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

by science and technology? 

 

Let us imagine for a moment that the world passes a law to ban the senses of taste and 

smell.  It states that these senses are superfluous and ‘not necessary for the function of 

a normal human being’.  If such a ruling were made, what would you think of it?  

 

You might consider the law unenforceable.  After all, taste and smell are an integral 

part of being alive.  It would seem that the only possible means of ensuring co-

operation with the new law would be to physically remove our senses – a mass 

operation for the masses, so to speak.  Or you may merely think the law ridiculous, a 

bad joke.  How could a person not take pleasure from eating ice cream?  Fight the 

urge to sniff a rose?   

 

Both conclusions are entirely rational.  Such a law would be absurd; utterly wrong.  

Being human means to taste and to smell, as well as to hear, see and touch.  We do all 

these things and more.  The remit of human experience is vast and spectacular.  We 

have yet to find our limit. 

 

So, knowing this - how ridiculous dismissing those things that make us human is - 

why then forsake half of the human experience?  Because this is the implication of 

our question: To reject the role of the arts and humanities is to reject being human, 

just as abandoning science and technology would also refuse who we are.  They are 

wholly part of our lives, created by us, for us.  We may as well seal our nostrils up 
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and pull our tongues out rather than never again compose poetry or dance to our 

favourite song. 

 

For our ancestors the question would seem unintelligible.  The word ‘scientist’ was 

only coined in the nineteenth century.  The people who pioneered the practice of 

science were termed ‘natural philosophers’ before this and their work was considered 

to be another of the Arts.  Looking further back we find the men and women of the 

Renaissance.  Would we favour the design for the flying machine of Leonardo da 

Vinci to the cost of the Mona Lisa?  Leave her painted loveliness languishing in some 

dusty attic?  Of course not; we recognise his genius in both the mechanical and the 

artistic.  If we accept his duality - why not accept our own? 

 

But the world was in some ways simpler then.  As science and technology expanded it 

required specialists, thus the figure of the fifteenth century all-rounder seems 

impossible to find today.  However, this makes it all the more vital to champion the 

role of the arts and humanities.  The inspiration that one person may lend to another, 

the need to interpret advancements in technology to make them accessible to all 

makes it vital to share our respective research.  If being human means to practice art, 

humanities, science and technology, then the way we understand the world includes 

all these.  We cannot and should not seclude ourselves. 

 

Let us briefly analyse this so-called dominance of science and technology.  In its most 

immediate and popular form – the internet – we witness the proliferation of arts and 

humanities across the medium.  The self-published book, the You Tube video, Google 

Translate – this is technology and art in tandem.  It seems as though modern life is 
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answering the question without our help, and the answer it shouts out is a firm and 

unequivocal: ‘Yes!’   

 

It is scholarship in the arts and humanities that we question most of all.  We believe 

that theatre, music and their ilk are natural talents not requiring the nurture of a 

classroom; that the humanities are ‘weak’ subjects unable to withstand the rigours of 

test and analysis.   And yet, in the giant economies of countries such as China, we 

witness huge cultural investment in the arts and humanities.  They demand success 

across all faculties.  If we are to compete with the rest of the world we need to equip 

our children to become world-class in anything they set their minds upon.   

 

In conclusion, there will always be a role for arts and humanities because they make 

us who we are.  If we stand back and survey the picture formed from the myriad of 

specialists who make up the world, we will see the face of the most brilliant natural 

philosopher to have ever existed; the supreme combination of our human whole.  We 

need not question where our focus should be.  Instead, our joint motto should simply 

state: ‘Excellence in All Things’. 


