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F/BLACK STUDIES 225: Black Cinema | Fall 2019
Lecture: Newton 206, T/Th 10:00-11:15 a.m.

Lab (Film Screening): Newton 212 Th: 4:30-7:20

Instructor: Professor Okada
Office: Welles 224C 
Office Hours: Tues/Thurs 12:30-2:00 PM and by appointment
Office Phone: (585) 245-5241
Email: okada@geneseo.edu

Course Description:
This is a Fine Arts Elective and Black Studies course that examines the history of Black Cinema 
in the United States, beginning with the silent films of the first Black American filmmaker, 
Oscar Micheaux, to the recent Academy award Moonlight (Barry Jenkins 2016). We begin this 
course by asking, what is Black Cinema? What is it that makes Black Cinema unique?  How is it 
related to the other foundational American art forms forged by African Americans in dance, 
music, and literature?  What issues does Black Cinema address in terms of racism and social 
change in America?  While our emphasis will be on films produced and directed by African 
Americans, we will also consider the relationship between Black filmmakers, performers, and 
spectators and the Hollywood film industry. Topics to be covered include economic strategies 
(independent vs. “mainstream” approaches), the politics of representation and self representation 
in film and other forms of media, the relationship between Black Cinema and other forms of 
Black culture/art, and filmmaking as political practice.

*DISCLAIMER:  Some of the films in this course may include adult material such as sexual 
content, language, and violence.  The film viewings are NOT optional for this course and there 
will be no alternative substitutions.  Therefore, you must view and respond to everything that is 
shown in class.  If you have any religious or personal objections to this type of material, please 
think twice before taking this course.

Course objectives:  Students will:

 Demonstrate an understanding of the unique aesthetic and cultural contributions of Black 
filmmakers in the history of American cinema 

 Demonstrate an understanding of the specificity of Black filmmakers, performers, and 
spectators in the history of the production of cinema, which takes into account how race 
and racism shaped their experiences.

 Demonstrate the ability to clearly analyze the functions of form, narrative, and style in 
cinema.

 Demonstrate the ability to think, communicate, and write critically about the moving 
image, using medium specific terminology.

Accommodations: SUNY-Geneseo will make reasonable accommodations for persons of 
documented physical, emotional or learning disabilities. Students should notify the Office of 
Disability Services in 22 Erwin (585-245-5112) of any needed accommodations as early as 
possible in the semester. You will need to provide documentation to ODS and obtain a letter for 
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any accommodations you may need to take this class. Information on services and campus 
polices can be found at: https://www.geneseo.edu/dean_office/disability_services.

REQUIRED TEXTS: All are available at the campus bookstore, Sundance; if you choose not 
to buy your textbooks there, please make sure to get the edition indicated.

1. Diawara, Manthia, ed. Black American Cinema. Psychology Press, 1993.
2. PDFs on Canvas as specified in Course Schedule

Recommended Texts:
1. Mask, Mia, ed. Contemporary Black American cinema: Race, gender and sexuality at 
the movies. Routledge, 2012.
2. Field, Allyson, Jan-Christopher Horak, and Jacqueline Najuma Stewart, eds. LA 
Rebellion: creating a new black cinema. Univ of California Press, 2015.

Teaching Methods:
This course has three distinct sections—a lecture on Tuesday, followed by a film screening lab, 
followed by a discussion class on Thursday in which we analyze the week’s film and readings, or 
do a writing exercise.  I will also assign presentation groups for Thursday’s discussion class.  For 
Thursdays, you will work in your group to prepare a brief 20 minute presentation and with your 
group, lead a class discussion about the film and readings assigned for the week.

EVALUATION:
Informed thoughtful class participation 10%
Film Analysis Paper (4-5 pages) 20%
Midterm Exam 20%
Group research presentation 10%
Research Paper w/ consultation (6-7 pages) 20%
Final Exam 20%

ASSIGNMENTS:
1. Participation: Informed, thoughtful participation in class discussion is critical to the 

success of the course, and therefore will figure into the final grade.  I will keep track of 
both the quantity and the quality of each student’s contributions; this factor can raise—or 
lower -- the final grade significantly. NOTE: Regular attendance is essential to 
participation and is required to pass this course.  More than three absences in class will 
result in ZERO POINTS your participation grade.  Also, you will be required to work 
with the Writing Learning Center as part of your participation grade (see below in next 
item).  

