
Freshman Humanities Requirements 
 
 
Entering freshmen are required to take two terms of freshman humanities; that is, humanities courses 
numbered 50 or below in the Catalog.  These classes introduce students to the basic issues in the four 
core disciplines of English, history, philosophy and visual culture.  The only exception is students whose 
writing needs special attention (see Writing in Freshman Humanities, below). 
 
Two terms of freshman humanities are required for graduation and are prerequisites for advanced 
humanities courses. The two freshman humanities courses may be taken in any two terms of the 
freshman year.  To encourage breadth, students will have to take their two freshman humanities classes 
in different disciplines, the disciplines being English, history, philosophy and visual culture. 
 
Below is a list of the freshman humanities courses offered first term.  Because the courses have limited 
enrollments (in line with our policy of keeping classes small), and because the rest of your schedule 
imposes constraints, it may not be possible to register for your first preference, be prepared with 
alternate choices when registering.  
 
 
Hum/H 1. American History. Among the major events, trends, and problems of our country’s history are 
the American Revolution, the framing and development of the Constitution, wars, slavery and 
emancipation, ethnic and gender relations, immigration, urbanization, westward conquest, economic 
fluctuations, changes in the sizes and functions of governments, foreign relations, class conflicts, domestic 
violence, and social and political movements. Although no one course can treat all of these themes, each 
freshman American history course will deal with two or more of them. How have American historians 
approached them? What arguments and evidence have scholars offered for their interpretations and how 
can we choose between them? In a word, what can we know about our heritage? 
 
Hum/H 3.  The United States in the Twentieth Century. Designed to introduce students to the academic 
study of history, this course examines key issues and events that shaped the political, social, and cultural 
history of the United States in the Twentieth Century. Through a wide variety of historical sources—
including primary documents, fiction, and music—students will explore issues such as popular culture, 
immigration and labor, the civil rights movement, political realignment, and American intervention 
abroad. 
 
Hum/H 5. The History of the Chinese Empire. This class will explore several facets of how the concept of 
empire and its historical formation in China was defined, portrayed, and developed over time. It offers 
students a chance to reflect on the interaction of event, record, and remembrance as these components 
combine in the creation and contestation of history. This course will particularly emphasize how the 
making, writing, and remembering of history responds to the advent of different regimes of legitimacy in 
order to give students a new perspective on the relationship between action, authorship, and 
interpretation in history. 
 

Hum/H 9b. European Civilization: Early Modern Europe. Will survey the evolution of European civilization 
from the 14th century to the early 19th century. The topics covered will depend on the individual 
instructor, but they will include some of the major changes that transformed Western civilization in the 
early modern period, such as the Renaissance, the Reformation, the rise of sovereign states and the 
concomitant military revolution, the Scientific Revolution and the Enlightenment, and the French and 
industrial revolutions. Readings will include major works from the period, as well as studies by modern 
historians.   



Hum/H 11. Love and Death: Using Demography to Study the History of Europe from 1700. Demographic 
events - births, marriages, deaths - have always been highly responsive to changes in the local 
environment. Decisions about when to marry, how many children to have, or what kind of household to 
live in have always been closely correlated to decisions people take in other areas of their lives and, as a 
result, can tell us a great deal about the economic, social, and cultural worlds people inhabit. This course 
examines differences in demographic trends in Europe across space and time, from 1700 to the present, 
as well as existing explanations for these differences, including political economic factors, social and 
cultural norms, biology and disease environments. Some topics include: the demographic effects of war, 
industrialization, and urbanization; changes related to the emergence of reliable contraceptive 
technologies; changes related to the expansion of economic opportunities for women; the effects of 
government policies on demographic decisions. 

Hum/En 20. Greek Epic and Drama. The epic poems attributed to Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, and 
the dramas of the fifth and early fourth centuries BCE have been masterpieces of the western literary 
tradition for thousands of years. We will study one or both epics, tragedies by Aeschylus, Sophocles, and 
Euripedes and comedies by Aristophanes 

 
Hum/En 38. Telling Time in American Modernism. This course will explore modern American literature's 
interest in time. We will identify the narrative methods that modernist texts use to characterize the 
experience of lived time, or temporality, such as streams of consciousness, non-linear storytelling, and 
narrative omissions. What challenges do such methods pose to clock time and, more broadly, historical 
time? Students will learn about key literary movements within American modernism, and they will 
consider modernist literature's relationships to other genres and media, including music and visual 
culture. The course will emphasize modernism's engagements with shifting social norms related to race, 
class, gender, and sexuality during the first half of the twentieth century. 
 
