If the problem of the twentieth century was,
in W.E.B. Du Bois’s famous words,
“the problem of the color line,” then the
problem of the twenty-first century
is the problem of colorblindness,
the refusal to acknowledge the causes
and consequences of enduring
racial stratification.
NAOMI MURAKAWA
Professor Naomi Murakawa’s words are featured in the history gallery of the National Museum of African American History and Culture in Washington DC.

Global Impact
What does it mean to be black in America
today? How does racial identification intersect
with other forms of belonging? Does race still
matter? African Americans are leading and
shaping global conversations that will define
this century. With the census finding each
generation of Americans more multiracial
than the last, and immigration bringing
greater ethnic diversity to black populations
in the United States, notions of identity and
community will continue to change. As the
experience of being black in America evolves,
so will the ways in which a more diverse black
America influences global history and culture.
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Year in Review
LETTER FROM THE CHAIR
Eddie S. Glaude Jr.
2016-2017 has been a remarkable year for the Department
of African American Studies. Our course offerings and enrollments remain strong. Eight hundred and twenty-three
students enrolled in our classes, representing an 11.07% increase in enrollments. We continue to see a slight decrease
in the number of certificate students. Eleven undergraduate
students graduated with a certificate in the class of 2017. In
addition, we had two graduate students who earned certificates in African American Studies. We believe the decrease
in our undergraduate certificate students reflects changes
in our certificate requirements. But we are now seeing remarkable synergies across the curriculum as a result of the
change. Students are clearly in dialogue with one another
in more substantive ways.
We are also delighted that four students declared African
American Studies as their concentration—the second class
of majors in the history of Princeton! And many more have
expressed an interest. We await their decision.
Faculty
Members of our faculty continue to amaze. Several published important works that have shaped their respective
fields and informed public conversation. We were delight-
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ed to see the publication of Tera Hunter’s important new
book, Bound in Wedlock: Slave and Free Black Marriage in the
Nineteenth Century. It has been a long time coming, but this
is the first history of its kind. The book is path breaking in
every way.
Chika Okeke-Agulu’s important book, Postcolonial Modernism: Art and Decolonization in 20th Century Nigeria, won
the College Art Association’s Frank Jewett Mather Award
and the Melvin Herskovits Award in African Studies. Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor’s From #BlackLivesMatter to Black
Freedom won the Lannan Cultural Freedom Award for an
Especially Notable Book. We were delighted that Anna
Arabindan-Kesson was awarded an ACLS Collaborative
Research Fellowship and that Ruha Benjamin received
this year’s President’s Award for Distinguished Teaching
(PADT).
And we are continuing to grow. In 2016-17, we conducted a joint search with the English department. Both units
unanimously agreed to extend an offer to Autumn Womack, an outstanding scholar of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century African American literature, visual culture,
African American print culture, and theories of the novel.
AAS also embarked on a junior search for a scholar specializing in the history of the Caribbean or greater Black Atlantic world. The department unanimously voted to extend

an offer to Reena Goldthree, whose research and teaching interests
include African diaspora studies, and the history of the Caribbean and
Latin America. Both agreed to join our table.
Consistent with our departmental plan, we have agreed to partner
with the Center for Human Values in 2017-2018 for a search in African American philosophy. And we will continue our efforts with the
English department in a targeted search to hire a scholar in the field
of African American Literature.
Programming
Although much of our attention was devoted to our first cohort of
undergraduate majors, AAS nevertheless offered a wide array of programs in 2016-2017. Highlights include the AAS Undergraduate
Board of Advisors (UBA) Black Arts and Black Power: 50 Years Later
with Sonia Sanchez, and the first AAS Graduate Student conference,
“eighteen hundred and more: mourning the needy dead in the chaos
of protest.” In addition, we were excited to host two field trips for
81 students to the National Museum of African American History
in Washington, DC as well as a trip to see August Wilson’s Jitney on
Broadway. AAS also hosted a screening of Fences at Princeton Garden
Theatre and we held an African American Studies night at McCarter
Theater for a performance of Intimate Apparel by Lynn Nottage, a
former Distinguished Visitor of the Department of African American
Studies.
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The Department of African American Studies
is located in the historic Stanhope Hall.

