
As the political ascendancy of neo-liberalism has 
come to infuse public policy and the public sphere 
itself with a kind of overarching commercial mentali-
ty, universities have lost much of their autonomy and 
the “academic freedom” that used to go with it. What 
was once a place where colleagues could share their 
knowledge with one another and pass on what they 
knew to the younger generation in a spirit of commu-
nity has become a place for doing business. And as 
a result, the humanities, or the human sciences, have 
become an endangered species. . . . It is a multidi-
mensional hybridization process that is called for, a 
vast project of socio-cultural learning. We in the so-
cial and human sciences need to combine forces with 
scientists and engineers to develop educational and 
research programs so that our fellow citizens can 
make more beneficial use of our technical achieve-
ments and scientific discoveries—and not simply be 
given more gadgets to play with, at the expense, we 
now know, of the planet’s capacity to sustain life. 

Andrew Jamison, “To Foster a Hybrid Imagina-
tion,” N.T.M. 16 (2008): 119; 122. 
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Mapping New Directions in the Humanities

This volume of Alif is dedicated to redefining and reorient-
ing the Humanities in the light of global institutional and intellec-
tual realities. The word “mapping” in this title can be construed 
in several ways: the literal meaning of geographical “reorienta-
tion” indicative of efforts to redefine the relationship between 
global North and South, or between Western and non-Western 
intellectual traditions. It can also refer to the remapping of the 
modern university by interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary 
work in the Humanities, work that brings the Humanities to new 
shores in Science and the Social Sciences. Mapping often means 
searching for clues to new directions in such literary genres as 
the Novel, Poetry, and Life-Writing, since the seeds of academic 
branching out are often detected in artistic movements. The arti-
cles in this volume highlight how different disciplines and genres 
are exploring new directions, including the Classics, Philosophy, 
Literary Theory, Linguistics, Translation Studies, etc. It is im-
portant to note that the Humanities is not an island apart; it is 
impacted by developments in other fields—Mathematics, Medi-
cine, Digital Culture, Disability Studies, and Gender—a fact that 
contributions in this volume demonstrate.

Alif is a peer-reviewed, interdisciplinary journal, published 
annually in the spring, which includes critical scholarship in Ar-
abic, English, and French. Alif welcomes original submissions 
from the various disciplines of the Humanities, including—
though not limited to—Literature and Cultural Studies.

The next issues will center on the following themes:
Alif 41: Literature, History, and Historiography
Alif 42: Literature Confronting Mortality
Alif 43: Brotherly/Sisterly Relations in Literature

and the Arts
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Mapping Diversity in Classical Studies

David Konstan

Let me begin with an anecdote. In the spring of 2018, the Clas-
sics Department in my institution, New York University, was seeking 
authorization to make a new hire, and a discussion arose in one of our 
regular department meetings as to the profile we should propose to the 
Dean of the Faculty, in relation to departmental needs (in the end, autho-
rization was granted to hire a Latinist). The following summary of the 
discussion was recorded in the departmental minutes (March 27, 2018):

We ought to make the case for a junior hire that also meets 
the University’s wider mission for expanding diversi-
ty. Specialties discussed included an archaeology at the 
“margins” of the Roman Empire; Late Antiquity/Byzan-
tine world; or Homeric/lyric poetry. It was finally agreed 
that a competence in cultural history, with an ability “to 
thread material and texts together” and a “theoretical 
self-consciousness,” would be a capacious enough fram-
ing, again with an eye towards attracting a diversity hire.

What is notable, in the first instance, about this admittedly vague and 
very preliminary job description is how it seems to embrace two dif-
ferent matters under the heading of “diversity.” In the United States, 
“diversity” in hiring normally refers to efforts to secure a desirable 
balance in gender, ethnicity, religious affiliation, and other social-
ly acknowledged identities. In the Classics in particular, considerable 
progress has been made over the past half century to remedy unequal 
representation of men and women, although even now, at the highest 
ranks, there remain some disparities (see “CSWMG Report”). Ethnic 
balance has proved more elusive, and there is no doubt that blacks and 
Latinos, for example, are drastically underrepresented in the profession 
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in proportion to their numbers in the society at large (see Blouin). In the 
meantime, gender too has become more complex, as sexual orientation 
together with the deconstruction of binary gender categories have given 
rise to an awareness of other types of exclusion.1