2. Film analysis paper.  A short paper analyzing stylistic form based on the close analysis of 
a film.  You are strongly encouraged to visit the Writing Learning Center in Milne 
Library to work with a writing tutor:
https://www.geneseo.edu/english/writing_center

3. Midterm Exam. Based on film viewings, discussions, readings, and lectures. Multiple 
choice, short answer and short essay.

4. Student-led discussion.  Each Thursday, I will assign 2-3 students, who have met outside 
of class previously to work on their group presentation, to present their take on the 
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week’s film and readings.  Further specific instructions will be given on an assignment 
sheet.

5. Your 2nd paper will be a Research Paper in which you will do substantial, independent 
library research on a film. 

6. Final Exam.  Comprehensive essay exam—material from midterm exam on. Same format 
as midterm.

CLASS POLICIES:  Required Work: To pass this course, students must attempt all 
assignments. Incompletes will be granted ONLY if the following three conditions are met: 
documented extenuating circumstances (e.g. severe illness or family crisis); a specific request 
from the student; AND a plan of action to make up the missing work, including due dates.

Attendance Policy: Any more than three unexcused absences will result in an “E” or ZERO 
POINTS for the participation portion of your final grade in the course.  It is an excused absence 
if you physically are unable to attend class due to illness or injury.  In this case, you must supply 
a doctor’s note, but ultimately, I will determine what is an excusable/inexcusable absence. If you 
miss class, do not email me to ask what happened or for notes.  If you want to visit office hours 
to discuss the material, you are welcome. If you miss a lecture, you are welcome to come to my 
office hours to discuss with me in person. I will not email you notes and I will not be posting 
lecture notes or PowerPoint slides online. However, I will do a final exam review. 

Late Paper Policy: No late papers unless you have specifically arranged with me an alternate due 
date IN WRITING AT LEAST A FULL WEEK IN ADVANCE OF DUE DATE. I will not 
accept email submissions of any assignment unless you have been given explicit permission to 
do so.  If you turn in a paper late, penalties begin to accrue at 5 p.m. the paper is due; up to one 
day (24 hours) late, penalty is 1/3 letter grade (e.g. A becomes an A-); up to two days late, 2/3; 
three days, 1 full grade; four days, 1 1/3; five days, 1 2/3; six days, 2 full grades; seven days, 2 
2/3; more than seven days late, not accepted for credit without excuse certified by the Dean of 
Students’ office (this includes Counseling center).  Weekends count in calculating lateness – if 
you need to hand in a paper late, either have a secretary in Welles 226 initial, on the paper, the 
date/time it was finally handed in or send a duplicate copy to me by email (hard copy still should 
be handed in to my box in the English office in Welles) to get credit for the time you turned it in.  
Documenting the time a paper was handed in is YOUR responsibility; given a lack of 
documentation, the penalty will be calculated based on when I receive the paper.  
Please note that I will not accept verbal explanations of illness or other problem as an excuse for 
lateness. Without documentation from a doctor or other official documentation that excuses your 
late work, your work will be penalized for lateness.

Plagiarism Policy: The penalty for academic misconduct and/or plagiarism is an automatic fail 
(F) for the assignment and notification of the offense being sent to the Dean, which will remain 
on your record for the rest of your college career.

Course Schedule: Notes: Subject to change as class needs change.  Each screening will be 
handled by an appointed DVD monitor, a position that will rotate weekly.