Professor Wendy Belcher hosted “Rewriting Wikipedia
Project: Africa and the Diaspora Workshop” in the fall, and
also chaperoned 15 of her students in attending the African
Studies Association Conference in Washington, DC.
The third year of our senior colloquium was quite successful. Six students workshopped their independent research
with colleagues and faculty. They also participated in our
senior thesis boot camps. In addition, Professor Wallace Best
hosted this year’s faculty graduate seminar, “Sexuality in
African American Communities and Cultures,” where graduate students and faculty explored a range of topics including
various sexual identities and performances, same-sex marriage, sex and religion, the “down low” phenomenon, gender and transgender identities, and sex and popular culture.
We also sponsored a weekly quiet time in Stanhope for
juniors to eat and work on their independent projects,
establishing what we call, somewhat awkwardly I must admit, “JP Graduate Student Writing Sessions.” These were
one-on-one meetings between undergraduates and graduate students, in which the undergrads received feedback on
independent work and general guidance about time management and planning.
Challenges
Since the founding of the Center for African American
Studies, Princeton has emerged as one of the most important
places for the field in the world. We have built an extraordinary faculty—young and dynamic scholars who continue to

produce path breaking work. Much more work still needs to
be done. But I am so excited about what we have done here.
As you know, we still face the challenge of space. Although
we were able to create a new office in Stanhope Hall, we
are now at full capacity. We remain hopeful that we will
acquire space dedicated to the full faculty of the unit in the
near future. And we still face the challenge of funding our
Postdoctoral Fellows program.
Not long ago, I attended a gathering of African American
Studies chairs and directors in New York City. The guests
in attendance came from Harvard, Yale, Duke, UCLA and
other universities we count as peers. As chairs in this field,
we all have faced common experiences of having to advocate
for our work, and for the rights and safety of our faculty and
students. We also all share some sense of requiring our own
resources in order to secure our autonomy on our campuses.
But at that meeting, we gathered to measure our collective
health, and ponder the direction of this field, African American Studies, we’d all committed to take up.
It became clear that we are leading in every imaginable way.
We need to continue the work that has made all of this possible. I look forward to the next phase of African American
Studies at Princeton.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In our department at Princeton, we believe African American
Studies plays a significant role in producing cosmopolitan people who are capable of not only encountering difference, but
thinking about difference in very sophisticated ways.
African American Studies at Princeton was founded in 1969 in
response to widespread student demands that African American
intellectual traditions be represented at the University. At its inception, the teaching staff of seven was comprised, with one exception, of visiting lecturers and non-tenure-track faculty members representing the following fields: African American Studies,
English, History, Politics, and Psychology.

The Department of African American Studies at Princeton University provides an exciting and innovative model
for teaching and research about African-descended people,
with a central focus on their experiences in the United
States. We embody this mission in a curriculum that reflects the complex interplay between the political, economic, and cultural forces that shape our understanding of the
historic achievements and struggles of African-descended
people in this country and around the world.
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Princeton decided in 2006 to commit itself to the idea of African
American Studies. The Center for African American Studies was
established. Professor Valerie Smith served as the first director.
Professor Eddie S. Glaude Jr. was appointed chair in 2009.
In July of 2015 the University’s Board of Trustees voted to
grant African American Studies academic department status, and
approve a concentration in African American Studies.
Today, the faculty members of the Department, whether solely
or jointly appointed, are established leaders or rising stars in their
respective fields: African American Studies, Art and Archaeology,
Comparative Literature, English, History, Psychology, Religion,
and Sociology.

“The ‘Department’ of African American Studies says to alums, particularly
alums of color who struggled so mightily here during the early days of
integration, that Princeton is changing, growing, and expanding its mission.
So it’s not only an exciting time for those of us who are here now, but also for
all of the folks who languished in the shadows when they attended Princeton,
who didn’t feel a possession of this place.”
- PROFESSOR EDDIE S. GLAUDE JR.

African American Studies alumni across
many years visited Stanhope Hall during a
Reunions open house.

Our model is not one that subsumes
African American Studies under a
more general rubric of ethnic studies or the study of race and ethnicity.
Nor have we reached for a different
name, e.g., Diasporic Studies or African and African American Studies (a
naming ritual that seems part of a periodic demand that the field justify its
place in American higher education).
Instead, Princeton sought to represent
the complexity of African American
Studies in the very way it organized
the Course of Study.

