
IOSR Journal of Humanities and Social Science (IOSR-JHSS)  

Volume 30, Issue 11, Series 5 (November, 2025) 61-64 

e-ISSN: 2279-0837, p-ISSN: 2279-0845.  

www.iosrjournals.org  

 

DOI: 10.9790/0837-3011056164                                    www.iosrjournal.org                                      61 | Page 

Emergence of New Humanities: An Overview 
 

Nilutpal Phukan 
Assistant Professor 

Department of English 

Kherajkhat College 

Deotola, Lakhimpur, Assam. 787033 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ---------- 

Date of Submission: 13-11-2025                                                                           Date of Acceptance: 29-11-2025 

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ---------- 

 

I. Introduction 
The twenty-first century has witnessed profound shifts in the epistemological foundations of the 

humanities. As digital technologies, global interconnections, ecological crises, and new biopolitical formations 

reshape human experience, the traditional humanities—centred on canonical literature, philosophy, history, and 

the arts—have expanded into what scholars refer to as the “new humanities.” This emergent constellation 

includes digital humanities, environmental humanities, medical humanities, posthumanities, and various 

intersectional frameworks that foreground race, gender, disability, and decolonial perspectives. The emergence 

of new humanities is not merely a disciplinary expansion but a paradigmatic transformation in how knowledge 

is produced, circulated, and applied. These developments signal a move from text-centred inquiry to 

multimodal, interdisciplinary, and socially engaged scholarship. 

This paper provides an analytical overview of the emergence of new humanities, tracing the 

intellectual, technological, and socio-political conditions that catalysed their formation. It examines the major 

subfields within the new humanities, maps their theoretical contributions, and analyses how they redefine the 

humanities’ role in knowledge production and societal transformation. Ultimately, the paper argues that the 

emergence of new humanities reflects an adaptive response to global challenges and demands for inclusivity, 

offering more ethically attuned and methodologically expansive frameworks for understanding contemporary 

life. 

 

Historical Context: From Traditional to New Humanities 

The humanities have long occupied a central position in the study of human culture, focusing on 

literature, philosophy, languages, art, and history. This “traditional humanities,” often associated with 

Renaissance humanism and later European Enlightenment ideals, was premised on human agency, rationality, 

and the cultivation of the self. According to D’Alleva, these disciplines historically privileged elite narratives 

and canonical works (D’Alleva 14). By the late twentieth century, however, challenges arising from 

poststructuralism, feminism, postcolonialism, and cultural studies had begun to destabilise fixed notions of 

truth, culture, and identity. These developments were precursors to the emergence of new humanities. 

The shift accelerated with the rise of digital culture and globalisation. N. Katherine Hayles argues that 

digital media introduced new forms of knowledge, altering both the materiality of texts and the modes through 

which humans engage with information (Hayles 25). Simultaneously, ecological crises, pandemics, and 

technological automation raised questions that traditional humanities alone could not adequately address. As a 

result, scholars began developing interdisciplinary frameworks capable of confronting complex global issues. 

Thus, new humanities emerged at the intersection of technological innovation, socio-political change, and 

epistemological reorientation. 

 

Defining the New Humanities 

The term “new humanities” is an umbrella concept encompassing a variety of emerging disciplines, 

methodologies, and theoretical paradigms. They share several common characteristics: 

1. Interdisciplinarity: New humanities intersect with sciences, technology, medicine, ecology, and social 

sciences. 

2. Engagement with Contemporary Issues: They directly address modern crises—climate change, 

digital surveillance, global health, and identity politics. 

3. Multimodal and Digital Methods: New humanities incorporate computational tools, visualisations, 

databases, and digital archives. 

4. Ethical and Critical Focus: They foreground inclusivity, justice, and critiques of power structures. 
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5. Posthuman Orientation: Many questions traditional humanist assumptions and explore relationships 

among humans, nonhumans, and technologies. 

The subsections below explore key branches of the new humanities and their significance. 

 

Digital Humanities 

Digital humanities (DH) is one of the earliest and most prominent branches of the new humanities. It merges 

computational tools with humanistic inquiry, enabling new methods for textual analysis, archival research, and 

cultural interpretation. Matthew K. Gold describes DH as embracing “experimentation, collaboration, and 

openness” in research and pedagogy (Gold x). 

