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The Humanities  
Here and Now  
The first year of activities of the Utrecht 
Centre for the Humanities (CfH) surpassed 
even the founding fellows’ and director’s 
greatest expectations. The project is to create 
a space for inter-disciplinary reflections on 
and experimentations with a range of selected 
thematic areas within the Faculty of the  
Humanities through a content-driven platform. 
As the reports included here show, this  
project took off and experimented with  
topics of interest to the Arts, Philosophy and 
Theology, such as the flagship lecture series 
on the concept of the post-secular. We also 
consolidated the project of connecting our 
faculty more closely to society through an 
active arts and cultural programme.  

The ideal for CfH is to achieve simultaneously 
high academic excellence while providing quick 

and relevant interventions in the public  
debate and the social field, in co-operation 
with our partners BAK and the Treaty of 
Utrecht organisation.   

This first year of activity confirmed especially 
the talent that is gathered in our faculty—so 
many of you have a brilliant idea in your 
desk drawer, which you often cannot get to 
because of the great work pressure. CfH is 
proud to support you in developing these 
ideas. It is also very exciting to set up  
structures for the ‘free movers’ of Utrecht: 
the university and faculty professors who  
often feel disconnected from the daily run 
of academic life. We are delighted that Frits 
van Oostrom accepted to deliver an annual 
master class for us and that he is actively  
involved in the work of CfH. 

Great emphasis is placed on social  
theory—an area that is relatively under-
represented in our Faculty at present. We 
think that the enormous impact of  
globalisation upon our lives and work 
makes it important to interrogate the  
conditions of our own practice as thinkers 
and teachers. In conversation with our  
partners in the ‘European Consortium for 
the New Humanities’, we are discussing the 
future of our field, that is rich in intellectual 
resources, vibrant in thinking and offers 
both diversity and quality. Next year the  
focus will fall on: ‘The Humanities in the 
21st Century’ as our new priority area. 

Rosi Braidotti 
Distinguished Professor of the  
Humanities, Director of CfH  

The Update 
Summer 2009 Centre for the  

Humanities 

cfh@uu.nl 
www.hum.uu.nl/cfh 



Autumn at the CfH 
This fall CfH reflects on cosmopolitanism, 
transnational citizenship, diversity, and post-
colonial Europe through a selection of 
events, seminars and conferences all held 
together by the newly formed Treaty of 
Utrecht Visiting Professorship. 

The events are linked to a reappearance of 
cosmopolitanism as an idea of solidarity, 
mediation and legal potential, which include: 
the end of socialism; the rise of neo-
imperialism; the return of religious and  

nationalist wars; market globalisation; the 
spread of the Internet and the proliferation 
of digital media and images; the rise of new 
forms of xenophobia and racism across 
Europe. With visitors such as Etienne 
Balibar (Paris), Paul Gilroy (LSE), Jackie Stacey 
(Manchester), Luisa Passerini (Turin), Avishai 
Margalit (Hebrew University of Jerusalem), 
Sneja Gunew (University of British Columbia) 
and Pheng Cheah (UC Berkeley) just to 
mention a few, the CfH dedicates the 
autumn to developments in social theory, 
the humanities, art and culture and their 
relationship to the major political, economic 
and technological changes. Particular attention 
is given to the changes that have taken place 
in the period between the fall of the Berlin 
Wall 1989 and the terrorist attacks on The 
World Trade Centre and Pentagon in the 
United States 2001.  

These reflections are prompted not only 
by the immediate resurfacing of the  
philosophical concept of cosmopolitanism 
in legal terms in relation to human rights 
and a call for solidarity and relief of  
universal suffering, but also in terms of the 
increasingly globalising media structures 
and their connections to the history—the 
gloomy past and ever-present present—of 
European colonialism.  

In the autumn events, Europe as a geo-
graphical space, a constructed memory and 
a philosophical idea is juxtaposed to the 
reality of social issues such as migrancy, 
citizenship, and their political and personal 
consequences. These issues bring into  
question the developments and powers of 
nationalisms, religious movements and 
practices as well as ideals of secularism as 
major pillars of European identity.  