Race in America is constantly reproduced in the
context of ongoing conversations and practices
that have global reach. Our tasks involve understanding those complex processes, exposing
our students to that complexity, and equipping
them with the skills to “read” how race and culture are produced globally and to chart their
effects. This approach affords the Department
wonderful opportunities for vibrant exchanges with other interdisciplinary programs; it also
shows that the study of race enables encounters among the humanities, the social sciences,
and the natural sciences that extend and expand
their theoretical reach.
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WHAT’S NEW:
AAS 21 PODCAST

Started in the fall of 2016, the AAS 21 podcast is a monthly conversation about the books and ideas animating the field of African
American Studies in the 21st Century and the political, economic, and
cultural forces that shape our understanding of race and racial groups.
We invite you to listen as we “read” how race and culture are produced
globally – looking past outcomes to beginnings, questioning dominant
discourses, and considering evidence instead of myth. The podcast is
recorded and produced at Princeton University in the Department of
African American Studies and hosted by Professor Eddie S. Glaude Jr.
Recent Guests
Naomi Murakawa
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor
Imani Perry
Cornel West
Chika Okeke-Agulu
Wallace Best
Tera Hunter
Judith Weisenfeld
Destiny Crockett, Class of 2017
Asanni York, Class of 2017
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Listen to the podcast online at podcast.aas.princeton.edu
or search for ‘AAS 21’ podcast on iTunes, Google Play
or Stitcher Radio.

Episodes

01

Convergences and Dissonance | Movements and Elections
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Naomi Murakawa and Imani Perry
In the first podcast produced by the Princeton University Department of African American Studies, colleagues Eddie S. Glaude Jr., Imani Perry, Naomi Murakawa, and Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor discuss, among other topics, contemporary American politics and
the disaster called this election. The discussion moves from examining the political policy points put forward by Clinton and Trump to the political vision put forward by the
Movement for Black Lives. The group also addresses the demands of mainstream media,
considers how scholars and activists may understand their interaction with media, and
discusses how scholars and activists may serve as bridges to one another.

02

Langston Hughes, Religious Thinker
Wallace Best
In the second episode of the AAS 21 podcast, Professor Eddie S. Glaude Jr. spoke with
Wallace Best, Professor of Religion and African American Studies about his forthcoming
book, Langston’s Salvation: American Religion and the Bard of Harlem. In the book, Professor Best encourages readers to read Langston Hughes religiously, and as a humanist in
the tradition of American Religious Liberalism. Though Hughes was criticized, censored
and even humiliated by other writers, and federal investigators, because of some of his
more radical work like the poem ‘Goodbye Christ,’ Best contends that even through
imagining a critical discourse with God, Hughes demonstrates an acknowledgment as
to the existence of God. In fact, Hughes was a lover of gospel music and an avid churchgoer, never belonging to one church, but present in his own way in many, reflecting
Hughes’ evasive way of being, a style Best describes as influenced by Walt Whitman and
Carl Sandburg. Best’s new work is the result of 12 years of archival research and “communing with Langston.”
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03

Activism and Risk in the Face of Trump
Asanni York, Destiny Crockett
Undergraduates Destiny A. Crockett and Asanni A. York were thirteen year-olds when Barack
Obama was elected president in 2008. Crockett and York, who are good friends, are activists
and student leaders in their last years at Princeton. York is a concentrator in the Woodrow
Wilson School of Public Policy earning a certificate in African American Studies and Crockett
is a concentrator in the Department of English earning a certificate in African American Studies. The two join Professor Eddie S. Glaude Jr., who has taught them both, for a conversation
about what it has meant to them to mature politically during Obama’s presidency, their research and coursework in African American Studies, the organizing movement work they’ve
done on campus and in the world, and how they are now imagining their activist futures in
the context of President-Elect Donald Trump.

04

A Through Line for African American Studies
Imani Perry
African American Studies is a field that shows how ‘this connects to that.’ In this conversation,
Professor Glaude interviews his colleague Professor Imani Perry about her expansive, pathbreaking archive. Perry discusses her forthcoming book projects, ideas about methodology,
and habits of reading. One book, May We Forever Stand, a cultural history of the black national
anthem “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” tells a story about black institutional life, ritual and loss.
Another book, Vexy Thing: A Book on Gender is an account of patriarchy, empire, conquest
and – through a real commitment to feminist practice – liberation. Finally, Perry is at work
about a book on the life of Lorraine Hansberry. Perry’s insight as a scholar trained in multiple
disciplines reveals a valuable toolkit for those seeking to enter and make a difference in the
academy. Glaude and Perry also discuss what they are reading and listening to today.
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05

