
 

 Artwork credit: The Safety Patrol (2018) by Bisa Butler 

 

Course details: Spring 2021 | MW 2:15-3:45 pm | Zoom 

 

Instructor: Dr. Courtney M. Cox | cmcox@uoregon.edu* 

Instructor office hours: W 12:00 - 2:00 pm or by appointment 

 

GE: Cassie Galentine | cassieg@uoregon.edu 

GE Office hours: M 12:00 – 2:00 pm or by appointment 

  

 This course provides an introduction to the cultural and political contributions of African Americans 

within a U.S. context. In doing so, it asks students to explore the relationship between African American 

forms of identity and expression within larger social and capitalist frameworks. This is illustrated through 

both mainstream and subcultural texts and explored through relevant assignments which allow for the 

articulation of additional material which contribute to course concepts. 

 

 In this course, students will: 

- Interrogate moments of pleasure, protest, and power in African American culture 

- Analyze how racialized and gendered bodies are read through entertainment, politics, and 

theory 

- Produce a critical project that contributes new knowledge to the study of African Americans 

 

Course Requirements: 

15% Perusall Engagement 

10% Quizzes 

30% Cultural Critic Essays (3 total; 2-3 pages each) 

10% Playlist Assignment 

15% Midterm 

20% Final Project  

 

All course texts are available via Canvas 

 

 

*Please note: I will respond to email within 24 hours on Mondays-Fridays (48 hours over weekends). 

 



 

 

 

Course Assignments 

1. Participation/Perusall Engagement (15%) 

While attendance is taken during class and participation via discussion (both verbal and in the Zoom 

chat) is strongly encouraged, it is impossible to fully replicate the classroom environment. Given the 

virtual nature of this course (and the number of students), it becomes difficult for us to collectively 

engage with one another over the material. For this reason, we will use Perusall through Canvas to 

annotate course materials. Think of this as an interactive, social media version of highlighting in a book.  

 

2. Quizzes (10%) 

Each week, you’ll complete a multiple-choice quiz on the week’s readings and podcasts. Before 

completing the quiz, you should make sure to have a strong grasp of the material/take notes, as the 

quizzes are timed. Quizzes are due each Friday at 11:59 pm PT. Grades for the quizzes are released 

each Monday morning. 

 

3. Cultural Critic Essays (30%) 

Using one of the themes from the modules covered in a particular section of the course, you will 

construct a critical cultural essay in the style of Hanif Abdurraqib. That is, you will combine your 

personal experience, researched information, and a larger sociocultural critique to a person, place, or 

moment. These cannot be examples already covered in this class (for example, Future or Serena 

Williams or the barbershop as space) BUT you are encouraged to pick an Abdurraqib essay you like 

the best and hone in on that style using a different case study. 

This essay should be 2-3 pages, double-spaced and must include a References/Works Cited page. 

You are required to connect your essay to at least one (1) course reading. 

 

4. Playlist Assignment (10%) 

After completing the readings for Week 3, you will listen to the lecture podcasts and then add a song to 

the collaborative ES 250 playlist that you feel represents African American music as a cultural 

formation (see Gray reading for reference/definition). You will then write a liner note including the 

song title, artist, and album featuring the song. This liner note should be between 150-500 words about 

why you chose the song). Use the informative, but personal, cultural critic style of Abdurraqib. 

 

Here’s an example: 

 

Song: "Wade in the Water"  
Artist: The Staple Singers 
Album: Freedom Highway 
"Wade in the Water" is an African American spiritual first published at the turn of the twentieth 
century but boasts a much longer history going back to the Underground Railroad. Rooted in the 
religious underpinnings of the Old and New Testaments of The Bible, "Wade in the Water" is a 
shout out to the enslaved Israelites, connecting their struggle to the chattel slavery in the United 
States. It also references the "stirring" of the water where healing began for those inflicted with 
illness. Coded in the seemingly sorrowful message sung by the enslaved is a hopeful transmission of 
news; the song was often used to convey information necessary for a successful escape from the 
plantation. This particular rendition, performed by the Gospel and Rock Hall of Fame Staple 
Singers, became an anthem for the Civil Rights Movement, connecting the legacy and lived 



 

experiences of African Americans in this country to a longer struggle to get free. Sonically, it 
represents the blend between the sacred and the secular, steeped in the pain of the transatlantic slave 
trade, where the waters washed over and took so many. Listening to The Staple Singers, I also hear 
something else washing up toward the shore: a different sort of troubling, this time barely waist-
length but deep enough to offer safety and salvation, just on the other side. 
 

