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Due to budgetary limitations and environmental concerns, the present issue
(Volume IX, No. 4) of the IHS Newsletter will be the final print edition.
Beginning with the next issue (Volume X, No. 1), the IHS Newsletter will
appear solely as an online publication, accessible on the IHS webpage:
http://www.ihs.ntu.edu.tw/10publications02.htm

Kirill Ole Thompson
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The Owl of Minerva: The Humanities as a
Repository of Wisdom for a Global Age”

Alan T. Wood™ |y

Introduction and Abstract

I address two questions in this paper: why
have the humanities declined and what viable
purpose do they have in a global twenty-first
century? My response to the first question is that
they declined because the modern university
failed to support them and because they lost a
sense of their own purpose. My response to the
second question is that the classics and the
humanities (I'll use the term "humanities" as
shorthand for the classics, for the sake of
convenience) are needed now more than ever
before in human history. The challenges to human
civilization created by modern technology—
climate change, disease, bioethics, crime,
weapons proliferation—are so complex, changing
so rapidly, and in such desperate need of
that human

cooperation on a global scale,

institutions based on a mechanistic and atomistic
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worldview designed primarily for competition
cannot keep up. The world needs a new synthesis
that fully acknowledges the

validity of both a mechanistic and an organic

of worldviews

perspective that can be accomplished only by
seeing their relationship as complementary and
not adversarial. The ingredients for this new
syncretic worldview lie in the humanistic tradition
of both the West and Asia.

Why Did the Modern University Fail to Support
the Humanities?

The modern university was developed in
conscious imitation of the nineteenth-century
German research institute that was itself a
response to the wvast expansion of scientific
knowledge during the Scientific Revolution and of
technology during the Industrial Revolution. The

domain of the sciences came to be to understand

+ Delivered at the International Conference on "Classics and College Education in an Age of Globalization" hosted by the
Institute for Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences, NTU, July 31 - Aug. 1, 2014.

* Professor of History, University of Washington Bothell.
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the behavior of the natural world. The domain of
the social sciences, as they developed in the
twentieth century, was to understand the behavior
of the human world. The domain of the
humanities, on the other hand, has always been to
understand the patterns of meaning that humans
have constructed ever since they crossed the
threshold to become fully modern approximately
50-100,000 years ago. The sciences and the social
sciences are preoccupied with the questions what,
how, when, and where. Their goal is to understand
the past and the present in order to predict the
future. Their methodology is to assess the validity
of a proposition by means that can be objectively
measured, quantified, and replicated, to identify
the independent variables of any given
phenomenon in order to isolate the causal factors.
The humanities, on the other hand, are
preoccupied with the guestion why, which is most
properly a question of ends, purposes, goals, and
objectives. Their goal is not to predict the future
but to prepare for a future that is essentially
unknown, not so much to discover knowledge as
to enhance wisdom. Their methodology is to
assess the validity of a proposition by means that
tend to be subjective and qualitative rather than
objective and quantitative. From their perspective,
the variables are not independent but
interdependent. They are dynamic, constantly
changing, unpredictable, and uncertain.

As science and technology grew more
complex, the result was a gradual and inevitable
narrowing of focus of research within the
university, where the incentive structure came to
reward quantity of publication. The humanities,
eager to keep up with the ensuing
professionalization of knowledge, also followed
suit by narrowing the focus of their own research
agenda in order to replicate the monographic
productivity of the sciences.

It is not that this transformation of higher

education was all bad. We certainly do need
specialized knowledge. Much of the research
produced has been enormously beneficial, and
will continue to be. The university is not wrong in
chopping knowledge into bite-size chunks, but it
is only half-right. The sins of the university are
not sins of commission but sins of omission. What
we have omitted is the broad humanistic approach
to the human condition that would enable us to
understand the deeper purpose and meaning of the
specialized and professionalized knowledge we
have produced in such splendid abundance. These
are the responsibilities of a humanistic education.
We cannot rely upon the West to do this by itself,
where the mechanistic paradigm is so fully
institutionalized in the modern university, and
where the professionalization of knowledge has so
effectively squeezed out competing perspectives.
The academy has done a spectacular job of
fostering incremental innovation but a less
successful job of fostering breakthrough
innovation in thinking that might challenge the
existing paradigm. In the past 800 years of
European civilization—including the Renaissance
and the Enlightenment—those breakthrough ideas
have generally arisen outside the walls of the
university.

Why Have the Humanities Lost a Sense of
Purpose?

In the process of adopting the methodology
of the sciences, the humanities gradually cut
themselves off from the big and profound
questions of life that had hitherto motivated them.
Why do good people do bad things? What is
justice in an imperfect world? How do you
navigate between conflicting goods? What is the
nature of evil, and why is it so devilishly wrapped
up in pretty packages? Deprived, like cut flowers,
of energy from the search for the deep roots of
meaning that had once sustained them, the
humanities lost their way, their scholars filling
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libraries with books that only their own colleagues
ever consulted or could possibly understand, and
in the process losing sight of the larger purposes
in a democratic

of education and global

community.

It is a matter of some irony that the
mechanistic worldview so closely associated with
the Scientific Revolution actually began in
philosophical speculations in the late Middle Ages
under the overall name of nominalism. This
doctrine held that only individual things exist.
Universals did not. That perspective rejected the
previous Aristotelian paradigm that nature was an
organic whole greater than the sum of its
aggregate parts, and that universals did exist and
were immanent in the particular. This new
nominalistic perspective, as it evolved over time,
led to a mechanistic, reductionist, and linear
world that
spectacular advances in human knowledge. In the

understanding of the produced
realm of religion that same conceptual vision
favored individual conscience over the authority
of tradition in the Church,

Protestant Revolution. In the realm of political

leading to the

ideas and institutions, it led to the focus on
individualism, rights, and popular sovereignty that
were the signature attributes of the Enlightenment.