I. Tue Aug 27: Lecture: Introduction to course: what is Black Cinema?
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Thu Aug 29: READINGS: On Canvas: Richard Dyer, “The Matter of Whiteness,” Manthia 
Diawara, Chapter 1: “Black American Cinema: The New Realism” in BAC. SCREENING: 
Ethnic Notions (Marlon Riggs, 1986)

II. Tue Sep 3: Discussion. 
Thu Sep 5: Lecture: The Birth of A Nation: “Racist Masterpiece.” ASSIGN FIRST PAPER.  
READINGS: on Canvas: Daniel Bernardi, “Integrating Race into 
the Narrator System,” Film Analysis: A Norton Reader (Norton & Co. 2005) pp 82-96; Marilyn 
Fabe, “The Beginnings of Film Narrative: D.W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation” (Univ. of 
California Press: 2004) pp 1-18. SCREENING: The Birth of A Nation (D.W. Griffith, 1915)

III. Tue Sept 10: Student-led discussion. 
Thu Sep 12: Lecture: Micheaux and the Era of Race Films. READINGS: J. Ronald Green, and 
Jane Gaines, “Fire and Desire: Race, Melodrama, and Oscar Micheaux” in BAC “Twoness in the 
Style of Oscar Micheaux” SCREENING: Body and Soul (Oscar Micheaux, 1925) 

III. Tue Sep 17: READINGS: On Canvas: Smith, Valerie. "Reading the intersection of race 
and gender in narratives of passing." diacritics 24.2/3 (1994): 43-57.
Thu Sep 19: Lecture: Hollywood and Race: Imitation of Life (1934). SCREENING: Imitation of 
Life (1934)

IV. Tue Sep 24: Student-led discussion 
Thu Sep 26: Lecture: The All-Black Hollywood Musical. READINGS: On Canvas: Naremore, 
James. "Uptown Folk: blackness and entertainment in Cabin in the Sky." Arizona Quarterly: A 
Journal of American Literature, Culture, and Theory 48.4 (1992): 99-124.
SCREENING: Cabin in the Sky (Vincent Minelli, 1943)

V. Tue Oct 1: Student-led discussion.
Thu Oct 3: Lecture: Hollywood Legitimacy: Carmen Jones (1954.  FIRST PAPER DUE. 
READINGS: On Canvas: Smith, Jeff. "Black faces, white voices: the politics of dubbing in 
Carmen Jones." The Velvet Light Trap 51.1 (2003): 29-42.
SCREENING: Carmen Jones (1954); suggested viewing, Introducing Dorothy Dandridge 
(1999)

VI. Tue Oct 8: student led discussion
Thu Oct 10: Lecture: What is Blaxploitation?  Readings: On Canvas: Amy Abugo Ongiri, “You 
Better Watch This Good Shit!” Black Spectatorship, Blackmasculinity, And Blaxploitation Film”
SCREENING: Sweet Sweetback’s Badass Song (Melvin Van Peebles, 1971)

VII. Tue Oct 15: FALL BREAK
Thu Oct 17: MIDTERM EXAM  

VIII. Tue Oct 22: student led discussion. ASSIGN FINAL PROJECT
Thu Oct 24: Lecture: The Afro-Asian Connection. READINGS: On Canvas: Prashad, Vijay. 
"Bruce Lee and the anti-imperialism of Kung Fu: A polycultural adventure." positions: east asia 
cultures critique 11.1 (2003): 51-90; Ongiri, Amy Abugo. "" He wanted to be just like Bruce 
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Lee": African Americans, Kung Fu Theater and Cultural Exchange at the Margins." Journal of 
Asian American Studies 5.1 (2002): 31-40.
SCREENING: Black Belt Jones (1974); suggested screening Fist of Fury (1972)

VIIII. Tue Oct 29: Student-led discussion
Thu Oct 31: Lecture: The LA Rebellion. READINGS: Introduction to LA Rebellion: Creating a 
New Black Cinema (on Canvas); Ntongela Masilela, “The Los Angeles School of Black 
Filmmakers” in BAC
SCREENING: Killer of Sheep (Charles Burnett, 1978)

X. Tue Nov 5: Student-led discussion
Thu Nov 7: Lecture: Black Women Directors and Spectators. READINGS: On Canvas: 
Grayson, Sandra M. “Mirroring Narrative/Reflecting Past: Eve’s Bayou, Tradition, 
Preservation,” Symbolizing the Past: Reading Sankofa, Daughters of the Dust, & Eve's Bayou as 
Histories. University Press of America, 2000.
SCREENING: Eve’s Bayou (Kasi Lemmons, 1997)

