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     Course Description:
HUMN 288 takes on The New York Times challenge to reframe American history, to 

consider the possibility that the origin of this country can be traced to 1619, the year that 
marks the arrival of the first Africans (from the land that would become Angola) to the land 
that would become America in all its defining contradictions. “Out of slavery,“ New York 
Times editor Jake Silverstein writes, “grew nearly everything that has truly made America 
exceptional: its economic might, its industrial power, its electoral system, diet and popular 
music, the inequities of its public health and education, […] its income inequality, the 
example it sets for the world as a land of freedom and equality, […] its legal system and the 
endemic racial fears and hatreds that continue to plague it to this day.  The seeds of all that 
were planted long before our official birth date, in 1776, when the men known as our founders 
formally declared independence from Britain.”  

To take on the challenge to reframe American history, we must first travel in time to 
explore some of the history of Africans and people of African descent against what Patrick 
Manning calls the European “tale of modernity” (xv).  Who were the people stolen from 
Africa?  What has been preserved of their culture, religions, philosophy and way of life 
despite the abominable conditions they were forced to endure when brought to the “new 
world?”  We will also look at the so-called Enlightenment ideals embodied in the philosophy 
of Locke and Rousseau, ideas that permeate the founding documents of this country but that 
can be exposed as lies through their obvious contradictions.  

Course Materials:
I’ve put together a three-part course packet with ALL the readings for the semester—they 

are my gift to you.  You will NOT need to buy any books.  I also urge you to access The New 
York Times, since we will be following developments in “The 1619 Project” very closely.  
Milne Library has started a subscription to the New York Times. With this subscription, all members 
of the campus community can access unlimited articles from the New York Times website. Please see 
this guide on how to set up an account with the New York 
Times: https://libguides.geneseo.edu/accessnytimes

The Pulitzer Center has created a site with the complete text of “The 1619 Project” and questions 
and lesson plans built around it—a truly invaluable resource: 

https://pulitzercenter.org/builder/lesson/reading-guide-quotes-key-terms-and-questions-
26504 (They are included in your course packet).

     Students will
 demonstrate knowledge of the contributions of significant Enlightenment thinkers to the 

constitution of “the human” and of “the humanities” as an ideological enterprise;



 demonstrate knowledge of the central themes in HUMN 220 and HUMN 221, starting with 
the possibility of A HUMAN NATURE that can be found outside history;

 explore the role of  Slavery and its challengers (i.e. the Haitian Revolution) to the creation of 
white (European) supremacy;

 demonstrate the ability to think critically about moral, social, and political arguments in the 
Western intellectual tradition and across the many African diasporas, evaluating the logic of 
these arguments and relating them to their historical and cultural context;

 consider moral, social, and political issues from an interdisciplinary perspective in an effort to 
understand how “we got to be this way” and then work to change the national imaginary.

THE CENTER FOR ACADEMIC EXCELLENCE: Tutors at the Writing Learning 

Center (Milne 221) can help you with brainstorming ideas, organization, some 

grammar, and revision.  Bring the assignment and editing questions, and allow 

yourself enough time to take advantage of the tutor's advice.  For more information 

go to https://www.geneseo.edu/english/writing_center. Do not wait until the paper is due 

to seek help.  

My Classroom Pedagogy: I believe students learn best when sitting in a circle and actively 
engaging in the production of meaning/interpretation of texts—this is nearly impossible with 
30 students, but we will try. I will not lecture much, so you need to work with me to make our 
class a real exchange of ideas and information.  You need to read everything listed for that 
week by Monday.  No class work will be done online, so I will not expect laptops or Ipads or 
Iphones to be open in my classroom unless I tell you to (or unless you require special 
accommodations).  According to Susan Dynarski, an Education Professor at the University of 
Michigan, “a growing body of evidence shows that, over all, college students learn less when 
they use computers or tablets during class. They also tend to earn worse grades.” The research 
seems unequivocal: technology distracts from learning, both for users and for those around 
them. 