I am not about to argue that these ideas and
historical movements were a mistake. 1 am,
however, prepared to argue that by themselves,
they are incomplete. They were, on balance,
inclined to favor competition for individual
benefit over cooperation for the common good.
They valued freedom, autonomy, self-expression,
and skepticism toward all received authority. They
were the intellectual foundation on which Adam
Smith laid the groundwork for capitalism in the
Wealth of Nations, and on which Charles Darwin
built his theory of the evolutionary processes of
life on Earth in the Origin of Species. But the

almost exclusive focus on competition had a dark

side in the realm of politics by fostering the rise of
nationalism, which became the secular religion of
the modern world. That doctrine of national
sovereignty, which acknowledges no authority
above the fully autonomous nation-state, has now
become a significant obstacle to achieve the level
of cooperation necessary for the human species to
solve the problems that have now become truly
global.

Why Should the Humanities Be Revived?

Science and technology have created unique
and urgent challenges that for the first time in the
history of the human species on Earth are fully
global in their scope and urgency and that threaten
the wviability of the entire human population.
Whereas

ourselves and pollute our environment on a local

we humans could once slaughter
level without worrying about global consequences,
we can no longer do so. This has never happened
before, and we appear to have a relatively limited
period of time in which to address them before the
changes we have made (for example, to the
climate) begin to cascade out of our control. In
short, science and technology have created the
challenges, but they have failed to address them
successfully because of the very atomistic and
mechanistic paradigm that gave them birth. Only
the humanities can now begin to put the pieces
back together again, because only the humanities
account the

are capable of taking into

philosophical assumptions on which belief
systems and paradigms themselves are
constructed. If ideas precede actions and

institutions—as 1 believe—then it is the
humanities that will have to help us to get out of
our current predicament, not by denying the
validity of what has happened in the past but by
building on it to create a more complete and fuller
understanding of reality,. We need a new
fully

acknowledges the validity of the inherited model

conceptual model of meaning that
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rooted in the late eighteenth century but also
speaks to the very different and global challenges
now confronted by the human species. That
paradigm shift is very unlikely to happen within
the university where the bureaucratic immune
system tends to neutralize ideas that are corrosive
to its basic structural integrity. And it is very
unlikely to happen only in the West, or only in
Asia.

Let's suppose for a moment that the
humanities do have a special responsibility to play
in preparing the world for the vastly increased
complexity of a global age. The next question is
whose humanities? If the challenges we face as a
species are truly global, then should not the
conceptual tools we invent to address those
challenges also be global? Can we expect to have
a truly global conversation when the ideas are
rooted exclusively in Western philosophical
categories of analysis? Shouldn't they be a
synthesis of ideas coming not only from the West
but the East as well? In fact science may already
be building a bridge capable of someday
connecting these two great philosophical
continents. For the past decade or so | have been
exploring a number of fields well outside my own
area of expertise: quantum physics, systems
science, ecology, Earth sciences, network science,
and systems biology, in order to find a vocabulary
of complementarity and interdependence that is
shared by both the scientific community in the
West and by the traditional philosophical
communities of India and China. Both are playing
with a way of seeing the world as an organic,
dynamic, and complex interplay of opposites
filled with paradox and quite content to posit a
murky world of probabilities rather than a clear
world of predictabilities.

The visual representation of this set of
relationships that personifies most clearly my
understanding of unity in diversity is the taiji

representing the complementary interaction of the
yin and the yang. To be sure, this visual image is
an "Eastern" conceptual model, and one that
implies a cyclical pattern of change. How can |
reconcile that with the linear interpretation of the
West, perhaps most persuasively articulated by the
Hegelian dialectic? Is there a way | could have my
cake and eat it too, to be both linear and cyclical?
Perhaps there is a way to do that through another
visual image, in this case the double helix that
combines a unified duality with a spiral shape, a
taiji double helix that embodies complementarity,
interdependence, and the immense creative power
of nature.

This way, | can incorporate what | have
found to be a profound paradox at the heart of all
human civilization and indeed of the natural world
itself. That paradox is revealed by analogy to the
fundamental laws of physical and biological
change that originated with the beginning of the
universe itself. From the Big Bang—when there
was nothing but hydrogen, a little bit of helium,
and a smidgen of lithium—the process of change
has been from simplicity to complexity. One of
the most astonishing transitions of that process
was the appearance of life itself from mere inert
chemicals. With each step forward there appeared
a whole new array of possibilities and
opportunities, but wrapped up with that new array
was an equal measure of danger and vulnerability.
A living thing—whether plant or animal—can do
much more than a rock. A living thing can move,
metabolize, and reproduce. It can create the Ninth
Symphony. But there is a price, and that price is
death. A rock can't do what a living thing can do,
but a rock won't die either.

So what does nature do about that? It invents
a whole new set of tools (or organs, or in the
case of humans, institutions) to reduce that
vulnerability as much as possible through greater
communication and cooperation. As the human
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brain became more complex, for example, we
gradually acquired the power of language and
technology to deal with that complexity. Even
language had a price, however, in the lowering of
the larynx far enough to choke. Then we invented
agriculture. Agriculture enabled us to have a
host of new opportunities—such as cities,
specialization, etc.—but with agriculture came
nutritional deficiencies and starvation whenever a
crop failed. We domesticated animals, but with
them came a cornucopia of diseases. And so on
and so forth. The more complex we became in
every way, the more cooperation was necessary to
manage that complexity. But greater complexity
always produced greater danger, since so many
more things could go wrong. Humans became
locked into a never-ending cycle of paradox.
Every innovation brought with it greater power
and opportunity, but also greater vulnerability.
(This paradox is captured perfectly, by the way, in
the Chinese word for "crisis" weiji & 1% ,

consisting of the characters for danger and

opportunity.)

