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Course: 28833 Readings in 20th Century African American History 

Fall 2015 

 

Visiting Professor Khalil Gibran Muhammad   kgibransr@gmail.com 

CUNY – Graduate Center 

Room 5383 

        

Class Meets: Tuesday, 6:30-8:30    Office Hours: by appointment 

      

 

   

Course Description and Goals 

 

This course is primarily a readings course designed to introduce students to the major topics, 

themes, and problems in 20th Century African-American history.  Our readings and discussions 

will explore the following: the rise and evolution of segregation in the South and North, 

migration, labor and unions, education, crime and punishment, housing, urban life and culture, 

health and disease, institution-building, intra-racial class and gender dynamics, civil rights, and 

black nationalism.  Weekly assignments will consist of reading one monograph (most of which 

have been published recently) and occasionally an article.    

 

By familiarizing students with the literature and major historiographical debates since the end of 

Reconstruction, the goal of this course is for every student (1) to identify a research topic for a 

future seminar or thesis; (2) to help prepare students for qualifying exams; and (3) to facilitate 

and sharpen students’ abilities to engage critically and constructively with scholarship.   Every 

student will be responsible for at least one presentation a monograph, a short book review, an 

encyclopedia article, plus an historiographical essay due at semester’s end.  Class participation 

will be very important to student’s overall performance.  Everyone, including the week’s 

presenter, is expected to have read the assignment and to be prepared to engage in discussion. 

 

 

Performance and Evaluation 

 

As future teachers and scholars it is absolutely essential that every student participate in every 

discussion, every week.  Our weekly meetings are intended to explore, discuss, and debate the 

core arguments of the readings, the use of evidence, and the history itself.  Graduate school often 

entails the frantic reading of numerous texts in an effort to familiarize oneself with the 

historiography.  At times the history is neglected in lieu of the historiography.  My expectation is 

that you will learn and demonstrate your grasp of the historiography when you write the book 

review and the final historiographical essay. 

 

Week to week, otherwise, you will read the assigned book for argument, use of evidence, and 

content, and be ready to discuss all three facets in class.  The discussion facilitator bears the 

burden of being the most prepared on their assigned week, and will use their book review or 

encyclopedia article to facilitate a lively discussion, but others will be similarly expected and 

evaluated on their ability to contribute.  Every week you must prepare comments and a questions 

on the argument, evidence/methodology, and the history found in each reading and also share 

your thoughts. Initially I will not collect these, but if I find that self-motivation is lacking and 

participation wanes, I will ask for these ahead of time and call upon students to share what they 

have submitted. 
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Your performance will be based on the following: 

 

 25%  Class Participation  

Builds your critical speaking skills and your ability to respond 

intelligently in an improvisational context; this is also the best 

opportunity for exploring aspects of a book that you missed, really 

enjoyed, or did not comprehend when you read by yourself.  This 

will help you when you prepare for qualifying exams in the future. 

 

 

 12.5% Book Review (5pp)  DUE IN CLASS DAY OF PRESENTATION 

Builds your critical writing skills, and encourages deeper reading of 

the assignments; also prepares you for writing future book reviews.  

Please use the Journal of American History as a guide.  
 

12.5% Encyclopedia Article (3pp)  DUE IN CLASS DAY OF PRESENTATION 

Sharpens your writing skills, forcing you to summarize complex 

ideas and issues into concise statements and crisp prose; it also puts 

you in the position of the author rather than the critic, making 

difficult choices about what really matters.  Please consult any 

historical encyclopedia for examples. 

 

 

 50% Final Historiographical/Literature Review Essay (15pp.)  DUE: 12/15 

Further enhances your critical writing skills in a longer assignment, 

but more importantly gives you an opportunity to fully explore a 

subject area inspired by the readings that might lead you to a 

research project (a conference paper, published article, or 

dissertation chapter). 

 

 

SCHEDULE 

 

Week 1 (9/1)   Introduction/ Presentation Schedule 

 

Week 2 (9/8)  The Meaning of the Past 

Ta Ne-hisi Coates, Between the World and Me 

 

David Levering Lewis, “Historians of Color are Revolutionizing the 

Narrative of ‘American Exceptionalism,” Nation.com, September 1, 

2015. 

