Forslag til stående studiekreds ved Nordiskt Sommeruniversitet 2008-2011
Studies in the humanities – an interdisciplinary approach
In resent years the knowledge society agenda has gained strength in sociological, politological, historical and educational research. A new approach to research, teaching and learning has developed – with the crossing of boarders between politics and research. The sociologist Aant Elzinga has coined this development an epistemic drift, where criteria of relevance have moved from the society of scholars to the political spheres or from internal criteria of relevance to external. More and more research is asked to show its relevance in more or less economic terms. But what about the humanities? Can they directly contribute to economic growth? Or should they be considered to offer other and wider benefits to society? The field of studies in the humanities has tried historically, philosophically and sociologically to answer the questions of what exactly the humanities have been and are now? – And what societal benefits have been gained from these fields of scholarship? The political relevance of this theme is obvious – in a new knowledge regime knowledge of past and present in the field is a strong starting point for a political discussion. But also from an academic point of view it is important to coordinate studies in the humanities between historians of ideas, university historians and sociologists. Questions that should be raised in the study circle in the coming years include:
1) How has the professional ethos of the humanities developed through the last centuries? Preliminary studies show that the humboldtian ethos has indeed influenced the Nordic countries through the last two centuries. The questions arising are what local diversions from this main current that can be seen both in the professional selfperception of the humanistic scholars and in the moral positioning of humanistic scholars in society?
2) What frames of relevance have governed choices of topics and methods in the humanities? The selfperceptions of the humanistic scholars has off cause influenced the choices of topics and methods in the humanities – a neohumanist anno 1920 did not study the same topics or use the same methods as a post WWII structuralist etc. What developments in selfperceptions have influenced these trends? And what frames of relevance have guided individual scholars and institutions in their development?
3)  How has the institutionalisation of these studies, mainly in universities, influenced the practice of research and learning? University historians have pinpointed the university as the “axial institution of modern society” (Perkin). How has the university shaped and been shaped by modern society – and what specific roles has the humanities had in this respect?

4) How can a new argumentation for the wider benefits of the humanities be established with due regard to both the academic traditions and the challenges of the knowledge society agenda? How do humanists currently respond to this challenge?

5) And not least: how do these currents differ in a Nordic and an international comparative perspective? As suggested under question one the humboldtian tradition has been a point of departure in the Nordic countries. But certainly after WWII this tradition has been supplemented by the influence from America. This opens a whole field of questions such as the reception of foreign trends in a Nordic context – the conglomerate institutions arising as a result of these developments not to speak of the results of the current Europeanization of higher education and research.
As a preliminary outline this list is not intended to be chronological for the subsequent meetings but all questions can be addressed at any of these meetings.
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