An Insistence on Not Being Discouraged
Chika Okeke-Agulu
Modern, and contemporary criticism of African and African diasporic art is an area of inquiry
that Professor Chika Okeke-Agulu insisted must exist. Professor Okeke-Agulu, along with
others like Salah Hassan and Okwui Enwezor wrote into life a genre, and a lineage of artists
who diagnose and critique African nation states and related projects. Okeke-Agulu is author of the recent Postcolonial Modernism: Art and Decolonization in Twentieth-Century Nigeria,
which takes a broad view of the subject. His new work, Obiora Udechukwu: Line, Image, Text,
takes a more narrow view, focusing on a former teacher who he names as the most influential
Nigerian artist of the 20th century. Okeke-Agulu is currently at work on a book called Contemporary African Art in the Age of the Big Man, which tells the story of contemporary art after
dictatorships, civil wars, IMS, and the devastation of African economies in the 1980s.
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Before Cornel West, After Cornel West
Cornel West
In episode six of AAS 21 podcast, Professor Glaude is joined by teacher and friend of 30 years,
Dr. Cornel West. When it comes to habits of reading, West tells of staying in contact with the
best of the past, feeling incomplete if he doesn’t accomplish his nightly three hours of study.
West considers artists as the vanguard of the species, and more than enjoying great literature
and writing as a spectator, West believes authors provide the blueprint a person needs to live
their life as a work of art. Contemporary writers like Lorraine Hansberry, Toni Morrison,
Susan Sontag, and Sheldon Wolin are only a sample of the ‘post-Du Bois’ intellectuals West
knows can bring a world of depth to a person. But in many ways, with his consistent and constant embodiment of the three pillars of piety – remembrance, reverence, and resistance – the
life of West is itself a new marker of time.
15

07

What Was African American Marriage?
Tera Hunter
What was marriage under slavery? Professor Tera W. Hunter’s new book, Bound in Wedlock: Slave
and Free Black Marriage in the Nineteenth Century provides an intimate glimpse of the affections and
complexities of black marriage in the United States from its origins. In an illuminating conversation,
Professor Tera Hunter and Professor Eddie Glaude discuss major takeaways from the book, key language introduced by Hunter, and various new understandings about African American marriage and
family life from 1800 to the present day. A common assumption shared by liberal and conservative
commentators alike is that low marriage rates in African American communities are a byproduct of
slavery. However, Hunter’s research shows that marriage among African Americans, respected by law
or not, was widely embraced in earlier times. From slavery to reconstruction, a desire to marry and
build lives together factored centrally in the hearts and minds of African American men and women.
After marriage was legalized following emancipation, black marriage rates started to eclipse white
Americans’ by the turn of the twentieth century. Hunter suggests current declining marriage rates may
best be attributed to advantages offered to some Americans, and denied to other Americans at specific,
consequential junctures, such as in the wake of World War II. Bound in Wedlock is a groundbreaking
book which, through an extensive archive, dismantles pathologies as it fascinates.
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The Formation of ‘Religio-Racial’ Identity
Judith Weisenfeld
In this episode, Professor Glaude and Professor Judith Weisenfeld discuss the development of ‘religio–
racial’ identity during the Great Migration. Weisenfeld is the Agate Brown and George L. Collord
Professor of Religion at Princeton University. Her latest book, New World A-Coming: Black Religion
and Racial Identity during the Great Migration is a historiography of twentieth-century black religious
groups, including the Moorish Science Temple, the Nation of Islam, Father Divine’s Peace Mission
Movement, and Ethiopian Hebrews. The two discuss the racial claims of these groups, the impact they
had on the development of African American identity, and their interactions with government entities, other religious groups, and African American communities. Weisenfeld also sheds light on her
research process, which pulls from marriage and divorce certificates, immigration and naturalization
records, and FBI files in order to create a multifaceted view of the practitioners.

ON THE FORMATION OF THE PODCAST...

“We wanted to create a thoughtful
space to talk about ideas that
animate the field, beginning with
my wonderful colleagues.”
- EDDIE S. GLAUDE JR.

ADVISORY COUNCIL
Dennis Brownlee
Connective Advisors
Class of 1974

Brent Henry

Partners Healthcare Systems
Class of 1969

William B. King Jr.

Bank Director Magazine
Class of 1967

Laurence Morse

Fairview Capital Partners

The Advisory Council is an external panel of experts which guides the
Department in the growth and expansion of its mission. The council
convened in the fall of 2016 for a day-long strategic retreat with
Princeton AAS faculty and Princeton University administrators.

Phylicia Rashad
Parseghian Planco
Actor

Henry Von Kohorn

Princeton Prize in Race Relations
Class of 1966, Parent of 1998

Claudia Mitchell-Kernan
UCLA
Parent of 1994 & 1998

Ruth J. Simmons

President Emerita, Brown
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The Princeton Prize in Race Relations
Advisory Council member Henry Von Kohorn ‘66 founded
the The Princeton Prize in Race Relations in 2003. So far,
over 300 prizes of $1,000 have been awarded to notable
high school students who have done significant, positive
work related to race. Henry’s vision was founded on the
notion that early encouragement, reward and support
for these students would motivate them to continue this
critical work in college and beyond. Further, that these
students would create a virtuous cycle that would continue
to foster positive race relations well beyond the scope of
their initial projects.