As a red thread through the events runs 
the Treaty of Utrecht Chair held this year 
by Prof. Paul Gilroy (LSE). Gilroy is currently 
the holder of the Anthony Giddens 
Fellowship at the London School of 
Economics and Political Science, London. 
He is well-known for his critical explorations 
into the Atlantic slave trade, his sharp 
analyses of post-9/11 securiocracies of the 
western world and his theory of 
cosmopolitanism from below. Gilroy is 
therefore highly suited for this autumn’s 
activities and he will be instrumental in 
drawing connections between cosmopolitanism, 
post-socialist Europe, postcolonial and post-
secular movements and in exploring the 
shifting boundaries of self and other in 
globalised Europe.   

Bolette Blaagaard 
Academic Coordinator for CfH 

European Consortium 
Of the New Humanities 

The European Consortium for the New 
Humanities links the Utrecht Centre for the 
Humanities (CfH) to a selected range of 
international institutions. The Consortium 
provides a platform for research on the role 
and function of the Humanities in a globalised 
world. The Consortium fundraises to allow 

for joint collaborative projects. Among the 
projects that have already been granted 
funding are: ‚Cosmopolitanism, Identity 
and Media‛, an institutional collaboration 
which is funded by the international  
programme Netherlands Organisation for 
Scientific Research (NWO) and the British 

Council; ‚Between Cosmopolitanism and 
Empire‛, a Leverhulme Trust Research Project; 
and ‚A Topological Approach to Cultural Dy-
namics‛ that is funded by the European Com-
mission Sixth Framework Programme. 

The Consortium consists of eight highly 
prestigious institutions excelling in interna-
tional research and influencing policy making. 
One of the eight partners of the Consortium is 
the Scuola Superiore di Studi Umanistici 

(SSSU) of the University of Bologna, directed 
by Umberto Eco. SSSU was started in 2000 
as an organisational structure for the coordi-
nation of some 30 PhD programmes in the 
Humanities.  

SSSU aims at stimulating and facilitating 
collaboration between programmes; broadening 
the range of courses taught and facilitating 
the mobility of researchers; functioning as a 
space for encounters, seminars and workshops 
organised by the respective PhD pro-
grammes; and promoting interdisciplinary 
exchanges between researchers. 

Since the beginning in 2000 some 20 
international, inter-doctoral seminars have 
been organised with the participation of 
notable visiting scholars from abroad. At 
present the School organises a two-year  
series of seminars and workshops on the 
general theme of ‚Methodologies in the 
Human Sciences‛. Apart from the above-
mentioned activities, the SSSU has also  
organised seventeen Master Class cycles 
(Lezioni Magistrali) taught by international 
scholars of outstanding reputation. The 
SSSU of Bologna University is an outstanding 
model and a great partner for Utrecht.  

Patrizia Violi 
Vice President of SSSU of Bologna 
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Internationalising Our Faculty 

The Flagship:  
Concerning the Postsecular 
One of the very first lecture series offered by 
the Centre for the Humanities in cooporation 
with BAK—basis voor aktuele kunst—was 
Concerning the Postsecular. The lecture 
series was set up in order to allow students, 
colleagues and other interested people to 
discuss the content of the terms 'secularism' 
and ‘secularity’—as well as their recent 
inception as: ‘postsecular'. The question was: 
should we understand the secular as a political 
doctrine that aims to separate church from 
state, or does it refer to something more 

nuanced, such as a range of beliefs, sensibilities 
and arrangements in our society? And how is 
the postsecular connected to this? 

The murder of Theo van Gogh in NL, the 
Danish cartoon controversy, the London 
underground and airport bombings, and the 
French ban on the Hijab in the public sphere 
all bring focus to questions of revitalisation of 
religions as well as secular formations, and 
their social and political effects in Europe 
today. The focus of the series is therefore on 
the current European political landscape. 

Saba Mahmood for instance re-thinks the 
cartoon controversy by challenging the normative 
conceptions of religion, law and language 
that for a large part framed the reception of 
the cartoons and Charles Taylor explores 
with us why and how we need to challenge 
the apparent causal relation between secular-
ization and modernity.  

