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increasing multicultural diversity. Our co-

operation with the many Utrecht city festivals 

and other cultural platforms is very successful, 

through our international writers and artists-in-

residence programmes.  These flagship joint 

projects are now in the consolidation phase and 

we are very proud that, in keeping with our high 

academic standards, they will result in joint 

scholarly publications with established 

international publishers.  

At this point in time we have started a new and 

even more active phase of global cooperation. 

First of all, CfH is a strong partner in a number of 

international organizations devoted to the 

well-being of the Humanities, such as the CHCI  

(Consortium of Humanities Centres and 

Institutes, run by Duke University) and we even 

hold the secretariat of ECHIC ( The European 

Consortium of Humanities Institutes and 

Centres). In the present context of relative 

hostility to the Humanities on the part of many 

national governments and of severe financial 

cuts, Humanities faculties, centres and other 

organizations are becoming mobilized. Thus, 

CfH is currently active in supporting the making 

of a new European Alliance for the Humanities 

and the Social Sciences (EASH), which is lobbying 

the European Commission on behalf of our field, 

in view of the ‘Horizon 2020’ programme. 

Strength is in numbers and there is much to be 

gained by resisting the rhetoric of the crisis of the 

Humanities.  Furthermore, we are also exploring 

new content areas and together with a 

consortium of selected international partners 

we are developing new interdisciplinary areas of 

the Global Humanities in the twenty-first 

century. Of special relevance are the 

Environmental, the Digital and the Cognitive 

Humanities. In the next semester we will hold 

international symposia on all these themes, with 

our preferred international partners including 

Harvard, Toronto, Edinburgh, the Chinese 

university of Hong Kong and many others. What 

is emerging from these networks is a clear sense 

of the enormous vitality of our field and the 

wealth of untapped resources that the 

Humanities have to offer, provided we can think 

global and act local, with creativity and 

confidence.    

Rosi Braidotti 

(Director Centre for the Humanities)
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Firstly, Cfh is committed to highlighting and 

disseminating the scholarly work of the academic 

staff in our highly-ranked institution, so as to offer 

the best to a student body that is global and 

increasingly selective about its higher education 

choices. Accordingly all our high-profile public 

activities are jointly held with our brightest and 

best colleagues. They can also be followed 

afterwards through the visual archive of our 

website, which acts as a display of Utrecht 

academic talent. Secondly, we play the role of 

intellectual brokers by bringing together 

Utrecht-based and other Dutch researchers from 

very different disciplinary and methodological 

horizons, in order to explore innovative themes of 

shared interest, such as cosmopolitanism and 

post-secularism. Each of these activities also 

involves, and hence brings to Utrecht, leading 

international experts, senior established 

professors and other inspirational figures. We are 

moreover working very hard – notably in our 

‘town & gown’ programme - to connect these 

university-broad activities to a larger civic and 

social audience in Dutch society at a time of 
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Humanists of All Lands Unite!  
The International Dimension of the CfH

International work is not an option, but rather a core value for the global research 
university today.  The CfH plays a leading role in supporting and expanding the 
international dimension of Utrecht University in several ways.
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As the Centre for the Humanities works relentlessly  towards the Treaty of Utrecht 

events of 2013, our secretary Cornelie Vermaas has managed to pry herself away 

from the hustle and bustle to give us an idea of the upcoming autumn 2012 

programme. 

What CfH events should our readers be aware of in the autumn of 2012? 

There are a number of high profile events in the autumn; all of them centred around 

one of the Centre’s research themes: What’s Human about the Humanities? 

Distinguished International speakers from disciplines such as philosophy, history, 

science studies, visual science, film, postcolonialism and citizenship will reflect on 

what makes us ‘human(s)’. Moreover, they will reflect on geographical and 

disciplinary boundaries, and take us beyond them.

On top of welcoming our final Visiting Treaty Professor to Utrecht we will also host 

the return visit of two other Treaty Professors: Joanna Bourke (Birkbeck) who has 

recently published a new book on “What it means to be Human.” In a symposium 

about “Filming Science”, Peter Galison (Harvard) will focus on the interdisciplinary 

aspect of his research methodology by linking the ‘hard’ sciences to the humanities. 

Additionally, we will welcome Homi Bhabha, esteemed postcolonial scholar and 

Director of the Humanities Centre at Harvard University and also Rutvica 

Andrijasevic (Exeter, UK) who will be presenting her latest publication on human 

trafficking. 

