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 Most of my teaching has taken place at second-tier public universities located in 

provincial American cities, first in southern California, then in upstate New York.  That's 

a distinctive teaching environment, one with few equivalents elsewhere in the world.  My 

students are smart and in many ways astonishingly grown up.  But coming as they do 

from relatively modest social milieux, they arrive at the university with little background 

knowledge of Europe.  Few have traveled outside North America, and even fewer 

command European languages or anticipate advanced studies in European history.  The 

early modern past is not their history.  Its landscapes and monuments— familiar to even 

the most present-minded young European-- are unknown to most, and the standard list of 

early modern cultural icons is almost as alien.   

 They will fill some of these gaps during their first years at the university.  A 

substantial minority take advantage of university programs that allow a semester or 

academic year in Europe; and introductory classes in history and literature supply some 

background familiarity.  But the basic fact remains:  for most, studying the early modern 

period is a venture into dimly-known territory—and territory that they won't necessarily 

revisit.  Few American universities enforce a cumulative program of historical studies, in 

which basic courses on the early modern period might serve as prolegomena to later 

work.  I have to view most of my classes as self-contained intellectual experiences. 



 

 In these circumstances, questions about how to teach the early modern period start 

with questions about why to teach it:  why should students thus situated choose any 

course on the subject?  Especially since there are opportunity costs associated with the 

choice; their study of early modern Europe will come at the expense of courses on 

modern south Asia, or on race in American society, or on the numerous other subjects 

that have more direct implications for their lives now and in the future—to say nothing of 

the still more practical courses offered elsewhere in the university.  My own answers to 

these questions center on the ideal of cultural encounter.  In some ways my students have 

an intense awareness of the outside world, the product of contemporary patterns of 

immigration, technology, and politics.  Yet in other ways the world is very distant to 

them, and America's traditional insularity remains as powerful as ever, even as it assumes 

new forms.  Students' concern with global poverty (right now a program officially titled 

"global poverty and practice" is among the most popular at the University of California, 

Berkeley) and public debate about spreading democracy indicate awareness of the outside 

world—but these interests also indicate the heavy strain of missionary condescension 

with which many still view the outside world.   

 Early modern Europe offers cultural encounter of a different kind.  This was 

clearly an under-developed, under-educated society, a society with low life expectancies 

and a shortage of democracy.  But it was also a society that produced a long series of 

undisputed cultural monuments, whose prestige at least resonates with students.  As the 

world of Shakespeare, Racine, Rembrandt, Newton, Loyola, and the rest, it can't be 

dismissed as underdeveloped, irrelevant to us moderns save as a counter-example.  



Despite its poverty, many of its achievements outstrip our own.  As such, it's an example 

for thinking about alterity without superiority or inferiority—a way to bring before 

students the mix of universality and particularism that characterizes human experience, a 

way to challenge assumptions about cultural hierarchies.   

 This fundamental commitment has led to a series of specific pedagogical choices.  

I use as many visual materials as possible in my courses, to compensate for my students' 

limited sense of the European landscape and of European art.  (In this respect, the new 

technology is of course an extraordinary resource.)  I avoid films, since even the best 

historical films impose a contemporary sensibility on early modern realities, and thus risk 

falsifying the cultural encounter I want to achieve.  Obviously foreign-language readings 

are out, given my students' skills, but so also are textbooks and the kinds of knowledge 

that textbooks best provide; since my courses need to function on their own, as self-

contained ventures, I spend relatively little time on the roster of kings, wars, discoveries, 

great books.  Instead, my concern is to place students in direct contact with early modern 

voices, to see how these men and women dealt with basic human problems.  That means 

a heavy dose of primary sources, usually presented whole rather than in the selective 

format offered by document collections.  My choice of sources has varied widely over the 

years, of course, partly in keeping with my own whims and changing interests, partly in 

response to changes in the field and in the world at large.  But given the age of my 

students, most of them in their late teens and early twenties, I've tended to focus on 

personal documents:  autobiographies, accounts of spiritual reflection and struggle, 

novels.   



 For a long time I assigned only primary documents in my courses.  In the past few 

years, however, I've given more weight to secondary studies, in response to a further 

objective I want my courses to address.  My students simply don't get much training in 

thinking about how societies function and fail, and early modern Europe offers a wide 

array of cases for reflecting on those processes:  political upheavals, dramatic instances of 

economic progress and regress, changing habits and experiences of violence.  Hence my 

reading lists increasingly include books like Jan de Vries's Economy of Europe in an Age 

of Crisis, Joel Mokyr's Lever of Riches, and Geoffrey Parker's Military Revolution.  Of  

course history classes aren't the only forum for this kind of thinking.  But history offers 

an especially valuable introduction to it, because of our discipline's commitment to 

understanding human complexity and our focus on the interplay between individual and 

society.  Public discourse in twenty-first-century America often favors the simplifying 

abstractions of the social sciences, especially in assessing human motives.  All historical 

study tends to complicate that discourse; and early modern Europe, with its unsettling 

combination of the familiar and the strange, offers especially compelling examples with 

which to do so.  As the early moderns themselves would have wanted, my teaching thus 

retains an ethical orientation.   It's a way (powerful though indirect) of developing my 

own and my students' belief systems, by setting them against another instance of the 

human condition. 


