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‘EXPERIMENTAL HUMANITIES’ EXPANDS
DEFINITION OF HUMANITIES

CECIRE SPEARHEADS
- NEW CONCENTRATION

Over the weekend, | went home for the first time after
L&T to visit my family and do laundry. The entire week-
end, my dad could not stop voicing his frustration over
the situation in Tunisia. He was incensed that people
could react so strongly as to riot and kill over a YouTube
video mocking the Prophet Mohammad. How could de-
cent human beings, with families and jobs and “stakes
in the real world” use a YouTube video as justification
for terror? What does that say about our new humanity?
That men are capable of violence over a four-minute clip
made by a man half a world away?

This is exactly the sort of question that the new aca-
demic concentration Experimental Humanities seeks to
answer. The program, brainchild of Professor of Litera-
ture Maria Sechiko Cecire, began accepting applications
for moderation this semester after a year of deliberation
by the curriculum committee. In the words of sophomore
Enc Arroyo, the concentration asks “the L&T question—
what does it mean to be human?—with respect to things
like Twitter, YouTube,” and, he pauses, “World Star Hip-
Hop.” In other words, how are the humanities adapting
to the ever evolving media?

| talked with Professor of Classics Benjamin Stevens,
who teaches classes cross-listed in several different
programs such as, “Post-Humanism,” about the signifi-
cance of such a program. Stevens suggested that it pro-
motes a type of “open inquiry” that applies the study of
the humanities to our evolving cultural landscape.

“As long as there’s been humanities,” Stevens said,
there has been “the idea that there could be a human
mode of inquiry that is different from obedience to the di-

BY MEL MIGNUCCI

vine or different even from accepting that certain things
are mysterious and beyond human comprehension.”

Cecire suggested that a program like Experimental
Humanities was necessary to further that “human mode
of inquiry” as technology, media, and cultural self-reflec-
tion change.

Experimental Humanities was catalyzed in Cecire’s
background through the analysis of children’s literature.
Throughout her research, Cecire “kept noticing the way
children’s literature refused to stay within the bounds of
a book.”

“Like so many other narratives, they spill across all
types of media,” Cecire said. The question that arose
was how these narratives are affected by the technology
through which they are conveyed.

“The great media theorist Marshall McLuhan says
we're condemned to live in prisons without walls. We
are guided by the media that we use, and the way we
interact with the world, but we don't necessarly know
it, unless we have an awareness of what we use, and
what’s out there is kind of running our world,” Cecire
said of the importance of the study Experimental Hu-
manities.

Erwin Perez, a senior and the first student to moderate
into the program, said he was interested in the way that
media is seen as “a reflection of our culture.”

“If you think about [traditional] media as books and lit-
erature,” Perez said, “you read a book and see it within
the context of the culture it was created in... What I'm in-
terested in is doing that same thing, but for media. Music
videos, movies, video games, social networking sites.”

Arroyo suggested an application of that close read-
ing: “On a kid’s [TV] show in the 1990s, they talk about
violence, guns, family problems with candor. Now, TV
shows are clean, family-oriented, censored. How will
that change our society as kids who grew up [watching]
the latter come of age?”

Stevens diseussed the impact of questions such as
this on our changing definition of the humanities. “It re-
minds us that all humanities should be experimental,”
Stevens said. “if we have humanities in a different me-
dium, a digital medium, does that mean the humanities
are different? Does that mean the human is different?”
He paused. “It’s a troubling question.”

And it should be. For much of history, the notion of
humanities was defined by the legacy of classical an-
tiquity—we answered the question of what it means to
be human through close readings of Plato’s “Republic,”
“The lliad” and “Genesis.” How is the human different if,
suddenly, we analyze Seinfeld as a reincarnation of Ni-
etzsche, the Twitter feed @KimKierkegaard as analysis
of pop culture, or the rise of reality TV as proof of the
entertainment industry’s indolence?