We will open the academic year with a week-long event on Citizenship. This 

research theme is part of Rosi Braidotti’s University Professorship on the Academic 

and the Civic. It will be launched by distinguished scholar Professor Engin Isin from 

the Open University in London and Treaty of Utrecht Professor Paul Gilroy.  This 

event is organized in co-operation with the University Research Area:  Institutions 

of the Open Society (IOS).

Do you have any inside tips for the readers of this edition of the UPDATE?

Keep an eye out for the articles about the ECHIC conference held in Utrecht in 

February, which gives an exciting insight on the development of the Humanities 

towards 2020. This issue of the UPDATE also contains a first glimpse of our 

upcoming 2013 commemoration events which we have been working towards 

for the last couple of years. 

Finally, make sure you as our reader join us on Facebook and subscribe to our 

mailing list so you don’t miss out on any of the exciting events the Centre for the 

Humanities has to offer you in the autumn and beyond!

Autumn 2012 at the CfH
What a spring! We welcomed prestigious academic guests such as 
Ulrich Beck and Michael Hardt as well as our fifth Treaty of Utrecht 
Professor Femke Halsema and our Holland Animation Film Fesitval 
and Early Music Festival Fellows Paul Ward and Lorenzo Ghielmi. 
The Centre for the Humanities director Rosi Braidotti also 
launched her University Professorship programme. With that, the 
CfH has not only temporally extended its team, but also its 
programme: offering University broad and international research 
seminars on the Post-secular, Citizenship & Global Humanities.

Every year a global collection of students 
who find themselves connected by the 
common desire to debate and engage 
intellectually, come to Utrecht to 
participate in the School of Critical 
Theory. 

For any academic programme to be successful 

one needs at least three key ingredients, 

enthusiastic and able students, a conducive 

environment and dedicated teachers. During my 

time as a teacher on the IP in Critical Theory at 

the Centre for the Humanities at Utrecht 

University, all three ingredients were in 

abundance. I commenced my tenure on the IP 

critical Theory on a bone-chilling Monday 

morning in January 2010. This outward chill was 

soon melted by the warmth of the enthusiasm of 

this first cohort of IP students. In what must be 

judged one of the most exciting and engaging 

pedagogic experience of my academic career, 

this first week I spent teaching on the IP 

The CfH School of Critical Theory ended 
its first EU-funded three year cycle this 
spring. As a unique intensive programme 
the school has established itself as a vital 
platform for critical thinkers from around 
the world. One of its most committed 
teachers Patrick Hanafin looks back 
on these years and into the school’s 
promising future:

Empowering Encounters

Critical Retrospective: Three Years of the School of Critical Theory

Risk Societies & Cosmopolitanism: Intensive Programme 2012
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confirmed my faith in the power of a critical 

humanistic education to create a community 

of scholarship and engagement which 

transcends the boundaries of the university 

precinct. The students’ dedication and 

commitment to the idea of a liberal arts 

education was matched only by their political 

commitment to humanistic learning in times 

when higher education and critical thinking 

are being assailed relentlessly by the forces of 

neo-liberalism. This desire for debate, 

intellectual engagement and critique 

continued to grow stronger in the following 

two years of my involvement in the IP. This 

experiment in critical pedagogy in difficult 

times was an enormous success and is one 

which should provide a best practice template 

for all such programmes of this kind. The 

Centre for the Humanities at Utrecht provided 

the perfect environment for such an 

experiment in radical pedagogic practice. 

With the boundless energy, enthusiasm and 

dedication of its Director Rosi Braidotti, 

supported by a superior team headed by 

Esther Rinkens the programme was bound not 

Empowering Encounters

only to succeed but to exceed all expectations. 

This was truly a relational teaching experience 

in which the contributions of the students 

pushed us as teachers to rediscover why we do 

what we do and how an innovative and 

critically-oriented interdisciplinary pedagogic 

practice can resist and thrive even in the 

darkest times for the humanities in Europe. I 

am delighted in this respect that we were also 

able to edit together a volume of essays on 

“I write these words while reflecting on a 

fantastic time at the Utrecht School of 

Critical Theory 2012. We learned a lot, also 

beyond the assigned readings, beyond the 

seminars, the public lectures, the lively 

discussions, and the inspiring encounters 

with Ulrich Beck and Michael Hardt. I have 

learned that challenges are good for you; 

that making new friends while sharing 

intellectual passion is even better. 

