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Is there still a role for the arts and humanities in a world increasingly 

dominated by science and technology? 
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Since you’re reading this essay, I’m going to assume you’re human.  A leap of faith, 

perhaps (and what’s faith anyway?); but humanity is key to this discussion.  As 

human persons, you and I are already biased. 

 

‘The arts’ and ‘humanities’ are umbrella terms for a wide range of disciplines, some 

of which we study – history, geography, languages – and without which we could not 

be the human race we recognise.  It’s a circular argument, to an extent, because 

without a sense of ‘pastness’ there could be no such recognition.  Those who are 

quick to dismiss the relevance of the arts and humanities to the techno-centric 

lifestyle of the twenty-first century may suggest that these ‘softer’ subjects constitute 

an admission of weakness: what use is a knowledge of geography when a satnav 

tells us where to go?  What good is history if we’re not using experience as the basis 

for our decisions?  And why would we defer to a painting or novel for pleasure when 

quantifiable pleasure can be readily obtained at the click of a mouse? 

 

There’s an amount of truth in this belief – yet it is precisely why I’m convinced the 

arts and humanities are desperately needed.  They are the ‘why’ that operates 

alongside the ‘what’.  Without art, without the study and analysis of process it 

facilitates, we are machines.  Deliberation, and the desire for it, are what separate us 

from the iPhones, Playstations, televisions and laptops that we have come to rely so 

heavily upon; yet, when these devices stop fulfilling their purpose, we’re quick to ask 

“What’s wrong with my computer?”  In an age saturated with statistics and factoids, 

understanding rightly remains more highly prized by the collective subconscious. 

 

What, then, of the study of humanity – sociology, philosophy, anthropology?  These 

are, comparatively speaking, modern fascinations (remember that ‘art’ per se didn’t 

exist until the late 18th century).  The growing dependence of humankind on science 

and technology is itself a sociological phenomenon.  Who’s to say it’s not a fashion, 

like legwarmers and onesies, that will be dropped as soon as society favours a 

return to face-to-face conversation, manual research and thinking?  (I say ‘thinking’ 

in hushed tones because, once the masses realise that it’s cleverer to think for 
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oneself than to type a question into Google, it’ll be all the rage.)  To shirk the 

importance of thought is tantamount to opting for appetite pills over gourmet cooking, 

functionality over style, sterility over comfort; whereas in actuality, the essence of 

being a living, breathing, sentient being is better reflected in Nigella’s cooking, 

Manolo Blahniks and Sensaform mattresses. 

 

In What Good are the Arts? (2005), John Carey begins by defining a work of art 

(with, I note gladly, some difficulty).  That the term ‘art’ demands clarification is 

demonstrative of its subjectivity.  And, yes, people are subjective!  We luxuriate in a 

subjective reality: “What shall I wear today?”  “I like your new haircut.”  “What model 

of laptop should I replace my old one with?”  Our rites of passage – buying a house, 

getting married, having children – are made celebratory by the fact that they could 

have not happened.  Our power to preside god-like over our own lives thrills us.  It’s 

not unreasonable to postulate that the reason we covet time-saving devices like GPS 

systems and Skype is in order to find shortcuts, to free up time for the more 

stimulating periods when we can get away from objectivity. 

 

Certainly, the scientific advances we’ve made in recent years are astonishing.  We 

can cure diseases that would once have become epidemics, live longer, be healthier 

as a matter of course.  But despite this, there endures a place for superstition, prayer 

and luck in everyday discourse.  References to chance and fortune are deeply 

embedded within the idioms and colloquialisms of our speech, branded on our 

identity.  Likewise, we are typified by our capacity to feel and be motivated by anger, 

indignation, disgust, passion.  And there’s nothing in the human makeup to indicate 

that we’ll be going about our business Terminator-style in the near future. 

 

In summary, then, unless humanity is to undergo a complete genetic revamp (and 

what a craft project that would be!), the arts and humanities are here to stay.  Not 

only are they an integral part of who we are, they are necessary to the survival and 

continuity of homo sapiens.  We’re a political, inquisitive, humour-loving species.  As 

for this essay – well, it might be a stock text file thrown up by Google, and it might be 

a randomly generated series of characters inputted by monkeys.  You’ll have to 

make a subjective decision about that. 

Student ID: xxxxxxx 

Word count: 750 