New on the Advisory Council for AY 2018
Wes Moore, Robin Hood Foundation
Donna Beverly Ford ‘82

Recently Retired Board Members
Rhonda Adams Medina
Lawrence Otis Graham ‘83

Undergraduate Board of Advisors
Destiny Crockett
Class of 2017
Department of English
Adetobi Moses
Class of 2018
Department of English
Jennifer Bunkley
Class of 2018
Department of African American Studies
Cierra Robson
Class of 2019
Department of African American Studies
Tamia Goodman
Class of 2019
Department of African American Studies
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DEPARTMENT ROLES & COMMITTEES
AY17
Chair, Eddie S. Glaude Jr.
Director of Undergraduate Studies, Tera Hunter
Director of Graduate Affairs, Wendy Laura Belcher
Senior Colloquium Advisor AY 17, Anna Arabindan-Kesson
Faculty Graduate Seminar Convener AY 17, Wallace Best
AY18
Interim Chair, Imani Perry
Director of Undergraduate Studies, Naomi Murakawa
Director of Graduate Affairs, Joshua Guild
Senior Colloquium Advisor AY 18, Ruha Benjamin
Faculty Graduate Seminar Convener AY 18, Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor
Curriculum Committee:
Naomi Murakawa (Chair)
Imani Perry
Chika Okeke-Agulu
Joshua Guild
Priorities Committee:
Imani Perry (Chair)
Joshua Guild
Naomi Murakawa
Ruha Benjamin
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Programming Committee:
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor (Chair)
Imani Perry
Kinohi Nishikawa

“African American Studies is American history. It is the true story of how America
was built. It is the history of politics, marginalization, capitalism, art, appropriation,
striving, and perseverance; it is the history that has not been made clean.”
-

ASANNI YORK, CLASS OF 2017

Curriculum Committee
The director of undergraduate studies chairs the curriculum
committee and the Department chair is always a member of
the committee. The Department chair, in consultation with the
director of undergraduate studies, chooses committee members. In the absence of a director of undergraduate studies, the
Department chair will chair the committee. The curriculum
committee is tasked with oversight of issues, concerns, policies
and procedures relating to the certificate and/or major in AAS,
as well as for oversight of the process governing the implementation and maintenance of articulation agreements with other
departments. This committee has administrative responsibility
for review of faculty course relief requests, and for responding to requests from faculty regarding changes in individual
teaching loads. In addition, the curriculum committee reviews
requests from faculty to teach new courses, reviews and signs
off on hiring visiting faculty and lecturers, assigns courses to
incoming fellows, and reviews semester-to-semester coverage of required courses for the certificate and major. Finally,
this committee is responsible for allocating funding requests
for course support, senior thesis and dissertation funding, and
conference travel for undergraduate and graduate students.

Priorities Committee
The priorities committee is the executive committee for AAS
and is chaired by the Department chair. It is tasked with reviewing the yearly budgets proposed by the chair, and with
crafting the policies, procedures and guidelines governing
faculty roles, expectations and responsibilities. Policies, issues,
and concerns relating to the process governing tenure and
promotion originate with this committee, as well as decisions
representing significant changes in the organization, direction, or functioning of the Department. The priorities committee is also responsible for selecting the two postdoctoral
and one distinguished visiting fellow each year and for proposing names of faculty to deliver the Baldwin lecture.
Programming Committee
The department chair appoints the chair of the programming committee for a two-year term. Following committee
guidelines, the programming committee responds to requests
and allocates funds for co-sponsorship funding from student
groups, faculty and departments. They allocate a yearly budget and refer to Department guidelines for the rules governing funds allocation. They are also responsible for proposing
to the chair yearly programming that would support the vision, mission, and growth of AAS.
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“Our unofficial goal has always
been for each Princeton student to
have some encounter
with African American Studies
during their time here.”
- PROFESSOR JOSHUA GUILD

AWARDS & RECOGNITION
Professor Ruha Benjamin Honored with
President’s Award for Distinguished Teaching

Ruha Benjamin (far right, in blue) poses with Howard Stone,
Stacy Wolf, President Eisgruber, and Robert Kastler.
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The awards were established in 1991 through a gift by
Princeton alumni Lloyd Cotsen of the Class of 1950 and
John Sherrerd of the Class of 1952 to recognize excellence
in undergraduate teaching by Princeton faculty members.
Each winner receives a cash prize of $5,000, and their departments each receive $3,000 for the purchase of new books.

