academic philosophers, literary
critics, historians, etc., will only show “indirectly.” I think
that I can best explain my point with a concrete example.

Twelve years ago, I had an unusually talented
undergraduate student at Stanford who came from the
then still-existing country of Czechoslovakia (he was
from an underprivileged background, by the way—
with only a vague idea of the intellectual quality and
challenges at university like Stanford). For a number
of random reasons (and partly because he simply did
not know the structure of the American university),
this student, whose name is Martin Bruncko, ended up
majoring in Comparative Literature and Philosophy—
and by the time he had finished four years of college, he
was one of the most brilliant young minds in the always-
very-impressive cohort of Stanford students. For him, it
seemed quite natural to continue applying for fellowships
at graduate schools—with the goal of acquiring a Ph.D.

and becoming a professor of literature and/or philosophy.
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Now, it had always been my impression that Martin, while
he was high-achieving and brilliant, was more naturally
interested in life’s practical issues — ranging from fast
cars and expensive fashion up to the stock market and
politics—and this is why, in long office hour sessions, I
tried to convince him (and was ultimately successful in
doing so) to rather apply for a fellowship at a so-called
“professional school,” preferably a professional school in
Political Science. He did so, and indeed continued his
studies at the Kennedy School of Government at Harvard.
During his Harvard years, already, the Embassy of the
Slovak Republic (which had meanwhile broken off from
the Czech Republic), contacted and recruited him—so
that, six or seven years ago, Martin returned to his native
Bratislava and entered government service at a very high
level. It was him who organized, on behalf of the Slovak
government, the summit between Vladimir Putin and
George Bush at Bratislava—and shortly thereafter, he was
appointed Deputy Minister of Finance and Economy of his
country. Only a few weeks later, I read in the Economist
that Martin Bruncko was the mastermind behind a radical
reform of the Slovak economy, which is now one of the
fastest growing economies in the world. Now, Martin is
not only convinced that, one day, as soon as he has made
enough money, he will return to the University and acquire
that Ph.D against which I had recommended him; he is also
and above all certain that his success in the political and
economic profession has been largely due to his capacity
for thinking through complex problems without losing the
ability to come up with his own solutions and new views.

I think it will be among the key challenges for the
humanities of the future to invent and design classes and
formats of teaching that contribute to the development
of talents like Martin Bruncko’s, rather than acting as if
all of the students who ever decide to choose our courses

needed to become future colleagues.
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Q: I am a high school teacher and therefore naturally
interested in approaches to teaching humanities subjects
to younger students. Do you think that there are such
specific approaches? And you agree with my reaction to
your lecture, i.e. that younger students often better than

more advanced students at practicing “riskful thinking”?

A: In principle, I certainly agree. It has often been
said that the “unspoiled” minds of younger students—
and even of children—show astonishing philosophical
wisdom and daring (“daring” and “wisdom” are similar
qualities here). But I don’t want to go too far. For (and
here I agree with the French philosopher Jean-Francois
Lyotard) the act of thinking is pleasurable and painful
at the same time — not only pleasurable. Or perhaps
we could say that, not unlike certain forms of erotic
experience, pain, the difficulty of thinking, can be both
part and a condition of the pleasure of thinking. You did

Q: RIEKOHBEZ L TBY. ASUHRFH % B
HICHZ B72ODHFEBLDH ) T3, ESRAEMTO
W HEEVIBDEHEOTLLIN? Thrbd,
RIS HOFHREZHNC. YR IV - 2 F 7] 12
BLT, SHIIRBRERBAZYEI D QB VEED I
BETHLHIEDPZVDOTIEIRVWREE S0 T,
ZhZonwTE) BbhEgpn?

A: BRI, HROTERICEE T, HVE
ERZ b0 [FELbDATV RV ] Kifid, BIX
EVHNBHS LBRERTIDRZLILIEDNL S
ETY (ZZTEH [BEWE] & [8KA] BREO%
HT9)o L2oL. EVFHERILTEE/EH)
Ao EWVIDB (ZORIIBVWTHRIE, 77 Y A0WF
BHTx =797 -)F T = VIO TTH),
EZDHLEVHITHIHIZELWZTFOb0TIERL, [
RICELLDDVEREE) DOTEHLNHLTT . &
HViE, hrEoOTOT 1 vy HREBREEDYT. FE.
ThbLbEAETLE ORI, BETLETDO—ET




not say this explicitly, but it would probably be an error
to associate philosophy and the humanities at large with
young minds if you thought that what the humanities
provide, unlike mathematics, for example, was only

pleasurable.

