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Transcript: 

Introduction: 

00:00:00.030 Bretton Rodriguez: You're listening to “Thought and Tap” a monthly podcast about the role 
of the humanities in the world today 

00:00:03.810 Carlos Mariscal: brought to you by the College of Liberal Arts and the Core Humanities 
department at the University of Nevada, Reno 

00:00:07.020 Bretton Rodriguez: this is Bretton Rodriguez, a lecturer in Core Humanitie and a co-
organizer of “Thought on Tap” 

00:00:11.340 Carlos Mariscal: and this is Carlos Mariscal, an assistant professor of philosophy and also a 
co-organizer of “Thought on Tap”  

00:00:19.470 Bretton Rodriguez: and every month, we convene a panel of local experts to discuss the 
issues of the day and have a moderated discussion at the University Laughing Planet. 

00:00:26.789 Carlos Mariscal: This month we're talking about the role of the humanities in law, ethics, 
and justice and now here is Bretton Rodriguez. 

Law, Ethics, and Justice: 
00:00:30.929 Bretton Rodriguez: First of all, welcome everyone to our fourth session of “Thought on 
Tap.” [applause] So we will be talking about the role of the h



UNR. His first book explores how writing scholars and administrators respond to contemporary K-6 
educational reforms. Jim is now working on a second book about rhetoric of venture philanthropists 
engaged in K-12 public education reform. This project explores how prominent public figures such as 
former Microsoft CEO Bill Gates, educational secretary Betsy DeVos and Netflix CEO Reed Hastings 
promote voluntary actions by nonprofit organizations, families, and corporations as a way of reforming 
the teaching professions. So let's hear for Jim, please. [Applause] Our second panelist is Christopher 
Church. Chris is a cultural historian and digital historian of the French colonial world who specializes in 
disasters, nationalism, and social movements in the 19th and 20th centuries. He employs new methods 
from data science and the digital humanities to answer age-old questions about the relationship between 
citizens, the public sphere, and the States. His intellectual interests include colonialism, citizenship, and 
environmental history as well as databases GIS scripting and web design. I don't know what GIS is but 
that's okay. His research interest include communal justice, natural and anthropogenic disasters, digital 
humanities, piracy and hacking. Ch6 0 Td
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justify immoral actions? A



engage with them and then hopefully think up new solutions and ways out of the problems. At least at 
the the single individuals level like education, it's been a problem since I was in existence right? But 
there's a history, there's something that we can unpack. Those were all really great answers and I’m 
gonna leave that there. 

00:10:56.090 Bretton Rodriguez: Alright, fantastic, thank you. Jim I love the fact that you recognize that 
I'm saying that rhetoric was the oldest discipline would be like a fight, I think that's great. So I enjoyed all 
of your responses, so I was wanting to speak a bit more about some ways that language and public 
discourse more broadly are used to shape ideas of ethics, justice, and fairness and also maybe if we could 
think about whether justice itself is ethical as well and maybe some of the relationship between some of 
these terms, right. So is justice itself ethical or not? I don't know if anyone wants to kind of jump it, yeah 
Kate. 

00:11:40.520 Kate Groesbeck: Yeah so I am a huge proponent and believer in the power of language, The 
Giver is my favorite book and in that book they talk about the accuracy of language and the importance 
of using the correct word to describe what you're talking about, I think it's part of the human experience. 
Recently, I got the opportunity to watch Toronto Burke speak. I don't know if you're all familiar with her, 
she's the founder of the #MeToo movement, the most badass wliw (adassTw (the)Tj
0.(uma)]TJ
-0.121ge)Tj
-h d



don't look at the social aspects of why disasters unfold the way they do, history and the humanities more 
broadly or disaster studies in my case shows that you know, kind of proves the lie of that, that we need to 
actually understand where this came from so that we can again, like I said before, to be repetitive, 
confront it, and hopefully think our way out of it. 