In addition to the praiseworthy desire to increase diversity in 
this sense, the discussion also recognized a need to diversify the field 
of Classics itself. Traditionally, the “Classics” has been understood to 
mean the study of the cultures of ancient Greece and Rome, concen-
trating principally on the great works of literature produced in classical 
Greek and Latin and the political history of Greece and Rome, with a 
special focus on the great age of the Greek city-states, above all Athens, 
and the late Republic and early Imperial periods in Rome. Its meth-
ods, moreover, were narrowly circumscribed, holding at bay the wider 
world and interaction with other disciplines.2 But over the past half 
century or so, the discipline has burst its boundaries and now extends 
far more widely in space, time, and variety of approaches. The min-
utes mention, for example, “archaeology at the ‘margins’ of the Roman 
Empire.” The Roman Empire included within its frontiers parts of what 
are today Great Britain, France and the Low Countries, North Africa, 
Syria, Iraq, and more. But much else might be regarded as pertaining to 
the margins of the Empire, areas that came within Rome’s sphere of in-
fluence or were engaged in trade, military hostilities, or other relations 
with Rome. Today, there are penetrating studies of the classical world 
in relation to areas that lie within the borders of modern-day Iran, Af-
ghanistan, Russia, India, and even China (see, for example, Haubold; 
Seaford). But it is not just a matter of geographical extension, but also 
of method. As the excerpt from the minutes indicates, the Classics now 
takes archaeology under its broad wing, and not just the excavation of 
famous sites like the Roman forum or the Athenian agora. Rather, it 
embraces far-flung regions, no longer limiting itself to texts but taking 
account of all the evidence, physical as well as literary, that might il-
luminate not just the narrow territory we think of as classical Greece 
and Rome but pretty much the entire ancient world.3 This grand reach 
may sound like disciplinary imperialism with a vengeance, but, in fact, 
classicists these days do not simply seek signs of Greek or Roman in-
fluence in these remote lands. There is rather a powerful awareness of 
the two-way nature of such interchanges, as the influence of other cul-
tures on Greece and Rome is increasingly recognized: Whether or not 
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Athena was originally black, to use the title of Martin Bernal’s famous 
three-volume challenge to Greek exclusivism, the debt of Greece and 
Rome to the sophisticated societies at their periphery was massive (for 
more recent and less polemical studies of the interrelationship between 
Greece and the surrounding civilizations, see West; Stephens; Collins 
et al.; Moyer; Rutherford). As Tim Whitmarsh writes in the “Prelude” 
to his recent book on the origins of the ancient novel, “the dominant 
scholarly construction of Greek literary history . . . places far too much 
emphasis upon the idea of Greek cultural identity as continuous and 
hermetically sealed (a ‘tradition’), and not enough on its openness to 
new admixtures from other cultures” (xii).

Comparative studies of ancient civilizations are illuminating even 
when–sometimes especially when–there is no evidence of cross-influ-
ence, since they may reveal transhistorical constants in the development 
of political institutions, values, or psychological categories.4 To take an 
event in which I myself participated, in 2015 a workshop comparing 
emotion terminology in ancient Greek and classical Arabic took place 
at NYU’s campus in Abu Dhabi. Whereas classicists have for some time 
now treated emotions as at least in part socially constructed and hence 
subject to historical analysis, this was a novelty in Arabic studies. Dif-
ferences in emphasis between the two cultures came to light; Arabic 
sources, for example, highlighted distress and sadness as emotions (one 
paper bore the title “Sadness in Classical Islam: Between Stoicism and 
Neo-Platonism”), whereas Greek texts concentrated more on shame and 
wonder (see “Emotions”). To be sure, there was considerable interaction 
between Greek and Arabic during the latter part of the first millennium, 
and the two cultures certainly did not evolve in isolation from one an-
other. This is not the case, however, with classical Greek and Chinese, 
and a follow-up workshop comparing emotion terms in these societies 
is planned for the autumn of 2019, to be held in Shanghai (among many 
recent examples of such cross cultural studies, see Mutschler).