We exchanged ideas, experiences, food and 

phone numbers; and what I have taken 

away form this experience is that I will keep 

on thinking (critically), dancing 

(intensively), laughing (convivially), 

listening (affirmatively). I will keep on 

debating with the same respect, academic 

Critical Retrospective: Three Years of the School of Critical Theory

Risk Societies & Cosmopolitanism: Intensive Programme 2012

rigour and enthusiasm we did during the 

Intensive Programme. I will think about “far 

away” places like Kosovo or Nepal with 

renewed energy and interest and I will be 

open for the new connections made 

possible by the empowering encounters of 

the School’s programme. 

The IP is on the one hand a high-level 

academic challenge: in its lectures, seminars 

and unique possibility to work on ones PhD 

proposal with distinguished scholars. On 

the other hand the school manages to 

translate academia and encourage us to 

think critically about our own forms of 

social responsibility. During the programme 

for instance, we started collective sessions 

of knitting as an act of cosmopolitanism. 

cosmopolitanism, which reflects directly the 

experience of the IP and is forthcoming with 

Routledge. The IP in Critical Theory was a 

unique experiment in practicing radical critique 

in the classroom setting and it is my sincere wish 

that it may continue long into the future.  

Patrick Hanafin

(Birkbeck Law School, University of London)

Our knitting became the starting point for 

relating to one another across nationalities, 

gender and age, for engaging with each 

others stories, for sharing knowledge’s, for 

establishing networks of friendship, affect, 

care and respect. What have we learned 

about cosmopolitanism? Our social 

responsibility lies in the fact that, for 

example, Italy and Iceland, Greece and 

Ghana, England and France, the 

Netherlands and Nepal do not seem so far 

from each other; and that now, after three 

weeks together, it feels they are even a 

little bit closer.” 

Krizia Nardini

(Utrecht-based participant and Head Tutor)
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Internationally CfH Cooperates with
• The Centre for Law and the Humanities, 
 Birkbeck College London
• The Centre for Law, Justice and Journalism, 
 City University London
• The Centre for research in the Arts, Social   
 Sciences  and Humanities, University of   
 Cambridge
• The Chinese University of Hong Kong
• The Helsinki Collegium for Advanced Studies
• The Humanities Center, Harvard University
• The Institute for Advanced Studies in the   
 Humanities, University of Edinburgh
• The Jackman Humanities Institute, University 
 of  Toronto
• The London School of Economics
• The School of Humanities, University of   
 Hyderabad, India
• The Syracuse Humanities Institute, New York
• The Trinity Long Room Hub, Trinity College   
 Dublin
• Xiamen University, China

Recurrent Visitors at CfH
• Prof. Donna Haraway (Emerita UC Santa Cruz)
• Prof. Etienne Balibar (Paris-Nanterre-Irvine)
• Prof. Henrietta Moore (University of Cambridge)
• Prof. Judith Butler (University of Berkeley)
•  Prof. Luisa Passerini (University of Turin)
• Prof. Paul Gilroy (London School of Economics)
• Prof. Peter Galison (Harvard University)
• Prof. Saba Mahmood (University of Berkeley)

Within Civil Society CfH Cooperates with
BAK, Basis voor Actuele Kunst Utrecht
Cervantes Institute  (Spanish Cultural Institute)
CASCO Art Centre
Saana Art Gallery
City2Cities Festival
Holland Animation Film Festival
Impakt
Kosmopolis
Lutfia Rabbani Foundation
The City Council Utrecht 
The Early Music Festival
The Province of Utrecht
The Treaty of Utrecht Foundation
Springdance Festival