5. Midterm (15%) 

This timed, open-book exam is comprised of true/false, multiple-choice, short answer questions, 

and one essay question. Short answer questions should be succinct and can be answered in 2-3 

sentences. Essay questions should take at least a paragraph to respond. Make sure you give yourself 

enough time to complete the exam and answer the ENTIRE question with your response.  

 

6. Final Project (20%) 

For your final project, alone or in pairs (your choice!), you will upload a 5-15 minute podcast 

focusing on one aspect of African American culture (either a theme presented in this course or one 

of your own creation). You should incorporate a variety of academic, journalistic, and archival 

sources in your podcast script. 

 

Along with your podcast, you will submit a two-page (double-spaced) paper which details 

your research and production process for your podcast as well as a complete Works Cited or 

References page. 

 

This project should be well-researched and include at least two course texts, three academic 

texts (journals, books from university presses, or academic talks), and at least eight sources 

altogether. 

 

This project is due via Canvas on June 8, 2021 at 11:59pm PT. If your file is too large to be 

submitted via Canvas, feel free to include a Google Drive or Dropbox link. 

 

 

Course Guidelines 

 

Online Etiquette: I am committed to ensuring this course is generative and engaging and that our virtual 

classroom remains a respectful and open space for the exchange of diverse opinions, ideas, and 

perspectives. Disagreements are welcome, and can indeed lead to productive and informed discussions 

and debates, but disrespect or hostility of any kind will not be tolerated. Please work with me to establish 

this class as a mutually-supportive space for the expression of differing ideas, values, and beliefs.  

 

Note: Our readings/viewings/listenings will require engagement with difficult language and situations; it is 

imperative that students are aware of how this content may affect others within the class and that each of 

us employ an ethics of care in our speech and writing. 

 

Assignment Deadlines: The deadline for each assignment will be specified in the corresponding prompt 

(all will be posted on Canvas under “Assignments”). When submitting assignments, please be sure to 

budget time for potential technical issues. Late assignments will receive a 10% reduction for each day 



 

late (including weekends). Extensions on assignments must be granted and approved in advance of the 

assignment deadline. Please do not wait until the end of the term to sort things out. 

 

Assignment Format: All written assignments must be typed in 12-point-font, double-spaced, and have 1-

inch margins. Please make sure to spell-check and proofread all papers for spelling and grammar. All 

assignments should include a “Works Cited” (including media examples), page numbers, and follow a style 

guide consistently for citations and references (e.g., APA or MLA). Papers that have not been spell-

checked or that do not include a “Works Cited” will be returned with the opportunity for you to 

re-submit your assignment with a late penalty. For a helpful style guide/writing reference, see 

Purdue’s OWL. Assignments should be saved and submitted in .doc or .docx format, so I can provide 

feedback and comments in track changes. 

 

Accomodations: The University of Oregon seeks to provide equal access to its programs, services, and 

activities for students with physical, sensory, cognitive, systemic, learning, and psychiatric disabilities. The 

Accessible Education Center works to create and sustain physical, curricular, and informational 

environments that are informed by and responsive to the diverse characteristics and experiences of 

students with disabilities and variations of ability. Please let me know within the first two weeks of the 

term if you need assistance to fully participate in the course. Participation includes access to lectures, web-

based information, in-class activities, and exams. The Accessible Education Center is part of the Office of 

Academic Advising. Students can request an instructor notification letter that outlines possible 

accommodations and adjustments to class design that will enable better access. For additional assistance 

with access or disability-related questions or concerns, contact the Accessible Education Center at 

uoaec@uoregon.edu. The Center will work with you and I will gladly make arrangements for 

accommodations. All written information in this course can be made available in alternative format with 

prior notification to the Accessible Education Center. My office is in Alder 217, but the Alder Building is 

not ADA compliant; please don’t hesitate to let me know if you would like to meet elsewhere. 

 

Other important information: The University Student Conduct Code defines academic misconduct. 

Students are prohibited from committing or attempting to commit any act that constitutes academic 

misconduct. By way of example, students should not give or receive (or attempt to give or receive) 

unauthorized help on assignments or examinations without express permission from the instructor. 

Students should properly acknowledge and document all sources of information (e.g. quotations, 

paraphrases, ideas) and use only the sources and resources authorized by the instructor. If there is any 

question about whether an act constitutes academic misconduct, it is the students’ obligation to clarify the 

question with the instructor before committing or attempting to commit the act. Additional information 

about a common form of academic misconduct, plagiarism, is available here. 

 

Students experiencing any form of prohibited discrimination or harassment, including sex or gender-based 

violence, may seek information and resources at safe.uoregon.edu, respect.uoregon.edu, or 

investigations.uoregon.edu or contact the non-confidential Title IX office/Office of Civil Rights 

Compliance (541-346-3123), or Dean of Students offices (541-346-3216), or call the 24-7 hotline 541-346-

SAFE for help.  