The lecture series presents two inter-
related areas at the centre of its explorations: 
on the one hand (neo)-religious developments 
in contemporary societies, politics and culture. 
On the other hand the discussions raise a 
critique of the historical, conceptual and 
ethno-racial underpinnings of the European 
humanist tradition of secularism which is 
too often taken for granted as the universal 
norm. This universalistic assumption is analysed 
from a variety of angles and critically assessed.  

Special emphasis is placed on issues of 
political theory, Islam in Europe, ethics, 
human rights, gender and feminist practice, 
contemporary art and the European tradition 
of liberal humanism. These aims are reached 
through in-depth conversations with and 
between prominent scholars in the fields of 
religious critiques, secularism, feminism, 
contemporary art theory, as well as the 
major monotheistic religions.  

Eva Midden 
Lecturer in Graduate Gender Programme 
(Ggep) at Utrecht University, Co-organiser 

of Concerning the Postsecular at CfH 

Since the very beginning, the Centre for the 
Humanities (CfH) made it clear that its scope 
of work would be international. Not only 
was this implicit in the faculty’s choice of an 
internationally renowned scholar, such as Rosi 
Braidotti, for director. It was—and continues 
to be—made explicit in the stated inter-

national ambitions of the Faculty of the  
Humanities to be ranked among the top 
twenty research universities in Europe. These 
top twenty universities have organised them-
selves in the League of European Research 
Universities (LERU) and the aim of the faculty 
is to intensify cooperation within the LERU 
network in the field of Humanities. The CfH is 
becoming more and more instrumental in  
fulfilling this ambition. 

In the spring 2008 the faculty sponsored the 

first meeting of the European Consortium of 
the Centre for the Humanities. A number 
of LERU partners and other outstanding  
institutions joined this initiative. It immedi-
ately led to concrete cooperation by the  
partners so as to submit joint project-proposals 
for EU funding. The second meeting of the 
International Consortium was held in Bologna 
in November 2008 and was hosted by  
Umberto Eco’s Centre for the Humanities, 
the Scuola Superiore di Studi Umanistici 
(SSSU) at Bologna University. The next meet-
ing, jointly organised by Birkbeck College and 
University College London in the autumn, will 
be coupled to a research symposium on the 
Humanities in the 21st century. 

Within the faculty CfH functions as a plat-
form for excellence and cooperation among 
the many and diverse departments and centres. 
Besides submitting applications, CfH works 
on arranging interdisciplinary seminars, work-
shops and conferences with a wide range of 
thematic research areas and institutes within 
Utrecht University in order to increase synergy 
and enhance quality by exploring the inter-
sections across the field of the Humanities. 

The CfH also works at the local level and 
successfully connects the faculty to the outside 
world. It manages to present to the broader 
public not only the excellence of humanities 
research in Utrecht, but also the social and 
political relevance of the theory developed, and 
the crucial contribution that the humanities 
make to global societal debates. When the fac-
ulty is requested to show its accountability, it 
points toward the CfH, with a very satisfied smile.  

 Marlise Mensink 
EU Liaison Officer 

International Advisor of CfH 

CfH functions as a  
platform for excellence 

and cooperation  



Between Art,  
Academia, and Advocacy 
The structural partnership between BAK, 
basis voor actuele kunst and The Centre for 
the Humanities (CfH) was brought to life  
in as early as 2006, well before CfH was  
formally established. It is a partnership that 

is born of shared affinities and grew out of 
BAK’s pursuit of two critical links that  
contemporary art relates to today: the  
alliance between art and theory on one 
hand, and its connection to and relation 
with matters of public life on the other.  

The first major collaborative project Citizens 
and Subjects was the Dutch contribution to 
the most important international art event, 

the Venice Biennale, which BAK organised 
in 2007 upon my appointment by the 
Mondriaan Foundation as the curator of the 
Dutch Pavilion. Taking the work by Dutch 
artist Aernout Mik as a point of departure, 
Citizens and Subjects engaged with the issue 
of an enduring state of anxiety stemming 
from various threats, real or imagined, which 
by in large defines our current ‚western 
condition‛. Prof. Rosi Braidotti joined the 
editorial team (together with Charles Esche 
and myself) of part two of the project, a  
critical reader entitled Citizens and Subjects: 
The Netherlands, for example, and co-
organised with us its third part of the project, a 
series of lectures, seminars, conversations, 
and a master course titled Citizens and  
Subjects: Practices and Debates.  

