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 Dor is  Sommer 's  Book The Work of Art in the World: Civic Agency and Public Humanities must  be  received  as v ivid  

reco l lect ion s of  anecdotal  and y ield ing c iv ic  intervent ions .  Most  o f  these celebrated creat ive socia l  

intervent ions  relate  either  to  confident  "h igh -ranking " pol i t i ca l  leaders  or  weird  grassroots  art i s ts  in  

some part icu lar  socioeconomic contexts  a lready in  paralysi s .no doubt,  such  models o f  c iv ic  in it ia t ives  

cannot  be transposed to  other  communit ies ;  therefore,  i t  i s  easy  to  reject  Sommer 's  propos it ions as  

over -opt imist ic  and  operat ional ly  inapp l icab le .  I t  i s  a l so  acceptab le here to  restate  the react ions of  the  

Duke Press  ed itors who told  Doris  Sommer  r ight  at  the  onset  that  th is  book " i s  too much  theory "  and "no  

one wants to  read theory". 1 

 

          The most  remarkable b lame Somers should  take i s  that  she overlooks pert inent  contr ibut ions to  

the f ield  as she must  not  introduce hersel f  as a  unique contr ib utor  to  the subject :  many other  scholars  

attempted to reconci le humanit ies with  democracy and soc ia l  act ion.  However ,  Doris  Sommer  tr ies to  

invite renowned ph i losophers to  endorse her  argument in  her  book The Work o f  Art  in  the Wor ld:  Civ ic  

Agency and  Pub l ic  Humanit ies .  Schi l ler  and Kan t  are on top of  her  inspir ing guests.  

 

 Sommer 's  at tempt s to  answer  the lately  persi stent  quest ion about  the ut i l i ty  of  humanit ies  are 

part ia l ly  pert inent.  For  most  pragmatist  views,  humanit ies  have become useless ,  as  many column wri ters 

and academics argue ,  but  for  Sommer,  humanit ies o f fer  a  wide range of  creat ive and engaged c iv ic  act ion  

poss ib i l i t ies .  In  her  book The Work of  Art  in  the World :  C ivic  Agency  and Pub l ic  Humanit ies,  Sommer  

advances a  convincing ly  mature argument favouring  the ut i l i ty  o f  humanit ies  outs ide museums and art  

gal ler ies .  Most  o f  the chapters  in  th is  book  are rather  appea l ing  than convinc ing .  Sommer acknowledges  

th is  i s  a  "Beta , "  or  experimenta l  version of  the project  to  generate commentary  and cr it ic i sm  (12) .  She 

attests that  she i s  on ly  t ry ing to  pave the way for  a  remarr iage between humanit ies and the c iv ic  agency  

grounded in  the mil lennial  t rad it ion of  art  and  democracy.  As  she tr ies to  do  so,  she steps down the ivory  

tower;  Sommer ins i sts  on  d iversi fy ing  resources  to  her  theoret ical  framework by borrowing  creat ive  

intervent ions from both  ext remes of  the soc ia l  cont inuum , from the e l i te and the grassroots ,  to  avoid  

cr i t i c i sm for  academic el i t i sm.  In  subsequent  paragraphs ,  I  wi l l  see how consistent  Sommer was  in  

bui ld ing  her  argument  across  the chapters of  her  book .   

 

 The  Work o f  Art  in  the World :  C iv ic  Agency  and  Pub l ic  takes  inspirat ion  f rom art  projects that  

requ ired  more recogni t ion than they have received.  These are creat ive works  on grand and smal l  sca les 

that  morph into inst i tut iona l  innovat ion  (14) .  Sommer opens her  book by paying t r ibute  to  the creat ive  

                                                 
1  MIT Program in Art,  Culture and Technology. Doris Sommer, The Work of Art in the World: Civic Agency 

and Public Humanities, March 2, 2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AJANn193KD0&t=3405s 
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projects that  received less attent ion than they  deserved.  Sommer met icu lously  reca l l s  severa l  socia l ly  

engaged projects from var ious  f ields and d isc ip l ines in  the f i r st  two chapter s.  Al l  o f  these models are  

appeal ing ly  inspi r ing and enthusing .  In  effect ,  th is  beaut i fu l  reco l lect ion of  such  successfu l  models o f  

c ivic  engagement const i tutes the cornerstone of  Sommer 's  theoret ica l  'pragmat ic  defense '  in  favour o f  

the ut i l i ty  o f  humanit ies  outside academia.   

