


Arizona State University Criteria Checklist for 
 

HUMANITIES, ARTS AND DESIGN [HU] 
 
 

Rationale and Objectives 
 

The humanities disciplines are concerned with questions of human existence and meaning, the nature of 
thinking and knowing, with moral and aesthetic experience. The humanities develop values of all kinds by 
making the human mind more supple, critical, and expansive. They are concerned with the study of the 
textual and artistic traditions of diverse cultures, including traditions in literature, philosophy, religion, 
ethics, history, and aesthetics. In sum, these disciplines explore the range of human thought and its 
application to the past and present human environment. They deepen awareness of the diversity of the 
human heritage and its traditions and histories and they may also promote the application of this knowledge 
to contemporary societies.  

The study of the arts and design, like the humanities, deepens the student’s awareness of the diversity of 
human societies and cultures. The arts have as their primary purpose the creation and study of objects, 
installations, performances and other means of expressing or conveying aesthetic concepts and ideas. 
Design study concerns itself with material objects, images and spaces, their historical development, and 
their significance in society and culture. Disciplines in the arts and design employ modes of thought and 
communication that are often nonverbal, which means that courses in these areas tend to focus on objects, 
images, and structures and/or on the practical techniques and historical development of artistic and design 
traditions. The past and present accomplishments of artists and designers help form the student’s ability to 
perceive aesthetic qualities of art work and design. 

The Humanities, Arts and Design are an important part of the General Studies Program, for they provide an 
opportunity for students to study intellectual and imaginative traditions and to observe and/or learn the 
production of art work and design. The knowledge acquired in courses fulfilling the Humanities, Arts and 
Design requirement may encourage students to investigate their own personal philosophies or beliefs and to 
understand better their own social experience. In sum, the Humanities, Arts and Design core area enables 
students to broaden and deepen their consideration of the variety of human experience. 
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Proposer:  Please complete the following section and attach appropriate documentation. 
 

ASU - [HU] CRITERIA 
HUMANITIES, ARTS AND DESIGN [HU] courses must meet either 1, 2 or 3 and at least one of the 

criteria under 4 in such a way as to make the satisfaction of these criteria A CENTRAL AND 
SUBSTANTIAL PORTION of the course content. 

YES NO  
Identify 
Documentation 
Submitted 

  
1. Emphasizes the study of values; the development of 

philosophies, religions, ethics or belief systems; and/or 
aesthetic experience. 

   Syllabus   

  
2. Concerns the interpretation, analysis, or creation of written, 

aural, or visual texts; and/or the historical development of 
textual traditions. 

    Syllabus  

  
3. Concerns the interpretation, analysis, or engagement with 

aesthetic practices; and/or the historical development of 
artistic or design traditions. 

     

  
4. In addition, to qualify for the Humanities, Arts and Design 

designation a course must meet one or more of the following 
requirements: 

      Syllabus    

  
a. Concerns the development of human thought, with 

emphasis on the analysis of philosophical and/or 
religious systems of thought. 

        Syllabus  

  b. Concerns aesthetic systems and values, especially in 
literature, arts, and design.       

  c. Emphasizes aesthetic experience and creative process in 
literature, arts, and design.       

  d. Concerns the analysis of literature and the development 
of literary traditions.       Syllabus    

THE FOLLOWING TYPES OF COURSES ARE 
EXCLUDED FROM THE [HU] DESIGNATION 
EVEN THOUGH THEY MIGHT GIVE SOME 

CONSIDERATION TO THE HUMANITIES, ARTS 
AND DESIGN: 

• Courses devoted primarily to developing skill in the use of a 
language. 

• Courses devoted primarily to the acquisition of quantitative or 
experimental methods. 

 

• Courses devoted primarily to teaching skills. 
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Course Prefix Number Title General Studies 
Designation 

    SLC  394 Pagans and Christians HU 

 
 
Explain in detail which student activities correspond to the specific designation criteria. 
Please use the following organizer to explain how the criteria are being met. 
 

Criteria (from 
checksheet) 

How course meets spirit 
(contextualize specific examples in 

next column) 

Please provide detailed evidence of how 
course meets criteria (i.e., where in syllabus) 

   1    "Pagans" and "Christians" are highly 
constructed categories used in ancient 
and later times to characterize 
"religious" (an equally constructed 
category) behavior.  The course is 
designed to allow students to do the 
work of deconstructing those 
categories and finding when and how 
they can be useful.     

   The commonly assigned readings will make 
sure they see the range of issues; their individual 
work will rub their noses in close study of a 
subset of topics where they will have to identify 
and make sense of primary source materials.   

