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I would like to start by showing you three pictures. These pictures have become iconic images. The 

first one represents the Dust Bowl, the desertification of the American prairies during the 1930s, 

which caused severe ecological damage and massive migration to the West (a process masterfully 

captured in John Steinbeck’s novel Grapes of Wrath). The second and third pictures of damaged birds 

and forests may be more familiar to you. They served as powerful images in public campaigns to 

create awareness about the detrimental effects of oil spilling and acid rain in the 1980s. 

Often, in science and in society at large, an immediate causal connection between environmental 

degradation, public awareness and political action is assumed. The next step then is to find optimal 

solutions, which is where the natural and environmental sciences come in and are being called for. 

On to my last image. This is a painting by the East German artist Bernhard Kretzschmar from the 

1950s, depicting the newly constructed model city of Eisenhüttenstadt. What I would like to draw 

your attention to is the seemingly harmonious co-existence of people of all ages recreating in natural 

spaces and enjoying the view of….. iron works chimneys exhausting black smoke. Now keep this in 

mind for a moment. 

The point that I would like to make is that interventions by Humanities scholars are imperative if we 

want to understand why in the face of huge global challenges, such as climate change, it is so difficult 

to come up with an adequate response. The reason is not – or at least not only – a lack of technical 

possibilities or money. What we need are insights into the conditions that enable and encourage 

human and political action. 

To come back to Kretzschmar’s painting of Eisenhüttenstadt, what it shows is that “ecological 

damage” is not a mere objective fact. It is very much a human conception or representation 

dependent on historical and geographical context. Environmental degradation was tacitly accepted 



and even went relatively unnoticed (was not perceived as such) until the 1960s. As the painting 

shows, it was there, in the background, but not necessarily perceived to be at odds with leisure 

activities in the natural environment (by the way: similar pictures of Western Europe can be found o 

in the post-war period). Somehow, it suddenly became a political issue in the 1960s. Why was that 

the case? What changes in human perceptions of nature, the environment, and the relationship 

between humanity on the one side, and nature and the environment on the other had taken place, 

which made possible the massive public and political mobilisation around this issue? When do 

political will and an environment of international cooperation come together as necessary 

preconditions for addressing urgent problems that cross national boundaries? 

The environment, global warming, climate change – these are global challenges that happen at a 

scale (both temporal and spatial) which are difficult to understand, imagine and relate to. What are 

the factors that create public awareness? Could they be cultural artefacts, like films and literature? 

Literary scholars, like my colleague Susanne Knittel, are interested in recent trends in climate fiction 

and ecocriticism, which take environmental issues as their central concern and make the 

environment/nature/the weather a protagonist rather than merely the background of human-

centred action. Besides making these large-scale events and changes of climate change palpable to 

readers, these novels also imagine alternative futures or present warnings for worst-case scenarios. 

Art and literature here function not only as representation devices that make things understandable, 

but also as a means of imagining possible ways out or, for those who think there is no way out, as a 

means of consolation and coming to terms with an increasingly bleak looking future.1  

Now, it seems to me that these are urgent questions for Humanities scholars to answer. 

A topic like climate change shows the importance of bringing together multiple disciplinary 

perspectives. This is what we are currently doing within the Utrecht Young Academy, a diverse group 

of young academics with different disciplinary backgrounds, where one of our activities will be 

                                                           
1
 This paragraph is based on input from Susanne Knittel. 



focused on the topic of climate change. Utrecht University is strong when it comes to 

multidisciplinary collaboration, as is illustrated by initiatives like the Centre for the Humanities, 

Institutions for Open Societies and the Utrecht Centre for Global Challenges. 

Whereas other disciplines have much experience in disseminating their research to non-academic 

stakeholders and involving them in their research projects, Humanities scholars – it is my impression 

– have tended to shy away from intervening in debates and policy-making processes, assuming that 

what is expected from them are clear-cut answers and immediate lessons to be learnt. It is clear that 

our role is not to reassure, remove ambivalence and reduce complex social and political realities. We 

do, however, have a responsibility to engage in larger political and societal questions, to explain and 

clarify the mechanisms that are at work, to inquire and delve deeper in order to help improve the 

quality of public deliberations. We may not provide clear-cut answers, but we do know which 

questions need to be asked in order to take the debate a step further. Non-academic partners, it is 

my experience, really appreciate such input. 

The National Research Agenda, developed under the chairmanship of Beatrice de Graaf and 

Alexander Rinnooy Kan, seems to offer opportunities for Humanities scholars to make this case 

strongly. Currently, several “routes” are being developed, which will hopefully lead to additional 

research funding in the near future. Within these “routes” topics and questions are currently being 

identified, which need the input of Humanities scholars. One example is the route called “Between 

Cooperation and Conflict”, in which the interaction between individuals, collectives, nations etc. take 

centre stage. War and conflict fall within this theme as well as different forms of cooperation, such as 

international cooperation and public participation and consultation. Another example is the route 

called “Resilient Societies”, within which one could examine public and political institutions, 

processes of in- and exclusion and ask the question why certain societies prove or have proven 

themselves to be more apt in dealing with risks and challenges than others. For the reasons that I just 

elaborated on it would be a missed chance – both from the point of view of society and that of 



Humanities scholars – when we refrain from contributing to the discussion of such important 

questions. 

 

 