Within Utrecht University CfH Cooperates with
The Descartes Centre
The Research Institute for History and Culture (OGC)
The Utrecht Institute for Linguistics (UiL OTS)
The Research Institute for Theology and Religious 
Studies (INTEGON)
The Faculty of Law, Economics and Governance
The Department of Cultural Anthropology and 
Sociology
The Netherlands Graduate School for Literary 
Studies (OSL)
The Netherlands Research School for Genderstudies 
(NOG)
Graduate Gender Programme (GgeP)
Media and Cultural Studies Department (MCW)
The Centre for Conflict Studies (CCS)
The Utrecht Centre for Earth and Sustainability (USI)
Institution of the Open Society (IOS)
Research Focus Areas:
•  Neuroscience & Cognition
•  Conflicts and Human Rights
•  Cultures and Identities
•  History and Philosophy of the Sciences and 
 the Humanities
•  Origins and Impacts of Institutions

be a return visit to Toronto by the 

interdisciplinary team of Utrecht University 

researchers. The second international activity on 

the theme of postsecularism consists of a 

broader network.  As a member of the global but 

USA-based Consortium of Humanities Centers 

and Institutes (CHCI), the CfH is currently 

developing a research platform on the 

postsecular in cooperation with international 

partners from three other world regions: the 

Portland Centre for Public Humanities (USA), 

the Minerva Humanities Centre (Tel Aviv) and 

the Research Centre for Chinese Philosophy and 

Culture (Hong Kong). This network aims to 

explore shifting relationships between religion, 

secularism and political belonging in a global 

context. The international character of this 

collaboration makes the project specifically 

suited to compare how challenges to secularism 

take shape in different regional contexts. It is our 

intention to broaden the geographical diversity 

of the project even further by involving partners 

from other regions. 

Tobijn de Graauw 

(Junior Research Fellow CfH)

Since the beginning of this year I have been working as a junior Research Fellow 
with Professor Rosi Braidotti at the Centre for the Humanities. Among other things 
I coordinate content for the themes Postsecularism and Global Humanities. These 
two projects have a strong international dimension, because of the alliances and 
collaborations with a number of international partners.

The activities around the so-called postsecular 

condition and the role of religion in the 

contemporary public sphere have been central 

to the work of the CFH from the very beginning. 

Scince 2008 the Centre has hosted lecture series, 

seminars and activities in collaboration with the 

Theology, Philosophy and Anthropology 

departments at Utrecht University. This phase of 

our work is currently being concluded with the 

publication of a volume of essays on the 

postsecular, jointly written by the active fellows 

of the CFH who participated in this theme.  In the 

next phase, we plan to go global. Two 

international activities have been launched. 

Firstly, in this academic year CFH has set up a 

successful international research network with 

the University of Toronto. This project aims to 

explore the ‘postsecular condition’ from a 

variety of disciplinary angles and from different 

but intersecting theoretical and political 

perspectives. A team of Canadian researchers 

came to Utrecht in October 2011 to hold a 

cutting-edge symposium on the topic. (See also 

the report submitted on this event by Bob Gibbs, 

Director of the Jackman Humanities Institute in 

Toronto). Next in the cycle of joint activities will 

Reflections of a Research 
Fellow
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students and faculty, but also to the development 

of innovative policies.  

On 27-28 October, 2011 the group met in Utrecht 

to discuss papers emerging from Habermas’ and 

Derrida’s Philosophy in a Time of Terror.  Three 

themes emerged: communication, mediation, 

and the public (Habermas); tolerance, hospitality 

and diversity (Derrida); the body and violence 

(both).

All participants situated their own research with 

respect to one or more of these larger themes and 

the roles the texts play in their respective 

Postsecular Publics
research. The result of this collaboration was 

the revelation of powerful new relations and 

linkages between multiple fields.

The group will meet again in Toronto in the 

autumn of 2012. The second workshop will be 

based on the presentation of original research 

papers from the working group members, 

including graduate student members. Working 

toward an edited volume with a set of robustly 

integrated papers, this workshop will encourage 

participants to build on the theoretical 

discussions and reading of the first workshop, as 

they bring the concept of Postsecular Publics to 

bear on their own areas of research expertise. 

 

Robert Gibbs 

(Director of Jackman Humanities Institute 

Toronto) 

differences, as well as continuities, between the 

words that define the humanities, and the human, 

in languages as historically and culturally distinct as 

English and Chinese.

Our second starting point is that human beings 

cannot fully make sense of their experience 

without thinking with “thick” value concepts such 

as “courage”, “dignity” or “beauty” – and their 

cognates and analogues in other languages. Such 

concepts constitute the human and are therefore 

are at the heart of the humanities, as Parker and 

Haines argued at a CUHK conference on “Valuing 

the Humanities” in 2010. 

The approach of the CUHK team is to bring 

together for mutual illumination some key value 

concepts that appear to be not unrelated in 

meaning, but which also seem to be quite 

distinctive in Chinese culture and Western Culture. 