Perhaps one should and could even go so far as to
say that universities should cultivate, cultivate within
the limits of authenticity, an image of being difficult—
because, in the first place, this is what their contents are
supposed to be—but also because, at least to a certain
degree, being difficult and challenging makes the
academic world more appealing. As they become more
financially and operationally independent (and thereby
by more exposed to competition), many universities
in Germany, in order to attract young students, have
introduced the institution of “Kuscheltage”—a difficult-
to-translate (and certainly very awkward) word that
means something like “hugging days”—days in which
more advanced students, university administrators, and
professors go out of their way to illustrate to prospective
students that life and learning at their University will
be very easy, that there is no serious transition or gap
separating high school from the University, etc. Now this
is certainly counterproductive—above all because I fear
that with such a strategy, universities lose rather than gain
appeal.

But what I’'m saying does not imply that I am arguing
in favor of building up, quite artificially, the distance
between the University and its environment. On the
contrary, I think, for example, that it is important,
sometimes at least, for my enthusiasm for certain
texts, certain authors, and certain problems, to become
contagious to my students. Some years ago, in a lecture
course entitled “Things of Beauty,” which served as an
introduction to the humanities for several hundred first-
year Stanford students, I recited (first in Spanish and then
in English translation) and analyzed a text by the great

poet Federico Garcia Lorca, entitled “Little Viennese
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Waltz.” Now this text, quite obviously and undeniably,
indulges in tender and often strong homoerotic images—
and as [ was reading this poem to my large young
audience, my eyes filled with tears because, over and
again—not the least because I remembered to what a
miserable life homosexual men like Garcia Lorca were
exposed in Western culture during the first half of the
20th century. My students were impressed—or perhaps
I should rather say: I managed to “engage” my students.
Some of them even thought that I was homosexual myself
(which, to my knowledge, is not the case). But regardless
of such biographical projections, I felt that I had been
successful simply through nof trying to suppress my own

emotions as a reader.

Q: (from a colleague who attended the lecture by

videoconference from Kyoto): You seem to believe

that “spatial co-presence,” sitting together around a
table, for example, is an important, if not decisive or
even necessary, condition for “riskful thinking” to take
place. Now, as you see that I have followed your lecture
by video conference from Kyoto, do you really think that
I got less out of it, that I am less inspired than people

sitting with you in the same room at Keio University?

A: Your question shows—or at least produces the
hope in me—that you’ve followed my lecture with
interest—and I of course much prefer that you were
present by video conference over my not having had an
opportunity to present my arguments to you at all. So it
would be wrong to assume that I have a black and white,
quasi-“ideological” prejudice against all kinds of distance
learning.

And yet I profoundly believe that learning together,
learning in spatial co-presence, can have an effectiveness
that reading a book or watching a teleconference will

never have. And what makes this so? I hate to admit that
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I do not exactly know. I am just relying on intuition—but
I think and I hope that many people share this intuition.
As I said, one of the greatest threats to the University
as we know it, is to be replaced by devices of distance
learning—in which case it would be high time for people
like me to transform the intuition (so far: no more than an
intuition) that there is a specific efficiency to learning in
spatial co-presence, into experiments that give a stronger

validity to this point.

Q: Is there a reform going on in the forms and
institutions of teaching at Stanford University—
especially in the humanities? And if so, does your idea of

“riskful thinking” have any influence on these reforms?

A: From a strictly formal and institutional point of
view, I have to say that I have no influence whatsoever
at Stanford University — above all because I have never
held any administrative or decanal office of importance
there (I will indeed retire in ten years or so as one the
few professors who, never in their lifetime, has held
any decanal function). On the other hand, I have no
“conspiracy theory” for explaining my absence from the
administration—rather, I am grateful to my University to

never confront me with such possibilities and obligations.

Over the past decade, Stanford has indeed introduced
two major changes in the teaching of the humanities
to undergraduate students, especially in their first and
second years. The one profound change has been to
replace the almost century-old tradition of “Canon
courses” (“Great Works,” “Cultures, Ideas and Values,”
etc.) with more thematically-concentrated lecture classes

that have to fulfill certain “distribution requirements.”

O, EfERZLIIRICH TR T A TIITHEEN R D
DHEDOTT, ThEdh, ZOHKIZLDOANIHASR
TWAHERITIEZETL, /229 THoTH LWV E D
BuFd, 9§ TICHLEFAXH11C, BB Tw
BRFLEVH) DD T BIRAKDHBO O & DId bR
BoOEEIZL>TH->TRbDORTLE)ZLETY, £
Al EZRE, FUEMIEEETHEETLI LIS
RO DB B L V) K (FZEEDL ) b
KT EFEAD)., Thi, Z0EETIEIRL, XD
HENOD HIELMEIRT 20O BARMEENL, BAD
) BB DEZ T KRR IZE VW) T LIRS
TLX9,

Q: A% U 74— FR% FICALFETIE RO
FRHEOWEIIITONTWETH? SEMTHOATY
LETIIBED [VAZ TN - rF 7] ST
A T4 THRZENM O OEE L RIZTLTVWEDTL &
RN

