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Future of Humanities? 

A Project of Imagination by Plan C Committee 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plan C: Micro-Manifesto 

 

Imagine Plan A isn’t working. Humanities departments are training 

PhDs to be academics, preparing them to work in universities even 

while there are few jobs. The value of studying Humanities, and of 

having critically-minded people in society, is widely agreed upon, so 

what can be done to make these PhD programs relevant and 

worthwhile for students who likely will never have an academic job? 

The answer is Plan B – reform. 

 

Imagine Plan A is working. Humanities departments are an integral 

part of the ideological control apparatus, essentially manufacturing 

consent for ongoing colonial, industrial, and statist projects. PhD 

programs in Humanities are important not only for maintaining and 

replicating the system, but also because they create a good deal of busy 

work for otherwise critically-minded people, keeping them from 

realizing any sort of revolutionary project. Cast in this light, the idea of 

reforming the PhD takes on a different meaning. 

 

Our purpose is not to be dogmatic or to promote a radical agenda, but 

instead to point out, through satire and subtle subversion, that the 

platitudes often repeated by those advocating Plan B, reform, may be 

seeing the university through rose-colored glasses: that the lofty 

principles of the liberal-humanist enlightenment entrenched as core 

values of the academy may not line up with “reality.” 

 

The result, then, is Plan C, a program that is not exclusively reformist 

and not exclusively revolutionary, but instead takes the best from both, 

suggesting that the noble values of the Humanities, and of the academy 

generally, can be salvaged, but only if potentially uncomfortable or 

troubling questions about the fundamental purpose of the Humanities 

are asked, which won’t happen without taking off the blinders. 
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Where Do We Come From? 

Let us take a minute to talk about where we have come from and how our diverse 

group of subjects came together under the term “humanities.” This is not a 

comprehensive study of the development of the humanities, merely a short 

summary to ground us. 

 
Most people have some general sense that colleges and universities began to take 

their current form in the Middle Ages and that by the late 19th century had 

become somewhat similar to the form they still have today. We understand that 

there have always been several key splits between secular and non-secular 

subjects, between the hard sciences and everybody else, and between professional 

programs and those that are viewed as not leading down a clear career path. So 

how do Humanities fit into that? 

The use of the word “Humanities” in reference to a wide range of subjects studied 

within the university is a recent development, particularly when placed in the 

much longer history of the university. If we trust the Oxford English Dictionary, 

(and what could be more trustworthy?) the date is set in 1855. Prior to that it only 

referred to the study of the classics or secular writings. 

 

In North America, today we would also include religious studies (though not 

theology), and often area studies (though that’s tricky). Who is and who is not 

included in the Humanities and thus what the word means has gone through many 

phases and it continues to evolve. What is most notable is that the current usage 

of the word today appeared just as universities and colleges in North America 

were beginning to move toward their current format. It was the beginning of 

universities becoming more accessible both physically and conceptually to more 

students and more students choosing to pursue degrees. It also coincided with the 

beginning of professionalization of university faculty (and teaching more 

broadly). 

 

The Humanities opened up the university to students who were interested in 

learning how to think critically and pushed forward a system of education that is 

based on learning to think, not simply to memorize or gain approval needed for 

work at a particular job. Our fields, writ large, are crucial to those developments 

and thus our place in the academy is directly tied to its supposed goal to facilitate 

new ideas and ways of thinking.   
 
Bledstein, Burton J. The Culture of Professionalism: The Middle Class and the Development of 

Higher Education in America. New York: Norton, 1976. 

Janin, Hunt. The University in Medieval Life, 1179-1499. London: McFarland, 2008. 

Haskings, Charles H. The Rise of Universities. New York: Holt, 1923. 

Levine, David O. The American College and the Culture of Aspiration 1915-1940. Ithaca: Cornell 

UP, 1986. 

 

Recipe: How to make a Humanities PhD 

 

Ingredients you will need: 

1 part Derrida 

2 parts Foucault 

A pinch of French feminism 

James Joyce’s Ulysses 

1 language requirement (an irrelevant language if you can find one) 

3 or more rejected project proposals 

2 parts comprehensive exams 

Combine all ingredients in a large bowl, and reduce with a healthy 

dose of dominance and deference. Spread evenly in a baking pan, 

coated with grant applications. Season with imposter syndrome to 

taste. Bake under high stress until edges are crispy and brown. Serve 

on a bed of irrelevancy and bombast. 
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as the ship was heading into a storm the captain said 

sometimes you can do everything right and still lose 

and though it may seem that the race is finite 

it's only one lap around the track 

only an agon 
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Recipe: How to make a Humanities PhD 

Ingredients you will need: 

1 part Derrida 

2 parts Foucault 

A pinch of French feminism 

James Joyce’s Ulysses 

1 language requirement (an irrelevant language if you can find one) 

3 or more rejected project proposals 

2 parts comprehensive exams 

Combine all ingredients in a large bowl, and reduce with a healthy 

dose of dominance and deference. Spread evenly in a baking pan, 

coated with grant applications. Season with imposter syndrome to 

taste. Bake under high stress until edges are crispy and brown. Serve 

on a bed of irrelevancy and bombast. 



