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Overview of the course:

This course is designed to explore the range of African American voices which have emerged and engaged important civic questions in the public sphere over the past two hundred years. Among the topics we will examine are: the emergence of an African American public voice in late eighteenth-century America (e.g. Jupiter Hammon, John Marrant), African American abolitionist voices (e.g. David Walker, Frederick Douglass, Henry Highland Garnet), the advocacy efforts of African American women (Maria W. Stewart, Ida B. Wells), African American public discourse in the reconstruction and post-reconstruction era (e.g. Robert Browne Elliott, Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. DuBois), the twentieth-century civil rights movement (the Brown decision, Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, “black power” advocates), and various contemporary African American advocates (Louis Farrakhan, Barack Obama).

The class format is discussion/lecture. Lectures will focus on details and background material pertinent to the individual(s) and texts under consideration (e.g. identifying key aspects of the rhetorical situation), review of extant historical and/or rhetorical scholarship on the episode, strategies, and/or texts being discussed, provide possible directions for critical analysis, and suggest further avenues of potential inquiry. As much as possible, class time will be devoted to the collaborative investigation of specific texts (speeches, essays, etc.). For each class period, a single text or small group of texts will be assigned. Our objective over the course of the semester is to learn to read these texts in a particular way. Instead of the more common approach of reading a text in order to uncover “what it is about,” we will focus on trying to determine how a text works. Instances of public discourse are, rhetorical scholars maintain, responses to a rhetorical situation. In order to understand how a text works, we need to learn to read the text as a response to the situational exigence or  problem and situational constraints. An understanding of situation will allow us to then turn to the dynamics of particular texts. During some class periods, our attention will be devoted to a single text which will be the object of detailed, careful analysis. Other class periods will focus on a small number of texts that respond to the same general rhetorical situation. While the degree of specificity in our critical analysis will vary from text to text and class period to class period, our underlying objective remains constant: to understand how messages work, how they function as complex, nuanced responses to a rhetorical situation. While the instrumental function of texts will receive considerable attention, we will also try to explore what scholars refer to as the constitutive function of discursive practice. We will explore the way that texts, while responding to particular situations, help create, maintain, and/or subvert larger cultural institutions, processes, and values.

Course Objectives:

After completing this course, students should be able to:

1. Identify the prominent voices which constitute the tradition of African American public discourse;

2. Identify the key persuasive strategies (arguments, narratives, etc.) employed by African American advocates; and,

3. Demonstrate an ability to employ course material in preparing original analysis of selected forms of African American public discourse.

Course Requirements 

Active participation in class discussion and exercises; completion of readings and other written assignments as assigned; completion of biographical and situational background reading as required. Students who fail to meet these minimum requirements (as demonstrated in class participation) can expect to have their final course grade lowered by approximately one-third (e.g. from a B to a B-). 

Six analysis paper projects. The top four grades will be averaged to determine 1/3 of your final course grade. Each analysis project should be approximately 4-5 pp. long (length approximations are only a guide, not a limit).


Project One (due on Th 9/13): Read the handout (distributed on or by 9/6) on the “jeremiad.” Identify the way(s) in which Walker’s Appeal exemplifies jeremiadic characteristics. Discuss how race and multiple audiences complicate the Appeal’s ability to function as a jeremiad.


Project Two (due on Th 10/4): According to  Frederick Douglass, is the US Constitution pro- or anti-slavery? How does Douglass support his interpretation? Does/ how does Douglass’s rhetorical situation change between 1849 (when he prepared RP #13) and spring 1860 (when he delivered RP #15)? If the situation changes, how does Douglass adapt?


Project Three (due Tu 10/16): What solution(s) to the problem of lynching does Wells propose in her pamphlet/speeches? How does she defend/how does she support her proposed solution(s)? If she proposes different solutions, what factor(s) might explain her shift(s)?


Project Four (due Th 11/1): Focusing specifically on RP #29, explicate Marshall’s attack on legal segregation. Why does he argue it is unconstitutional? Why does he argue that it is inexpedient (what pragmatic arguments does he introduce to attack segregation?)? How does he defend the workability of his proposed cure?