  

  Sommer unceasingly  reports  the unconvent ional  cures  that  the Anatans Mockus invented in  the 

face of  v io lence and corrupt ion that  paralyzed  a  whole c i ty  such as Bogotá ,  Columbia .  This  notor ious  

nerd ut i l ized 're lat iona l  art '  (27)  to  generate d ia logue and in teract ion among c it izens asp ir ing for  some 

socia l  act ion to reduce t raf f ic  deaths  and,  later  on tax evasions.  Th is  project  received much attent ion as  

i t  cut  down traf f ic  casua lt ies and refreshed the c ity ' s  economy as the inhabitants wi l l ingly  star ted to  pay  

a  s igni f i cant  percentage of  the ir  income to the state.  Amongst  the other  successfu l  pro jects  that  Sommer  

suggests  i s  that  o f  the A lban ian Pr ime Minister  Edi  Rama ,  who managed  to  turn a  decaying c i ty  into  the 

sa fe haven of  beauty  and arts.  These two models are branded as  ' top -down '  (12)  in it iat ives .  

 

 As  for  the 'bottom -up '  (13)  socia l ly  engaged in i t iat ives ,  Sommer devote s the second  chapter  o f  

her  book to projects that  some d isempowered  socia l  groups launched  to st ir  the dynamics o f  soc ia l  

change.  Most  o f  these projects '  e f fects  mounted to lobby ing for  equ itab le  state legis lat ion that  

recognized  the r ight s o f  marg ina l ized  groups.  She st resse s that  such  pro jects used creat ive art is t ic  too l s  

to  express  the needs of  the oppressed .  However ,  Sommer fa i l s  to  deal  with  a  counter -argument presented  

by a  fel low scholar  named  Michael  Warner ,  who attests  in  Pub l ic s  and Counter  pub l ic s  (2002)  that  

members of  marg inal ized groups  can part ic ipate in  soc ia l ly  engaged publ ic  l i fe projects only  i f  they  ar e  

given space to  ar t icu late thei r  ident it ies and interests openly .  That  i s  to  say ,  the f reedom to  express  

onese l f  i s  not  genera l ized to inc l ude a l l  members o f  soc iety ,  namely  subcategor ies  that  st i l l  s trugg le  for  

a  just  sexual  c it izensh ip .  Sommer  i s  invited  to reframe her  opt imism i n  a  more calculated sty le.     

 

 Sommer st resses  the c iv ic  possib i l i t ies of  ar ts  to  address the centra l  quest ion of  her  book  about  

the ut i l i ty  o f  humanit ies in  the wake of  the  twentieth  century.  She st r ives hard  to  inscr ibe  her  

contr ibut ion to  a  genealogy o f  aesthet ic  phi losophy  and l i terature.  Therefore,  Sommer 's  book The Work  

of  Art  in  the World  g ives  insights  in to  the operat ional izat ion  of  h igh -order theory  in  the down -home 

rout ines .  Such a  stretch  in  h istory  and l i terature  ecl ipses the viabi l i ty  o f  the pedagogica l  framework s he 

introduces in  her  book .  Th is  book i s  so  deep ly  grounded in  the En l ightenment aesthet ic  ph i losophy that  

i t  over looks  prominent  contr ibut ions of  recent  scholars  to  the heated  academic debate about  the ut i l i t ies  

and value of  the humanit ies  in  the twent y - f i rst  century ,  both  in  the Americas and the wor ld.  

