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Making a New Inquiry into the “Humanities”

Toshimasa YASUKATA

r Abstract
The “humanities” exist at the intersection of scholarly and cultural learning, and usually include the study
of languages, literature, history, and philosophy. However, this traditional field is now at a crossroads.
Some argue that the era of humanist education, which previously educated youths by the reading of classical
or culturally important books, has come to an end. In fact, it has been declared that humanities and the
celebrated ideal of humanitas have finished playing an important role. Others boldly advocate a turn to
“digital humanities” , a field that takes advantage of the advances found in digital technology. Thus, the
question of the humanities as a field is currently a fascinating topic.

Within the context of these discussions, I consider the issues at stake, in order to prescribe a method
through which the humanities could regain their strength and relevance. In addition, since we are living in an
age of globalization, I advocate breaching the barrier between the East and the West within the humanities.
Although admittedly not erudite throughout the entire range of this scholarly field, I nonetheless re-conceive
it in a new and creative fashion. I therefore refer to Boeckh’ s formula of “the knowledge of what is known”
(die Erkenntnis des Erkannten), as well as to Ernst Cassirer s original view of the human being.

In contrast to the natural sciences, the humanities inquire into each cultural phenomenon related to human
beings. They strive to understand what the human spirit has produced, and to attain that knowledge.
Therefore, the humanities are concerned with a self-referential understanding/knowledge of what is known.
These activities, however, are based upon the definition of human beings as “CGov \dyov &xov,” a definition
that Cassirer paraphrased as the novel idea of “animal symbolicum.” Hence, one can characterize the

humanities as human beings’ self-reflexive and interpretive efforts to understand themselves and their own

\ cultures.
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