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Perspectives on the Humanities


I would like to share some perspectives on the humanities, which I believe have a more than casual bearing on this Literary Conference.  I have chosen the humanities rather than just literature because the humanities provide a more diverse and interesting range of examples to illustrate these perspectives and because the examples may spark an interest in the minds of the audience to learn more about the subjects which comprise the humanities, i.e. music, dance, literature, art, linguistics, philosophy, etc.  I hope that you will find these perspectives informative and exciting.


The subjects that comprise the humanities are perhaps the most powerful and effective carriers of the human spirit and imagination.  Every human emotion is nurtured in the humanities.  At times they seem divine, at other times, sinful.  Sometimes inspired, other times insipid.  Often exhilarating, but equally often, tedious.  The humanities simply mirror what being human is all about.  They provide a smorgasbord of our loves, hopes, fears, humor, beliefs, biases, potentials and limitations.  The audience is encouraged to try them all, but to withhold judgment about what is good and what is bad, because most of what we enjoy today is an acquired taste.



Let us sample first the divine nature of the humanities. Music, dance, poetry, fiction, stories, painting, sculpture and architecture have been used for thousands of years as a means to experience the presence and blessings of the spirits that exist beyond the human boundaries of space and time.  Poets, in particular, believed that their poetry was inspired by the muses (spirits).  Karen Armstrong provides and excellent example of this belief system in A History Of God, the 4000 Year Quest of Judaism, Chrisitanity and Islam.  She states that




Hassan ibn Thabit, a poet of Yathrib who later became a 

 Muslim, [said] that when he received his poetic vocation his jinni 

 had appeared to him, thrown him to the ground and forced the

 inspired words from his mouth.


Armstrong then goes on to make a startling assertion.  She claims that the power of Islam resides in the poetry of the Koran.  She explains that:




The early biographers of Muhammad constantly describe

 the wonder and shock felt by the Arabs when they heard the Koran 

for the first time.  Many were converted on the spot, believing 

that God alone could account for the extraordinary beauty of the 

language.  Frequently a convert would describe the experience

as a divine invasion that tapped buried yearnings and released a

flood of feelings.

Armstrong then reinforces her claim with the story of Quaaysi Umar ibn al-Khatta, a young poet who was “a virulent opponent of Muhammad, and had been devoted to the old paganism and was ready to assassinate the Prophet.”  According to one version of the conversion story, Umar heard his sister, Fatima listening to a recitation of the Koran and knocked her down in a fit of anger.  He picked up the Koran, started to read it, was overcome by the beauty of the words and converted instantly to the new religion of Islam.


Armstrong concluded that it is the transforming power of the poetry contained in the Koran that enabled Muhammad to help the Arabs to achieve the difficult transition to Islam in a mere 23 years.  Judaism and Christianity took hundreds of years to achieve similar status as world class religions.


At the end of the book she suggest that,




The God of the mystics is most in tune with today’s 

secular world.  This God is approached through the 

imagination and can be seen as a kind of art form, akin to the 

other great artistic symbols that have expressed the ineffable 

mystery, beauty and value of life.  Like all art, however, 

mysticism requires intelligence, discipline and self-criticism 

as a safeguard against indulgent emotionalism and projection.


I found Karen Armstrong’s point of view on Islam and the Koran captivating and chose to share it with you because while I am very aware that the King James Bible is a highly acclaimed work of literature in the English-speaking, Christian world, I was unaware of the true power, majesty and effectiveness of the Koran as a work of poetry in the Islamic world.  It is obvious that I need to read more diversely.  Perhaps we all need to.



Let us now move from the divine to the not stimulating.  In the article Bad News for Art, However You Define It in the Sunday, March 31, 2002 edition of the New York Times, Roberta Smith
castigates the 2002 Whitney Museum Biennial Art Exhibition, which is a major showcase of American art as,

bleak, pious, naïve, monotonous, isolated and isolating.