     Course Requirements:
A midterm exam                15%
Two analytical essays        35%
Class participation             25%
A final exam                      25%

 I tell all my students on the first day, the highest grade they can anticipate (if they do not talk 
in class) is a B- even if they can write like God themselves.  Note that I will send you home 
the second time you come to class without the readings—no buts about it.  We need to look at 
specific passages TOGETHER, and your memory of the text will not be enough.  If I fear 
many students have not done the assigned reading, I reserve the right to quiz the class on 
the material due that day to reward the ones who have done their homework.  You can 
only participate meaningfully if you read closely.
    An "A" student will do all the work and excel in most of it.  Active, thoughtful, and 
consistent class participation and progress in writing critically are musts.  The student who 
earns a "B" may lapse in one area, but they are generally committed to the work and to the 
class.  A "C" student will do the assignments and participate in class, but will show no 
particular effort in doing the work thoughtfully or in engaging in class discussion reflectively 
and/or regularly.  Since students who are unable to keep up with the work or attend class 



regularly will be advised to drop the course, I do not anticipate "D" or "E" students this 
semester.  (I would really begin to worry after three absences!)  

WRITING: Papers are to be typed, preferably Times New Roman 12’ font, with 1.5 spacing 
and one-inch margins at the top, bottom, and sides of your text; note that only the left margin 
is justified.  Your name, the title of the course, my name, and the date you hand in the paper 
should be typed on the top-left of the page, single-spaced; the title should be centered on the 
page, two spaces below all that. There will be a header with your last name and page number 
starting on page 2.  No header on the first page / title page (yes, this is the only time we will 
not follow MLA conventions).  The paper should be stapled together (top left)—never add a 
fancy folder or cover page.  

STUDENT SUCCESS RESOURCES
Disability Accommodations:  SUNY Geneseo will make reasonable accommodations for 
persons with documented physical, emotional, or cognitive disabilities. Accommodations will 
be made for medical conditions related to pregnancy or parenting. Requests for 
accommodations including letters or review of existing accommodations should be directed to 
the Office of Disability Services in Erwin 22 (disabilityservices@geneseo.edu or 585-245-
5112). Students with accommodation letters should contact their faculty members as early as 
possible in the semester to discuss specific arrangements. Additional information on the 
Office of Disability Services is available at www.geneseo.edu/dean_office/disability_services.  
Well-Being:  Prioritizing well-being can support the achievement of academic goals and 
alleviate stress. Eating nutritious foods, getting enough sleep, exercising, avoiding drugs and 
alcohol, maintaining healthy relationships, and building in time to relax all help promote a 
healthy lifestyle and general well-being.  
Concerns about academic performance, health situations, family health and wellness 
(including the loss of a loved one), interpersonal relationships and commitments, and other 
factors can contribute to stress. Students are strongly encouraged to communicate their needs 
to faculty and staff and seek support if they are experiencing unmanageable stress or are 
having difficulties with daily functioning. The Dean of Students (585-245-5706) can assist 
and provide direction to appropriate campus resources. For more information, see 
www.geneseo.edu/dean_students.   
Mental Health: As a student, you may experience a range of challenges that can impact your 
mental health and thus impact your learning; common examples include increased anxiety, 
shifts in mood, strained relationships, difficulties related to substance use, trouble 
concentrating, and lack of motivation, among many others. These experiences may reduce 
your ability to participate fully in daily activities and affect your academic performance.  
SUNY Geneseo offers free, confidential counseling for students at the Lauderdale Center for 
Student Health and Counseling—note that seeking support for your mental health can be key 
to your success at college. You can learn more about the various mental health services 
available on campus at health.geneseo.edu. 
Academic Support Services: 
● Tutoring, both drop-in and by-appointment, with student tutors in the Writing Learning 
Center, the Math Learning Center, and a range of department-based tutoring centers ● Online 
tutoring through the SUNY-wide STAR-NY system atwww.starny.org/tutoring_schedule



 ● Supplemental Instruction, in which trained student assistants review lecture material 
from specific classes 

