
The Humanities are unique in the sense that they are open to interpretation, unlike the 

sciences, there is often no right or wrong answer. I had not realized this before coming to 

Davidson and was intimidated by humanities which challenged students to present their own 

opinions. The humanities allow for continuous debates of understanding on a range of topics 

from the past, with many of these debates continuing into the future. The humanities are created 

through the opinions of individuals coming together and being debated, which allow individuals 

to form their own opinions which can still change overtime. 

Before coming to Davidson, I had thought of the humanities as merely English or History 

courses. They were courses that I felt I could understand and I enjoyed them. There was no 

debate about the humanities because we would learn something in class and everyone would 

accept it as general knowledge. When arriving at Davidson I began to realize that I did not fully 

understand the humanities at all. It was intimidating at first when I was asked for my own 

opinions, especially while learning new topics that I was not sure if I fully understood. I realized 

that the humanities values individual opinion and was a topic much greater than memorizing the 

facts from wars or the meanings of words from poems. In humanities, we learned about wars and 

debated if stories or photographs from these events should be shared with the public and we also 

looked at poetry and tried to gain our own understanding from the poems which we shared with 

the class to make meaning of the words. It is through the various topics of humanities that I have 

created my definition. The humanities are a diverse collection of many perspectives that are 

presented and debated to create a better understanding of humans and our place in history and the 

present.  



The various units of the humanities course allowed me to understand how broad the 

Humanities are as a subject. My understanding of each unit have acted like puzzle pieces, each of 

which is constantly adding to my knowledge of the humanities. The units forced me to realize 

how oblivious I have been to the history of violence around me. The humanities have forced me 

to acknowledge that I should be aware of historical events even if they do not affect me. This has 

been a reoccurring message to me in each unit but I found it especially prevalent in Unit 3. 

During Unit 3 we learned about the Rwandan Genocide, which I had never learned about before 

and was frighteningly unaware of. This unit gave me an awareness to a violent genocide which I 

had not learned about because the effects of it had not major impact on my life. I feel as though 

my understanding of the humanities is represented in this poem that I chose after the Rwandan 

unit when we were transitioning to studying the poetry of Paul Celan in Unit 4. 

 

We Lived Happily During the War 

By Ilya Kaminsky 

And when they bombed other people’s houses, we 

protested 

but not enough, we opposed them but not 

enough. I was 

in my bed, around my bed America 

was falling: invisible house by invisible house by invisible house. 

I took a chair outside and watched the sun. 

In the sixth month 



of a disastrous reign in the house of money 

in the street of money in the city of money in the country of money, 

our great country of money, we (forgive us) 

lived happily during the war.  1

 

I wanted to share this poem because it defines how I felt during the Rwandan unit. I felt 

that I do not pay attention to the war or violence around me because I live happily during these 

times of violence and I am not affected. Also the fact that America is referenced further 

connected me to the poem because as mentioned in the poem, I live in the “great country of 

money” which prevents me from even having to think about the horrific events outside of my 

home. This poem relates to the ideas of Sontag and Gourevitch such as what right do we have to 

learn about these stories or photographs because they “are a means of making ‘real’ matters that 

the privileges and the merely safe might prefer to ignore.”  The humanities course introduced me 2

to many units which I had never studied before and from which I gained many perspectives. This 

allowed me to form my own understanding through the collections of text read and then working 

to translate my understanding into a final paper. 

Each unit made me reevaluate what the Humanities are as a whole. They are much more 

than many subjects combined. The Humanities contain peoples stories which depict history and 

violence. This comes together to form an understanding of the past that some of us ignored or 

some of us were not alive for. The Humanities expand outside of our own culture, which I hope 

1 Ilya Kaminsky, We Lived Happily During the War, Poetry Foundation, 2013. 
2 Sontag, Regarding the Pain of Others, 7 



to continue to acknowledge after my time in humes. Humanities encompass the beauty and 

values of other cultures and shows how history is made as well as preserved. 

The Humanities are established through people coming together across cultures and 

creating a voice, to share an event or create a voice for people that died and no longer have one. 

A large part of my understanding of Humanities comes from trying to understand different 

cultures which I was able to do by going on the study trip to Berlin, and afterwards when 

studying memorialization for my revolutionary artifact. The main thing I took away from my trip 

was the different way World War II was presented across different cultures. Throughout high 

school I learned about WWII and had gone to the Holocaust museums during high school and 

again with humanities. I thought this gave me an understanding of the Holocaust until Berlin 

where I had the opportunity to understand the Holocaust from a different lense.  

The presence of WWII on Berlin is clearly seen on the buildings, some of which still 

have bullet holes in them and have clear signs of past violence and war. The presence of the 

Holocaust can also be seen through the thousands of memorials spread throughout Berlin, some 

as simple as tiles on the street to others taking up entire blocks. The memorials represent large 

portions of the population who were systematically murdered but the designs themselves allow 

individuals to interact in unique ways with the memorials. The presentation of memorials in 

Berlin gave me a new perspective on the massive scale of WWII. I learned in high school that 6 

million Jews had died in addition to 10s of millions of soldiers and innocent people. Berlin does 

not hide their past but rather it continues to remember it through the memorials that stretch 

throughout the city. Being in Berlin contributed to my understanding of the humanities because it 

is through gaining a different perspective from a different culture that I was able to gain a better 



understanding of the scale of the Holocaust. I was also able to learn about aspects of the 

Holocaust that I had not previously known about before such as operation T4 which lead to the 

death of 200,000 disabled people at the hands of the Nazis. In Berlin, I also had the opportunity 

to go to a concentration camp which is something that can not be depicted through pictures and 

for me personally it is not an event that I can capture with words. My experience in Berlin helped 

me create my humanities definition because it was through my trip that I was able to see many 

additional perspectives to how the Holocaust affected other people and countries. I would not 

hold the same in-depth understanding of the severity of WWII without this study trip which 

provided me with a diverse collection of many different perspectives that have allowed me to 

further understand the facts and statistics about the war that I had learned prior to this visit. 

The Humanities is sharing our knowledge of the arts, history, cultures, and people 

through interpreting events from stories, observations and past writing. It is understanding that 

humans are constantly evolving and changing. It is understanding that there is violence in the 

world going on around us and we must not accept it but be aware of it. It is preventing ignorance 

through sharing pictures and stories to establish some form of understanding, even if the people 

that did not experience the violence will never fully be able to understand. The humanities 

expose humans to the world around us and it challenges us to make sense of the past to learn for 

the future. The course, humanities, has contributed to my understanding that the Humanities 

require the collection of many perspectives that are presented on different historical events which 

are debated and shared to spread the information about human experience that would not 

otherwise be known.  
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