The Global Humanities CUHK Team
At Utrecht in December 2011, Professor Liu 

Xiaogan outlined his work on “tzu-jan”, a key 

Daoist concept, almost untranslatable, but very 

roughly “naturalness” in English. Professor Haines 

talked about the post-Romantic concept 

“spontaneity” and Professor Parker the concept of 

“authenticity”. The CUHK team then sketched out 

some thoughts about where these concepts might 

meet each other and where they diverge.

The value words chosen might be considered to be 

important to understanding aspects of the Way (or 

“Dao”) as conceived in our different cultures, 

underpinning what we might term ways of being 

human. Such comparative perspectives on ways of 

being human will be of deep interest across the 

whole range of humanities disciplines. 

In subsequent sessions of the seminar, we’ll 

examine other key families of closely connected 

concepts. At the seminar in Hong Kong late in 

2012, Shun Kwong-loi, Sin Wai Kin Professor of 

Chinese Culture, an eminent scholar of Mencius, 

will be joining the CUHK team to explicate another 

value concept, one central to the Confucian 

tradition. Professor Haines will elaborate on the 

concept of redemption in the Western Romantic 

tradition, which he explores in his forthcoming 

book, The Making of the Post-Christian 

Imagination.”

David Parker

(Centre for Human Values, CUHK)

Last autumn the Centre for the Humanities together with one of its senior fellows, 
Siep Stuurman, initiated an international Global Humanities research group. In 
collaboration with the Chinese University of Hong Kong (CUHK) and the University 
of Toronto. The first workshop was organized in Utrecht and aimed at mapping the 
different perspectives to the Humanities today.

Postsecular Publics is a collaborative working group jointly sponsored by the Jackman 
Humanities Institute at the University of Toronto and the Centre for the Humanities 
at the University of Utrecht. Each group brings approximately ten faculty members 
and two or three graduate students together to consider theories and methods for 
studying religion and public culture in two quite different national contexts: Canada 
and the Netherlands.

This project is about comparative perspectives on 

the global humanities today. It aims at exploring, 

with the help of selected Chinese colleagues, 

contemporary developments in thinking about the 

humanities as both a disciplinary and a supra-

disciplinary field in a global perspective. The first 

seminar of this consortium took place in Utrecht in 

December 2011. Read next the report submitted 

on this event by David Parker, Director of the 

Centre for Human Values, CHHK. In the spring of 

2013 the Utrecht Global Humanities research 

group will pay a return visit to Honk Kong to 

continue the intellectual exchanges. 

“The first starting point of the CUHK team is that it 

is especially important to pay attention to semantic 

By employing in-person and online conversations, 

Postsecular Publics addresses the ways that 

religion intersects with postcolonial politics, 

cultural diversity, and the policies and practices of 

multiculturalism. Postsecular Publics is designed 

to develop new perspectives on how religion 

interacts with the law in structuring citizenship 

and participation, on the role of media in 

generating new kinds of religious and secular 

identities, and on the significance of global 

migrations for transforming the public 

significance of religion. These perspectives will 

lead not only to new research and networks of 
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In the Anglophone world there have already been 

many successful initiatives to cluster 

environmental research in new interdisciplinary 

institutes in which the humanities play a key role. 

In continental Europe the humanities scholars 

working on these issues are still scattered around 

the various faculties and schools, though here too 

the potential is enormous. This is not surprising 

since in environmental issues, questions of 

sustainability and ecological thinking immediately 

confront us with intellectual ‘traditions’ that have 

been active within the humanities at least since 

the 1960’s. The current crisis that we are in –which 

is by all standards  much more an environmental 

crisis than a financial one- demands that we  

rethink concepts such as ‘nature’, ‘technology’ 

and most of all ‘humanity’ in radical ways. It is no 

surprise then, that especially the European Science 

Foundation is now making great investments into 

this upcoming field of research, launching major 

initiatives such as RESCUE (Responses to 

Environmental and Societal Challenges for our 

Unstable Earth). 