Information on times and locations is available through the Center for Academic 
Excellence website at www.geneseo.edu/library/center-academic-excellence.  
Library Research Help: Milne Library has an award-winning staff trained in finding the best 
information. They have created online research guides, self-help databases, and are available 
for individual consultation. Research Librarians are available for walk-in consultations and 
students may request appointments with staff experts in particular fields. Full information on 
Milne Library research resources, hours, and consultation options is available at 
www.geneseo.edu/library/ask-us.  
Academic Integrity and Plagiarism:  
Academic dishonesty includes cheating, knowingly providing false information, plagiarizing, 
and any other form of academic misrepresentation. College policies and procedures regarding 
academic dishonesty are available at the online Undergraduate Bulletin for procedures or the link 
at: https://www.geneseo.edu/dean_office/dishonesty. 
Computer and Technology Support: For assistance with your computer or mobile device, 
visit the CIT HelpDesk in Milne Library. CIT provides self-help guides on a range of 
computer issues, including access to the campus network, Canvas, printing, software guides, 
and other resources. The CIT Self Help Guides at 
wiki.geneseo.edu/display/cit/CIT+Self+Help can be helpful in finding quick solutions to basic 
technology issues. CIT also provides free access to over 7,500 online tutorials for software, 
digital tools, web development, programming, and design through lynda.com training 
resources available at https://wiki.geneseo.edu/display/cit/Lynda.com+Training+Library
SCHEDULE OF READINGS: This schedule may change at any time according to class 
needs and demands.  When a teacher puts a syllabus together, they do not know what to 
expect, for each group is different.  This is the first time I’m teaching this course, so 
there will be changes on the syllabus as I perceive the need (or you let me know what 
else you require to understand the material). You need to be in class to note such 
changes or resort to the class list (our email addresses and phone numbers) to inquire 
about them.  The class list is also a wonderful way to build community and make lasting 
friendships.  Get to know one another PLEASE.

Week One
(8/26-30)  Overview of the course/sharing expectations/portfolio grading explained
                 The history behind “Black Humanities” at Geneseo: my version of the history of 
“Humanities” at Geneseo 
We’ll start the semester with the first episode of “Africans in the Americas: The Terrible 
Transformation,” a documentary that tells the story of the first Africans arriving in Jamestown 
in 1619, and explains how slavery in this country happened through a sequence of laws from 
Indenture to racial slavery.  See https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/aia/part1/title.html

Precisely in order to ground HUMN 288 in the current work of renowned historians and 
anthropologists, we will follow Henry Louis Gates, Jr.’s personal journey through two 
hundred thousand years of history on the African continent.  A six-hour documentary, 
Africa’s Great Civilizations (2017) tells that history from a firmly African perspective, a 
history most people do not know (I know I didn’t). See https://www.pbs.org/weta/africas-



great-civilizations/about/episode-guide/  and take good notes because you may need to use 
some of this history in your papers and/or exams.
 Out of the continent on which humanity first emerged have come repeated bursts of 
migration.  Even as the great early civilizations emerged on each of the continents, Africa 
remained a region of innovation and interaction.  For example, the Kingdom of Kush, which 
existed for many centuries in the Nile Valley, had conquered and ruled Egypt for half a 
century (712-664 BCE).  After Alexander and then the Romans gained control of Egypt, Kush 
maintained trade and diplomatic relations with Mediterranean powers.  In the fourth century 
CE, the Aksum Empire conquered Meroe, the Kush capital in what is now Sudan, and traded 
actively with India, Persia, Egypt and other African regions.  By watching the documentary, 
we learn that it was through these trading contacts that Christianity grew in Aksum (much 
before European colonization).  Even the term “Africa” was applied by the Romans to the 
area now known as Tunisia.  They apparently borrowed it from the Phoenician term 
“Afryqah,” meaning “colony.” The Arabic term “Ifriqiya” indicated the same region.  
Gradually the term “Africa” spread, in various European languages, to encompass the whole 
continent, ignoring the multiplicity of histories, ethnicities, languages, and cultures inhabiting 
it.
          Since there are no readings this week, you will read Nikole Hannah-Jones’s 
Introduction to The New York Times 1619 Project (handout) to decide if this class is for you.

