
The Liberal Sciences


Walk into any university, and sit through an information session for prospective students, and the chances are good that you will hear the phrase “the liberal arts” a couple times. While the usage of the phrase may vary, it generally evokes images of students studying classical literature and philosophy. Having this picture of liberal arts, one has to wonder about Harvey Mudd College (HMC), whose mission statement clearly proclaims that it “seeks to educate engineers, scientists, and mathematicians…”1. This does not measure up to that mental picture, yet it retains the title of a “liberal arts college” by [[who?]]. In fact, this is not such a contradiction. Dr. Robert Pippin argues in a speech to the [[first year?]] students of University of Chicago that liberal education is a process of freeing the mind from the slavery of ignorance 2. [[expand]] HMC does specialize in creating technically educated students; However, each student is also significant study in the humanities. Harvey Mudd’s program may not initially appear to be a liberal education, but if we accept Pippin’s definition, it must be, as it actively encourages the growth of the mind and so provides students with intellectual freedom.


Every student at Harvey Mudd takes all the classes in the Core, an intensive multidisciplinary background in the sciences. The Core helps to demonstrate that the school earnestly attempts to provide a liberal education. It is by no means unique among undergraduate programs, but it is unusual for an institution with such a focused mission. Vocational or technical schools often cater to the mentality of students who want to spend their college as directly applicable training for their careers. Thus, by instituting a three-semester Core of classes that every student must take, Harvey Mudd clearly draws a contrast between that system and its own. Of course, simply because HMC attempts to provide a different experience than those schools does not automatically imply that it offers a liberal education. However, the actual material of the Core suggests that it does. The Core contains one semester of biology, computer science, and engineering, and at least two semesters of chemistry, physics, and mathematics and their associated labs 3; in short, each student is exposed to the rudimentary techniques of every major on campus. The combination of the broad material presented in Core and the humanities programs provide the student with a great degree of intellectual freedom, giving significant weight to Harvey Mudd’s claimed title of “liberal arts college.”


The Core is an excellent start, but a liberal education does not end after three semesters. After students complete it, they are released to choose their major. But the focus at HMC is not so single-minded that the student has no time for other pursuits. The graduation credit requirement only demands a bit more than five courses on average per semester, and only one major can achieve this requirement without any electives. Regardless of their choice, students are encouraged to take courses which may be at most tangentially related to their specific degree, and the spread of choices is diverse. To guide this process, Harvey Mudd instituted a humanities program, which ensures each student has a breadth of study by requiring at least a semester’s study in five different humanities disciplines. In addition, one of these must be a “concentration,” which represents three further semesters of courses in that single field of study. These two requirements work together to allow Harvey Mudd students to appreciate the perspectives of several disciplines and deeply apply one in particular. This kind of understanding greatly aids in the struggle to grow in wisdom, and thus is a hallmark of liberal education.


While the existence of the humanities and Core alone may suggest that Harvey Mudd takes steps toward its goal of liberal education, a study of the engineering major goes further to prove the college is achieving it. Almost all of the majors are technically based, but engineering might appear the most restrictive. With only Core, humanities, and the required department classes, an engineering major needs no additional electives to graduate. Even in this environment, Harvey Mudd’s engineering department is liberal – it does not specialize. If one graduates with a degree in engineering from HMC, it is in the engineering sciences as a whole. The only way to dismiss the degree as “job training” is to vastly underestimate the scope of engineering as a discipline. The three free courses inside the program can put a small emphasis on one field or another, but the education is largely general. By keeping the focus within the discipline broad, it encourages similarly broad thinking, enables problem-solving from multiple perspectives, and prevents overspecialization. Liberal education arises as a function not of the courses a student takes, but the intellectual freedom these courses instill6, and HMC ensures that its courses enable the student to access it.


Harvey Mudd College offers its students a top-tier technical degree, but in doing so it does not sacrifice the ideals of a liberal education. It goes beyond simply offering paths to intellectual freedom, it strongly and actively encourages them. Though it is easier to work toward with some of the less regulated majors, even the most constraining degree on campus guides students toward that direction. The Core experience provides diversity for the first three semesters. From there, the majors are [[syn “diverse” here]] enough to open, rather than narrow, the student’s perspectives. Throughout it all, the humanities classes allow them to have a broader cultural perspective on their work and the world around them. [[The order may need to be changed]] Perhaps the HMC mission statement deserves another look [[do not like]]. While it starts by saying the college intends to educate scientists and engineers, it goes on to say they will “assume leadership in their fields with a clear understanding of the impact of their work on society[[.]]” 8. It is hard to imagine that such a mission would be possible if the students graduated still bound by the slavery of ignorance. But because the students receive a liberating education, Harvey Mudd is free to set such lofty goals for its students, and the students themselves are free to aspire to reach and surpass them.