The environmental humanities session at the 

ECHIC conference offered a challenging diagram 

of what this new field is now struggling with. Sara 

Spanu from the University of Sassari, in her paper 

“Sustainable Development as a Challenge for 

Cities in the 21st Century: the case of Freiburg”, 

gave some illuminating examples of how 

micropolitical changes can lead to major 

transformations in an urban sphere. Dr Heide 

Hackmann from the International Social Science 

Council (ISSC) sent in a paper entitled 

“Transformative Cornerstones of Social Science 

Research for Global Cange: Towards a New 

International Funding Programme” (read by prof. 

Poul Holm) showing the many possibilities for 

funding the environmental humanities. My paper 

entitled “New Materialism: Ecology, Technology 

and Subjectivity beyond Antropocentrism” was 

not only a search for undoing the human from this 

human dominated era. Instead, it was also a 

search of ecologies, as it is done by leading 

scholars in the USA such as Tim Morton and Jane 

Bennett, and which offers us a much more 

“realist” account of the most urgent problems we 

are facing in our times - and the ways to deal with 

this.  

Rick Dolphijn

(Department of Media and Culural Studies, 

Utrecht University)

The Environmental Humanities 
Panel

The environmental humanities panel of 
the ECHIC conference dealt with issues 
of social and ecological sustainability. 
It held great promise for a renewed 
ethical and political agenda for the 
humanities in the decades to come. 

Bring on the Humanities
If there is a burning problem in the world, it is human ‘nature’. We ourselves are the 
cause of climate change, environmental degradation, financial crises, famine, 
and migration. We live in the anthropocene era as the geologists say, a new era in 
which the future of the planet is determined by ourselves, by our behaviour as 
consumers and as citizens. The individual choices we make sum up to a behavioural 
aggregate which is bad for the planet and thus ourselves.

Global changes are known - we can measure and 

discuss differences of degree, but the challenges of 

environmental degradation are known. What we 

do not know is what will make us change direction. 

Enlightenment – or propaganda – is clearly not 

enough. Humans’ behaving badly is a wicked 

problem that calls for not only measurement of 

change itself, but for research into how and why 

we choose and act like we do. 

Politicians may not always know it but humanities 

are more needed now than ever. If some of them do 

not know it, we have better tell them. That is why 

research centres have got together to form a 

European Consortium of  Humanities Institutes and 

Centres (ECHIC), which recently held its second 

annual conference in Utrecht. And that is also why 

ECHIC is a founding member of the European 

Alliance of the Social Sciences and Humanities 

(EASH) to bring our voice to the attention of the EU.

The humanities must insist on being at the table 

when the tough research problems of tomorrow are 

identified. Politicians and managers tend to let the 

agenda be identified by technological and physical 

needs and bring in the humanities later on as an 

ethical band-aid. If we are on a burning platform of 

human dysfunction, research cannot be just about 

how to propel the vessel. We need basic research in 

human behaviour, management, motivation, 

intention and desire. 

Does this mean that we should turn our humanities 

faculty into a business school? No, that would be 

missing the point by a mile. The humanities are 

great producers of public goods – all that makes life 

worth living in terms of experience, insight, and 

pure joy. But we must show how cultural heritage 

may be brought into the future, how research may 

benefit social cohesion, how knowledge can be 

shared with companies and institutions, and how 

we may live with climate change and globalization.  

The challenge to the humanities is to articulate our 

findings to a world that will be the better for it, to 

bring our research into play.

The first step in meeting this challenge head-on was 

at the ECHIC conference in Utrecht this year. On 

these following pages you will find the accounts of 

an ECHIC panellist, participant and panel chair: 

Rick Dolphijn, Jos van Berkum and Siep Stuurman.

Poul Holm

(ECHIC Chair , Trinity College Dublin)

Grand Challenges for the Humanities?  
ECHIC (European Consortium of Humanities Institutes and Centres) Conference, Utrecht 2012
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Ed Jonker (Utrecht) opened the panel on the 

Global Humanities with the topic of genocide. 

Alluding to Bloodlands by Timothy Snyder, 

focusing on the interaction and (relative) 

comparability of the Shoah and the Gulag, 

Jonker argued against a zero-sum notion of 

empathy that sees attention for one genocide 

inevitably detract from attention for others. 

Jonker referred to the idea of a dialogical, and 

possibly global, approach to genocides, 

grounded in a notion of “banal equality” rather 

than an abstract morality.