Just for fun 

What do you call a supervisor without grad students? 

Happy. 

 

What do you call a grad student without a supervisor? 

Interdisciplinary. 
 

Liberal Arts: Originally: the seven subjects of the trivium (grammar, rhetoric, 

and logic) and quadrivium (arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy) 

considered collectively (now hist.). In later use more generally: arts subjects 

as opposed to science and technology (now chiefly N. Amer.) 

Humanities: 

a. In sing. and pl. Literary learning or scholarship; secular letters as opposed to 

theology; esp. the study of ancient Latin and Greek language, literature, and 

intellectual culture (as grammar, rhetoric, history, and philosophy); classical 

scholarship. In later sing. use,  

b. In pl. (usu. with the). The branch of learning concerned with human culture; the 

academic subjects collectively comprising this branch of learning, as history, 

literature, ancient and modern languages, law, philosophy, art, and music. Hence 

also in sing.: any one of these subjects. The humanities are typically distinguished 

from the social sciences in having a significant historical element, in the use of 

interpretation of texts and artefacts rather than experimental and quantitative 

methods, and in having an idiographic rather than nomothetic character. 

Humanist: 

A philologer: a 

grammarian: a 

term used in the 

schools of 

Scotland. 
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Course offerings 

Practicality 9990 – Again this year, we have engaged an outside source to 

provide sound managerial guidance to humanized clients on a go forward basis. 

Achieve excellent learning outcomes exploring practical world engagement 

potentialities. Viable self-employment options such as ‘people mobility expert’ 

or ‘independent spiced sausage sales technician’ are explored.  

Epistemology Applications 2015 – While we may never really 'know much', we 

discuss when we can actually ‘know enough’ to achieve short term objectives. 

Funded by Canada’s Global Opportunity Gain & Risk Abatement Blueprint 

(GOGRAB) 

Art: 

1. The power of doing something not taught by nature and 

instinct; as to walk in natural, to dance in art. 

Art is properly an habitual knowledge of certain 

rules and maxima, by which a man is governed and 

directed in his actions. – South 

Blest with each grace of nature and of art. – Pope 

Ev’n copious Dryden wanted, or forgot, 

The last and greatest art, the art to blot. – Pope 

2. A science; as the liberal arts. 

Arts that respect the mind were ever reputed nobler 

than those that serve the body. – Ben Johnson 

When did his pen of learning fix a brand, 

Or Rail at arts he did not understand? – Dryden  
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Dialog: Socrates and Hypatia 

 

Scene: Interior, grad student office. Two desks facing opposite 

walls. No windows. SOCRATES is sitting at one of the desks, staring 

at his laptop. Enter HYPATIA with an enormous mug full of coffee. 

 

H. Oh. Hi. I didn’t know you were in here. Want some coffee? 

 

S. Just reading emails. These kids keep asking me about the nature 

of virtue. –  

 

CHORUS (nasally). What is virtue, Socrates? Is it taught or is it 

innate? –  

 

S. As if there’s a ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answer, rather than answers that 

are more right or wrong in context. They look at me like I’m 

supposed to be this sage who knows all the answers to the universe 

– that or a grade machine. I’m a genius until I give them an F. But 

do they ever consider that an F is a gift? Do they ever realize how 

liberating it is to be confronted with their own ignorance? 

 

H. Well, can you really blame them? They need to pass courses in 

order to graduate. That is how the system works, for better or for 

worse. Not everyone will find an F liberating – especially not in the 

humanities. If you’d like to fail people for fun, go teach in a science 

department, or better yet, engineering. Of course, you’d also be 

bound to sometimes give grades of 100% and I can’t help thinking 

that would also offend your sensibilities. You can only teach them 

how to think, not what to think. (You can only teach people, you 

can’t make them learn.) The ones who are just looking for 

credentials will be weeded out by the time grad school rolls around, 

anyway – then we’ll be able to pursue higher questions in peace. 

S. How cynical of you, Hypatia! Is that your first coffee of the day? 

H. As a matter of fact it is.  

S. Then drink up while I ask you some semi-rhetorical and vague 

questions. What is the university for, if not to teach the basics of 

critical thinking and good citizenship? What is the PhD, if not a 

sharpening of all those skills? What is it all for, if not to go back out 

into the world and serve the citizenry? 
 