 

 In  chapter  three,  Sommer states that  arts  are socia l ly  accountable .  She wri tes  in  th is  respect  

that  indiv idua ls  who engage with  arts  wi l l  be  e ither  confused  or  del ighted;  therefore,  'develop f ree  

th ink ing '  (87)  and 'unb iased judgment '  (88),  both necessary  for  bui ld ing a  democrat ic  society .  I t  i s  fa ir  

to  acknowledge the presence of  the Schi l ler ian and Kant ian t rad it ion s in  her  defen ce of  aesthet ic  

judgment as a  model  o f  judgment that  communit ies need to chal lenge arb itrar i ly  convent iona l  paradigms.  

In  th is  regard,  she ca l l s  for  t ra in ing aesthet ic  judgment as i t  i s  free and  d is interested.  That  i s  to  say ,  i t  

never  succumbs to  economic  or  any other  interests.  She further  tr ies  to  d i f ferent iate d is interest  f rom 

indi f ference because d is interest  i s  c ruc ia l  for  engendering un iversals  for  agreement ,  wherea s  

indi f ference k i l l s  every  chance for  c iv ic  agency and col laborat ion.   

 

 In  the  fourth chapter,  Sommer  fa l l s  back  on  her  background profess ional  experience as  a  h igh 

school  teacher.  She seems somewhat  operat ional  and  m ain ly  preoccupied with  devis ing  a  pedagogical  

workshop for  teaching about  the ut i l i t ies of  humanit ies .  She writes  that  humanist ic  educat ion wi l l  

advance l i teracy,  educate taste and encourage c iv ic  part ic ipat ion .  Sommer br ings in  an insp ir ing  project  

ca l led Pre -texts  for  analysi s  in  th is  chapter .  She descr ibes pre -texts  as  fo l lows:  Pre-Texts i s  an 
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intent iona l ly  naughty  name to s igna l  that  even the c lass ics can be mater ia l  for  manipulat ion .  Books are  

not  sacred ob jects ;  they are  inv itat ions to  p lay  (113).  The overal l  intent  behind th is  resonates adequately  

with  the Fre ir ian theory  of  the educat ion of  the underpriv i leged .  Sommer i s  l ikely  devis ing some 

classroom act iv ity  for  students to  acquire h igher -order th inking sk i l l s  they would la ter  need to  

part ic ipate in  socia l ly  engaged  act ion.  

 

 In  chapter  f ive,  Sommer  fa l l s  back on a  tradit ion of  opt imism about  the arts '  c iv ic  poss ib i l i t ies.  

Fredr ich  Schi l ler ' s  book On the Aesthet ic  Educat ion of  Man  i s  the cornerstone of  her  adventure to  br idge 

the h istor ica l  gap between Baconian reasoning  and Kant ian mora l i ty .  Schi l ler  int roduces a  th i rd  facu lty  

ca l led "the Spie lt r ibe o r  p lay dr ive "  (136). In  genera l ,   P lay  br ings  ba lance between the two hemispheres 

of  the mind by invi t ing  reason  and sent iment to  a  rewarding agreement.  She wr ites  in  th is  regard that  

"ra is ing man above h is  dual  and dangerous nature   .  .  .   p lay fu lness creates  mult ip le perspect ives that  

bypass  the monovision of  sensuousness or  o f  reason "  (137).  Obvious ly ,  Sommer seems here  paddl ing  

centr i fuga l ly  f rom her  in i t ia l  p romise to  advance some pragmat ic  defense  in  favou r o f  the c ivic  

poss ib i l i t ies that  humanit ies  o f fer  to  delve deep  in to  the deepest  oceans o f  Aesthet ics ph i losophy.   

 

 Sommer 's  book i s  a  work o f  art :  I  experienced  p lenty  o f  de l ight  and confusion  whi le reading th is  

book.  She creates  a  near-perfect  co l lage  o f  anecdota l  p rojects  of  engaged  socia l  act ion  to endorse  her  

account  of  the ut i l i ty  o f  humanit ies  in  a  world  that  needs more c ivi sm than ever  before.  She wins  her  

case for  the  viabi l i ty  o f  us ing  ar t i st ic  ways  to  solve publ ic  i ssues and encourage democrat ic  part ic ipat ion.  

She brought  models f rom a l l  w alks of  l i fe to  tel l  us that  creat ivity  i s  exclus ive to  none.   
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