00:14:37.110 Holly: Just to refresh we're talking about language right and ethics and [yep] okay. I study 
genocide and any chance I can get to talk about genocide I will, so specifically I'm interested in 
dehumanization and this kind of new concept called toxification and that's really the driving force behind 
any kind of massive murder ethnic 



access to disaster relief funds, insurance payments and the like and the ways in which that causes a kind 
of cyclical or disaster cycle as it were that keeps people in the socioeconomic status and location that 
they were previously. And then in terms of pedagogy, I mean I could just talk about generally in pedagogy 
it is bringing the idea that giving students the ability to critically engage with the world around them and 
not just accept it as a given and the way to do that, is like in my classes I have them take the readings 
which are right now in the early 18th century and finding some sort of parallel or current event that you're 
seeing similar structural dynamics and encouraging them to see what is it that's going on in the past and 
how that unfolded and then seeing the contingency in the present moment and where small decisions or 
small actions by themselves. They can feel empowered that they actually have an influence over it even if 
it doesn't feel emotionally like they do in the present moment. 

00:19:56.370 Holly: So I think even more broadly the humanities inform policy by trying to instill empathy. 
Without empathy, our policies are going to be more misguided than some of them already are, so reading 
the Epic of Gilgamesh might not seem like it will have any effect on policy or society but it does. Reading 
about lands that you've never heard of, religions, getting yourself out of a bubble that's crucial, and that's 
why I try to instill that in my students and Core Humanities. I also think in terms of pedagogy just drawing 
on Dewey, that continuity between school and life. He famously took a pragmatic approach to education 
and instilled in his students everything that you do in your everyday life. You need to know what you're 
doing and know where these chips are coming from and there shouldn't be a divide between school in 
life. I don't know if that answered the questions little tangent. 
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not find it conceivable to even think of human rights and so I think that's a really salient example of what 
humanities can do. 

00:23:04.210 Kate: I want to talk about the pedagogy and talk briefly about my background. So we've 
heard about the historical background, the rhetoric background, and the genocide studies, I think that's 
all awesome. My personal background is a business major; my dad sent me off to college to study 
business to become more conservative, I don't think it's quite worked yet, but I'm graduating in May so 
we'll see if there's a draft ship, I'll keep you guys updated. But in the meantime, I think that business has 
had a big shift in the way it teaches over lasts even 30 years. It used to be focused solely on competition 
so-- I grew up, my dad's a businessman-- I grew up learning competition makes everyone better and it 
does I think that's a an economic truth but lately at least in the last four years in the college of business, 
I've learned the importance of collaboration, especially in this day and age it's not always a competition 
and if you can work together with people to find a better answer that's what you should be doing. I 
think as far as in the classroom, I think our education system is critically flawed, I think a lot of people 
would agree with that. Memorization in this day and age I don't think is that useful of the skill, especially 
when you can look things up I think that spending 12 years of your life in a classroom and having 
teachers 



something that's really important. Morals vary by person, if you ask every person in this room what your 
morals are, they'll all be different. If you asked every person in this room what laws they have to follow, 
they'll all be the same. I think law is a blanket statement, a blanket to try to put o  th 9-0.117 Tw ( t)5



00:29:58.229 Chris: So I guess my thought on this would be that we all have different strengths and we all 
engage with issues in different places in different ways, so you know we are all gravitated here on 
Valentine's Day to talk so we're a certain kind of people and we're attracted to a certain kinds of 
conversations and so I'm probably not gonna be the person at the barricades but I am probably gonna be 
the person who wants to understand how the people who did go to the barricades, how they approached 
the situation and then hoconversatioocw (and )e'e,0.525 18J
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Milgram experiment some scientists in the other room, you're able to get people to justify acts of 
violence against one another. 