Key contributions of digital humanities include: 

1. Data-Driven Analysis 

Techniques such as text mining, distant reading, and data visualisation allow scholars to analyse large corpora of 

texts. Franco Moretti’s concept of “distant reading” revolutionised literary studies by proposing that quantitative 

data can reveal macro-patterns in literary history (Moretti 57). 

2. Digital Archiving and Preservation 

Digital humanities have democratised access to cultural artefacts through digitised manuscripts, multilingual 

corpora, and open-access repositories. 

3. Public Humanities and Accessibility 

Digital platforms foster public engagement by creating interactive maps, online exhibits, and open learning 

modules. 

DH has also attracted criticism for privileging technologically affluent institutions and potentially reinforcing 

digital divides. However, its influence remains central to the emergence of new humanities, illustrating how 

technology reshapes the scholarly landscape. 

 

Environmental Humanities 

Environmental humanities (EH) emerged in response to the planetary crisis of the Anthropocene. Timothy Clark 

argues that the Anthropocene demands an expansion of humanistic inquiry to include ecological 

interdependencies, multispecies perspectives, and environmental justice (Clark 4). 

Major concerns of environmental humanities include: 

1. Rethinking the Human 

EH challenges anthropocentrism, proposing relational models of existence among humans, animals, plants, and 

ecosystems. 

2. Climate Change and Culture 

Scholars examine how literature, art, and media represent climate anxieties and ecological disasters. Rob 

Nixon’s concept of “slow violence” highlights how environmental degradation disproportionately affects 

marginalised communities (Nixon 6). 

3. Indigenous Knowledge 

EH recognises Indigenous ecological practices and cosmologies as vital for sustainable futures, aligning with 

decolonial methodologies. 

Environmental humanities exemplify the ethical imperative of new humanities: the need to envision just and 

sustainable planetary futures through interdisciplinary knowledge. 

Medical Humanities 

Medical humanities integrate literature, philosophy, ethics, and social sciences with medical knowledge. Anne 

Whitehead argues that medical humanities help interpret “the lived experience of illness,” moving beyond 

clinical data to empathic understanding (Whitehead 18). 

Components of medical humanities include: 

1. Narrative Medicine 

Developed by Rita Charon, narrative medicine emphasises the use of storytelling in clinical practice, enabling 

doctors to engage more empathetically with patients’ experiences (Charon 3). 

2. Bioethics 

Medical humanities address complex ethical issues such as organ transplantation, end-of-life care, and 

biotechnological interventions. 

3. Disability Studies 

This field critiques ableist assumptions in medicine and society, foregrounding disability as a cultural and 

political identity rather than simply a medical condition. 

Medical humanities exemplify how new humanities bridge gaps between human experience and scientific 

practice. 
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Posthumanities and Critical Posthumanism 

The term “posthumanities” refers to theoretical frameworks that challenge the centrality of the human in 

knowledge production. Rosi Braidotti outlines posthumanism as a response to technological, ecological, and 

philosophical shifts that destabilise human exceptionalism (Braidotti 37). 

Key themes include: 

1. Human–Technology Entanglement 

Posthumanities explore cyborg bodies, artificial intelligence, and algorithmic cultures. 

2. Multispecies Ontologies 

Donna Haraway’s notion of “companion species” emphasises human-animal relationality and co-evolution 

(Haraway 15). 

3. Bio/Technological Ethics 

Posthumanities question the moral implications of genetic engineering, AI governance, and automation. 

By decentring the human, posthumanities open avenues for more inclusive ontologies and ethics aligned with 

contemporary realities. 

 

Intersectional Humanities: Feminist, Queer, Critical Race, and Decolonial Frameworks 

Intersectional humanities foreground marginalised experiences and challenge structures of domination. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality demonstrates how gender, race, class, and other identities 

intersect to produce unique experiences of oppression (Crenshaw 1241). 

New humanities emerge strongly within these interdisciplinary frameworks: 

1. Feminist Humanities 

Feminist scholars critique androcentric biases in literature, history, and culture, advocating for gender justice 

and epistemological reform. 

2. Queer Humanities 

Queer theory interrogates heteronormativity, exploring fluid identities and non-binary modes of being. 