Chika Okeke-Agulu

Awarded the African Studies Association Herskovitz Prize

Anna Arabindan-Kesson

Awarded American Council of Learned Societies
Collaborative Research Fellowship
The title of Professor Anna Arabindan-Kesson fellowship research is “Beyond Recovery: Reframing the Dialogues of Early
African Diaspora Art and Visual Culture, 1700-1900.” During
the fellowhip period, she will explore the complex historical conditions of being a Black diasporic artist during the stated time
period and bring attention to how such conditions informed the
work artists produced. Drawing on collaborator Mia Bagneris’s
interdisciplinary work on the wider contexts of racial representation in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century art and visual
culture, Professor Arabindan-Kesson will add her transnational
research of the intersections of Black diasporic cultural production and the visual culture of British colonial cultures, together
articulating the multifaceted lives of a range of African diasporic
artists that were not, solely, bound up with their racial identities.
The product of Arabindan-Kesson’s and Bagneris’s collaboration will be a coauthored book that will redefine early African
diaspora art history by revealing and reconsidering the varying
entanglements of artists of African descent—and the art histories they have often been written out of—and offer a model for
breaking new ground in the field. Award period: September 1,
2017 through August 31, 2019

Professor Chika Okeke-Agulu won the African Studies Association Herskovits Prize for his book Postcolonial Modernism: Art
and Decolonization in 20th-Century Nigeria. The Melville J. Herskovits Award is an annual award given by the African Studies
Association to the best scholarly work (including translations)
on Africa published in English in the previous year and distributed in the United States. This is the most prestigious prize in
any discipline pertaining to African studies, with award winners
going back to the 1960s.

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor

Awarded Lannan Cultural Freedom Award
The Board of Directors of Lannan Foundation announced the
winner of the 2016 Cultural Freedom Especially Notable Book
Award: From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation, written by
Princeton University African American Studies professor and
activist Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor. In From #BlackLivesMatter to
Black Liberation, Taylor surveys the historical and contemporary
ravages of racism and persistent structural inequality, including
mass incarceration, housing discrimination, police violence, and
unemployment. She argues that the emerging struggle against
police violence holds the potential to reignite a broader movement for Black liberation.
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PROGRAMMING HIGHLIGHTS

2016-2017 AAS Conversation Series
October 27, 2016 | Carl A. Fields Center

Imani Perry, Marc Lamont Hill and Eddie S. Glaude Jr.
in Conversation

“Sexism and misogyny are afoot. But the entire
American political enterprise is saturated with the
problem of patriarchy.“
– Imani Perry
“We live in a world where black humanity is a
relatively new idea.”
– Marc Lamont Hill
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“A renewed democratic faith in each other is required
to change our course. Thin imaginations will seal our
fate.”
– Eddie S. Glaude Jr.

Three leading African American Studies scholars lead
a public conversation about contemporary issue and
ideas. The key question - how might African American communities reinvigorate democratic life in postObama America with imagination and courage?
A Q&A session and book signing followed the conversation.
The AAS Conversation Series demonstrates the department’s
commitment to modeling a form of engagement that enriches
public discussion on a range of topics, including politics, music,
literature, and the arts. The series brings together two or more
public figures from the same or different fields to share perspectives on their work and insights into our society.

African Studies Association
Conference Trip

November 30, 2016 | Washington DC

August Wilson’s Jitney on Broadway
February 25, 2017 | New York City

Trips to the National Museum of African
American History and Culture
April 7, 2017 & April 14, 2017 | Washington DC
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Jitney Performance and Cast Talkback

February 25, 2017 | New York City

28

Student Trip to National Museum of African American History and Culture
April 7 & 14, 2017 | Washington DC

29

Black Arts and Black Power: 50 Years Later with Sonia Sanchez
February 16, 2017 | McCosh 50

1800 hundred and more - mourning the needy dead
in the chaos of protest Graduate Conference
April 19-21, 2017 | Carl A. Fields Center