Now we as a species have reached a wholly
new and global level of complexity made possible
by the stupendous advances in transportation and
communication of the modern world. We require
an adaptive, symbiotic response commensurate
with the scale of the challenges themselves. That
response can come only from a new generation of
intellectual leaders motivated by a vision of
human cooperation capable of transcending the
adversarial and polarized relationship of opposites
to see them as complementary, dynamic, always
in tension yet needing each other, interdependent,
and ever-more complex. We need a synthesis of
Eastern and Western intellectual traditions
equivalent in magnitude to the Renaissance by
thinkers well-informed in both the Western and
the Chinese and Indian intellectual traditions.
Interestingly enough, there was a generation of

such thinkers at the turn of the twentieth

century—Kang Youwei and Liang Qichao in
China and Rabindranath Tagore in India (none of
them professors, by the way)—who were
beginning to grapple with these issues, but the
chaos of war and revolution in China, along with
the struggle for independence and survival in
India, undermined their efforts. No one since has
stepped forward with that kind of intellectual

breadth of vision and ambition.

The great failure of our age is that there is no
kind of global
intellectual leadership that the world community

institutional home for the
so desperately needs. It has to come from the
humanities, but where can we find—or build—a
community of thinkers and doers that can breathe
life into Wang Yangming's insight that knowledge
and action are one—#1{T& —? When 1 was

younger and even more naive than I am now, |
once thought that foundations could provide the
incubators of innovative thinking in the
humanities. But they are themselves bureaucratic
and professional organizations whose procedures,
including the process of vetting proposals through
peer review, have a chilling effect on the kind of
free-ranging intellectual inquiry that I wish could
be encouraged. Instead of complementing the
academy, and doing what the academy is no
longer capable of doing, they merely replicate the
policies and procedures of the academy. So if
universities and foundations are unlikely places
where breakthrough ideas can be born and
nurtured, where are they likely to come from? I
wish I knew the answer to that question. Maybe

we need another conference to talk about it!
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Teaching China's Intellectual History”

Bent Nielsen'

In the best of worlds we would study the
Classics for their own sake to learn about ancient
societies and understand the minds of the ancients,

but we do not live in the best of worlds; I am not
even sure if it is the next best ...

More than ever, the Departments of the
Humanities have been put on the defensive. In
Denmark all state universities (there are no private
universities in Denmark) were restructured in
2003 under the general slogan by the Minister of
Science: "From idea to invoice". Broadly speaking,
everything was commodified. Departments of
Social Science were renamed 'Business and

Society', disciplines such as for example
psychology was separated from the Humanities,
and new technicalities in statistics of research put

the Humanities at a disadvantage.

The intakes of students have never been

higher. Recent estimates show that 59% of those
who in 2011 finished the equivalent of American
high schools will have a BA in hand next year,
and 27% are expected to complete a Master's
Degree in 2017. The 59% correspond to 25-30%
of those boys and girls born in 1993.

At the same time funding has been made
dependent on the number of students passing
exams which, however, is played out as a zero-
sum game between the various disciplines. The
increasing intake is not accompanied by an
increase in funding. On top of that, students are
now required to follow a stricter course plan,
which leaves little room for contemplation or
experimentation. The logical solution to all of the
above seems to be to soften standards and lower
the exam requirements.

So today one of the biggest challenges facing

+ Delivered at the International Conference on "Classics and College Education in an Age of Globalization" hosted by the
Institute for Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences, NTU, July 31 - Aug. 1, 2014.
* Associate Professor of Chinese Civilization and Culture, Department of Cross-Cultural and Regional Studies, University of

Copenhagen.
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teachers of China's intellectual history is to get the
university students into the classroom. The China
Studies program at Copenhagen University rests
on three columns: history, culture, and society.
Ideally, BA students are supposed to write a paper
of approximately fifteen pages within each of
these general areas, and to conclude with a BA
thesis on a topic of their own choice. But due to
practical circumstances such as the limited size of
the department, faculty on sabbatical, etc., we
often have to be flexible and accept various
interpretations of these areas as well as to make
classroom teaching more general so a course on,
for example, Confucianism will allow the students
to compose papers, which focus on a historical, a
cultural or a social aspect. This is in itself not a
problem, but it does mean that most courses
taught at the BA level rarely go deeper than the

general introduction level.

So in most cases students will attend
introductory courses, and they will want to focus
on what they perceive is most beneficial for their
future careers as perhaps China specialists, which
more often than not is related to either business or
popular culture. Intellectual history actually does
stand a chance here, at least if the teacher targets
works that has come to be associated with
business strategy or other modern notions, which
leaves us with paper topics such as "Confucianism
and Business", "Daoism and Ecology", or a title
Richard Smith once discovered "The Yijing
Golfer".

In a class on Confucianism, for example,
most students express an interest in contemporary
Confucianism, which they mainly equate with Yu
Dan and Daniel Bell. The internet—and not the
shelves in the university library—is where the
students go first to get the information they are
looking for or to browse for interesting subjects
for class assignments. Here they are more likely to
run into Daniel Bell than Wang Yangming or

James Legge's translations than any of excellent
translations of the Chinese classics that have
appeared in more recent decades. So getting the
students to attend a course on Confucianism
requires a curriculum that takes off from the
platform the students are on and a destination that

meets their perceived needs.

When we finally get to the Classics several
interesting things occur to the students. First they
find out that these texts are difficult—if not
impossible—to read in spite of the fact that many
characters are easily recognizable. At this point in
their education the students have studied modern
Mandarin for two years with half a year at a
Chinese university so most of them are doing well
when reading not too difficult or unfamiliar texts
in modern Chinese. Most of them are also aware
of the existence of an abstruse curious version of
the language which supposedly died out with the
May Fourth movement. Some of them even had
traditional classes in Classical Chinese in China,
which however did not do much to inspire to
further studies of texts associated with the written

language.