   2    It is a strength and weakness of my 
own scholarship and of this course 
that it will be heavily text-centric, 
from primary religious documents to 
historical sources about religious 
behavior to other documents about 
broader movements of social history.  
Students with particular interest and 
aptitude for bringing evidence of 
visual or material culture to the course 
will be supported as best I can.     

  A selected set of short in-class readings (e.g., 
passages from Jewish, Christian, and Islamic 
scriptures, from traditionalist observers of 
ancient religion such as Lucian and Apuleius, 
and from historical and legal texts, e.g., the 
Theodosian Code) will be used to focus attention 
on key points and model and rehearse key skills.  
These reading exercises will offer opportunity 
for informal assessment of capacity to undertake 
the more sophisticated work and thus will 
contribute to my working with them to design 
work plans that will challenge but that can be 
realistically undertaken.   
 
My supervision of their individual work will 
complete the task of meeting this criterion.  In 
that work, students will have individual topics 
that engage them with important primary 
sources.  Paper proposals will be graded 50% 
content, 50% writing.  They will be evaluated on 
(a) choice of sources (20%), (b) critical analysis 
of sources (40%), and (c) clarity and coherence 
of expression of an argument based on their 
investigations (40%).  (Where the syllabus 
speaks of group work, I mean teams working 
congruent subjects -- e.g., one of three working 
on Plutarch's treatise on Isis, another one of 
three working on Apuleius's 'conversion' to Isis 
worship, and the third working on the city of 
Alexandria and the great temple/library 
dedicated to Isis and Serapis.    
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   4A    It's not irrational to think that this 
topic meets this criterion as a "slam 
dunk", but I would say here that I take 
seriously the challenge of getting 
students to think seriously and 
responsibly about ancient ideas and 
movements that still have lively 
contemporary relevance, a relevance 
that distracts at the outset, but that 
gives an opportunity to help them 
understand their contemporary world 
by understanding history.     

 A few of the individual assignments will 
probably be allowed to take on explicit 
comparisons with later periods and other 
traditions besides those that are the focus of the 
course.  I will be reluctant to allow this except 
for high-performing students with some 
evidence of pre-existing capacity for connecting 
pre-modern and modern usefully. 

   4D      One of the distinguishing qualities 
of the "religious" and "scriptural" texts 
is that they embody the challenges of 
literary interpretation in a particularly 
acute and difficult form.  The 
emphasis on textual evidence will 
allow us to work on the relevant skills 
at a high level.   

  My favorite texts for this purpose are Lucian's 
"The Syrian Goddess" (is it straight-face or 
parody?) and Apuleius' "Golden Ass" (is the 
conversion to Isis-worship in the last book 
meant to be taken seriously?  if so, how do we 
make sense of what has gone before).   See 
syllabus language in which I make clear my 
expectations that all discussion will be 
conducted with respect for individual beliefs and 
commitments, but at the same time that all 
discussion will be grounded in examination of 
evidence and presentation of logical argument.    

 
 



 

Pagans and Chris t ians 
REL/SLC/HIST/LAT* 394 

J. O’Donnell 
jod@asu.edu 
MW 3:05-4:20 

LL247 
 
The Official Stuff 
 
This is a course for people who want to understand what ancient religion was like and how 
Christianity came to establish itself as the dominant religion over all of Europe and much of 
the middle east, while reaching all the way to China and India.  The focus of the course will 
be the period 100-700 AD.  If you enroll, you will spend the semester in teamwork with 
classmates, where each of you frames the questions you most want answered, pursuing those 
questions, collecting evidence and forming arguments based on that evidence, and writing an 
appropriate and persuasive research paper summarizing what you learn.   
 
That means that each week, we will have two 75-minute classes where we meet to read and 
discuss short texts together and where you will work on your own research under 
supervision.  The exact schedule of topics and readings will be developed after we meet.  
They will include some mix of these main areas: 
 

1. Conceptual understanding:  what do we mean by “pagan” and 
“Christian”? 

2. What communities, practices, and beliefs are associated with each name?  
How do they resemble and differ from each other? 

3. What social forces shaped these communities, beliefs, and practices?  
How did these communities, beliefs, and practices affect in turn empires, 
armies, cities, families, and individuals? 

4. What sources of information about these movements do we have and 
what problems are there in using them to understand the past? 

5. How does studying this history affect the way we understand religion and 
society in the contemporary world?  

 
Books required for purchase: 
 
 G. Vermes, Christian Beginnings: From Nazareth to Nicea 
  a standard survey – the official history, so to speak 
 R. MacMullen, The Second Church 

 one of the most distinguished living ancient historians writes to kick the 
official history to shreds 

J. O’Donnell, Pagans 
 the course instructor’s version 

 

                                                        
* The course is listed separately for History, SILC, Religion, and Latin – max. enrollment 30, so if 
you have trouble getting the course under one listing, try another.  If the exact listing is important 
to you, we can work it out later. 