A: FEERERTORA, BIEICBLTE 2 IE Ak
AZ VT F— PR LTI OEES B Fo Tnin
EHLETFRINER) FEA, EvIHIDD, TR
HEERBERRL R LA BERICOWZ &t
POT—EL WAL TYT (10T, Ri3Zo
£ R EZETIGERT 2 8L wHEDO 1 AL LT
BRI EWIRBTLED ). $72—FT, EH
KT 2RZ M35 L) TBR#E] 2RATDH
B IEA, LLARIE. TDL) BARHRBIES
FFIHETE TN TVBEZLIZDOWTAY Y 74— F
KFEZEH LT ET,

BT, A7 V74— FIXFEPIC, #8710 41 THH
AT NSCFFEE 032 3. RRIS 1 - 2 RN D33
2ODKEREREEMZ E Lz 0L DHOBARNLE
E. ) EERMPSDIEMRE -7 [H 7 YIRE] (%
EL Txfb. BAE, filifi] & EoRH) 20T, [4
BRIVMERH] & LCTRIL S B2 TR TS, )T —
TOMONTRHIRZ LI ETLZ. T—<MTTH
., ZoOFHTIE, AXFETULEEEINLAMLLDAF

D %4257 KEDNLEIKEIDHBH?



Regardless of the specific topic, they have to teach certain
skills that are required in the humanities; and they also
have to take care of social and cultural diversity, for
example. So far, however, and in spite of my enthusiasm
for this design (I have taught two such courses in the past
several years), they do have a rather negative reputation
among our undergraduate students. Perhaps three
academic quarters with lots of time invested into one
central humanities course is too much for many of them.
Much more popular are the so-called “Stanford
Introductory Seminars.” The University administration
tries to recruit top scholars (among them our Nobel
Laureates at Stanford) to design and organize small-
group courses (of between seven and sixteen students)
around monographic topics of their ongoing research,
for freshmen and sophomores. The—shocking and
liberating—idea is to confront underclass students with
the most advanced research problems and strategies.
Meanwhile, these courses are not only popular among our
students; there are also many faculty who actively apply
to teach them (not least — and I am not saying that this is
a bad reason!—because the University is ready to pay a
considerable amount of extra salary to those who teach
those courses). Unfortunately, however, there are perhaps
too many faculty today who want to teach Stanford
Introductory Seminars—"“too many,” although I trust and
respect almost all of my colleagues at Stanford University
(which was by no means the case at previous universities,
mainly in Europe, where I have been teaching). The
problem is—or can be—that the entire idea loses its
central intuition if the instructors entrusted with Stanford
Introductory Seminars do not have a very clear, engaging
research project of their own. Wherever and whenever
potential instructors do have such “riskful” research
projects, these courses for freshmen and sophomores can
be a truly successful format and instrument of academic

teaching.
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Q: Frankly, I am astonished that you associate
the humanities, above all, with “riskful thinking.”
Yes, the style of thinking that you describe under this
name is appealing and no doubt socially and culturally
adequate. But I believe that it is practiced much more
— and much more naturally—outside of the humanities.
As you probably know, the Stanford Law School, for
example, has an international reputation for developing
new legal reactions in regards to all forms of electronic
communication. This debate should be your best example
of “riskful thinking”—instead of, for example, reading

classical authors in Western literature.

A: Believe me, at no moment did I imply—Iet alone
want to say—that “only the humanities” are capable
of “riskful thinking” in the sense of having a specific
vocation for “riskful thinking.” I certainly agree that we
can garner outstanding examples of this intellectual style
from many academic disciplines outside the humanities—
and, also, probably from interactions outside the

university.

So how did I give you this erroneous impression (this
must have been my fault)? Well, perhaps and simply
(in the first place) because I happen to be a humanist,
and I was asked to speak about the humanities in the
contemporary university and universities of the future.
But perhaps I could add one slightly less banal reason and
expectation in answer to your questions. Disciplines and
fields such as medicine, legal studies, and engineering
have an eminent function in the transmission of
professionally relevant knowledge, and also in problem-
solving. In addition to that, they certainly often produce
“riskful thinking” on the highest level of quality and
complexity. For the humanities, in contrast (and with
very few exceptions), “riskful thinking” is, I fear (and I
hope), the only claim to true glory, the only function that
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does not look simply “artificial.” But, as you see, this
is not a perspective or an answer in which I will try to
give the humanities the “upper hand” (as humanists have
done for two centuries now, often with frankly ridiculous
arguments). Rather, and once again (but I don’t
mind), the humanities appear in my argument as “poor

2

relatives.” As poor relatives sometimes emphasize their
ethical values (to compensate for their poverty), I may
have overstated the “riskful thinking”—potential of the
humanities in compensation for their irrelevance in the
transmission of professionally pertinent knowledge and

practical problem-solving.

(This is a transcription of the lecture)
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