Project Five (due Tu 11/13): Compare and contrast King’s “I Have a Dream” and Malcolm’s “The Ballot or the Bullet.” Focus on metaphor, language strategies, and other argument and/or persuasive strategies.


Project Six (due Th 11/29): Why and how does Martin Kilson (RP #44) criticize the position espoused by Shelby Steele in RP #43? How does Steele respond to Kilson in RP #45?

A book review and oral presentation. See assignment handout for details. Project grade will determine 1/3 of final course grade.
Either a final research project or a take home final exam (grade will determine 1/3 of your final grade).


Students who select the final research project option should be prepared to produce a roughly 15pp. critical analysis paper which explores an aspect of African American public discourse. Students will have a significant range of choices in terms of the type of communication object (sermon, political speech, essay, movement, debate. etc.) they can investigate for the final research project.


Students who select the take home final exam option should be prepared to undertake some additional research in order to produce three roughly five page essays which respond to the take home exam questions. The take exam will not be designed to simply rehash and/or repeat course discussions. Students who desire a superior grade on the take home final will need to engage in additional research and/or draw upon additional sources in responding to the exam questions. See supplemental readings handout for some sources you might wish to consult.
Tentative Class Schedule

Date



Topic



Read
9/4 (Tu) 


Introduction to course

9/6 (Th)
African American Voices in Late 18th Century. Read: Reading Packet (RP) #1-3

9/11 (Tu)
David Walker’s Appeal (1829). Read: Editor’s Introduction, Preamble, Article I

9/13 (Th)
Walker’s Appeal (con’t). Read: Articles II-IV


Short analysis assignment #1 due
9/18 (Tu)


Maria W. Stewart. Read: RP #4-6

9/20 (Th)


African Americans and Colonization. Read: RP #7-8
9/25 (Tu)


The Whipper/“Sidney” Debate. Read: RP #9-10

9/27 (Th)
Henry Highland Garnet’s “Address to the Slaves.” Read: RP #11

10/2 (Tu)
African Americans and the Fourth of July. Read: RP #12

10/4 (Th)
Frederick Douglass Reads the US Constitution. Read: RP #13-15


Short analysis assignment #2 due
10/9 (Tu)
African Americans Advocate Civil Rights in Post-Civil War America. Read: #16-17

10/11 (Th)
Frederick Douglass on Southern Reconstruction. Read: RP #18-19

10/16 (Tu)
Ida B. Wells’ Anti-Lynching Campaign. Read: RP #20-22


Short analysis assignment #3 due
10/18 (Th)
Booker T. Washington and WEB DuBois. Read: #RP 23-24

10/23 (Tu)
Fall Break/No Class

10/25 (Th)
Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association. Read: RP #25-26

10/30 (Tu)
Religion and Race: Two Views. Read: #27-28

11/1 (Th)
Thurgood Marshall Attacks School Segregation. Read: RP# 29-30


Short analysis assignment #4 due
11/6 (Tu)
The Montgomery Bus Boycott. Read: RP# 31-32

11/8 (Th)
King in 1963. Read: RP# 33-34

11/13 (Tu)
Malcolm and Martin. Read: RP# 35-36   


Short analysis assignment #5 due 

11/15 (Th)
Book Reviews Due/In Class Presentations

11/20 (Tu)
Black Power/Black Panthers. Read: RP# 37-40

11/22 (Th)
Thanksgiving/No Class

Tu (11/27)
King in 1967-68. Read: RP# 41-2

Th (11/29)
Shelby Steele/Martin Kilson on the Black Experience in America. Read: RP# 43-45


Short analysis assignment #6 due
Tu (12/4)
Louis Farrakhan and the Million Man March. Read: RP #46

Th (12/6)
Bill Cosby Address to NAACP on Brown v. Board 50th Anniversary. Read: RP# 47

Tu (12/11) 
Barack Obama and the “Joshua” generation. Read: RP# 48
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