 

 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/
http://aec.uoregon.edu/
http://aec.uoregon.edu/
http://conduct.uoregon.edu/
https://researchguides.uoregon.edu/citing-plagiarism
http://safe.uoregon.edu/
https://respect.uoregon.edu/
https://investigations.uoregon.edu/


 

Date Topic Read, Listen, Watch Due 

3.29 Introduction to African 
American Studies 

Read: Gray, “The New Conditions of Black Cultural 
Production”| Listen: Podcast #1: Intro to African 
American Studies I 

 

3.31 
 

Introduction to African 
American Studies II 

Read: Hall, What is this ‘Black’ in Black Popular 
Culture” | Cottom, “Black is Over (Or, Special Black)”  
 
Supplemental: Podcast #2: Intro to African American 
Studies II 

Quiz  

4.5 Black Style Read: Mercer, “Black Hair/Style Politics” | Ewing, 
“Why You Cannot Touch My Hair” | Listen: ES 250 
Playlist (Spotify) | Listen: Podcast #3: Black Style I 

 

4.7 Black Style II Read: Harris-Perry, “Truth & Soul: Black Talk in the 
Barbershop” | Abdurraqib, “Burning That Which Will 
Not Save You: Wipe Me Down and the Ballad of Baton 
Rouge” | Podcast #4: Black Style II 

Quiz 
 

4.12 Creating African American 
Music 

Read: Abdurraqib, “On Future and Working Through 
What Hurts” | Abdurraqib, “Nina Simone Was Very 
Black” | Abdurraqib, “There is The Picture of Michael 
Jackson Kissing Whitney Houston on the Cheek” | 
Abdurraqib, “I Wasn’t Brought Here, I was Born: 
Surviving Punk Rock Long Enough to Find Afropunk” 
| Abdurraqib, “The Night Prince Walked on Water” | 
Listen: Podcast #5: Creating African American Music 

 
 
 

4.14 Capitalizing on African 
American Music 
 

Read: Johnson, “Performing Blackness Down Under: 
Gospel Music in Australia” | Abdurraqib, “The White 
Rapper Joke” |  
 
Supplemental: Podcast #6: Capitalizing on African 
American Music 

Quiz | Playlist 
Assignment  

4.19 African Americans in 
Sport 

Read: Abdurraqib, “Serena Williams and the Policing of 
Imagined Arrogance” | Kelley, “Playing for Keeps: 
Pleasure and Profit on the Postindustrial Playground” | 
Listen: Podcast #7: African Americans in Sport I 

 

4.21 African Americans in 
Sport II 

Read: Davis, “Sixty Years Ago She Refused to Stand for 
the Anthem” | Bennett, “The NCAA Will Give You 
PTSD” | Abdurraqib, “It Rained in Ohio on the Night 
Allen Iverson Hit Michael Jordan with a Crossover” |  
 
Supplemental: Podcast #8: African Americans in Sport 
II 

Quiz 

4.26 African Americans in 
Television and Film 

Read: Abdurraqib, “Black Life on Film”| Ugwu, “The 
Hashtag That Changed the Oscars: An Oral History” | 
Boyd, “The Return of Blaxploitation: Why the Time is 

Cultural Critic 
Essay #1  

https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3AFODLacy5ozr17vCUg72X?si=R-0YgOK-TNeRgJiIRybAag
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3AFODLacy5ozr17vCUg72X?si=R-0YgOK-TNeRgJiIRybAag
https://zora.medium.com/sixty-years-ago-she-refused-to-stand-for-the-anthem-cf443b4e75c7
https://zora.medium.com/sixty-years-ago-she-refused-to-stand-for-the-anthem-cf443b4e75c7
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/06/movies/oscarssowhite-history.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/02/06/movies/oscarssowhite-history.html
https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/jan/11/blaxploitation-shaft-foxy-brown-film


 

Right to Bring Back Shaft and Foxy Brown” | Watch: 
History of Black Film in 6 Minutes | Listen: Podcast 
#9: African Americans in Television and Film I 

4.28 African Americans in 
Television and Film II 

Read: Smith-Shomade, “Laughing Out Loud: Negras 
Negotiating Situation Comedy” | Ugwu, “‘They Set Us 
Up to Fail’: Black Directors of the 90s Speak Out” | 
Podcast #10: African Americans in Television and Film 
II 

Quiz  

5.3 EXAM Complete timed exam via Canvas (24-hour window)  

5.5 Black Political Thought Read: Fleetwood, “Democracy’s Promise: The Black 
Political Leader as Icon” | Watch: Slow Jam the News |  
 