An introduction to the history of the Chinese
languages and some very basic grammatical rules
of Classical Chinese is mandatory in our BA
program, and it is possible to take a one semester
course in—again—introduction to Classical Chinese.
But these courses rarely exceeds the scope of
Raymond Dawson's textbook so for all but the
brightest and most dedicated students there is a
very real language barrier, which makes them look
the other way. Last year I was surprised to see that
just five students turned up for an introductory
course on the Qing dynasty, only later to find out
the rest stayed away because rumours had it that I
would require them to read classical texts.

Using the classics as Chinese source material
for a BA thesis is not an option for the vast
majority of the students (the same, of course, goes
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for a classical Chinese texts). The next best thing
is to introduce the classics in translation, whether
into modern Chinese or a Western language.

Leaving all the problems of translated texts
aside, a set of texts as diverse as the thirteen
Chinese Classics presents certain challenges and
different
classroom context. Apart from the concept of
itself, each of the different genres
represented itself to analysis and

comparisons with other similar but non-classic

suggests several approaches in a
classic

lends

texts. However, the importance of the classics for
China's
overstated.

intellectual history can hardly be

Focusing on the classics as a cultural
with
and political

phenomenon significant  historical,

philosophical, implications is
especially interesting in today's classrooms at
Danish universities. In 2006-2007 the Danish
Ministry of Culture on the

conservative minister introduced a cultural canon

initiative of a

described as "a collection and presentation of the
greatest, most important works of Denmark's

cultural heritage."'

This cultural canon included 108 works in
sets of twelve within the fields of architecture,
visual arts, design and crafts, film, literature,
music, performing arts, and children's culture.
There are interesting parallels—but of course also
notable differences—between this recent effort
and the Chinese enterprise of establishing a body
of classical texts beginning in 136 BCE. As
opposed to the Chinese project, the Danish
cultural canon has had little effect and has been
largely ignored by teachers and students alike.
One member of the canon committee, Professor
Erik Nielsen even went so far as to say, that his

students' "interest in Danish literature 1is

maintained only because they have to take exams
in it."”

The government's explicit purpose was to
and further the
development of immigrant communities whose
their
cultures is perceived as a problem. The formation

strengthen national unity

orientation towards former homelands'
of the canon was also seen as a cultural defensive
move aimed at especially English language film,
TV-series, computer games, popular music, etc.,
or as one right wing newspaper put it "although
this [Denmark] is a modern society in a globalised
world, as a nation we can claim much credit and
be proud. Without being accused of jingoism or
romantic nationalism."’

Later a historical canon was added, which
focuses on 29 historical events that are mandatory
on the syllabus in primary and lower secondary
schools for the 7 to 16 year old. And speaking of
jingoism, of these 29 events or topics only two are
not either entirely Danish or closely related to
Danish circumstances (the two exceptions are
Tutankhamun and the twin towers 9-11). And after

that came a democracy canon.

All of this is not unlike the Great Books
Program, which primarily was an American
initiative and almost exclusively taught at North
American universities.

Taking these canons as a point of departure
has proven very fruitful for discussions of
ideological and political aspects of the Chinese
Classics since the students easily can relate this to
and high
experiences. All of a sudden the students appear to

their own recent school school

be able to discuss the strategies of the first Qin
emperor and emperor Wu of the Han with more

1 http://www.culturalpolicies.net/web/denmark.php?aid=41. Acc. July 24, 2014.
2 Danish language article quoted in http://www.dr.dk/Nyheder/Kultur/Oevrig_kultur/2013/01/16/150353.htm. Acc. July 24,

2014.

3 Berlingske, 23 January 2011. http://www.b.dk/ledere/stolthed-og-fordom. Acc. July 24, 2014.
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confidence and perhaps with greater insight.

The historical contexts of these two emperors
from a different cultural background and far
removed in time may lead the students to reflect
on similarities and differences, and provide a way
to think about hot—and sometimes dangerous—
topics such as multiculturalism, nationalism,
universal values ethics and relativism.

In my classes on the intellectual history of
China I always refer to Hall and Ames, Thinking
from the Han and Anticipating China, and a few
times I have used Thinking through Confucius as a
course text book. Many students find the latter
difficult as they are surprised to discover how
little Western philosophy they actually know.
Somehow they are prepared for strange and
difficult theories in the China parts of the book
only to find them elsewhere. However, those who
make an effort and walk the extra mile without
exception express that not only did they acquire a
framework to help them make sense of whatever
bits and pieces of traditional Chinese thinking
they might have picked up but they have also
gained a growing sense of the relevance of
studying classical texts. Relevant in the sense of
studying the Classics for the sake of studying the
Classics as well as the purpose of providing an
insight into aspects of Chinese cultures that may
otherwise be difficult to obtain.

As mentioned earlier our students spend the
first semester of the second year at a Chinese
university, some in Beijing and some in Hangzhou,
and the most adventurous come back speaking
fairly good Chinese and with a lot of experiences
and questions they need to come to terms with and
understand the answers to.

If we try to make sense of China's intellectual
history in general or the Chinese Classics in
particular from the point of view of 'universal'
Christian values and ethics, we are doomed to
repeat the efforts of the Jesuits and the 19th century

10

missionaries as well as those unwittingly following
them.

I think we need to remind ourselves that
cultural relativism is basically a sensible working
method. We must try to understand the intellectual
history of China based on its own premises and to
the greatest possible extent avoid projecting our
own values onto different cultures. Among other
things, this entails an acute awareness of what
one's own culture is, and thus also to recognize
and accept that different cultures exist and that
there are no certain parameters by which we are
able to think or speak of right and wrong or true
and false in this context. For example, the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights is
sometimes treated as a scientific fact, which it is
not; it is not even a self-evident truth. I would say
it is an ideological position originating in a
particular set of exceptional historical
circumstances, and although not dogmatic in itself,
concepts such as 'equality' or 'liberty' are at risk of
becoming dogmatic if not critically examined and
substantiated. In this context, 'freedom' becomes

just as meaningless as 'harmony'.