However, in the contrast between classical texts and
modem culture, there may be found a thread of con-
tinuity, an innate humanity somewhere within us. And
perhaps it isn't humanity that has changed but the way
humans communicate. Through this new concentration,
Experimental Humanities, we can attempt to become
fluent in this new language and better interpret the ele-
ments of our culture.
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When you ask an average Bard stu-
dent if they've heard of the “Unlikely-
Realist” neighborhood at Bard, you are
prone to get quite a few strange looks.
| was surprised to learn that one of the
most out-there groups at Bard was rela-
tively unknown by the general commu-
nity. it wasn't until | got the colloquial
name right, or became familiar with their
location on campus, that people started
to recognize what | was looking for.
“The Residence you are referring to is
located in Village J,” was the first solid
information | received in an email from
ResLife. Though the general popula-
tion of Bard is not familiar with the term
“Unlikely Realist,” Village J has a certain
notoriety around campus for its offbeat
ventures. One first-year referred to it
as the “strangest weekend of [her] life”
when she stayed in Village J last spring
for accepted students weekend. | de-
cided | needed to make my own conclu-
sions about this mysterious and eclectic
group of people, and ventured over to
Village Walk to find out for myself.

| walked up the dniveway unsure of
what to expect. | knocked on the door
and was instantly greeted by friendly
residents who showed me around
the dorm. Even as an outsider to their
group, | was welcomed warmly into
their unconventional home. Downstairs,
where we met for interviews, there was
a particularly active living room. Numer-
ous hula hoops lay in a comer next to
an art easel. Dr. Who and Lord of The
Rings posters covered the walls and
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BREATHING AND
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THE ECCENTRIC
LIFESTYLE OF
VILLAGE J

BY SUSIE YUGLER

large windows let light into the tidy and
well-equipped kitchen area. It was a
paradise for the kids who never quite fit
into any normal high-school cliques. The
artist, the fan-kid, the otaku, the drag
queen—all of these unlikely characters
make up the rich and vibrant community
that is Village J.

| sat down with senior Sarah Long-

and anything else imaginable by the Un-
likely Realists.

“We have a lot of really geeky and
geek-culture interests,” explained Long-
streth. “A lot of it came from Rocky Hor-
ror, where we kind of all met each other,
like stuff with fan culture and pop cul-
ture.”

Not only is URF known for its elabo-
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“W’'s an evolving acronym, it never re-
ally means anything,” Longstreth said.
“The original name came from an April
Fools joke about manatees...but what
URF is described as on paper is 21st
century art and new media.”

At its creation, URF was a neighbor-
hood dorm that initially was meant for
those interested in “new media” which
includes events such as tabletop role-
playing games (RPG), interactive art,
anime films, video games, drag shows

up the rich and vibrant
community that is Vilage

name stands for J ,

hood program at
Bard, URF is the
longest-running
and most consis-
tently expanding
dorm in the pro-
gram.

“Residence
Life has asked us to, kind of, step up
as the only successful neighborhood to
come out of the program that's still go-
ing,” said Longstreth.

URF has served as an image of the
mission of the neighborhood program,
because it doesn't only create a network
for the students that live there, but the
students are creating something for the
greater Bard community.

“The neighborhood program may be
geared towards creating something that

gives back to the community, but it's
also about creating communities them-
selves and we find that that’s something
that we put a lot of focus on,” Hughes
said.

One wonders what it is that makes this
group so tight-knit. Longstreth attributes
this to how “open and accepting and
kind of weird” the place has been.

“It still blows my mind that it's been
three years,” Longstreth said. “Some of
us are family at this point. We've been
through a lot of shit together...there
are people here that | consider on that
freaky-family sex-cuit level.”—Long-
streth laughed—“It's small,” she said,
“but it’s not nothing.”

Indeed it is small: this group of people
have some of the most intimate friend-
ships I've seen on campus. They have
built a community for themselves that
allows them to accept one another and
embrace their quirks. As | said my good-
byes, one resident, Atticus, offered me
fresh-baked cookies, possibly the best
I've had on campus. Leaving Village J
felt like saying goodbye to old friends,
though it had only been a few hours. i
suppose it's due to the affectionate at-
mosphere in the house or the overall
receptiveness they had for anyone who
was curious about their community. In a
small school of unique and interesting
individuals, 1 think it's safe to say that
Village J is one community that will be
thriving at Bard for a long time to come,
eccentricity and all.
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