 
Supplemental: Podcast #11: Black Political Thought I 

Quiz 

5.10 Black Political Thought II Read: Collins, “The Politics of Black Feminist Thought” 
| Combahee River Collective, “A Black Feminist 
Statement” | Listen: ES 250 Playlist | Listen: Podcast 
#12: Black Political Thought II 

 

5.12 African American Art Read: Wortham, “I Want to Explore the Wonder of 
What it is to be a Black American” | Mitter: “Behind 
Basquiat’s ‘Defacement’: Reframing a Tragedy” | 
Watch: Jay Z, “Picasso Baby (A Performance Art 
Film)”, The Carters, “Apeshit” |  
 
Supplemental: Podcast #13: African American Art 

Quiz 

5.17 African American Poetry 
and Literature 

Read: Jacobs, “The Trials of Girlhood” | Hughes, “Let 
America be America” and “I Too Sing America” | 
Morrison, “Sweetness” | Du Bois, “On Being Crazy” | 
Listen: Podcast #14: African American Poetry and 
Literature 

Cultural Critic 
Essay #2 

5.19 African American Poetry 
and Literature II 

Guest lecture: Cassie Galentine 
Readings TBD 

Quiz 

5.24 Queering African 
American Studies 

Read: Miller, “All Hail the Q.U.E.E.N” | Multiple 
authors, “Collective Reading...Dirty Computer” | 
Watch: Dirty Computer | Listen: Podcast #15: 
Queering African American Studies I 

 

5.26 Queering African 
American Studies II 

Read: Mcdonald, “Pose on FX…,” | Nichols, “RuPaul: 
Drag is Dangerous” | Watch: Pose S1E1  
 
Supplemental: Podcast #16: Queering African 
American Studies II 

Cultural Critic 
Essay #3  
 

5.31 NO CLASS Memorial Day  

https://www.theguardian.com/film/2018/jan/11/blaxploitation-shaft-foxy-brown-film
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KqDZ2Lmcm-Q
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/03/movies/black-directors-1990s.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/03/movies/black-directors-1990s.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ziwYbVx_-qg
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/3AFODLacy5ozr17vCUg72X?si=R-0YgOK-TNeRgJiIRybAag
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/08/magazine/black-women-artists-conversation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/10/08/magazine/black-women-artists-conversation.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/30/arts/design/basquiat-defacement-guggenheim-curator.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/30/arts/design/basquiat-defacement-guggenheim-curator.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/07/30/arts/design/basquiat-defacement-guggenheim-curator.html
https://www.universal-music.de/jay-z/videos/picasso-baby-a-performance-art-film-326307
https://www.universal-music.de/jay-z/videos/picasso-baby-a-performance-art-film-326307
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kbMqWXnpXcA
https://poets.org/poem/let-america-be-america-again
https://poets.org/poem/let-america-be-america-again
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/47558/i-too
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/02/09/sweetness-2
https://www.whatsoproudlywehail.org/curriculum/the-american-calendar/on-being-crazy
https://youtu.be/jdH2Sy-BlNE
https://theundefeated.com/features/pose-on-fx-an-earnest-romantic-family-drama-about-gay-and-trans-people-of-color/
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2015/jun/03/rupaul-drag-is-dangerous-we-are-making-fun-of-everything
https://www.theguardian.com/tv-and-radio/2015/jun/03/rupaul-drag-is-dangerous-we-are-making-fun-of-everything
https://www.netflix.com/watch/81029280?trackId=14277283&tctx=0%2C0%2Cf3dcfb75-6b9a-4b13-b664-727e052094bc-192971804%2C%2C


 

6.2 Black Futurities II Watch: Afrofuturism (5 part series), Listen: ES 250 
playlist |Listen: Podcast #17: Black Futurities Read: 
Noble, “Google Search: Hyper-visibility as a Means of 
Rendering Black Women and Girls Invisible”  

 

 

Final projects due June 8, 2021 at 11:59 pm PT via Canvas 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PL2X2odndvaIdmfSdqA-2Zcp4nBmaE3Q8o
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/47YvNZRKIAD27a7xtxhugd?si=jNSkVWbjQCibTeT_1woQPg
https://open.spotify.com/playlist/47YvNZRKIAD27a7xtxhugd?si=jNSkVWbjQCibTeT_1woQPg
http://ivc.lib.rochester.edu/google-search-hyper-visibility-as-a-means-of-rendering-black-women-and-girls-invisible/
http://ivc.lib.rochester.edu/google-search-hyper-visibility-as-a-means-of-rendering-black-women-and-girls-invisible/
http://ivc.lib.rochester.edu/google-search-hyper-visibility-as-a-means-of-rendering-black-women-and-girls-invisible/