One thing is teaching students to read and
interpret 2000-year-old texts in their own context;
another thing is to understand and evaluate one's
experiences in and with contemporary Chinese
cultures. The working method of cultural
relativism is not so easily defended, it seems,
when applied to contemporary cultures.
Relativism becomes an invective used by people
who advocate universal rights and who sees and
understands relativism as total acceptance of
every exotic, immoral and gruesome act they can

imagine when they think of other cultures.

How can people all over the world in all the
different cultures not value freedom? So if we
perceive a lack of freedom in another culture, we
must assume that people there are victims of
suppression. Therefore, when people occasionally
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rise against totalitarian regimes as it happened in
North Africa and the Middle East a few years ago,
we are happy to support and assist them. But
much to our surprise, often the rebels turn out to
be no more freedom loving than the dictators they
unseated. Frequently the deposing of admittedly
appalling dictators has created even more chaos
and mayhem.

This may in turn lead us to consider
relativism as a kind of multi-culturalism or
cultural pluralism that recognizes, as it were,

limited universal traits or oddities.

Cultures are of course not immutable—and
quite a few have disappeared from the face of the
earth—but the strong and distinct cultures we see
in the world today have all been able to change
and adapt over centuries to appear meaningful to
people however different they may be. In our
globalized world these cultures are repeatedly
confronted in areas of conflicts in which the
collisions of values cannot be resolved based on
one overriding principle of measuring objective
right and wrong. Or should not, unless the goal is

to create more problems in the future.

This, however, does not mean that anything
goes. Firstly, the very basic needs of mankind—
the minimal universal traits that make humans
human beings—are biological, psychological and
metaphysical, and if a culture wants to survive, it

must meet these demands.

Secondly, some basic values may exist in all
or most cultures, and certain moral propositions
may be true in some cultures and not in others. In
a pluralistic or multi-cultural interpretation of
relativism no values are absolute; all values are in
constant negotiation with other values and
therefore relativistic. Somewhat oversimplified, to
an American individual freedom may mean more
than social security while the opposite may be true
for a Scandinavian. Or a Chinese may value

harmony higher than individual freedom. In fact,

most cultures around the world seem to value
various social groups higher than individual
freedom. Similarly, the concept of equality (which
is a dubious concept even in those cultures that
value it the most) is not in any way an absolute
universal but is valued differently in different
cultures at different times (in Confucius' time only
male friends could be considered equal).

We often confuse our own culture with some
objective standard by which we can measure and
evaluate other cultures, but different cultures may
have different values, and they may have identical
values but give them different priorities. This is
probably one of the most valuable lessons we can
learn from studying the ancient classics in China's
intellectual history, and if it helps the economy
too, so be it!

11
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What Does the Ming Have to Do with It?
Teaching, the Liberal Arts and the Fw_tu_re+

Ann Waltner

It is clear we are living in a time of transition,
and the changes are not all for the better. As
teachers it is our job to train students for a future
neither we nor they can imagine. In some ways,
that has perhaps always been the job of teachers,
because the future has always been opaque,
though the place of uncertainty in the imagination
certainly has changed with time. We are probably
not wrong when we perceive the pace of change
as something new. The pace makes the changes
we are facing now qualitatively different than the
change which historians are accustomed to writing
and thinking about. We move around the globe
with relative ease; we communicate with one
another with the click of a key. Indeed, meetings
like this one are made possible by that relative
ease. This global mobility is certainly a part of the
agenda of this conference as addressed us in the
call.

Global mobility may seem like a good thing,
but we should always remember that global
mobilities are not always a matter of choice—as
the tens of thousands of unaccompanied child
migrants at the US border are fresh reminders, but
just one reminder. Other transitions that seem to
be upon us that have implications for the future
that are quite worrisome. Wealth is in most parts
of the world (especially in the United States and
China) increasingly concentrated in the hands of
the few. This not a brand new phenomenon, but it
is a reversal of trends which seemed to be in place
in the second half of the twentieth century.
Climate change is proceeding inexorably, whether
or not people believe it to be real. This indeed
sometimes makes me think that the crisis in the
humanities (at least as far as it pertains to the
failure of the humanities to communicate to the

general public) is minor compared to the problems

+ Delivered at the International Conference on "Classics and College Education in an Age of Globalization" hosted by the
Institute for Advanced Studies in Humanities and Social Sciences, NTU, July 31 - Aug. 1, 2014.
* Professor of History and Director of the Institute for Advanced Study at the University of Minnesota.
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that the sciences face. (The denial of climate
change in the US is a complicated phenomenon,
but one of the ways of looking at it is as a failure
of scientific communication, and even more
fundamentally, a failure of scientific education. It
is a failure to wunderstand what constitutes
scientific evidence and what constitutes scientific
theory.) As the call for this conference suggests,
the liberal arts may seem as if they are somehow
irrelevant to dealing with the very real problems
that we as individuals, citizens of nation states and
members of global society face. One might ask, if
we want to address the problems of climate
change, why do we not become environmental
engineers or policy makers? If we want to address
the question of public awareness, why do we not
become television documentary makers or
journalists? As the call for this conference
suggests, there is a lively discussion in the United
States and elsewhere about the problem of the
decline of the liberal arts. Some scholars lament
the decline; others argue that things are not as bad
as they seem. One of the commonly cited markers
for a crisis in the liberal arts is the oft-lamented
drop in enrollments in liberal arts subjects (and in
the number of majors) in colleges and universities.
Recent scholarship, pioneered by Michael Berube,
argues that the perceptions of decline from the
1960s, while real, are based on a bubble of
humanities enrollments in the 1960s. Using data
from the National Center for Education Statistics,
Berube informs us that in 1970 the humanities
accounted for 17.1 % of all bachelor's degrees
(143,549 out of 839,730) and by 2010 the
humanities had indeed fallen—to 17.0 of all
bachelor's degrees (280,993 out of 1,650,014).1
His point is not that there are no problems within
the humanities, but that we have named the
problem wrong. And given the business we are in,

it is important to name problems correctly and

It is, after all, an issue of rectification of names.
The humanities do face problems in funding, as
well as other problems. But if we take as a
measure of our value the degree to which
undergraduates choose to work with us, it appears
that we might be able to be a bit less worried. I do
not intend for this talk to portray the state of the
humanities in a rosy aspect. But I do think that our
role is essential, and that there is a way in which
when we spend time and energy moaning and
groaning that we are regarded as irrelevant, we

abdicate the responsibility which is ours.