00:34:16.669 Chris: I have a hopeful one-ish. If you're familiar with Primo Levi an Italian philosopher 
survivor of the Holocaust and he described kind of in the 



00:38:13.830 Chris: We're doomed, no, I think that one of the ways that humanists can do is help get 
involved in the creation of laws, I mean oftentimes as you were pointing out in the present day justifying 
something like the death penalty or justifying notions of border security at least as a historian giving 
people the proper context to understand where these fears came from and how adjacent the very 
frightening premise is to the perhaps more palatable premise and holding people accountable for it. I 
mean I'm one of those people whose eye twitches and becomes infuriating whenever I hear a politician 
justify what they're doing by saying history tells us, as if history is some sort of capital-H transcendent 
thing that speaks to people when they nap at night but I think that perhaps more historians should be 
telling politicians rather than them appealing to some sort of vague idea of history that they've concocted 
in their own mind to suit their politics. 

00:39:24.790 Jim: I have a quick thought and it is that I love the humanities, it's where I work, it's what I 
do, I also am not a humanities chauvinist and I don't want humanities people to be that either so what I'm 
saying is in whatever areas and professions that you work in I think you're gonna find your training to be 
useful and I don't mean you know it's just useful because it's gonna be job skills but because you're used 
to looking at issues as both practical considerations as well as deeper and larger ones with consequences 
for yourself and for other people around you. For me, that's the sort of the ethical impulse that comes 
from looking at whether we're looking at you know historical accounts or current events and whether 
we're working in fields that look like the humanities, or that look like engineering, or the sciences, or 
whatever, so that's what I think we can do. I think we develop it here and when we react on this wherever 
we go. 

00:40:39.910 Holly: There's a really famous international relations book called The Clash of Civilizations by 
Samuel Huntington and his theory was basically that after the Cold War there wouldn't be any interstate 
war there would only be clashes of religions, cultures, civilizations which is pretty bleak so I think what the 
humanities can do to push against that is to expose people, I mean it's the simplest thing that you think of 
when you think of the humanities to other civilizations, other cultures, religions, and I think all of us in the 
classroom have the duty to kind of balance between letting kids or students to kind of think on their 
own, think critically and not condoning bigotry and kind of not steering their minds but exposing them to 
texts, art, and history that will probably do that for them. I've had lots of students that had no idea what 
Islam really was so the more we learn about things the less we can "other" people and "othering" people 
is what leads to bad policy and violence. h





00:46:17.250 Jim: I'll just really quickly say about equity, I think it's important to define what we mean by 
that and it you know what we were talking about here is expanding representation in the curriculum, 
creating more opportunities for the different experiences, different language, different culture but then 
also you know in the course work that we do, so this is my way of answering the question, do we have an 
equitable curriculum? I say often we don't because we privilege single forms of learning for assessing 
student work and for assessing the value of contributions and so you know at least for i



to be sure but I think it's also i



trying to at least understand what it is that we're arguing about and that's super hard so I want me to 
make it sound I don't mean to make it sound easy but that’s where I start. 

00:54:48.009 Bretton: Great, thank you. Okay, so I think we have time for about one more question if 
anyone has one additional question before everyone. Yeah, up in the back. 

00:54:59.769 Questioner: Okay, so I have a question. In my class, I've just read about Frederick Douglass 
and in the work, What is the Independence Day to a Slave, how he argues that there should be more 
emotional argument and sublogic in argument in politics. So in today's society, where technology and 
internet allows people to voice many emotional statements in arguments to the point where the 
argument is drown out and becomes insignificant and in a social structure in which language is now seem 
to only matter when expert and people power influence speak. So the question is how do we get our 
voice to be heard? 

00:55:44.489 Bretton: It’s a great question, also something really difficult to answer in about a minute 
but Holly go ahead, you can start us off.  

00:55:49.059 Holly: So I think there's definitely a balance, I think emotion has a place in policy and in 
society and in politics in general but I think as you just said the technical expertise needs to come into 
play too especially when we're talking about disasters or genocide trying to think of what else. We need 
to have expert knowledge on the implications of certain things but we need society to be the judger of 
values, so emotion, does that answer question at all like where it was the role of emotion and gTw ( em)Tj
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00:57:47.720 Chris: Yeah, so I'm gonna try to tie together Dewey's formulation with the emotion thing 
through statistics. One of the biggest things that people like you said appeal to is statistics and it's 
incumbent that people remember that math is itself a language and that it is not itself divorcable



THE END. 
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