 

Estimated total purchase price for new paperbacks for those three volumes is about $40.  
Students should also equip themselves with a Bible of their choice or at least a New 
Testament.  One good choice is Levine-Brettler, The Jewish Annotated New Testament, but the 
choice really should be yours.   
 
Course requirements: 
 

1. Attendance and participation (20%) 
 
2. By mid-term, a 1-2 page outline/proposal for the final paper you intend to write 

(30%) 
 
3. Final research paper, 15-30 pages (50%) 

 
a. Draft for submission 14 days before final due date 
b. Final version due on last possible day of term 

 
Working together with other students is strongly recommended; with instructor’s 
permission, groups of 2 or more students may collaborate on a common project with clearly 
designated roles for each.  (I need to be able to work with each of you on your own writing 
and work.)   
 
I will grade using whole letter grades only (A B C D F).   
 
Expected Classroom Behavior 
Some faculty discourage laptop use in class; I encourage it.   Our class is a community, our 
classroom a safe and welcoming space for all who participate in our work.  Your classmates 
and I will have zero toleration for any disruptive behavior, which includes tardiness, ringing 
cell phones, inappropriate talking and moving about, and digital devices used in a distracting 
way.  If I put you on notice for such disruption, any recurrence will result in an automatic 
markdown of your grade 
 
Schedule of important dates 
 
The typical class will be divided between a group reading and discussion of a short ancient or 
modern text for the first half and then group work and discussion on topics of common 
interest, developing towards quite specific discussion of your work on your papers by later in 
the term.  The fixed dates in the schedule are: 
 
January 9  First class 
 
January 30  Quiz on one of the three assigned books (Vermes,  
   MacMullen, O’Donnell):  each student to select one 
 
March 15  Submission of 3-6 page proposal for final paper; graded 
   50% on content, 50% on writing – worth 30% of final course grade 
   All papers submitted electronically in MS Word 
 



 

April 14  Draft of paper due 
 
May 6   Final papers due:  graded 20% on evidence gathered; 40% 
   on critical analysis of evidence; 40% on clarity and  
   effectiveness of written expression – worth 50% of final course grade 
 
All writing assignments must be submitted on the due date:  no exceptions without a 
recommendation from physician or advising dean. 
 
Academic Integrity 
All work submitted must be your own work and must not have been submitted for any other 
academic course.  Academic honesty is expected of all students in all examinations, papers, 
and laboratory work, academic transactions and records. The possible sanctions include, but 
are not limited to, appropriate grade penalties, course failure (indicated on the transcript as a 
grade of E), course failure due to academic dishonesty (indicated on the transcript as a grade 
of XE), loss of registration privileges, disqualification and dismissal. For more information, 
see http://provost.asu.edu/academicintegrity 
 
So What Does This All Mean? 
 
In 100 AD, nobody should have bet on the Christians.  Renegade Jews, marginal 
troublemakers, too few to count:  a group that was clearly going nowhere.  Three hundred 
years later, emperors had declared that all traditional ancient religious practices were 
henceforth and forever banned.  A reasonable person might look at this and say, “Whaaaa?”  
This course is designed to help you form and answer a few more articulate questions than 
that. 
 
The first class will begin by reviewing your questions.  I want to find out what the people 
who actually take the course know and want to know.  Dig deeper into what the ancient 
practices and beliefs were?  Try to get a handle on how many different versions of 
Christianity there were and do a deep dive into one or two of them?  Track the social history 
of Christians and public officials?  Watch Jews and Christ-followers eye each other warily 
and gradually and carefully edge apart from one another?  Look closely at the history of 
women or Samaritans or Africans or soldiers and how they approached religion?  Figure out 
how the Christian church became rich, powerful, and intolerant of competition?  Look for 
Christians whose way of practicing their religion was condemned and ridden out of town by 
other Christians?  Look for the first hints of the rise of Islam as a competitor with Judaism 
and Christianity in the family of followers of the patriarch Abraham?  Study one or two 
famous individuals?  Explore the ancient roots of contemporary controversies over issues 
like sexual morality, social justice, or Christians in politics?  The possibilities will be endless.  
How you choose to spend your time will be up to you. 
 
In class, you will share your curiosity and discoveries with your fellow classmates.  What we 
all learn will be the sum of what you as individuals learn and share with your colleagues.  My 
job as teacher will be to help you shape your questions, pursue their answers, bring you 
together with your colleagues to add up the parts into a coherent whole, and fill in the gaps 
with in-class readings and informal lectures.   
 