Week Two
 (9/2-6)   In order to make transparent the epistemologies governing Black Humanities, 

we’ll read Walter D. Mignolo’s chapter on Sylvia Wynter: “What Does It Mean to Be 
Human” (CP). Wynter offers a critique of the European invention of the human by reminding 
us that colonial differences were established within Europe (against Muslims and Jews) and 
outside of Europe (Africa and the Americas).  The outward colonial difference projected on 
enslaved Africans had its own history, for enslaved Africans were not colonized.  They were 
enslaved and brought into European imperial projects (by Portugal, Spain, Holland, France, 
and England), as they were already cast out of Christian cosmology. [The justification for 
Apartheid in South Africa, you will remember, was that Africans were the descendants of 
Ham, Noah’s cursed son, but that’s another story, or is it?]. We will also read Tony Davies 
chapter on “Humanism and Enlightenment” and the Introduction to Mimi Sheller, Consuming 
the Caribbean: from Arawaks to Zombies” (CP).

Week Three
(9/9-13)  The Modern World and the Triangle Trade           

 
      Aphra Behn. Oroonoko or, the Royal Slave (1688), the first work in the British literary 
tradition to grasp the global interactions of the modern world (CP).

                  Week Four
                   (9/16-20)  The Commons X Enclosure – Read Noam Chomsky’s “Destroying the Commons,” 

The Nation (7/25/2012) (CP).
Seventeenth-century England (our colonizers) displayed little political stability.  It executed 
one king, experienced a bloody civil war, experimented with military dictatorship, and finally, 
after a bloodless revolution, established constitutional monarchy.  Political stability of sorts 



came only in the 1690s.  The ideas in Locke’s Second Treatise of Government (1690) stem 
from such tumultuous times and how England managed to become the first constitutional 
monarchy in Europe. We will read chapters in Locke’s Second Treatise: “Of the State of 
Nature,” “Of the State of War,” “Of Slavery” and “Of Property”

    
Week Five: 

      (9/23-27) The Enlightenment and the American Revolution 
 Still Locke: Chapters IX “Of the Ends of Political Society and Government” and XIX “Of the 
Dissolution of Government.”

      Selections from Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality (1754)
                         Rousseau and Locke comparison: who decided that property is the mark of civilizat   ion?
Ameri              American History Documents: Read the Declaration, the Bill of Rights, and Frederick 

Douglass’ “What to the Slave Is the Fourth of July?” (CP)   
 
  Week Six
      (9/30-10/4)  The Enlightenment and the Haitian Revolution (against the French 
Revolution’s “Declaration of the Rights of Man”)
      Immanuel Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?” (1784) (CP)
      The Code Noir (France, 1685)
 We will spend as much time on the Haitian Revolution as on the American (independence 
struggles in European colonies) to contrast their outcomes.
     We’ll watch a PBS documentary “Egalite for All: Toussaint Louverture and the 
Haitian Revolution”
       https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3R4DQ4DlP4I

We will also read excerpts from C.L.R James’ The Black Jacobins (1938), his history of 
the Haitian Revolution, to begin to understand the plantation economy as intrinsically a 
modern system.  The transatlantic slave trade brought about the first mass migrations 
driven by capitalist development and the need for a workforce, long before there was a 
proletariat or even a working class in Europe.

Midterm Exam (all my exams are open book.  I will not ask you to memorize names and 
dates—you will forget them in a week.  You will write an essay in class exploring some of the 
questions we’ve been raising and use all the readings we have done so far to support your 
claims (yes, short quotes interspersed throughout).