XI. Tue Nov 12: Student-led discussion
Thu Nov 14: Lecture: Spike Lee. READINGS: assorted articles on Canvas 
SCREENING: Do the Right Thing (1989)

XII. Tue Nov 19: Student-led discussion. 
Thu Nov 21: Lecture: Black Independent Cinema. READINGS: On Canvas: Baker, Laura. 
"Screening Race: Responses to Theatre Violence at New Jack City and Boyz N the Hood." The 
Velvet Light Trap 44 (1999): 4., Massood, Paula J. "Mapping the Hood: The Genealogy of City 
Space in Boyz N the Hood and Menace II Society.” Cinema Journal (1996): 85-97.
SCREENING: Boyz n the Hood (John Singleton, 1991)

XIII. Tue Nov 26: Discussion. 
NO SCREENING
Thu Nov 28: THANKSGIVING BREAK

XIIII. Tue Dec 3: Discussion.
Thu Dec 5: Lecture: The Sunken Place: Get Out (Jordan Peele, 2017). READINGS:
On Canvas: Guerrero, Lisa. "Can I Live?: Contemporary Black Satire and the State of 
Postmodern Double Consciousness." Studies in American Humor 2.2 (2016): 266-279.
SCREENING: Get Out (Jordan Peele, 2017). Final Paper Due.

FINAL EXAM: Tuesday December 17 at 8:00 a.m. until 10:30 a.m.

Grading Criteria for Papers—You are strongly encouraged to visit the Writing Learning Center 
(https://www.geneseo.edu/english/writing_center) at the Milne Library to have a tutor help you revise your drafts.
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“A” Papers demonstrate superior, original insight about the text(s) under discussion.  The essay's thesis is original, 
well established, and intelligently presented. The essay's organization (ordering of assertions by paragraph) is 
outstandingly composed; inferences are drawn logically with superior insight; and no part of the essay is extraneous. 
The writer demonstrates a breadth of understanding of the topic through careful selection and presentation of 
evidence to support assertions. The writer chooses words and constructions with care, making statements in support 
of the argument directly and clearly. The essay contains no errors in sentence structure, spelling, word choice, 
punctuation, or documentation; the composition is elegant and complex while remaining clear.

“A minus” and “B plus” Papers demonstrate original insight about the text(s) under discussion. The essay's thesis 
asserts an original argument. The essay's organization (ordering of assertions by paragraph) is thoughtfully 
composed; inferences are drawn logically and interestingly; and no part of the essay is extraneous. The writer 
supports assertions with carefully selected evidence. The writer includes a wordy construction no more than two 
times throughout the essay but the argument is clearly understood. The essay contains no more than two errors in 
sentence structure, spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation; and the composition is sophisticated.

“B” and “B minus” Papers demonstrate an understanding of the text(s) under discussion. The essay has a thesis. The 
essay's organization (ordering of assertions by paragraph) is clear; inferences are drawn logically; and no part of the 
essay is extraneous. The writer supports assertions with evidence. The writer includes three or four wordy sentences, 
but the essay’s argument remains discernable. The essay contains three or four errors in sentence structure, spelling, 
word choice, punctuation, or documentation.

“C” and “C minus” Papers represent the text(s) under discussion poorly. The essay's thesis is unclear. The essay's 
organization (ordering of assertions by paragraph) is faulty; inferences are drawn illogically once or twice; or one or 
two parts of the essay are extraneous. The writer fails to support assertions with evidence once or twice. Five or six 
sentences in the essay are wordy, pretentious, or overwritten, detracting from the essay's argument. The essay 
contains five or six errors in sentence structure, spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation.

“D”, “D minus”, and “F” Papers fail to address the text(s) under discussion. The essay has no thesis.  The essay 
demonstrates no sense of organization; inferences are drawn illogically three or more times; or three or more parts 
of the essay are extraneous.  The writer fails to support assertions with evidence three or more times.  Seven or more 
sentences in essay are wordy, pretentious, or overwritten, obscuring the essay's argument.  The essay contains seven 
or more errors in sentence structure, spelling, word choice, punctuation, or documentation.


