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The Art of the Humanities

The creative aspect of the humanities has not yet found its recognition in the established classification of academic disciplines. The crucial question may be formulated as follows: are the humanities a purely scholarly field, or should there be some active, constructive supplement to them?
	Nature
	–
	natural sciences
	–
	technology
	–
	transformation of nature

	Society
	–
	social sciences
	–
	politics
	–
	transformation of society

	Culture
	–
	the humanities
	–
	?
	–
	transformation of culture


There are three major branches of knowledge established in academia: natural sciences, social sciences, and the humanities. Technology serves as the practical extension (“application”) of the natural sciences, and politics as the extension of the social sciences. Both technology and politics are designed to transform what their respective disciplines study: nature and society. Is there, then, any activity in the humanities that would correspond to this transformative status of technology and politics? In the following schema, the third line demonstrates a blank space, indicating the open status of the practical applications of the humanities:

The question mark suggests that we need a practical branch of the humanities that will function like technology and politics but is specific to the cultural domain. The tendency in the “applied humanities” up to this point has been to technologize or politicize these disciplines, that is, to subject them to the practical modalities of natural or social sciences. “The digital humanities” or “the humanities at the service of ideology” are examples of such subjugation. We need a practical branch of the humanities which resonates with technology and politics, but is specific to the cultural domain.

The simplest term for this transformative branch of the humanities would be the transhumanities—the humanities that aim to transform the area of their studies. The transformative humanities encompass all humanistic technologies, all practical applications of cultural theories. When offering a certain theory, we need to ask ourselves if it is able to inaugurate a new cultural or linguistic practice, an artistic movement, a disciplinary field, a new institution, or a lifestyle. Generally speaking, the humanities can be perceived as art or scholarship, and what I suggest is the resurrection of the art of the humanities.1 This includes the art of building new intellectual communities, new paradigms of thinking and modes of communication, rather than simply studying or criticizing the products of culture. We should bear in mind that the humanities constitute the level of meta-art, different from the primary arts of literature, painting, or music, all of which comprise the objects of humanistic inquiry. The fact that the humanities belong to this meta-discursive level does not preclude their practical, productive orientation. The humanities do not produce works of art, but rather generate new cultural positions, movements, perspectives, and modes of reflexivity.

Without practical applications, the humanities are what botany would be without cultivation of plants, forestry, and gardening, or cosmology without practical exploration of outer space. Scholarship becomes scholasticism. But what impact does cultural theory have on contemporary culture, or poetics on living poetry? It should be one of the tasks of literary scholarship to project new ways of writing; a task of linguistics to create new signs, lexical units, and grammatical models that would expand the richness and expressive power of language; and a task of philosophy to project new universals and universes, the alternative worlds that may become more palpable and habitable through the advance of technology. This group of practical disciplines—translinguistics, transaesthetics, transpoetics, etc.—aim to transform those areas of culture which are studied by the corresponding scholarly disciplines of linguistics, aesthetics, and poetics.
One of the broadest applications can be assigned to translinguistics, or “language design,” which creates artificial languages or introduces new directions for the development of natural languages. Ludwik Zamenhof’s project, the international language Esperanto (first introduced in 1887), obviously does not belong to the field of linguistics properly, though it derives from profound and creative linguistic scholarship. The comparative analysis of existing languages allowed Zamenhof to synthesize a new language that combines in its grammar and vocabulary Roman, German, and Slavic elements and now has about one to two million speakers worldwide. Another example: at the turn of the twentieth century, Eliezer Ben-Yehuda revived Hebrew (dead for many centuries) as a modern spoken language. Linguistic design covers the area of the so-called constructed international languages (Volapuk, Ido, Occidental), fictional languages (Klingon in the Star Trek series, Quenya and Sindarin in Tolkien’s books), and specialized languages of various disciplines (math, logic, linguistics), as well as languages of computer programming and human-machine communication.

Creative Thinking and its Status in Academia

Is there any institution in contemporary academia in which creative thinkers, literary inventors and builders like Friedrich Schlegel, Friedrich Nietzsche, Filippo Marinetti, André Breton, or Walter Benjamin could flourish as professionals? Imagine Friedrich Nietzsche applying for the position of assistant professor at a department of philosophy somewhere in the United States. He brings his book Thus Spake Zarathustra as a confirmation of his credentials. A book without a single reference, with no list of sources, devoid of scholarly apparatus, and full of pompous and vague metaphysical declarations voiced by the arrogant author in the guise of an ancient Persian prophet. Most likely, Nietzsche would be denied even the position of an instructor, despite the fact that dozens of distinguished professors of philosophy have made their careers studying Nietzsche’s oeuvre and commenting on his philosophy of the overman.

Literary studies include three more or less traditional disciplines: theory of literature, history of literature, and literary criticism. There is a need for a fourth discipline that addresses not the past (history) nor the present (criticism) nor the permanent (theory) but the future of literature. There should be a place for projective, constructive, future-oriented approach to literature, including the advancement of new textual strategies, techniques, genres. This field is not exactly poetics or aesthetics, which study the existing laws of literature and art, but transpoetics and transaesthetics (transformative poetics and aesthetics), which open up new possibilities for literature and art and attempt to transform what they study. The prefix “trans-” means “across,” “beyond,” “through,” “transverse,” “on the other side” of what is indicated by the root. As applied to the names of theoretical disciplines, “trans-” means technologies that arise on their basis and lead to the transformation of the areas they study.

The existing classification of literary disciplines is obviously incomplete and does not allow us to determine the nature of the creative contribution of many prominent cultural figures who proclaimed new directions in literature or explored the possibilities of new artistic forms. Look, for example, at Russian Symbolism which became one of the dominating trends in literature, arts, music and philosophy of the so-called Silver Age (1890s–1910s). Symbolism in literature had its own founders and visionaries: Dmitry Merezhkovsky, Viacheslav Ivanov, and Andrei Bely. All of them were both writers and literary theorists, but not purely fiction authors (like Anton Chekhov) and not exactly literary scholars (like Alexander Veselovsky). They did not just produce fiction or poetry and did not just examine the work of other authors but created Symbolism as a method and expanded the boundaries of literature based on a theoretical vision of its tasks and possibilities. They were theorist-creators, visionaries of the future, and thus initiated a program of a broad cultural movement, with artistic, theoretical, philosophical, religious, and social components.

The contemporary academy dismisses humanistic inventorship, despite holding it in such high retrospective esteem. The views, works, and biographies of humanistic inventors of the past are deemed worthy objects of scrupulous academic study. Yet the very constructive impetus of their writing, its “inventive” genre lacking proper documentation and scholarly “apparatus,” would undoubtedly prevent them from entering academia. This paradox can be compared to the improbable scenario in which a university would exclude computer technologies departments on the grounds that, unlike departments of physics or chemistry, they deal with inventions and not discoveries. Invention in the humanities is no less important.