Week Seven
 (10/7-11)   Olaudah Equiano. The Interesting Narrative (1789)
                    
Week Eight
 (10/16-18) No class on Monday (Fall Break)
                   The “Science” of the Nineteenth Century: read excerpts from Arthur de 
Gobineau’s The Inequality of Human Races (1856)

Read also the “Négritude” entry (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy)

Week Nine
 (10/21-25)   Mid-19th-Century Capitalism and its Consequences



  From The Marx-Engels Reader: “Alienated Labor” (70-81);  “Communist Manifesto” (469-
500); “Wage, Labor and Capital” (203-17), “Speech at the Graveside of Karl Marx” (681-2), 
and “The Origin of the Family” (734-59)
 Essay I DUE this Week
     
     Week 10
      (10/28-11/1) Imperialism as an advanced stage of Capitalism
     Joseph Conrad. Heart of Darkness (1902) (CP)

     Week 11
     (11/4-8)  W.E.B. DuBois. The Souls of Black Folk (1903) (excerpts to understand double 
consciousness)
               
     Week 12
     (11/11-15) Your final paper (and oral presentation) can be written in pairs or in a group of 
three or not; group membership will self-select based on interest and/or major.  So we will 
read all the essays   comprising Project 1619: Yiya Miles’ Chained Migration: How Slavery 
Made Its Way West” (22- 26); Matthew Desmond’s “In Order to Understand the Brutality of 
American Capitalism, you have to start on the plantation” (30-40); Mehrsa Baradaran’s 
“Mortgaging the Future: The North-South rift led to a piecemeal system of bank 
regulation—with dangerous consequences” (32); Baradaran’s “Good as Gold: in Lincoln’s 
wartime ‘greenbacks,’ a preview of the 20th-century rise of fiat currency” (35);

     Week 13
     (11/18-22) Tiya Miles’ “Municipal Bonds: How Slavery Built Wall Street” (40); Jeneen 
Interlandi’s “Why doesn’t the United States have universal health care? The answer begins 
with policies enacted after the Civil War” (44); Jamelle Bouie, “American Democracy has 
never shed an undemocratic assumption present at its founding: that some people are 
inherently entitled to more power than others” (51-55); Linda Villarosa, “Myths about 
physical racial differences were used to justify slavery—and are still believed by doctors 
today” (56-7).

      Week 14
       (11/25)  Wesley Morris, “For centuries, black music, forged in bondage, has been the 
sound of complete artistic freedom,  No wonder everybody is always stealing it” (60-7); 
Khalil Gibran   Muhammad, “The sugar that saturates the American diet has a barbaric history 
as the ‘white gold’ that fueled slavery” (70-77); Bryan Stevenson, “Slavery gave America a 
fear of black people and a taste for violent punishment.  Both still define our criminal-justice 
system” (80).  And literary pieces by prominent African-America writers permeate the issue: 
of course students who would like to research them and write about the function of the arts in 
liberation are more than welcome to.
            
 Week 15
 (12/2-6)   The Movement for Black Lives: Platform 

  https://policy.m4bl.org/platform/
      



Week 16
(12/9-13)     Monday is the last day of classes: Oral presentations of research argument
                    Study Day is Tuesday, 12/10 – office hours 2-4 PM
      Final EXAM:  December 12th, Thursday, 3:30-6:50 PM – Oral presentations 
of the argument of your final essay
      Final Essay is due on Friday, December 13th, by 4 PM (my office).

Course Rationale:
“The metaphor of racism as a kind of global political struggle for territory has often been 
far more than a mere metaphor.  European modernity, and the colonial projects that 
informed and supported it (both intellectually and materially), can be understood as the 
effort to purify the world for whiteness.  The “geography of reason” has always been 
understood in racial terms, and colonialism was an effort to establish Europe and North 
America at the center of a globe whose organizing principle was this racialised 
understanding of rationality.”

            --Michael Monahan, The Creolising Subject (2011).