She supports her negative criticism with the following observations about the art exhibit.

Dip into the wall texts accompanying each artwork, 

and the show becomes irritatingly patronizing, too.  It is 

punctuate by dark rooms, glowing screens, mysterious sounds 

and the latest fad in museological display – earphones.  It 

includes little in the way of painting and photography, and 

not much color anywhere.

In fact, this show often defines art so broadly, and so

 laxly, that the art all but disappears.  It’s the diffusion

biennial populated by artists who just want to have fun, 

hang out, do good or promote a mild-mannered social agenda.  

And so, painting houses in Puerto Rico is art instead of 

community activism.  Pretending to be a guru is art instead of 

fraud.  Holding séances to contact the ghost of Joseph Cornell 

is art instead of theater.  Of course, it’s possible to define these  

activities as art, but it sets the bar conspicuously low.  The result 

is an exhibition that is largely devoid of visual excitement, and 

that says little of note about the state of contemporary art.

To her credit Smith admits that other art critics gave the Exhibition more positive and glowing reviews, but she protests nevertheless.  The difference of views on the Exhibition illustrates the following important point: the humanities are received differently by people in much the same way that people respond to people, places and events differently.  And because we often change our minds about things, it would not be unusual for Smith to reverse her negative appraisal sometime in the future and praise the show as the beginning of an important new movement in art.  Therefore, as was mentioned earlier, it is prudent to withhold judgment about things that are new and different; we may develop a strong liking for them.

I have chosen to end my remarks with an example that is close to me as a mathematician.  I selected this example because it illustrates how the defining features of the humanities can serve as a driving force in organizing the thoughts and achievement of scholars in disciplines, which at face value seem not only remote to the humanities, but antagonistic to them.

Freeman Dyson is a formidable theoretical physicist and biologist who in the early 1950’s created the mathematics needed to complete the analysis of the behavior of the electron.  A member of the faculty at the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, New Jersey, Dyson has strong views about the role that aesthetic principles play in advancing mathematics and the sciences.   He is quoted by Silvan Schweber in his book, QED And The Men Who Made It as saying



. . . the only strength I have is being an artist with mathematical tools.

Dyson elaborates on the notion of scientist as artist in the following statement taken from Nature’s Imagination, a collection of essays by prominent scientists, edited by John Cornwall.  The statement reflects on the nature of the astonishing proof by the mathematical logician, Kurt Gödel in 1932 that every consistent system of axioms that describe mathematics must, by necessity, be incomplete.  According to Dyson

Science in its everyday practice is much closer to art 

than to philosophy.  When I look at Gödel’s proof of his 

undecidability theorem, I do not see a philosophical argument.  

The proof is a soaring piece of architecture, as unique and lovely 

as Chartres cathedral.  Gödel took David Hilbert’s formalized 

axioms of mathematics as his building blocks and built out of 

them a lofty structure of ideas into which he could finally insert 

his undecidable arithmetical statement as the keystone of the arch.  

The proof is a great work of art.  It is a construction, not a reduction.  

It destroyed Hilbert’s dream of reducing all mathematics to a few 

equations, and replaced it with a greater dream of mathematics as

an endlessly growing realm of ideas.  Gödel proved that in mathematics 

the whole is always greater than the sum of the parts.

Considered as a body of work, the humanity is also greater than the sum of its parts.  Each work of literature, art, music, dance, etc., helps us to explore the human mind and spirit.  But the task is boundless and can never be completed, because as David E. Roberts explains in Existentialism and Religious Belief,

From top to bottom, man is contradictory creature.  

Viewed from the outside, he is but and episode in the vast

 process of nature.  Viewed from the inside, each man is a

 universe in himself.

Therefore, let each of us strive to contribute to the growth and development of the humanities.  It will not be easy; indeed it may be very hard work.  But it will stretch us and perhaps, deepen us as well.
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