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In the not-too-distant past, whenever January 
came around, the New York Times could be 
counted on to publish a deliciously scathing 
account of the intellectual zaniness that unfail-
ingly broke out at—some even would say domi-
nated—the annual conference of the Modern 
Language Association. Tongue firmly in cheek, 
the reporter typically would list that year’s most 
outlandish-sounding presentation titles, “The 
Sodomitical Tourist” or “Victorian Underwear 
and Representations of the Female Body,” then 
describe the incoherence and inhumanity of it 
all––the conference, the profession, the witless 
scholars arguing about nothing. To add to the 
fun, contemporary literature professors and their 
sycophantic graduate students were limned as 
a posturing and pathetic lot who had long ago 
lost any sense of the unity and purpose of the 
humanities. 

Scholarly satire long predates the MLA and 
the New York Times, of course. It is a genre that 
has accompanied the development of the human-
ities for centuries, poking fun at the aspirations, 
conflicts, and pretensions of its leading and 
lesser lights. In his book On the Charlatanry of 
the Learned (1715), the German scholar Johann 

Burkhard Mencken mercilessly mocked his 
fellow humanists as vainglorious frauds, taking 
to task such sixteenth- and seventeenth-century 
humanists as Johann Heinrich Alsted and Giulio 
Bordoni for producing reference works that accu-
mulated masses of information but “scratched 
only the surface” of knowledge. Mencken scoffed 
at the long, puffed-up titles and honorifics these 
“erudite compilers” flaunted—Clarrisimus, 
Magnificus, Consultissimus, Excellentissimus—
simply to sell their books and impress fellow 
members of the scholarly guild. He dismissed 
the ridiculously bloated titles of their books, 
such as The Amphitheatre of the Only True Eternal 
Wisdom, Christian-Cabalistic, Divine-Magical, 
and Yet Physical-Chemical, or The Catholic 
Three Times Three in One, Arranged by Heinrich 
Khunrath. “What worthless paper!” Mencken 
harrumphed.

Yet Mencken’s own book was a model of 
erudition, containing the very detailed and 
textual scholarship that he mocked. It began with 
a discussion of the etymology of charlatanería and 
throughout displayed a vast knowledge of the 
history of learning. At times, despite Mencken’s 
best efforts, it also clarified what all this pedantic 
accumulating, compiling, and commenting was 
actually about: the transmission and mainte-
nance of cultural traditions. Mencken’s humanist 
pedants scrupulously cared for texts because 
they cared about these works’ survival and the 
potential of future generations to interpret and 
care for them as well. They sorted, organized, 
and collected the particular and sundry in hopes 
of maintaining what they saw as the basic, but 
extremely fragile continuity of human knowl-
edge.

It was out of this centuries-old concern with 
texts, languages, and words, this very philo-
logical pedantry and purpose, that the modern 
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humanities disciplines emerged. Or so James 
Turner argues in Philology: The Forgotten Origins 
of the Modern Humanities. Contemporary disci-
plines as varied as literary studies, history, art 
history, religious studies, and anthropology all 
derive from that broader and older discipline of 
philology. Turner, a professor of history at Notre 
Dame University, traces it back at least as far as the 
Royal Library of Alexandria, 
established by Ptolemy I in 
the third century BCE, and to 
the methods and techniques 
developed to deal with its 
massive collection of texts and 
the inevitable errors contained 
in them. All later philolo-
gists, in name or in spirit, 
would face the same struggles 
to “resolve obscurities and to 
correct dubious passages and 
texts, or, put more abstractly, 
how to move from words on 
paper to meanings in them.” It 
was this search for a meaning 
that was inextricable from the 
material—whether a scroll, 
a manuscript, or a printed codex—and was the 
particular that would motivate and characterize 
philologists for hundreds of years and bind them 
to common practices. “Common methods, a 
common mode of knowledge,” Turner writes, 
“survive in all disciplines within the philological 
family.”

What unites “the humanities,” then, is not 
a particular object—a piece of art or a religious 
belief—but common ways of knowing: inter-
preting, comparing, putting into context, and, 
perhaps above all, historicizing. It was philology 
as a sort superordinate form of knowledge that 
first developed these practices and epistemic 
norms. 

The humanities as a collective term came 
into use only during the nineteenth century, 
when philology began to splinter into subsidiary 

disciplines. Between 1800 and 1900, Turner 
writes, the ancient Western “tradition of inquiry 
into language and its products—inquiry, that 
is, into worlds that human beings have created 
for themselves and expressed in words—gradu-
ally fragmented into a diverse set of inquiries” 
that increasingly extended philology's tradi-
tional concern with manuscripts or printed texts 

to other kinds of objects, 
language more abstractly, and, 
ultimately, entire cultures. 
As philology expanded its 
purview and pursuit of 
meaning, it diversified. And 
the humanities were born.

The notoriously diverse 
and internally fragmented 
discipline of anthropology, for 
example, grew in large part 
out of philological concerns. 
The singular organizing 
imperative of anthropology to 
conduct fieldwork in foreign 
cultures echoed the philo-
logical imperative to conduct 
textual work in other times. 

Turner recounts how James Frazer, the Scottish 
anthropologist and author of The Golden Bough, 
described the work of an anthropologist to a clas-
sicist colleague in 1888, using the kind of ethno-
centric language then characteristic of the field: 
”The mental attitude of the savage to the external 
world is so unlike ours that it is only by perpetu-
ally soaking oneself in descriptions of savage life 
& thought that one can to some extent realise 
that attitude.” Like early nineteenth-century 
German philologists who sought to “perpetually 
soak” themselves in ancient Greek culture, early 
anthropologists sought to “soak” themselves in a 
completely other world, but one that happened 
to be across an actual ocean rather than millennia. 
Early anthropologists were philologists with an 
expanded notion of what counted as a text. The 
Altertumswissenschaft (science of antiquity) of 
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German philologists like Friedrich August Wolf 
and August Boeckh, which claimed that ancient 
texts could only be understood within the broader 
context of Greek culture, had laid the ground-
work for the comparative and highly contextual 
work of anthropology, especially its social and 
cultural variants.