When I am in the classroom, I never doubt
the value of the liberal arts. It is clear to me when
I am working with students that the most
important thing that I can teach them is that
people in different times and places have had
different imaginative resources to think about life,
death,
political problems as well as the fact that the

love, family, social obligations, and
borders between family and social or family and
political have sometimes changed. While there are
of course limits to the possible, those limits lie far
outside the limits of what is practiced in the upper
Midwestern United States in 2014 (or in any
single place and time, for that matter.) Those
imaginative resources lie in all sorts of places—
they lie in texts we call classics—they also lie in
fiction, art, and theater. My response to the
challenge posed by the call for papers for this
conference is a simple and perhaps even old-
fashioned response—and certainly it is a
historian's response. [ would argue that learning to
think about the future is the most pressing task
facing us and that we learn to think about the
future by thinking about the past, not because the
past can predict the future (indeed, it may not
even have been able to predict the present) but
because thinking about the past trains us to think

about difference and to think about change.

1 Michel Berube, in "The Humanities, Declining? Not by the Numbers," The Chronicle of Higher Education, July 1, 2013.
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Difference and change are two of the dimensions
our students (that is to say, the people of the future)
will need expertise in if they are to thrive in the
future—or more importantly and more precisely,
if they are to have the capacities to create a future
that they can thrive in. I would suggest that
alertness to the nuances of difference and change
has always been important, but that perhaps we
are living in an era in which, because of
heightened global proximities and rapid change, it
matters more than it has in the past, or it may

matter in different ways.

So, oddly, what I would recommend is that
we stick to our guns, metaphorically, not literally.
We should continue to teach the texts we have
always taught, but make the full use of media now
available to us, which surround us, and which are
already shaping the ways in which our students
receive information and process it. For example,

when we assign the Lotus Sutra ##HIEZK, we

should ask students to explore Youtube or Tudou
to view the variety of ways in which people (and
also animated characters) chant the text and use
that variety of expression as a way of talking
about the dynamism and vitality of sacred texts.
We should think seriously about new media and
the ways they can and should be used in serious
artistic and intellectual enterprise. The novelist
David Mitchell has just begun tweeting a short
story, and one of the things that interests and
motivates him is the form of the 140-character
tweet and its limitations but also its possibilities.’
He writes that sometimes the perspective of a
novelist is as if he is in a balloon above a scene,
omniscient, but a twitter story will be more like
the view from a train. The historian Carla Nappi,
who has a distinguished publication record in

conventional media, has written an experimental
essay on twitter, on the attraction etymology has
for historians, which riffs off of work of the poet
Anne Carson.” I was just at an exhibit in Montreal
on Marco Polo; which was visually rich. One of
the items in the exhibition was a video which
purported to created the atmosphere of fifteenth-
century Venice, using video of buildings which
dated from the fifteenth century, a task which is
easier in Venice than in many other cities. The
source of the video is the video game Assassin's
Creed, video game. I suspect that part of the
reason that the museum staff used the video is
because it existed and was easily available. But it
was excellent: the gaming industry has done an
excellent job of recreating visual worlds.* The
agendas and sources are not identical to what a
scholar might use, but we should be aware that
our students come to us schooled in visual
vocabularies by games as well as by television
and movies. We should also think about ways in
which we can accommodate our pedagogy to an
era where information has a different valence than
it did even twenty years ago. Facts (many of them
even true facts) are at our fingertips: there is less
point now than there ever was in memorizing. |
am increasingly giving take home assignments,
where [ allow students to use any and all
resources. | tell them that I am not especially
impressed by their getting details straight (thought
they need to do that too.) What I want them to is
structure arguments, develop points of view,
marshall evidence. We are shortchanging ourselves
if we do not make ourselves aware of these
resources. I find that when my students write
"informally" in terms of blog postings they often
write with vividness and intelligence that sometimes

2 http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/07/14/david-mitchell-is-tweeting-a-new-short-story/?_php=true& type=blogs& r=0.

3 The essay is archived at http://carlanappi.com/2012/11/28/the-historian-and-the-etymologist-an-experimental-twitter-essay/. It
is worth noting that she did not only publish the essay on twitter, she wrote it on twitter. Nappi also conducts audio interviews

of new books in East Asian Studies and Science Studies, which are archived at http://newbooksineastasianstudies.com/ and

http://newbooksinscience.com/.

4 The museum is Pointe & Calli¢re, and the exhibit is up summer 2014.
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is absent from their more formal writing
assignments. I sometimes think that my students
(undergraduates and even grad students) in their
formal writing produce a kind of parody of what
they think academic style should be. If we
encourage them to write in media that are familiar
to them, might it be easier for them to find their
own voices? Thus, I think that we need to get over

our fear of new media.

