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LITERARY JOURNALISM:

PERSPECTIVES ON RACE AND CLASS 

G54.1281.02
Spring 2011

Professor Susie Linfield

tel.: 212-998-7984

email: susie.linfield@nyu.edu

This seminar examines the ways in which some of the major writers of the 20th century (and the 21st) have reported on the key and ever-controversial issues of race and class. We will look at how, historically, these issues have been written about, and at how some of today's best reporters and essayists are approaching them; and we will explore how concepts of class and race have changed over the last century. Among the writers whose works we'll study are W.E.B. Du Bois, James Agee, George Orwell, James Baldwin, Jamaica Kincaid, William Finnegan, J. Anthony Lukas, Ralph Ellison, Eugene Genovese, and Adrian Nicole LeBlanc.  Among the topics we’ll discuss are slavery, integration, affirmative action, the relationship between African-American literature and music to the larger American culture, and the growing polarization of wealth in this country. This is an intensive reading course; please come to class having thoughtfully and critically completed each week's readings. 

Writing assignments: Students will work on one in-depth writing project--an investigative piece, a critical essay or a reported essay--that is connected to at least one of the seminar's authors or themes, which will be due on the semester's penultimate week. Additional writing assignments will be given throughout the semester.

In addition, each student will present an article or essay exploring the issue of race and/or class. (This piece should be xeroxed and distributed in the week prior to the presentation.)

All books available at Shakespeare&Co. on Broadway and Waverly, except those marked OOP (out of print), which can be purchased from various internet sites. 

A packet of articles will be made available.

Required texts:

THE SOULS OF BLACK FOLK, by W.E.B. Du Bois

LET US NOW PRAISE FAMOUS MEN, by James Agee and 


Walker Evans

THE ROAD TO WIGAN PIER, by George Orwell

A SMALL PLACE, by Jamaica Kincaid

COMMON GROUND, by J. Anthony Lukas

COLD NEW WORLD, by William Finnegan

CITY ON A HILL, by James Traub [OOP]
RANDOM FAMILY, by Adrian Nicole LeBlanc

THE CONFESSIONS OF NAT TURNER, by William Styron

Week 1, Jan. 26:

Introduction: Thinking About Race and Class

Week 2, Feb. 2:

excerpts from THE PROBLEM of SLAVERY IN THE AGE OF 
REVOLUTION, by David Brion Davis (packet)

and: Eugene Genovese, “American Slaves and their History,” 
New York Review of Books, Dec. 3, 1970 

Week 3, Feb. 9:

THE SOULS OF BLACK FOLK, by W.E.B. Du Bois

and: (packet:)

“The Atlanta Compromise,” Booker T. Washington (1895)

“The Niagra Movement’s Declaration of Principles” (1905)

“Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” Martin Luther King, Jr. (1963)

ASSIGNMENT DUE: Race/Class Autobiography

Week 4, Feb. 16:

LET US NOW PRAISE FAMOUS MEN, by James Agee and 


Walker Evans

Week 5, Feb. 23:

THE ROAD TO WIGAN PIER, by George Orwell

Week 6, March 2:

A SMALL PLACE, by Jamaica Kincaid

and: (packet:)

Kincaid, “On Seeing England for the 
First Time” 

Hannah Arendt, “The Jew as Pariah” 

Week 7, March 9:

articles (packet):

Norman Mailer, “The White Negro”

James Baldwin, “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy”

Irving Howe, “Black Boys and Native Sons”

Ralph Ellison, “The World and the Jug”

Norman Podhoretz, “My Negro Problem—and Ours”

Darryl Lorenzo Wellington: “Fighting at Cross-Purposes: Irving 
Howe vs. Ralph Ellison”

SPRING BREAK

WEEK 8, March 23:

THE CONFESSIONS OF NAT TURNER, by William Styron

and: (packet): 

excerpts, THE CONFESSIONS OF NAT TURNER: TEN BLACK 
WRITERS RESPOND

“The Nat Turner Case,” Eugene Genovese, New York Review of 
Books, Sept. 12, 1968

Michel Feher, “The Schisms of ’67,” in Paul Berman, Blacks and 
Jews

“Styron’s Choice,” Jess Row, The New York Times Book 
Review, Sept. 7, 2008

Week 9, March 30:

COMMON GROUND, by J. Anthony Lukas

Week 10, April 6:

COMMON GROUND, cont.

WEEK 11, April 13:

CITY ON A HILL, by James Traub [OOP//please order from the internet!]

and: (packet:) 

“The Big Test,” by Nicholas Lemann 

“Reflections of an Affirmative Action Baby,” by Stephen L. 
Carter 

“The Trouble with Diversity,” by Walter Benn Michaels 


Week 12, April 20:

COLD NEW WORLD, by William Finnegan

Week 13, April 27: 

film: “INSIDE JOB,” by Charles Ferguson

readings on class inequality in America

ASSIGNMENT DUE: Final Papers

Week 14, May 4:

RANDOM FAMILY, by Adrian Nicole LeBlanc


