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Course Title
WHITENESS AND THE STUDY OF AMERICAN LITERATURE

Lecturer
Taylor Johnston

Semester
Spring 2021

Course description

How does twentieth-century and contemporary literature of the United States represent racial whiteness?
And how can critical race theory help us answer this literary question? Since the early 1990s, many race
theorists have taken whiteness, rather than People of Color, as an object of study, arguing that doing so
opens up a unique perspective on race in the U.S. We will explore their ideas about terms that are now
commonly used in popular culture, such as privilege, supremacy, abolition, colorblindness, and fragility. As
we move through our theoretical readings, we will constantly ask what new understandings of American
literature and film emerge with whiteness critique as our lens, and what these forms have contributed to
the critical project. For example, what do we gain from considering racial whiteness from the position of
both white and minority (particularly African American) writers? Can economic class play a role in building
political solidarity between whites and People of Color? And how has the terror of whiteness, experienced
by People of Color at different moments in U.S. history, found expression in literature and film? Toward the
end of the course, we will study the relationships that immigrant groups have had with whiteness, including
Arab- and Jewish-Americans, and look at recent attempts to map American critical race theory onto identity

formation in Israel.

Course requirements

REQUIRED TEXTS

Richard Wright, Native Son (ISBN-10: 006083756X, ISBN-13: 978-0060929800)
Claudia Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (ISBN-10 : 1555976905, ISBN-13 : 978-1555976903)

Students should obtain copies of these texts as soon as possible. Selected readings detailed in the
schedule below will be made available on the course website.

ATTENDANCE & PARTICIPATION

I want you to succeed in this course, and, in order to do so, you need to attend class and participate
regularly. Your participation grade will be determined by your attendance and comments during class,
including break-out groups. Webcams must be turned on.
If you are uncomfortable participating for any reason, please come see me in office hours so we can
brainstorm strategies or come up with alternative forms of participation.
Every student has one free, totally excused absence – no need to email for permission. More than one
absence will lower your participation grade.

OFFICE HOURS (Sundays 9:00-10:00 a.m. and by appointment)
I love to work with students individually in office hours. It’s a great opportunity for you to get help with this
semester’s concepts and it’s fun, so please come often. If you have an important obligation during office
hours, I’m happy to set up a different appointment time with you.

I ask that you please come see me at least once before the Passover vacation, to introduce yourself and
discuss and questions you have about the course or your participation.

PUNCTUALITY

I’d like to get started on time. Please let me know if you anticipate having to arrive late from work or
another class. If tardiness is a frequent problem, it will begin to affect your participation grade (you will
hear from me about this via email or in office hours).
For each day an assignment is turned in late, its final score will be deducted by one-third of a letter grade.

For example, if you would have received a B+ on your abstract and bibliography for the final essay but
turned it in two days late, you will receive a B-. If you would have received an A- but turned it in one day
late, you will receive a B+.

READING RESPONSES

Every other week, you will write a 250-word response to our readings, based on a schedule with discussion
questions I will email well in advance. This helps me understand your investments in, and understanding of,
the readings and prepare for our class discussion accordingly. Students writing for Sunday classes should
post their reflections to the course site by at 12:00 p.m. on Friday, and those writing for Wednesday classes
should post by 12:00 p.m. on Monday. These responses will be graded as either “check plus” (100%),
“check” (75%), or zero.

MIDTERM EXAM & FINAL ESSAY

The midterm exam will consist of two short essays you will write at home based on questions about our
readings. Each question will involve at least one literary/filmic text and one critical/theoretical text.
You will write your final essay either in response to one of the prompts I will distribute early on in the
semester, or on a topic of your choice that we discuss during office hours. Undergraduate students will
write a 3,500-5,000-word essay, while graduate students will write 7,000-10,000 words.
I will give you a letter grade for each of these assignments. This grade will reflect my sense of the ambition,
interest, and quality of your writing. While I can’t reduce this professional judgement to a simple numerical
scale, I can say that, in grading your exam and final essay, I will consider your:
Project: your goal or aim in writing
Materials: your use of other texts
Voice: the clarity and interest of your prose
Editing: your attention to grammar and spelling

I will use these criteria in assigning and explaining your grade, but don’t fixate on them. Your task is to write
ambitious and interesting essays in a voice that feels like your own. Do that, and you will do fine.

ABSTRACT, BIBLIOGRAPHY, & PRESENTATION OF THE FINAL ESSAY

In order to prepare for the final essay, you will write a 500-word abstract in which you tentatively present
your argument. Whether or not you end up writing this precise argument in the essay is not important;
what matters is that you attempt to organize your initial thoughts and turn them in to me for feedback.

Part of planning for any thoughtful research project is surveying the secondary literature on your topic.
Along with your abstract, you will turn in a short bibliography of secondary sources relevant to your
argument, all of which must have been published after 1990 (unless you can justify an earlier date) in a
reputable academic journal or book from a university/academic press. Undergraduate students must have 5

secondary sources, and graduate students must have 10. Again, whether or not you end up using these
exact sources does not matter; you may end up using more sources or fewer, or different sources entirely.
What’s important is that you start to understand the relevant secondary literature. You will receive a letter
grade for this assignment.
In the last week of class, you will give a brief presentation of your tentative argument in the final essay,
preferably with some kind of visual aid (PowerPoint, handout, images, etc.) This presentation will be an
occasion for you to receive feedback on your ideas that will help you in writing. Feel free to incorporate any
comments you receive from me or your peers when composing your abstract and essay. Undergraduates
will speak for 5 minutes, and graduates for 10. You will receive a letter grade for this presentation.