Intimate Apparel by Lynn Nottage
May 11, 2017 | McCarter Theatre
30

AAS Sophomore Open House
March 30, 2017 | Stanhope Hall
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Undergraduate Studies in AAS
COURSE OF STUDY & SUBFIELDS
Students in this field are expected to understand the basic themes and
ideas that structure work in African American Studies across a number
of different areas of inquiry. Toward that end, the course of study is
organized into three thematic subfields:
African American Culture and Life: In this track, students encounter
the theoretical canon and keywords which shape the contemporary
discipline of African American Studies. Accessing a range of
interdisciplinary areas, situated primarily in the United States,
students will learn to take a critical posture in examining the patterns
and practices that order and transform black subjects and black life.
Global Race and Ethnicity: In this track, students use the prevailing
analytical tools and critical perspectives of African American Studies to
consider comparative approaches to groups, broadly defined. Students
will examine the intellectual traditions, socio-political contexts, expressive
forms, and modes of belonging of people who are understood to share
common boundaries/ experiences as either: (1) Africans and the African
Diaspora outside of the United States and/or (2) non-African-descended
people of color within the United States.
Race and Public Policy: In this track, students use and interrogate social
science methodologies in examining the condition of the American
state and American institutions and practices. With an analysis of race
and ethnicity at the center, students will examine the development
of institutions and practices, with the growth and formation of racial
and ethnic identities, including changing perceptions, measures, and
reproduction of inequality.
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With a combination of courses
and
interdisciplinary
research
opportunities, students who earn a
certificate or complete the African
American Studies concentration are
equipped with critical and analytical
skills that prepare them for a range of
professions. They are highly qualified
to pursue graduate work in the field or
its cognate disciplines, and prepared to
enter a society in which race continues
to be salient.

UNDERGRADUATE CERTIFICATE

“Professor Perry’s class has
allowed me to engage in social
issues that are ingrained in society
today. She encourages us to think
independently, but provides the
right amount of guidance to
critically analyze the material.”
- RACHAEL CHACKO,
CLASS OF 2017

Undergraduate students may apply for formal admission to the certificate program
at any time once they have taken and achieved a satisfactory standing in the core
course, AAS 201 Introduction to the Study of African American Cultural Practices.
In addition to taking AAS 201, students seeking a certificate are required to
take two courses in the ‘African American Culture and Life’ subfield. These two
survey courses must be selected from the history and literature series, one of which
must be a pre-20th-century course (marked with an *below). Qualifying courses
include:
AAS 353/ENG 352 African American Literature: Origins to 1910*
AAS 359/ENG 366 African American Literature: Harlem Renaissance to Present
AAS 366/HIS 386 African American History to 1863*
AAS 367/HIS 387 African American History Since Emancipation
Students will take two additional courses in AAS or approved cognates for a total
of five required courses. They are strongly urged to choose additional courses
from either the ‘Race and Public Policy’ subfield or the ‘Global Race and Ethnicity’ subfield. Students are encouraged to make race central to their senior thesis.
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UNDERGRADUATE CONCENTRATION
Concentrators are required to complete 10 courses:
AAS 201; a junior seminar; and eight additional African American Studies courses. Of the eight African
American Studies courses, students are required to
take two survey courses, one with pre-20th century
emphasis (AAS 353, AAS 366), the other with emphasis on the 20th century to the present (AAS 359,
AAS 367).
All students are required to complete four courses in
their chosen subfield and one course in each of the
two remaining subfields. Students are permitted to
take two approved cognate courses in other departments. Concentrators must complete the junior and
senior independent work and a departmental comprehensive examination. Students must also participate in the Senior Colloquium.
Junior Seminar
During the fall term all juniors participate in a
seminar with a member or members of the faculty.
Students are expected to produce a research paper
at the conclusion of the seminar. The paper should
be related to the topic of the junior seminar. In the
spring term, juniors complete independent work
that includes independent reading and the writing
of the junior paper working with a faculty advisor.
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Senior Colloquium
Concentrators are required to participate in the Senior Colloquium. The Senior Colloquium seeks to
provide a space for seniors concentrating in African
American Studies to reflect upon their experiences
within the Department and the understanding and
insight they have gained here. As students share and
workshop their theses, they consider how the work
presented applies to the contemporary moment,
and how African American Studies can and should
influence their lives beyond graduation. A member of the AAS core faculty leads each colloquium
meeting.
Senior Thesis & Exam
During the senior year, each student, with the guidance of a faculty advisor, must complete independent work, which consists of writing a thesis. The
senior thesis will then serve as the basis of the senior
comprehensive exam.

Methods
in
African
American Studies are highly
interdisciplinary,
therefore
the methods of inquiry are
determined by the research
question. These may include
textual analysis, historical
analysis,
philosophical
analysis, and ethnographic or
sociological fieldwork.