But I will argue in this paper that the best
way those of us who have a commitment to the
past (by which I chiefly mean a commitment to
studying it) can help prepare our students for this
future that we cannot comprehend is to stay with
what we know (while being open to the new), to
read texts with our students, not because there is
timeless wisdom in them, but because there is
wisdom in them that can always be discovered
anew. The historian Antoinette Burton recently
edited a volume for the American Historical
Association called The Feedback Loop:
Historians Reflect upon the Links between
Teaching and Research. In it she asked a number
of historians to write about various ways they saw
connections between research and teaching. Her
instinct was that one of the roots of our
dissatisfaction with the status of the humanities
comes from a disconnect between teaching and
research, and that it might be fruitful to examine
ways in which teachers have been able to animate
that connection, as well as to hear people
their
between teaching and research is vital—not only

articulate frustrations. The connection
to our pleasure (and that of our students) but to
making the value of what we do clear to a wider
public. In a chapter I wrote with my longtime
collaborator in both teaching and research, Mary
Jo Maynes, we argued that a consistent use of
primary sources in the classroom prompted

students to have insights which were genuinely

new to them, which made us see material n a new
light and which opened up the possibility for new
research questions.” Today I am also going to
advocate for a pedagogy that is grounded in
primary sources, but not for what it can do for
research, but rather what it can do for thinking

about the future.

I will begin with a story that I sometimes tell
my classes when we read Mencius (and we read
Mencius in almost all of my classes.) One summer
day I was writing in my study, dressed in a flannel
nightgown and knee socks. I heard a terrible thud
from the street below, and saw that a child had
fallen off of his bicycle. I ran out of the house, as
did neighbors from next door and across the street.
After a moment or so, the child got up and
brushed himself off. We ascertained his identity
and found out where he lived and that his mother
was home. It was not until the child was safely on
his way home that either I or my neighbors
thought it the slightest bit awkward that 1 was
standing in the street, mid-day, in a red striped
nightgown in my stocking feet. My first thought
was Mencius was right. Then I fled indoors. As
long as the child needed attention, there was no
room to think about how I was dressed. And I did
not think of Mencius until after the child was
safely on his way.

I do not always tell this story when I teach
the passage from Mencius about the child in the
well, but perhaps I should. My behavior does not
prove that I am intrinsically good (just as
Mencius' story does not unequivocally prove that
human nature is intrinsically good) but it did take
an insight about motivation for altruistic behavior
which connects everyday life with things we have
read and discussed in class. The story I think
provides students with an imaginative connection
between the past and their lives, which perhaps

5 The Feedback Loop: Historians Talk about the Links Between Research and Teaching (Washington: The American Historical

Association, 2013).
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suggests an imaginative connection between the
past and the future. And they are perhaps likely to
retain a visual image of their teacher standing in
the street in a striped red flannel nightgown,
thinking "Mencus was right" long after they have
forgotten everything else about the class. (That

image is one reason I do not always tell the story.)

Of course there is another story about
children which begs attention here. Early in this
talk I mentioned the tens of thousands of children
at the US border with Mexico, children not from
Mexico but from Central America (immigration
policy separates the two categories of children.)
Are these children
Mencius child in a well? Are they the touchstones

somehow analogous to

of our humanity, and are we failing them? What is
the moral thing to do? The pope, who is more
likely than any other pope in recent history to
listen to what Mencius had to say, has said it is a
humanitarian crisis and needs to be dealt with in a
humanitarian fashion. But the problem is very
complicated: if these children are granted the
privileges their parents dreamed of when they sent
them out on dangerous journeys, then more and
more children will come. I submit that in some
senses it is not their arrivals that are the issue—
40,000 children more or less in a country of 317
million is a drop in the bucket. The problem is the
dangerous journey, the middlemen who make
fortunes off of the hopes of vulnerable parents.
But the question "What is our obligation?"
remains. [ know no way out of this dilemma, but it
seems to me that politicians schooled in thinking
about moral dilemmas (and the ways in which
they intersect with practical politics) would do a

far better job of dealing with this particular crisis.

Now to change gears a bit, and talk a bit
about historical thinking. I'd like to suggest that
there is a register in which we can regard history
as an optimistic discipline, though in fact on the

surface of it, it does not offer much optimism. But
the optimistic force of history lies in the fact that
it is a chronicle of change. Not all of the change is
conscious—in fact the role of human will and
choice in historical change is a vexed question.
The simplest and most elegant statement is
probably Marx in the Eighteenth Brumaire of
Louis Bonaparte, when he said "Human beings
make history but not under conditions of their
own choosing." That is one register in which
history provides optimism, though as Marx goes
on to list all of the factors that are not of our
choosing, the dead weight of history (as he puts it)
seems almost insurmountable.

But there is another register, and here 1 will
draw an example from my own teaching, again, as
the call for papers for this conference encouraged
us to do. One of the subtexts of Gerda Lerner's
The Origins of Patriarchy, which I still use in a
course I teach on family history, is that patriarchy,
though seemingly omnipresent, is not the natural
condition of human society. It is a phenomenon
which had a beginning; it has a history.’
Phenomena which have beginnings often have
middles and ends. It seems to me that in some
ways that is the great liberating potential of
history, especially globalized history, is to show
how little of human society is in fact natural and
necessary, is in fact predetermined by our
biological existence as human beings. History can
perhaps help us get a grip on change; it can help
us understand how it unfolds. It does not
necessarily suggest how the change should occur,
but it shows that people can have an impact on
change. And it shows that change does occur. As I
said earlier, things with beginnings can have
endings.

For example, the history of human efforts to
clean up the environment is a mixed one, but does

offer some hope. Teaching about the past does

6 Gerda Lerner, The Creation of Patriarch (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986).
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offer some resources for thinking about the future.
London in the late 19th century was horribly
polluted—videos of London pollution show
scenes as bad as scenes from Beijing today.
Indeed, the word smog was created to describe the
particular combination of smoke and fog which
characterized London. The use of the word dates
from 1905, according to the Oxford English
Dictionary. The great London smog of 1952 killed
4,000 people, and resulted in policies which did
indeed make great headways in cleaning up the
air.” There are also North American examples. The
Cuyahoga River, which flows into Lake Erie, one
of the Great Lakes in the Midwestern United
States, was so polluted that it caught fire 13
times—the first time in 1868, and most recently in
1969. The 1969 fire received much attention, and
is credited with prompting the Clean Air Act,
which like its British counterpart has made some
headway.® The river is today not perfectly clean,
but it is unlikely to catch fire any time soon. These
two examples, one from the US and one from
Britain, are small examples, but they do show that
change is possible. They do not offer a footprint
for the future, but what they do suggest (to our
students as well as to ourselves) is that change is
possible, and it is up to us (and them) to figure out
how. How do we get a grip on change? Does it
take calamity before we act to make changes?
What are the conditions under which we take
action? Those are not historical questions, but
they are questions which are informed by
historical understandings.