The history of Africans and people of African descent lies at the center of the history of 
all humanity.  For this reason, the tale of modernity cannot be told without full attention to 
their presence and global interconnections.  Our course focuses on Modernity and the 
constitution of the modern ego – the European—that organizes the initial world-system and 
places itself at the center of history over and against a periphery that, we will argue, is equally 
constitutive of modernity.  The forgetting of this periphery, which took place from the end of 
the fifteenth, Hispanic-Lusitanian century to the beginning of the seventeenth century, has led 
great thinkers of the center to commit what decolonial theorists call the Eurocentric fallacy in 
understanding modernity.  According to Enrique Dussel, Kant ("Answering the Question: 
"What is Enlightenment?" [1784]) would not have been able to conceptualize the "exit of 
humanity ...from a state of self-caused immaturity" without the "encounter."  As the first to 
leave Europe with official authorization (since, unlike earlier voyages, his was in no way 
clandestine), Columbus initiated modernity.  Later with Cortés, the "I-conquistador" forms the 
proto-history of the Cartesian ego cogito and constitutes its own subjectivity as will-to-power.  
As to who the "lazy and the cowards" Kant refers to may be, the "causes which bind the great 
part of humanity" in what he characterizes as "this frivolous state of immaturity," Dussel 
offers the indigenous peoples in the Americas (and later in Africa).  Latin America, we must 
not forget, was the first colony of modern Europe since Europe constituted it as its first 
periphery, before Africa and Asia.

In Dussel's formulation, European Renaissance explorers invented the Asiatic being of 
the American continent to leave the three parts of the world—Europe, Africa, and 
Asia—intact.  The Asiatic being of these islands and peoples existed only in the aesthetic and 
contemplative fantasy of the "great navigator" and of those who followed him.  As a result, 
according to Dussel, the Amerindian disappeared to be replaced by an Asiatic shadow (Dussel 
32).  Whereas canonical modernity gestated in the free, creative medieval European cities, in 
Dussel's revisioning it came to birth in Europe's confrontation with the Other.  By controlling, 
conquering, and violating the Other, Europe defined itself as discoverer, conquistador, and 
colonizer of an alterity likewise constitutive of modernity.  Modernity is the result, not the 
cause, of this occurrence, although the managerial position of Europe permits it to think of 



itself as the reflexive consciousness of world history, and to exult in its values, inventions, 
discoveries, technology, and political institutions as its exclusive achievement.  Even 
capitalism is the fruit, not the cause, of Europe's world extension and its centrality in the 
world-system.  Modernization initiates an ambiguous course by touting a rationality opposed 
to primitive, a process which, according to Dussel, culminates in Descartes' presentation of 
the ego cogito.
         By placing Europe at the center of narratives of progress and civilization and European 
man as its highest achievement, the Enlightenment managed to leave Africans outside 
analytical history, forever requiring European rescue.  Hegel’s introduction to his Philosophy 
of History indeed posits an inferior species that, in Michelle Wright’s words, “just happened 
to be in need of Western influence when the West just happened to need that African’s 
exploited labor, land, and natural resources” the most (30).  When Hegel explains that the 
world is ruled by reason, which functions as the “Infinite Power,” its own “Infinite Material” 
and consequently the “Substance” and “Infinite Energy” of the “Universe,” locating the 
origins of philosophical thought in ancient Greece, he determines Europe to be both the 
birthplace of this method and the only region capable of producing it.  Reason is produced as 
synonymous with European values and standards and, consequently, that which he determines 
as irrational is simultaneously characterized as non-European.  As Hegel writes, “Universal 
history goes from East to West.  Europe is absolutely the end of universal history.  Asia is the 
beginning.  Universal history is the discipline of the indomitable natural will directed toward 
universality and subjective liberty” (Hegel 138).  The whole “science” of the 19th century 
indeed characterized Africans as “less capable of reason.”  As Walter Mignolo explains 
further,
Since the Renaissance the rhetoric of modernity was and continues to be built on the logic of 
coloniality: the denial and disavowal of non-European local times and spaces and non-
European ways of life.  The rhetoric of modernity was built on the opposition between 
Christian and non-Christians, masculine and feminine, white and nonwhite, progress and 
stagnation, developed and underdeveloped, First and Second/Third World. […]
When Christians encountered lands and people they did not know and baptized the people 
Indians and the land Indies, and when later on in the sixteenth century the trade of enslaved    
Africans  began, it was necessary to situate the human and humanity in relation to people 
whom the Bible did not account for, and in relation to the massive contingents of enslaved 
Africans displaced to Indias Occidentales.  If the inhabitants of Indias Occidentales became 
Indians, enslaved Africans became Black and, therefore, lesser beings in relation to the 
prototype of the (White) human. (155-56, emphases in the original).
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