The expansion of classical horizons is not just spatial. There is 
also a vast amplification of the temporal dimension, which is reflected 
in the suggestion in the NYU Classics Department minutes that diver-
sity might be achieved also by taking account of “Late Antiquity” and 
the “Byzantine world.” The inclusion of these periods is not simply a 
matter of adding later texts to the traditional classical repertoire. The 
profound transformation that took place in both the Eastern and West-



Alif 40 (2020)12

ern parts of the Roman Empire with the conversion to Christianity, 
and the subsequent encounter with rising Islamic civilization, require 
a new set of analytic tools on the part of classicists, not to mention the 
impact of other nations that impinged on the Empire down to its final 
fall in 1453 at the hands of the Ottoman Turks. But if it is beginning 
to look as though the Classics is seeking to embrace all of pre-modern 
history and culture, there is still more. One of the most dynamic fields 
in the Classics today is reception studies, which tracks the relation-
ship between classical antiquity and its descendants down to our own 
time. In contrast to what had previously been known as “the classical 
tradition,” which identified echoes of classical works in subsequent 
literature and art, reception takes into account the way we necessari-
ly construct meaning in dialogue with a work, situating it within our 
own horizon of expectations (see, for example, Martindale; Broder). 
Reception thus requires a deep knowledge of the recipient culture, 
which itself varies from one continent or country to another, and recent 
studies have taken account of local differences, in which no region is 
privileged as having the exclusive key to interpreting the past. To take 
but one example, the new edition of the venerable German multi-vol-
ume encyclopedia of the Classics commonly known as Pauly-Wissowa 
(the names of the early editors), which is still the premier reference 
work of classical antiquity, has recently been completely updated and 
made available in English as well as German, under the title Brill’s 
New Pauly. Unlike its predecessor, this edition devotes five of its twen-
ty-two volumes to reception in societies all over the world: Asia, Af-
rica, and South America are very well represented in the collection 
(see Cancik et al.; several supplemental volumes also treat reception). I 
may add that ancient Greece and Rome themselves were heir to earlier 
traditions, and so classical reception reaches back to prehistoric epochs 
as well (see, e.g., Currie on self-conscious allusion in archaic Greek 
poetry to near-eastern models; West).

One of the desirable qualities in candidates mentioned in the 
NYU minutes is “theoretical self-consciousness,” and basic to it is an 
awareness of the various ways in which classical antiquity has been 
viewed in different times and places. Reception is one way of reflect-
ing on our own historically embedded position, or rather positions, in 
relation to the ancient world, but the Classics over the past half century 
or so has been thoroughly transformed by its openness to new methods 
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and theories, with regard to both literature and history. In the United 
States, the first manifestation of a theoretically inspired approach to 
texts came in the form of the New Criticism, which encouraged close 
attention to symbols and paradoxes that inform literary works, espe-
cially lyric poetry. This was a welcome departure from the kind of bi-
ographical and moral criticism that flourished in the Victorian era and 
beyond, but it was also resolutely opposed to situating literature in its 
social context or identifying the political conditions of its production. 
But more systematic and socially aware theories were taking shape in 
France, with the structuralism associated with Claude Lévi-Strauss and 
then various post-structuralist approaches conceived by Jacques Der-
rida, Michel Foucault, the enigmatic and provocative Jacques Lacan, 
Pierre Macherey, and others, along with developments in semiotics 
(especially in Italy), reader response theory (here Germany and Swit-
zerland made important contributions), and more, and these so-called 
continental methodologies were gradually making headway against in-
veterate Anglo-Saxon common-sense pragmatism even in so conserva-
tive a discipline as the Classics (see, e.g., Schmitz). Indeed, it is fair to 
say that classical scholars in the United States, Great Britain, and other 
predominantly English-speaking countries are now leading the way in 
the political and social interpretation of literature. Today, historical in-
quiry is no longer limited to documenting wars and the achievements 
or rivalries of aristocratic men; the focus is more on the roles of wom-
en, slaves, foreigners, and other dispossessed groups which, thanks to 
refined methods including demography, network theory, economics, 
comparative politics and anthropology, and more socially informed 
attention to sources such as inscriptions, papyri, pictorial and architec-
tural remains, and even coins, have moved in from the margins of clas-
sical historiography to the very center of research (examples are legion; 
for one recent work, see Richlin, with ample bibliography). Greek and 
Roman culture is no longer perceived as the bearer of timeless truths 
and perfection, but as the product of deeply flawed societies which, just 
for this reason, have much to teach us about our own world.5

But these new approaches would never have taken root in classical 
philology in the United States, at least, and certainly not so deeply, if it 
had not been for the emergence of feminism within the profession, which 
opened the way to an unprecedented receptiveness to anthropological ap-
proaches and an awareness of the time-bound nature of classical values. 


