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The past half-century of research in the humanities has been exciting by any measure of intellectual excitement. The vertiginous explosion of new subfields—queer theory, postcolonial studies, studies in race and ethnicity, disability studies, animal studies, indigenous studies, environmental humanities, new materialism, and digital humanities (just to name a few)—has opened new avenues of inquiry into the full range of human expression as well as unprecedented interdisciplinary inquiries into the relations between humans and nonhuman worlds, from bacteria and lichens to birds and bees to plastic and the polar ice caps. Research in the humanities explores our human cultural heritage and imagines our present and future interactions with each other and with the biosphere. Crucially, contemporary work in the humanities also seeks to preserve our “cultural heritage” without defaulting into nationalist or ethnocentric conceptions of culture, appealing instead to our collective—our global—need to understand our multiple heritages and trajectories as humans in terms of intraspecies diversity in all its manifestations, and in terms of our various and often vexed relations with the nonhuman world.

And yet that sense of excitement in new work is never matched by enthusiasm about the institutional status of the humanities in higher education, as that status seems to dwindle with each passing year. Falling enrollments, declining numbers of tenure-track faculty positions, a general atmosphere of malaise and bad morale—this is what people tend to think of when they think of the humanities today. Those people are not wrong. The quality of new research in the humanities bears no relationship to the public image of the humanities—even though, as Amanda Anderson has argued, a great deal of contemporary culture uses the interpretive tools of the humanities every day, every time someone reviews a new book, a new film, a new series on a streaming platform. Given this contradictory state of affairs, what foreseeable futures can we imagine for the humanities? 

Essays of 6000-9000 words are welcome anytime between now and December 1, 2025.