H. The university is a place where all of those things can happen, 

yes. But it is useful to make the distinction between the university 

and the “real world.” One should not be collapsed into the other, I 

think. The university is a structure which has been developed over 

many centuries and has survived in large part because of its ability to 

self-reproduce, independent of its contact with the “real world.” 

Universities produce professors. Up until recently, anyone getting a 

PhD was hoping to enter academia as a career – and that’s what I 

intend to do. I have a SSHRC – 
 

CHORUS. oooooooh 
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H. – and all my ducks in a row. 

But I understand that more and 

more people are entering PhD 

programs with no hope of getting 

an academic job. Either our PhD 

programs are bloated or the job 

market has shrunk, or both. But 

why would you do a PhD in 

humanities if you didn’t want to 

become a prof? Why are you doing 

a PhD, Socrates?  

 

S. Why am I? Didn’t I say that I 

wanted to use my critical thinking 

skills to help people examine their 

lives on a daily basis? 

 

H. No, you didn’t. And anyway is 

that really the best option for you? 

I know your track record with real 

world jobs is not the greatest.  
 

 

Didn’t you tell me once that you were fired from your job at a call 

centre for giving a client an existential crisis?  
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S. I merely asked her what she meant by “nine o’clock”! 

 

H. What if the public doesn’t want your critical thinking? What if your 

PhD makes you ‘overqualified’? What if the price you pay for your 

education is a lifetime of waking up at 6am just to drink hemlock in a 

cubicle? We have spent too long in this institution to just give up on it 

and walk out into the ‘real world’ like we can fit into desk jobs when 

we’ve been trained to be creative, critical thinkers. I have no intention 

of giving up on the university or its structure of knowledge economy. I 

think it should be reserved as a place for hyper-critical thinking which, 

yes, may flow into the mainstream. But I resent the popularization of 

the university. I don’t think that young people should be forced to get a 

BA in order to have any job prospects. The university is not vocational 

training. The university was not created for and does not function as 

preparation for the ‘real world.’ It’s a place where we can think freely, 

more freely than in a world of bottom lines and budget cuts. I 

understand that the university exists in a social context, and is by no 

means free from budget cuts and corruption – but we should strive to 

make it freer, not to flatten it onto a map of reality. 

 

S. So, then, are you completely at ease with the knowledge economy 

implicit in the structure of the university? This oppressive system of 

hierarchy and 

deference? 

 

H. I recognize that the 

institution of the 

university is oppressive, 

hierarchical, patriarchal, 

kyriarchical, et cetera, 

but they can still be 

places of relatively free 

intellectual inquiry. We 

can still teach 

something meaningful 

and important to those 

students who are 

willing to learn. The 

institution may be oppressive, but people are not fully determined by 

their contexts. Just as the university is not fully determined by its 

social context. 

 

S. And since it is not fully determined by it, the university should shy 

away as much as possible from its social context, the “real world”? 

 

H. Perhaps. 
 

S. Then I would have to ask, Hypatia, what is the price you pay for 

that? Aren’t you at all concerned with the mob outside the university 

gates? Why should they not have a say in defining what is “meaningful 

and important”? It seems to me that the university distances itself from 

the people at its own peril. It’s a long way to fall from an ivory tower. 

What is the use of an institution that allows people to hide their heads 

in the sand? Furthermore, you have said that people are not fully 

determined by their contexts. This may be true, but by the same logic, 

people within the university are inevitably influenced by factors and 

contexts outside of it. You and I walked into this room from a 

complicated reality that transcends the boundaries between the 

university and the “real world.” We are already on both sides of the 

dividing line. We may owe something to the university, but we owe 

much more to the world outside it. What is the use of such highly 

specialized knowledge if it can’t be used to help our fellow citizens? 

What is the use of philosophical inquiry if it does not lead to grassroots 

action? Truly I say there is none. 

 

H. But do you admit that they are different things – inquiry and action? 

 

S. Is an inquiry not a mental act? Is action not propelled by intent? 

 

H. Are those questions rhetorical? 

 

S. What do you think? 

 

CHORUS. What do yooooouuuuu think? (jazz hands) 

 

S. All systems built by humans are subject to change, as we humans 

are subject to change. Our lives and our institutions are built on 
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multiplication, division, triangulation. Indeed we are but living 

geometry, and as such constantly in flux. Only one thing is certain: our 

ignorance. The expert knowledge economy becomes bankrupt when 

we know that we know nothing and that others know just as little as 

we do. 

 

H. But is it not true, Socrates, that you only know that you know 

nothing because of your training in critical thinking – in the academy. 

S. It is true. But this is not to say that the academy is the only place 

where this kind of instruction can happen. Can’t we examine our lives, 

and encourage others to do the same, at every moment of every day, 

and be the better for it? 

 

H. Spoken like a true PhD! Where else is critical thinking so valued 

than in the university? Think of your call centre job. 