It is not a coincidence that one of the fore-
fathers of comparative linguistics, Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, wrote a proto-anthropological text, 
“Plan for a Comparative 
Anthropology,” in 1795, 
more than two decades before 
his better-known linguistic 
texts, On the Diversity of 
Human Language Structure 
and Its Influence on the Mental 
Development of Humankind 
and Kawi Language on the 
Island of Java, were published. 
In “Plan for a Comparative 
Anthropology,” Humboldt, 
author of several studies on 
Greek antiquity and a close 
friend of F.A. Wolf, eighteenth-
century Germany’s most 
famous philologist, applied his 
philological methods to human 
beings and to culture more broadly. But while 
philologists like Wolf argued that the meaning of 
a text was a product of its interaction with a social 
and cultural context, Humboldt argued that the 
character of human beings, the particular organi-
zation of their predispositions and abilities, was 
a product of their interaction with culture—an 
interaction most clearly manifested in language. 
Thought, language, and culture were inextricably 
bound up with one another. After a tour of the 
Basque country, Humboldt even wrote what 
amounted to an ethnographic account that tied 
cultural practices and attitudes to linguistic forms.

Humboldt’s early work on anthropology 
demonstrates Turner's basic, if ambitious, thesis. 
At the core of most modern humanistic disciplines 

is a fundamental set of scholarly habits and 
practices that for centuries were known simply 
as philology and identified with the study of 
language, with “reading, rhetoric, literature, and 
textual scholarship.” Central among them were 
a comparative method and a genealogical under-
standing of history. Regardless of whether the 
immediate objects of study were biblical manu-
scripts, ancient Sanskrit, modern German, or two 
different cultures, the modern humanities have 

always shared the same philo-
logical practices of thought 
and discovery. And they have 
always been driven by a desire 
to know and discover the 
diversity and complexity of the 
human.

For Turner, the frag-
mented system of the modern 
humanities disciplines “masks 
a primary oneness.” But he 
rarely touches on the motiva-
tions, desires, and values that 
undergird this unity. Why 
the ceaseless effort to make 
contact with other cultures 
and epochs through compara-
tive and historical methods? 

Why the endless drive to understand and make 
meaning out of texts of all sorts? Turner refers 
explicitly to philological methods and habits, 
but he only hints at what might ultimately bind 
them together: an underlying philological ethic. 
Philology’s particular methods are diverse and 
wide ranging, but its ethic, its commitment to 
certain goods and virtues, has proved remarkably 
stable. To practice philology is to attend with care 
and detail to a human record that is fractured and 
always fragile. And it’s this ethic, which Turner so 
carefully documents, that is needed in our current 
confusion about the future of the humanities. 

The dream of the philologist courses through 
various forms of the humanities. It is, as the 
literary historian Stephen Greenblatt put it, “the 
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dream of an intense, directly personal contact 
[with the dead. This] is…what drew us in the 
first place to the books we chose to read, the 
subjects we chose to study, the work we chose to 
pursue, the lives we chose to live…. And from 
this dream, at once unique and shared, flows the 
energy that courses through our classrooms and 
our books and our articles.”1 

All humanities scholars are readers. And 
though we, like our philological predecessors, 
may quibble about the breadth and depth of 
the chasms that separate now from then, the 
present from the past, here from there, most of 
us still long for some sort of contact, some sort 
of communion with the dead and the different.

If Turner considers the long history of such 
philological desires, then Jerome McGann, in A 
New Republic of Letters: Memory and Scholarship 
in the Age of Digital Reproduction, considers their 
future in our digital age. Today, the documen-
tary record that philology and its related disci-
plines have curated and cultivated for so long is 
undergoing a radical transition, unprecedented 
in its speed and extent, from printed to digital 
forms. And this is why, according to McGann, a 
professor of English at the University of Virginia, 
we need to remember and recover the practices, 
habits, and virtues of philology.

Like Turner, McGann sees in nineteenth-
century German philology a rich resource to 
draw upon in solving our contemporary conun-
drum. August Boeckh, for one, claimed that 
the historical striving to collect and protect the 
material traces of the human was exemplified in 
the science of philology, which he defined as the 
Erkenntnis des Erkannten (knowledge of what is 
and has been known). Our current knowledge is 
only as good as our past knowledge. Philologists’ 
attention to caring for the fragmented documents 
of that past—a documentary record always under 
threat—gave them an acute sense of the fragility 
of humankind’s history and knowledge of itself. 

In our digital age, the vocation and the dispo-
sition of the humanities remain intact. “The work 

of the humanist scholar,” McGann writes, “is 
still to preserve, to monitor, to investigate, and 
to augment our cultural life and inheritance.” 
Thinking about the humanities as philology may 
help us recover this vocation, this disposition.
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“A young man who isn’t a socialist hasn’t got a 
heart; an old man who is a socialist hasn't got 
a head.” That maxim, attributed variously to 
Winston Churchill and Georges Clemenceau, 
has few better tests of its truth than the intellec-
tual career of the late historian Eric Hobsbawm 
(1917–2012). Born in Alexandria, Egypt, the 
son of an English father and Viennese mother, 
Hobsbawm lived most of his childhood in Vienna 
and Berlin, shaped by the Mitteleuropean culture 
of his Jewish family. A convert to communism in 
1931, he became a party member just as Hitler 
rose to power and just before the family that had 
adopted him and his sister moved to England. 