What followed was a series of various smaller
-scale collaborations, including key research 
on the issue of post-secularism. Moreover, as 

a result of our relationship with CfH, I was 
invited to develop a master course at 
Utrecht University titled Curating (Beyond) 
Exhibitions: Critical Curatorial Practices and 
Contemporary Society, which looked at the 
dynamic field of curating vis-à-vis the chal-
lenges that artistic and intellectual practices 
are presented with by the contemporary society.  

Former West, a project initiated by BAK 
in 2009 and envisioned as a key inter-
national research, publishing, and exhibition 
project to be completed in 2012, is a constitutive 
project in the BAK-CfH partnership. Prompted 
by the need for critical reflection that changes 
after that the fall of the Berlin Wall brought 
about, the project considers the question: 
What impact did the events of 1989 have 
on the world of the West?  

Although Former West stems from the 
field of art and its ambition is to establish a 
speculative view on the history of the devel-
opments in the field in last two decades, it 
does so in relationship to the changes in 
society linked to the events of 9 November 
1989, 11 September 2001, and 15 Septem-
ber 2008. This type of research can only be 
done in sync with an articulation of such 
histories in other fields, and critically in the 
field of humanities—in the dynamic field 
we are in the process of creating between 
art, academia, and advocacy.  

Maria Hlavajova 
Artistic Director for BAK,  

Active Fellow of CfH 

Claudio Magris: 
First Writer-in-Residence 
In 2009 the Centre for the Humanities (CfH) 
launched an ambitious writer-in-residence 
programme and thereby started to attract to 
Utrecht University  some of the finest pro-
tagonists in contemporary literature. The 
programme offers privileged access to and ex-
change of ideas with poets and narrators who 
are universally acknowledged to be among the 
world’s leading intellectual and creative voices.  

With the first writer in residence—the 
widely acclaimed Italian author, philosopher 
and scholar Claudio Magris—this new pro-
gramme clearly illustrated its high standards. 
Magris is the author of a wide range of books 
that address the diverse and often contradictory 
ways in which Europe copes with its recent 
past. In a rare mix of scholarly-based works 
of imagination, and primarily in his best-
selling Danube (1986), Magris redirects our 
thoughts on how to understand and manage 
our cultural memory. This outstanding achieve-
ment earned Magris dozens of honorary 

doctorates and prestigious awards, including 
the Erasmus Prize (2001).  

While at Utrecht University in February 
2009, Magris shared his views through  
different platforms that addressed specific 
audiences, from students and scholars of 
Italian Studies to the academic community 
at large and even beyond. Magris’ own work 
was the focus of attention in a series of master 
classes, which he enthusiastically offered to 
students of Italian from all over the Netherlands, 
and in a mini-conference on the publication of 
two books by scholars from the Low Countries 
on Magris and his work. Moreover, together 
with his translators, both Dutch and foreign, 
Magris engaged in detailed discussions on the 
specific technical and intellectual challenges 
of his texts.  

Whereas these activities were directed to an 
audience of well-trained students and scholars, 
on two other occasions Magris presented his 
views to large audiences from all over the 

Netherlands. In his academic lecture on 
‚Literature and Law‛ he meditated on the eth-
ics of both literature and law by exploring their 
intersections. Another highlight was the 
public debate with the Dutch minister of 
European Affairs, Frans Timmermans, who 
appreciated Magris’s thought-provoking state-
ments to the point of integrating them in 
several speeches delivered afterwards.  

Harald Hendrix 
Professor of Literary Studies, Co-organisor 

of the Writer-in-Residence Programme 

 www.formerwest.nl   www.bak-utrecht.nl   www.citizensandsubjects.nl 

What impact did the 
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