3. Critical Race Humanities 

Authors like Saidiya Hartman and Paul Gilroy foreground the histories of slavery, colonialism, and racial 

capitalism. 

4. Decolonial Humanities 

Walter Mignolo argues for “epistemic disobedience,” advocating for knowledge systems outside Eurocentric 

paradigms (Mignolo 117). 

These frameworks are vital to new humanities, emphasising ethical imperatives of representation, inclusivity, 

and justice. 

Visual Culture and Media Humanities 

The explosion of visual and digital media has prompted the rise of media humanities and visual culture studies. 

Nicholas Mirzoeff asserts that visuality plays a central role in shaping political, social, and cultural power 

(Mirzoeff 2). Media humanities analyse films, digital platforms, social networks, and visual artefacts to 

understand how meaning is produced in the contemporary world. 

1. Digital Media and Algorithms 

Scholars examine how platforms like YouTube, Instagram, or TikTok shape identity, labour, and community. 

2. Visual Activism 

Visual culture studies highlight how images can challenge power structures, as seen in global protest 

movements. 

3. Surveillance and Biopolitics 

Drawing from Michel Foucault, media humanities analyse surveillance capitalism, data extraction, and 

algorithmic governance. 

These expansions show how the new humanities respond to transformations in communication and 

representation. 

 

Science and Technology Studies (STS) and Humanities 

Science and Technology Studies (STS) bring a humanistic critique to scientific practices, highlighting the 

interdependence between scientific knowledge and society. Bruno Latour’s actor-network theory argues that 

knowledge emerges through networks of human and nonhuman actors (Latour 79). STS aligns with the new 

humanities by bridging divides between the sciences and humanities through critical examination of 

technological systems, expertise, and power. 

 

Pedagogical and Institutional Transformations 

The emergence of new humanities has reshaped academic institutions and pedagogical approaches. Universities 

now offer interdisciplinary programs in digital humanities, gender studies, environmental humanities, and media 

studies. Pedagogy has shifted toward multimodal assignments—digital storytelling, mapping projects, and 
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collaborative research. Cathy Davidson argues that higher education must adapt to contemporary realities by 

prioritising digital literacy, critical thinking, and ethical reasoning (Davidson 11). 

Institutionally, the new humanities encourage collaboration across departments, fostering hybrid research 

ecosystems. Funding priorities have also shifted, with increased support for interdisciplinary and impact-driven 

projects. 

 

Critiques of New Humanities 

Despite their innovative approaches, new humanities face critique: 

1. Fear of Dilution: Some argue that interdisciplinarity dilutes traditional humanistic rigor. Stanley Fish 

is one of the most prominent critics of Digital Humanities and New Humanities movements. In essays 

such as “The Old Order Changeth” (2012) and “The Digital Humanities and the Transcending of 

Mortality” (2012), Fish argues that DH threatens to dilute the humanities by shifting emphasis away 

from interpretation and close reading toward technological tools, data analytics, and interdisciplinarity. 

He believes the humanities should remain grounded in interpretive practices rather than adopt scientific 

or utilitarian methods. 

2. Technological Determinism: Critics worry that digital humanities may prioritize tools over theoretical 

depth. 

3. Institutional Inequality: Resource-rich institutions dominate digital and interdisciplinary research. 

4. Epistemological Fragmentation: The proliferation of subfields risks intellectual fragmentation. 

These critiques highlight the need for balance between innovation and the foundational values of humanistic 

inquiry. 

 

II. Conclusion 
The emergence of new humanities marks a significant transformation in contemporary intellectual life. 

Responding to global challenges—technological, ecological, social, and ethical—new humanities transcend 

disciplinary boundaries and reimagine the role of humanities in the twenty-first century. By integrating digital 

methods, ecological thinking, medical and bioethical inquiry, posthumanist theory, intersectional justice, and 

media analysis, the new humanities expand the horizons of humanistic scholarship. 

Ultimately, new humanities reaffirm the humanities’ enduring mission: to interpret the human condition, 

foster empathy, critique power, and envision just futures. Their strength lies in adaptability, inclusivity, and 

responsiveness to the complexities of modern existence. Far from replacing traditional humanities, new 

humanities revitalise them, ensuring their continued relevance in a rapidly changing world. 
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