Teresa Vallès (Barcelona) spoke about Antigone, 

whose commitment to immutable values is an 

It could be stated that one of the grand challenges of the humanities is to access 
what the broad scope of a Global Humanities could be. A possible motto may be 
formulated as: “go many places but take care to set out from a familiar landmark?”

instance of truth “owning” a human being. The 

humanities might then be defined as the “place” 

where an individual becomes aware of the 

meaning and the fatefulness of its social identity. 

From there, Vallès made an imaginative leap to 

discussions of modern democracy, concluding 

that to realize democracy “being a person” is 

required.

Finally, Svetlana Slapsak (Ljubljana) addressed us 

on “global Homer.” Homer became “global” 

when, in the Hellenistic Age, his epics were 

disseminated into the “known world.” Homer 

brought students face to face with “universal” 

visions of war, bodily suffering, death, and, 

sometimes mutual understanding and empathy 

between enemies (remember the “sharing of 

grief” by Trojan and Greek in the moving final 

scene of the Iliad).

All three papers outline themes, thoughts and 

tropes that can be taken up in global 

investigations. How do people deal with killing 

on an unprecedented scale? How do they “find 

themselves” when facing impossible odds? And 

how can they re-imagine enemies as fellow 

human beings? In all such cases moral reflection 

and imaginative research strategies must 

interact. Global Humanities stands in need of 

such thematic investigations, lest it be bogged 

down in a sterile encyclopedism.

Siep Stuurman

(Senior Fellow CfH)
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The Global Humanities Panel

After earlier sessions on Tuesday and Wednesday, 

in which I rapidly learned Gilles Deleuze is a name to 

be reckoned with, the Cognitive Humanities session 

felt a bit like coming home. Here, at least, was talk 

of the mind and brain, the stuff I was trained in. In 

fact, all three speakers – Patricia Pisters, Rens Bod 

and, particularly, Harry Kunneman – made a case 

for bioliteracy: the need for humanities scholars to 

To a cognitive neuroscientist recently 
appointed in a Humanities Faculty, 
the Grand Challenges for the Humanities 
conference hosted by the CfH seemed 
like an ideal opportunity to explore 
his new intellectual home. So, what did 
it look like?

inform themselves about what Homo Sapiens brings 

to the game as a biological species, and how this 

relates to what other species have come up with 

over evolutionary time. I support their case 

wholeheartedly – If you want to understand 

humanity in all its complexity, you really need to 

know about the relevant biology too. At the same 

time, two caveats seem in order. First, it struck me 

that psychology as a field was hardly ever 

mentioned, as if people want to jump straight from 

Deleuze to the neuron. Could it be that even 

humanities scholars are occasionally tempted by the 

easy street credibility that the discourse of 

neuroscience seems to afford? The human brain is a 

highly complex system, and scholars in, say, social 

and cognitive psychology have found it useful to 

capture much of the mental and actual behaviour 

it supports at higher levels of abstraction. I’m not 

entirely sure we should skip those intermediate 

ontologies. Second, my impression of the Cognitive 

Humanities field so far is that it has a strong focus 

on knowing, with as yet little room for feeling. 

However, many of the issues that humanities 

scholars now turn to the mind and brain for, seem 

to necessitate not just a cognitive, but above all an 

affective humanities. The human condition is 

characterized by a mix of the cognitive-symbolic 

and the affective-embodied, and telling only half 

of the story is, well, only half of the story. 

Jos van Berkum

(Utrecht Institute for Linguistics, Utrecht University)

The Cognitive Humanities Panel

Grand Challenges for the Humanities?  
ECHIC (European Consortium of Humanities Institutes and Centres) Conference, Utrecht 2012
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On April 15 the Edward Said Memorial 

conference “In The Time Of Not Yet” will 

inaugurate the commemoration of the 1713 

Treaty of Utrecht. The three-day conference will 

focus on the role of culture in diplomacy and 

peace-making. With Mariam Said as honorary 

chair, each day will feature renowned speakers 

on Edward Said’s work, such as Judith Butler, 

Etienne Balibar, Maestro Daniel Baremboim, 

Marina Warner and many others. Major 

attention will be paid to cultural activities that 

resound with Said’s vision in combining 

scholarship with the Arts so as to support the 

quest for justice, self-determination and 

equality. 