 

S. Don’t tease me by bringing that up again. The “real world” is not 

perfect, by any means, but neither is the university, as we have 

discussed. Perhaps we are both doomed to death, whether we see 

ourselves as staying within the university or going outside it. 

 

H. Perhaps. (pause) Want some more coffee?  
 

Crossword 
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Jobs! Jobs! Jobs! Jobs! 

 

Outside Source of Knowledge Researchers: Students are invited to 

work on our research and recruitment team. Candidates will source 

contracted business services providing Knowledge Coordination, 

Academic Publications, Pedagogical Processing Guidebooks, and 

Creative Potential Analyses. These are for various Arts and 

Humanities projects planned for outsourcing this year. Employees 

will attend a short training session (unpaid) in phone book analysis 

system, strategic time availability query and analysis, and rectangular 

paper compartment fulfillment and disbursement technology.           

A project of the School of Business Management Internship Fund 
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 Letter to the editor: Bologna sandwiches while Leiden down! 
 

Last issue’s inclusion of a bologna sandwich recipe was refreshing, 

astute, nostalgic but ominous. Refreshingly, it is so easy to make a 

standard, affordable sandwich pretty well anywhere in N America. But, 

you astutely note that it can be functional and not particularly healthy. 

Its only personal ‘flare’ is expressed through the mustard: Grey Poupon 

for the wealthier, to cheaper honey mustard, to whatever is free. As 

kids, my buddies and I would democratically pool our money to buy 

the unfettered processed meat as a favourite snack. Or, we’d slap it 

between white bread for lunch on the fly between more important 

things. Later, when I developed the taste, I could not experience the 

personal ‘flare’ of the mustard because my mouth and throat would 

swell if I ate it. I loved it, but the easiest thing was to simply overlook 

it. Eventually I gave the sandwich up for its uniform lack of taste and 

because it was generally an unhealthy ‘quick fix.’ 
 

So, why ominous? Bologna is actually one of many worldwide 

versions of Bologna’s famous mortadella. Now, Bologna is doing it 

again. The AUCC says the 2010 ‘Bologna Process’ ostensibly 

consolidates “the European area of higher education.... taking full 

respect of the diversity of cultures, languages, national education 

systems and of University autonomy.” Many institutions have lists of 

ingredients (Diploma Supplements in Europe or Higher Education 

Graduation Statements in Australia). They detail “diplomas to improve 

international ‘transparency’ and to facilitate the academic and 

professional recognition of qualifications (diplomas, degrees, 

certificates etc.)”. As with mortadella, countries outside of 'the 

Bologna Process realm' are struggling to be ‘Bologna compatible.’ 
 

With the ‘Bologna process’ degrees can be defined and taught as easily 

as, well, a bologna sandwich. But, during the Leiden conference of 

2014, ‘internationalized’ universities realized that someone had 

forgotten the mustard! They restated: the culture part; the Humanities 

and Social Sciences (the mustard dammit!) was still important. The 

president and vice-chancellor of McMaster University notes that to 

make this “international statement presupposes not only that something 

significant is at stake, but also that there exists an audience in need of  

hearing it.” We are in danger of losing our right, access, and 

ability to stretch our mental palates to taste true human, social 

and ecological considerations. 

Please, readers, heed the advice of last issue’s recipe: keep 

Bologna lively and relevant. Consuming Bologna without 

mustard enroute to something more important is juvenile 

democracy. Because it swells some throats is not a reason to 

ignore it. Insist on the mustard - Grey Poupon for all!… maybe 

even with brown or whole grain or rye or…? 

Sincerely, Le Duc de Coeur 

 

Post Graduate Certification: Sociology of Underemployment - Certificate of 

Knowledge(s) (SU-CKs) 

Explore the theory and practice of today’s contractual society. Taught by multiple 

short term lecturers from various disciplines, this course offers insight into the 

developing world of fleeting knowledge(s) acquisition for whimsically redefined 

workplace initiatives. Though reducing elation for academic accomplishment is 

suggested, candidates will still be able to claim that they remain ‘calm and measured 

in challenging situations’. Start date: Shortly before convocation Tuition: BYO 

Coffee E.I. Eligible.: Yes 
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Just for fun 

 

Why can’t anarchists ever get into PhD programs? 

Because they don’t have any masters. 

 

Did you know Roland Barthes was killed when he walked into oncoming 

traffic? Guess he didn’t see the sign. 

 

Sports 

In an unexpected upset, bell hooks defeated reigning champion 

Paulo Freire in the recent Pedagogathalon. Complete results below. 

Plan C Committee are Emma, Laura, Stephen, and Jon, grad students 

at Memorial University. Their collective experience encompasses the 

pessimism of the intellect and the optimism of the will. 