Final grade components

Because I believe that growth as a reader, writer, and thinker stems from consistent practice, I have
designed this course to reward both the quality of your midterm exam and final paper, and thoughtful,
steady work over the course of the semester. Your cumulative grade will be determined as follows:

Attendance and participation: 10%
Reading responses: 10%
Midterm exam (take-home): 30%
Abstract and bibliography for final essay: 10%
Presentation of final paper: 10%
Final essay: 30%

Course schedule

Subject and Requirements (assignments, reading materials, tasks, etc.)Unit no. / Date
IntroductionWed, 3/3

WHITENESS AS PRIVILEGE OR SUPREMACY?
Required: attend office hours at least once before the Passover vacation.

UNIT 1

Peggy McIntosh, “White Privilege and Male Privilege” (1986), pp. 70-81
Zeus Leonardo, “The Color of Supremacy” (2004), pp. 137-152

Sun, 7/3

Sara Ahmed, “Declarations of Whiteness: The Non-performativity of Antiracism”
(2004), pp. 1-14

Wed, 10/3

Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark (1992; selection), pp. 1-28Sun, 14/3

Bharati Mukherjee, “Immigrant Writing, Give Us Your Maximalists!” (1988; ~ 7 pages)
Raymond Carver, “The Father” (1961), pp. 33-34

Wed, 17/3

Michael Dango, “Minimalism as Detoxification” (2019), pp. 643-75
Raymond Carver, “Will You Please Be Quiet, Please?” (1976), pp. 171-92

Sun, 21/3

PASSOVER VACATION
Recommended: read all of Citizen: An American Lyric for April 7-11 sessions.

---

Claudia Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (2014), pp. 5-136Wed, 7/4

Claudia Rankine, Citizen: An American Lyric (2014), pp. 137-161
Kamran Javadizadeh, “The Atlantic Ocean Breaking on Our Heads: Claudia Rankine,
Robert Lowell, and the Whiteness of the Lyric Subject,” pp. 475-90

Sun, 11/4

MEMORIAL & INDEPENDENCE DAYS---

WHITENESS & CLASSUNIT 2

David Roediger, The Wages of Whiteness (1991; selection), pp. 3-18
Ricky Allen, “What About Poor White People?” (2008), pp. 209-230

Sun, 18/4

Courtney Hunt, Frozen River (2008; film)Wed, 21/4

WHITE TERROR & THE NEW ABOLITIONISM
Note: Native Son has scenes of violence throughout and one rape scene pp. 233-39.

UNIT 3

bell hooks, “Representations of Whiteness in the Black Imagination,” pp. 165-78
Recommended: start reading Native Son for May 2-12 sessions.

Sun, 25/4

John Garvey and Noel Ignatiev, “Abolish the White Race” (1996), pp. 9-14
Recommended: start reading Native Son for May 2-12 sessions.

Wed, 28/4

Richard Wright, Native Son (1940), pp. 3-93Sun, 2/5

Richard Wright, Native Son (1940), pp. 94-241Wed, 5/5

Richard Wright, Native Son (1940), pp. 241-340Sun, 9/5

Richard Wright, Native Son (1940), pp. 340-430Wed, 12/5

SHAVUOT VACATION
Recommended: review for take-home midterm.

---

COLORBLINDNESS & FRAGILITYUNIT 4

Eduardo Bonilla-Silva, Racism Without Racists (2017; selection), pp. 25-52Wed, 19/5

TAKE-HOME MIDTERM EXAM (will not include reading for May 19)Fri, 21/5

Jordan Peele, Get Out (2017; film)Sun, 23/5

Robin DiAngelo, White Fragility (2018; selection), pp. 1-15, 51-70Wed, 26/5

WHITENESS & IMMIGRATION
Recommended: come to office hours to discuss your ideas for the final paper.

UNIT 5

James Barrett & David Roediger, “How White Folks Became White” (1997), pp. 402-6
Recommended: review stories by Raymond Carver.

Sun, 30/5

Sawsan Abdulrahim, “‘Whiteness’ and the Arab Immigrant Experience” (2008),
pp. 131-46
Karen Brodkin, How Jews Became White Folks & What that Says About Race in America

(1998; selection), pp. 25-52

Wed, 2/6

WHITENESS IN ISRAEL?UNIT 6

Orna Sasson-Levy, “A Different Kind of Whiteness” (2013), pp. 27-50Sun, 6/6

Guest speaker on race formation in IsraelWed, 9/6

Student presentations on final essay topics (5 minutes for undergraduates; 10 for
graduate students)

Sun, 13/6

Student presentations on final essay topics, continuedWed, 16/6

ABSTRACT & BIBLIOGRAPHY DUE (5 secondary sources for undergraduates; 10 for
graduates)

Fri, 18/6

UNIVERSITY DEADLINE FOR FINAL ESSAYS (3,500-5,000 words for undergraduates;
7,000-10,000 words for graduates)

Sun, 12/9

Required course reading
All texts listed in the course schedule are required reading.

Optional course reading
The course schedule indicates several recommended (optional) reading and study strategies. Students
should consider reading Claudia Rankine’s Citizen: An American Lyric and Richard Wright’s Native Son
well in advance of the class sessions on those texts, since both are quite long. You are also advised to begin
review for the midterm exam well in advance of Friday, May 21, to review the two short stories by Raymond
Carver for the “Whiteness & Immigration” unit, and to visit office hours in early June to discuss your final
essay topic.

Comments
PLAGIARISM

Using another person’s material without acknowledgment is considered plagiarism. This includes direct
copying, using someone else’s ideas without acknowledgment, or paraphrasing an original phrase,
metaphor, or device without acknowledgement. Any assignment with plagiarized material will received a
failing grade.
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