Hum/Pl 40. Right and Wrong. This course addresses questions such as: Where do our moral ideas come 
from? What justifies them? How should they guide our conduct, as individuals and as a society? What 
kind of person should one aspire to be? Topics the course may deal with include meta-ethical issues (e.g., 
What makes an action right or wrong? When is one morally responsible for one’s actions? How should 
society be organized?) and normative questions (e.g., Is eating meat morally acceptable? What should we 
tolerate and why? What are society’s obligations toward the poor?). In addition, the psychological and 
neural substrates of moral judgment and decision making may be explored. The course draws on a variety 
of sources, including selections from the great works of moral and political philosophy (e.g., Aristotle’s 
Nichomachean Ethics, Hobbes’s Leviathan, Kant’s Groundings for a Metaphysics of Morals, and Rawls’s A 
Theory of Justice), contemporary discussions of particular moral issues, and the science of moral thought. 
 
Hum/Pl 41. Knowledge and Reality. The theme of this course is the scope and limitations of rational 
belief and knowledge. Students will examine the nature of reality, the nature of the self, the nature of 
knowledge, and how we learn about the natural world. Students will be introduced to these issues 
through selections from some of the world’s greatest philosophical works, including Descartes’s 
Meditations, Pascal’s Pensées, Hume’s Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, Berkeley’s Principles of 
Human Knowledge, and Kant’s Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics. A variety of more contemporary 
readings will also be assigned. 
 
Hum/Pl 43. Meaning In Life. Experiencing one's life as meaningful is important for most people. Yet, what 
is it for a life to be meaningful? This course explores philosophical inquiries into meaning in life, examining 
such questions as, How does meaning in life relate to moral, epistemic, aesthetic, and hedonic final values 
in life? What does meaning in life imply regarding the metaphysics of value? What is the relation between 
meaning and welfare, achievement, and goal-directedness? What sort of activities, from work to leisure, 
can be sources of meaning in life? Drawing principally on recent work in analytic philosophy, the course 



will also examine whether scientific approaches, principally neuroscience and psychology, can illuminate 
the nature of meaning in life and will examine recent nihilistic challenges to meaning in life. 
 
Hum/VC 49. Consuming Victorian Media. Proliferating communication and entertainment media 
technologies in 19th-century England vexed the imagined boundaries between humans and machines 
while catalyzing social anxieties about aesthetics, attention, and distraction. We will explore both "old" 
(novels, paintings, sculptures) and "new" forms of 19th-century media (telegraphs, magic lanterns, and 
photography) as we analyze overly stimulating Gothic print media in Jane Austen's Northanger Abbey, 
Wordsworth's contempt for popular entertainments in The Prelude, and the inversion of imperial 
consumption in Bram Stoker's Dracula, a novel mediated through characters' telegrams, diary entries, and 
phonographic recordings. Authors studied also may include: Dickens, Christina Rossetti, Doyle, Kipling, 
and Vernon Lee. 
 
Writing and Freshman Humanities 
 
All freshman humanities classes include a substantial writing component. Before school begins, we 
conduct a writing placement test to determine whether a student must successfully complete a 
preliminary writing class before taking a freshman humanities class. These preliminary writing classes, 
Introduction to Academic Writing (Wr 2) and Introduction to Academic Writing for Multilingual Writers 
(Wr 1), prepare students as academic writers. These writing classes feature a lively “workshop” 
environment, frequent individual conferences with the instructor, and ample opportunities to develop 
and revise assignments in response to feedback.  9 units of either Wr 1 or Wr 2 can count towards the 36 
unit additional HSS requirement. After the completion of Wr 1 or Wr 2, some students may be asked to 
complete additional coursework at the discretion of our faculty. 
  
Students who participate in the spring writing placement test in June will receive an email about their 
placement results in July. 
  
Freshmen and transfer students who do not participate in the June writing assessment will write a 
makeup essay in September that can be completed during freshman orientation. Information about the 
makeup writing assessment will be provided to students via email in September. 
 