 

Week 3 (9/15)  NO CLASS 

 

Week 4 Fri (9/25)  The Dawn of Freedom/Reconstruction 

Rescheduled from 9/22 Leon Litwack, Been in the Storm So Long: The Aftermath of Slavery 

(1980).  

    

Week 5 (9/29)   New South Punishment 

Talitha L. LeFlouria, Chained in Silence: Black Women and Convict 

Labor in the New South (University of North Carolina, 2015). 
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Mary Ellen Curtin, “Crime and Social Conflict,” Black Prisoners and 

Their World: Alabama, 1865-1900 (2000). 

 

Week 6 (10/6) Racial Ideology  

 Khalil Gibran Muhammad, The Condemnation of Blackness (Harvard, 

2010). 

 

Pamela Newkirk, Essay on Spectacle: The Astonishing Life of Ota Benga 

(Amistad, 2015). 

 

Roger Lane, “Crime and Culture,” in Roots of Violence in Black 

Philadelphia (1986): 144-161. 

 

Week 7 (10/13) Great Migration: Gender, Culture and Society 

 

Marcia Chatelain, South Side Girls: Growing up in the Great Migration 

(Duke University Press, 2015). 

 

Week 8 (10/20)  The Renaissance Moment  

 

Davarian Baldwin and Minka Makalani, eds., Escape from New York: 

The New Negro Renaissance Beyond Harlem (Minnesota, 2013). 

 

Week 9 (10/27)  Health and Environment  

 

Richard J. Mizelle, Jr., Backwater Blues: The Mississippi Flood of 1927 

in the African American Imagination (Minnesota, 2015)  

 

Alondra Nelson, “African American Responses to Medical 

Discrimination before 1966,” in Body and Soul: The Black Panther Party 

and the Fight Against Medical Discrimination (Minnesota, 2011). 

 

Week 10 (11/3)  Leisure and Land  

 

Andrew Karhl, The Land Was Ours: African American Beaches from Jim 

Crow to the Sunbelt South (Harvard, 2012). 

 

Victoria Wolcott, “Recreation and Race in the Postwar City: Buffalo’s 

1956 Crystal Beach Riot,” The Journal of American History 93:1 (June 

2006): 63-90. 

 

Week 11 (11/10)  The Left and Labor 

 

 Robin D. G. Kelley, Hammer and Hoe: Alabama Communists During 

the Great Depression  

 

Erik S. McDuffie, “Racing Against Jim Crow, Facism, Colonialism and 

the Communist Party,” in Sojourning for Freedom: Black Women, 

American Communism, and the Making of Black Left Feminism (Duke, 

2011). 
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Week 12 (11/17)  Urban North  

 

Clarence Lang, Grassroots at the Gateway: Class, Politics and the Black 

Freedom Struggle in St. Louis, 1936-1975 (Michigan, 2009). 

 

Thomas J. Sugrue, “Crabgrass Roots Politics: Race, Rights, and the 

Reaction against Liberalism in the urban North, 1940-1964,” Journal of 

American History 82:2 (Sept. 1995): 551-578. 

  

 

Week 13 (11/24)  Civil Rights, Black Power and Beyond 

 

 Donna Murch, Living for the City: Migration, Education and Rise of the 

Black Panther Party in Oakland, CA (UNC, 2010). 

 

 Matthew Countryman, “From Protest to Politics,” in Up South: Civil 

Rights and Black Power in Philadelphia (U Penn, 2007). 

 

 

Week 14 (12/1) Internationalization, Decolonization and Post Civil Rights Politics   

 

Nikhil Singh, Black is a Country: Race and the Unfinished Struggle for 

Democracy (Harvard, 2004) 

 

   TBD 

 

Week 15 (12/8) Carceral State 

 

 Dan Berger, Captive Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the Civil Rights 

Era (UNC, 2014). 

 

Michael Fortner, “The Carceral State and the Crucible of Black Politics: 

An Urban History of the Rockefeller Drug Laws,” Studies in American 

Political Development 27:1 (2013): 14-35. 

 

Michael Lassiter, “Impossible Criminals: The Suburban Imperatives of 

America’s War on Drugs,” in Confronting the Carceral State, The 

Journal of American History 102:1  (June 2015): 126-40 (Free online). 

 

 

  