 

 
About the Instructor 
 

I have a lot of hats in my closet.  I’ve been a professor of ancient 
Greek and Latin for a long time, with a special interest in the 
history and culture of “late antiquity” (200-700 AD).  In addition to 
Pagans, I have recent books on The Ruin of the Roman Empire and 
Augustine: A New Biography.  I also know a lot about the history of 
books and communication, down to the present, and wrote a book 
called Avatars of the Word:  From Papyrus to Cyberspace to talk about 
that history.  I started an online scholarly journal when there were 
almost no others like it and I taught the first MOOC – in 1994, 
about Saint Augustine.  I’ve come to ASU since early 1995 to serve 
as University Librarian.  I welcome email from students at all times 

at jod@asu.edu, but between about 10 p.m. and 6 p.m. my response time slows noticeably. 
 
Learning Outcomes (or, What You Will Get Out of It) 
 
You will get out of this course what you put into it.  And it will be fun. 
 
Historical knowledge and context:  You’ll learn a lot about religious history in ancient times.  This 
will mean you will learn both about people, places, and events but also about the challenges 
of thinking analytically about what it means to study other people’s religious beliefs and 
practices.  And it means you will learn to think about the relative place of religious 
phenomena in the economics, culture, and politics of a complex society. 
 
Discovery and critical analysis of historical and literary evidence:  You’ll get experience in the hard 
work of doing historical investigation with some of the most challenging and fascinating 
historical primary sources there are.  You will be pushed to engage directly with primary 
documents, to think carefully and independently about what they mean.   
 
Formation of and defense of argument:  You’ll learn to make arguments based on your research 
and to defend those arguments in lively conversation with your classmates and myself. 
 
Clear and persuasive written presentation of evidence and expression of argument:  You will express the 
results of your inquiry in writing, culminating in a final paper.  But you will have shorter 
writing exercises through the first half of the term and then buckle down to prepare a draft 
version of the paper for review, before finishing it for final grade. 
 
Enhanced social-cultural awareness of the part religion has played in history and plays in the contemporary 
world:  My guess is you’ll learn that contemporary discussions of Christianity are often sadly 
crippled by an ignorance of history and by a tendency to appeal to half-true history to justify 
very modern ideas as though they were ancient.  You’ll come away better able to think about 
the place of religion in the contemporary world. 
 
And above all, you’ll come to recognize the complexity of the issues these topics raise and to 
respect the way other people in history, in our time, and in our classroom have come to deal 



 

with them.  Mutual respect for the beliefs and commitments of everyone in our group will be 
the foundation for our work. 
 
So remember that the purpose of this course is to study another culture, primarily through 
its religions. The ancient Romans are one of the foundation societies of Western culture, and 
many aspects of their language and society may seem familiar to us today; but many aspects 
of Roman culture, and especially Roman religion, are also alien and even offensive in today’s 
society.  If you are troubled by any of what we read and discuss, by all means raise your 
concerns in class, but please also feel free to discuss them with me privately, with my faculty 
colleagues in Classics, or the director of SILC. All of us may be contacted in person or by 
email. 
 
 
Important Additional Policies You Should Know 
 
Absences 
 
I expect attendance except when excused for religious observances/practices that are in 
accordance with ACD 304–04 “Accommodations for Religious Practices” and university-
sanctioned activities that are in accord with ACD 304–02 “Missed Classes Due to 
University-Sanctioned Activities.”  Medical excuses should be verified by a medical 
professional or faculty/administrative advisor. 
 
Accommodations 
 
Students who feel they will need disability accommodations in this class but have not 
registered with the Disability Resource Center (DRC) should contact DRC immediately.  
The DRC Tempe office is located on the first floor of the Matthews Center Building. DRC 
staff can also be reached at: (480) 965-1234 (V) or (480) 965-9000 (TTY). For additional 
information, visit: www.asu.edu/studentaffairs/ed/drc. 
 
Policy against threatening behavior 
 
All incidents and allegations of violent or threatening conduct by an ASU student (whether 
on-or off campus) must be reported to the ASU Police Department (ASU PD) and the 
Office of the Dean of Students. If either office determines that the behavior poses or has 
posed a serious threat to personal safety or to the welfare of the campus, the student will not 
be permitted to return to campus or reside in any ASU residence hall until an appropriate 
threat assessment has been completed and, if necessary, conditions for return are imposed. 
ASU PD, the Office of the Dean of Students, and other appropriate offices will coordinate 
the assessment in light of the relevant circumstances.  If you have any questions, please refer 
to ACD-304-10 Course Syllabus or contact P.F. Lengel or Jenny Smith in the CLAS Dean’s 
Office at (480) 965-6506. 
 
 


