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In Their Own Voices: United States History through the 

Literature of African Americans 
Summer 2020 

Instructor Information 

Instructor Email Schedule 

dr. emma hadley emma.chariscenter@gmail.com Online Tues/Thurs 1pm-2pm 

Course Description 

This class will survey African American literature from the 1700s to the present. Beginning with 
Phillis Wheatley and Frederick Douglass, we will examine the uneasy relationship between race and 
writing by asking a series of essential questions. Though this course is a survey of African 
American literary self-representations, we will keep in mind how these representations respond to 
and interact with the “majority culture’s” efforts to define race in a different set of terms. We will 
focus throughout on literature as a site where this struggle over definition takes place—where 
African American writers have re-appropriated and revised words and ideas that had been used to 
exclude them from both American literary history and America itself.  

Why Is This Course Important? 

 

This unit of study provides insight into the Middle Passage, slave sales and day-to-day life on 
plantations. The big ideas explored throughout this course of study include, but are not limited to 
the following: resistance to slavery, slave naming practices on plantations, nutrition among slaves, 
importance of slave music, distinctions between male and female slaves, distinctions  
between house and field slaves, and literacy and religion as acts of defiance.  

The themes we will explore include: 

 

• Slavery and Abolition 
• Reconstruction and Jim Crow: Representing the Race 
• The New Negro: Art for Art's Sake 
• Shades of Realism: The Politics of Protest, the Politics of Art  
• Civil Rights and Black Arts: Acts of Solidarity 
• Black Feminism and Beyond: Writing the past, the Self, and the Future 

Enduring Understandings: 

 
• Students will distinguish between active and passive resistance to slavery.  
• Students will contrast Old World slavery and New World slavery.  
• Students will be able to trace the class/color distinctions that were established during slavery, 
which remain intact  during modern times. 
• Students will discover the hidden meanings in slave music and other forms of entertainment.  
• Students will trace the origins of contemporary 'soul food,' which has its roots in the food served 
on plantations by slaves to both slave holders and slaves. 
• Students will note that that the quest for literacy was important for emancipation, both in body and 
in mind. 
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Essential Questions: 

 

• What were some of the coping mechanisms used by slaves in order to survive? 
• How did African Americans attempt to show their humanity? 
• What role has writing by African Americans played in the long fight for political freedom and 
equality? 
• How has that writing changed over time—stylistically or otherwise—to reflect the different political 
needs of its historical moment? 
• How has that writing been shaped by different ways of thinking about race? How has race, in turn, 
been shaped or constructed by that writing? 
• And how do representations of gender and sexuality participate in a literary construction of race?  

Acquired Knowledge: 

 
• Differences in treatment existed on plantations for field slaves and house slaves.  
• The history of African American cuisine can be traced back to the times of slavery. 
• There are content-specific vocabulary terms that will help one to more thoroughly understand the 
history of and struggles for African American slaves. 
• There was a distinct architecture in many southern homes, both s lave quarters and plantation 
homesteads. 
• There was active and passive resistance to slavery by both Quakers and by the slaves 
themselves. 
 

Acquired Skills: 

 

• Differentiate between slave sales in the Caribbean vs. slave sales in the states.  
• Predict patterns of mobility for descendants of filed slaves versus those who worked indoors on 
plantations. 
• Reconstruct the escape routes for slaves from southern states seeking freedom.  
• List common slave names, tracing the trends through the conservative, hippie and nationalistic 
eras to modern times. 
• Deconstruct slave music, searching for hidden meaning in the music.  

 

Course Materials: 

 All reading, video, and activity materials will be provided through google classroom 

Required Materials 

 Notebook (journal) 

 Computer with camera and audio capability 

Course Schedule  

Week Topic Reading 

Class 1 Slavery & Abolition: writing 
the way to freedom 

Phyllis Wheatley, Frederick Douglas, Sojourner 
Truth, Harriet Jacobs  

Class 2 Reconstruction and Jim Crow: 
Representing the race 

Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Dubois, Paul 
Laurence Dunbar, Charles Chestnut 
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Week Topic Reading 

Class 3 The New Negro: Art for arts 
sake 

James Weldon Johnson, Alain Locke, W.E.B. 
Dubois 

Class 4  Jessie Fauset, Jean Toomer, Countee Cullen 

Class 5  Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hurston, George 
Schuyler 

Class 6 Shades of Realism: The politics 
of Protest 

Richard Wright, Ann Petry, Ralph Ellison, James 
Baldwin 

Class 7 Civil Rights and Black Arts: 
Acts of solidarity 

Gwendolyn Brooks, Lorraine Hansberry, James 
Baldwin, Amiri Baraka  

Class 8  Hoyt Fuller, Addison Gayle, Haki Madhuburi, Nikki 
Giovanni 

Class 9 Black Feminism and Beyond Audre Lorde, Alice Walker, Paule Marshall, Toni 
Morrison, Samuel Delaney, Octavia Butler 

This is a rigorous reading schedule and we may not address all of them during class discussions.  