On June 21-22 the “Colonial Legacy” 

conference will link the commemoration of the 

Treaty of Utrecht in 1713 to the abolition of 

Slavery by the Dutch in 1763. Over the course of 

two days, distinguished academics such as Paul 

Gilroy, Achille Mbembe and Catherine Hall will 

delve into the legacy of the Treaty of Utrecht, the 

history of slavery, the state of slavery today and 

the connections between them. The conference 

will take you from history and philosophy, to 

anthropology and post-colonialism, 

The Treaty of Utrecht: Towards 2013

transnational memories and transitional justice. 

In a great number of interdisciplinary lectures 

and panels, scholars will examine the lasting 

legacy of slavery and the persistent presence of 

human trafficking in the contemporary world.

To conclude the academic conference series, the 

Centre for the Humanities will host “The Idea of 

the University”. This symposium will kick off 

with a day on the state of the Art in Digital 

Humanities. The second day will bring together 

all prior Treaty of Utrecht professors and 

investigates the changing relations between the 

university as the location of academic and 

scientific excellence within its civic environment. 

Additionally we will present the inauguration 

box set, that not only echoes the great Inaugural 

Lectures given by the Treaty of Utrecht Professors 

over a period of 4 years, but also foreground the 

social responsibility of the university in the 

contemporary world by including new texts 

written by distinguished guests of the larger 

Treaty of Utrecht activities programme.

 

Paulina Bolek

(Logistical Coordinator Conferences 2013)

In preparation for the commemoration of the 300th anniversary of the 1713 Treaty of 
Utrecht the Centre for the Humanities has been hosting and organizing the programme 
of six Treaty of Utrecht Visiting Professors for the last four years. As host to this visiting 
Chair – initiated and endowed by the Province of Utrecht – the CfH will play a significant 
role in contributing to the academic events of the 2013 commemorations with two 
major conferences in the spring and a closing symposium in the autumn.

CfH’s Autumn Calendar

The Academic & the Civic

•  Return visit of VvU Professor Joanna Bourke October 1-5

•  IMPAKT Festival Fellow October 

•  Meet the Author: Rutvica Andrijasevic October 29 & 30

•  Treaty of Utrecht Visiting Professor  November 5 -15

Social Sustainability

•  Lecture & symposium Engin Isin September 10 -14

•  Symposium Paul Gilroy  September 13

•  C&I Lecture Homi Bhabha November 16

•  Lecture Elinor Oostrom November 28

Interfaces between Science & Humanities

•  Peter Galison “Filming Science’ Festival and Seminar October 22 & 23

Active fellows 
Dr. Christoph Baumgartner
Prof. Jos van Berkum
Prof. Maaike Bleeker
Dr. Jolle Demmers
Dr. Rick Dolphijn
Dr. Jeroen van Dongen 
Prof. Patrick Eisenlohr
Prof. Maarten Everaert
Prof. Ido de Haan
Maria Hlavajova
Dr. Bram Ieven
Prof. Ed Jonker
Dr. Brigitte Kaiser
Prof. Frank Kessler
Prof. Harry Kunneman
Prof. Karl Kügle
Dr. Ann-Sophie Lehmann
Prof. Paulo de Medeiros
Dr. Eva Midden
Prof. David Pascoe
Dr. Sandra Ponzanesi 
Prof. Joost Raessens
Prof. Ann Rigney
Dr. Iris van der Tuin
Prof. Peter van der Veer
Dr. Bald de Vries
Prof. Berteke Waaldijk
Prof. Emile Wennekes

Affiliated Fellows
Dr. Bolette Blaagaard  (City University, London)
Petra Hroch, MA (Toronto, Canada)
Angela Bolzano, MA  (University of Bologna)
Prof. Sigridur Porgeirsdottir (University of Iceland) 

Senior  fellows 
Prof. Hans van Ginkel 
Prof. Siep Stuurman
Prof. Frits van Oostrom 
Prof. Paul Schnabel
Prof. Jos van Berkem

Advisory Board 
Prof. Maarten Prak (History)
Prof. Bert van den Brink (Philosophy)
Prof. Anne Marie Korte (Theology)
Prof. Sergey Avrutin (Linguistics)

Organisation
Director: Prof. Rosi Braidotti
Executive Manager: Esther Rinkens, MPhil
Programme coordinator: Nina Pigaht, MA
Secretary: Ms Cornelie Vermaas
Junior Research fellow: Tobijn de Graauw, MA
Logistical coordinator Conferences 2013: 
Paulina Bolek, MA