Let me change gears once again, and turn to
a specific Ming dynasty example, which my title
more or less promised. When I teach the Ming
dynasty, I sometimes begin with having students
read Cyril Birch's translation of Feng Menglong's

story #5HHEfE &2 2+ "The Pearl Sewn Shirt."
Students quite like the story, but they often begin
somewhat perplexed by the fact that the story
seems to let Fortune off rather lightly. To be sure,
there is the initial trauma of her divorce, and when
she is reunited with her husband, Jiang Xingge,
she is married as a secondary wife, which is a
status demotion, though it does not seem to be a
punishment. Jiang had already married Mme Ping
and Fortune joined the family after it had already
been formed. In addition, she was one year
younger than Mme Ping. The demotion does not
seem to have caused any problem: We are told
that "The two called each other 'sister', and from
that time onwards Jiang Xingge lived in the

greatest happiness with his two wives."’

Interestingly enough, students often respond
(with a degree of perplexity and interest) that one
of the things they notice about this story is that it
shows that Ming people are just like we are, and
here we means people who were born in the upper
Midwest of the United States after 1990. This is
not a response | discourage, because I think a kind
of simple minded identification is that it is a very
good first step to a more sophisticated empathetic
understanding. What I suppose I mean (and in the
case of this story, I think I am justified in the use
of the
comprehension. What students mean, I think, is
startled by the
representation of sexual desire (especially female

term) it creates the desire for

that they are somewhat
sexual desire) in the story. That people in the past
had sexual relations surely comes as no surprise to
them, but that women had desire is another matter.
It is fairly easy to elicit from them through a series
of questions just how different the social structures
in which Fortune exists are from the social structures
which govern their own lives. The plot of the

7 http://www.eh-resources.org/timeline/timeline_industrial.html accessed on July 14, 2014.

8 Jonathan H. Adler, "Fables of the Cuyahoga: Reconstructing a History of Environmental Protection," Fordham Environmental

Law Journal, vol. XIV (2002), pp. 89-146.

9 Ciyril Birch, Stories from a Ming Collection (New York: Grove Press, 1968), p. 96.
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story depends on factors such as female seclusion
and the inability of the absent Jiang Xingge to
communicate with his family. And the happy
ending depends on a marriage system where a
man can have more than one wife. Students can be
made to see these differences, while retaining an
insight about a core of commonality, in ways that
I think are very productive ways of reading. But I
find that imaginative connection, the willingness
to enter into another world is an important first
step to imagining other worlds. A detailed reading
of the story of course reveals differences in
cultural forms and social norms. And a careful
teacher can remind students that in fact this is
fiction, which can be read in many ways but is not
a representation of everyday life in the Ming. The
question of how our emotions and desires are
contained and generated by social structures is a
complicated one, and one that can be very
productively explored in the classroom, provoked
by Feng's story.

My final story is somewhat different from the
others, but I think it is germane. Last semester I
taught a course in East Asian history, and one of
the topics we covered was the Tiananmen incident
of 1989. One student raised his hand and said he
had recently seen a film on the Tiananmen
incident where Beijing college students were
asked their opinions. They had almost no
knowledge of the incident. My class was shocked.
I thought that I'd do a little experiment in
comparative ignorance. I asked how many students
had grown up in Minnesota or Wisconsin (about
half the class) and then I asked that segment of the
class how many of them had learned about the
Dakota War in high school. One of them said "The
what? " and so I had no choice but to interrupt my
lecture on Tiananmen with a fifteen minute
impromptu lecture on the Dakota War, a war
between the United States government and the
Dakota nation fought in 1862 for a variety of

reasons, all of which boil down to an increased

number of white settlers engaged in agricultural
pursuits which encroached upon Dakota lands.
The war was essential to the creation of the state
of Minnesota; the 38 Dakota warriors who were
hung in a single day in December of 1862 by the
order of Abraham Lincoln was the largest
execution ever in US history; women and children
were rounded up at Fort Snelling and incarcerated
there until they could be shipped out down the
Missouri river to a site which proved nearly
uninhabitable. Dakota were banished from
Minnesota; there is still a federal law on the books

which prohibits Dakota from entering Minnesota.

As 1 spoke, they all avidly took notes
(their notetaking in this class was generally
conscientious but not always avid). The point I
made was that historical memory is a complicated
thing, and that the ways in which a nation state
choses to forget and remember (and uses its
educational system to foster that forgetting and
remembering) is something that all of our
countries do. We all have pasts we cannot quite
come to terms with. As she was leaving class, one
young woman said, to no one in particular "I am
so pissed off that no one told me about that war
sooner." I took that as high praise for the class—
she was vexed (to use academic language)
because she understood the importance of what
had been withheld from her.

I tell this story because it is a recent one, but
also because it makes clear the connections
between past and present, between us and them.
The Dakota war is alive in Minnesota, and we
have not yet figured out a comfortable way of
talking about it. Perhaps that is a good thing: it is
a subject that should produce discomfort.

I hope that the threads that have bound this
talk together,
apparent. My point is simple (and even old-

however, tenuous, have been

fashioned): we need to be persistent and creative
in what we do as teachers. We need to use the past
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and embrace the present, and show connections
between them. The problems that confront us
require the best thinking that we can amass. The
classics are key to that good and challenging
thinking. Our job as teachers is to train students
for a future neither they nor we can imagine. To
do that, we need everything at our disposal. And
there is no better place to start than the smartest,
best, most challenging minds of the past. In other
words, the classics.
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