Professor Anna Arabindan-Kesson takes students to view rare acquisitions within the Princeton Art Museum.
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UNDERGRADUATE FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES
Concentrators who require research funding for independent work
may apply to the Department of African American Studies for support. Students must provide a full account of their research proposal
and a detailed itemized budget. If travel is desired, student must submit a planned itinerary.
AAS Undergraduate Summer Research Funding
Summer awards provide financial support to enable a small number
of AAS concentrators to pursue worthy projects that provide important opportunities for research and/or personal growth, foster independence, creativity, and leadership skills, and broaden or deepen
their understanding of the historic achievements and struggles of African-descended people in this country and their relation to others
around the world.
AAS Undergraduate Senior Thesis Research Funding
Senior thesis research grants are available to AAS concentrators to
supplement specific research needs. Research funds may be used to
support travel and/or the purchase of books, supplies and materials
needed to complete the senior thesis.
AAS Undergraduate Summer Study Abroad Support
The Summer Study Abroad Support supplements other funding provided to AAS concentrators as they study abroad over the summer.
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STUDY ABROAD SNAPSHOT
How can you pair coursework in African
American Studies with studying abroad?
There are myriad ways!
Students in the department have the opportunity to study abroad in programs
related to African American Studies for a
semester (fall or spring), a year, or a summer. The department offers recommendations for programs students may enjoy,
but there are no restrictions on eligible
programs. Many programs and universities admit students on a rolling basis,
but others have deadlines far in advance
of desired travel. In addition to being
accepted into a study abroad program,
students must attain approval for the program from the Department of African
American Studies. Final approval to study
abroad is given by the Committee on Examinations and Standing.

Amina Simon, Class of 2018,
on Study Abroad
Spending a semester abroad has turned out
to be an indispensable element of my Princeton experience, both academically and personally. Academically, Cuba brought me into
direct contact with the intertwining and diverging themes that characterize branches of the African diaspora
in a very visceral way. Cuba’s racial dynamics and history especially
are intimately tied to the United States, to communism, and to capitalism, in a way that resists adequate description through anything
other than immersion. The opportunity to explore the Cuban racial
landscape deeply, in an experiential setting complemented by academic work, provided an invaluable new way of seeing the similarities, differences, and relationships between the Cuban context
and my own--and gave new perspectives for a deeper analysis of the
United States’ racial history.

Wilglory Tanjong ‘18 visits Oxford Circus in London, England.
Concurrently with this profound intellectual exploration, studying
abroad allowed me space to grow into myself in ways the Princeton
environment makes difficult. I had time to relate my experiences
to my own identity and to explore emotions and values in-depth.
The virtue of being removed from Princeton’s carefully constructed
campus allowed me to remake myself in a messier context, an exercise that left me feeling more grounded, wiser, and more mature.
Upon returning to campus, I felt I had a more whole understanding of my own needs in terms of feeling whole and engaged than I
might have if I’d remained on campus.
Both aspects of my experience were extraordinarily challenging
at times, but they were also profoundly revelatory and, ultimately,
crucial elements in my continuing academic and personal growth.
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FALL 2016 COURSES
AAS 230
ENG 231

Topics in African American Studies
The Fire This Time Reading James Baldwin

AAS 372
ART 374
AMS 372

Chika Okeke-Agulu | 4 enrolled

Eddie Glaude | 19 enrolled
AAS 242
ENG 242
GSS 242

Other Futures: An Introduction to
Modern Caribbean Literature

AAS 384
PSY 384
WWS 345

Masters of the 20th Century:
Lorraine Hansberry

AAS 442
AFS 442
COM 425

Enter the New Negro:
Black Atlantic Aesthetics

AAS 506
REL 514
GSS 506

African American Literature:
Origins to 1910

ART 260
AAS 260
AFS 260
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Race and the American Legal Process
Imani Perry | 65 enrolled

Introduction to African Art

Chika Okeke-Agulu | 9 enrolled

Cassandra Jackson | 13 enrolled
AAS 362
WWS 386
POL 338

Sexuality and Religion in America
Wallace Best | 9 enrolled

Anna Arabindan-Kesson | 5 enrolled
AAS 353
ENG 352

African Radical Thought and
Revolutionary Youth Culture
Wendy Laura Belcher | 15 enrolled

Imani Perry | 7 enrolled
AAS 341
ART 375

Prejudice: Its Causes, Consequences,
and Cures

Stacey Sinclair | 58 enrolled

Nijah Cunningham | 8 enrolled
AAS 327
ENG 379
GSS 368

Postblack: Contemporary African
American Art

ART 529
CLA 528
AAS 529

Ancient Egyptian Kingship in
Image, Architecture & Performance
Deborah A. Vischak | 4 enrolled

CWR 316
AAS 336
AMS 396
LAO 316

Special Topics in Poetry: Race,
Identity and Innovation

GSS 502
AAS 502
POL 514

Dara Strolovitch | 10 enrolled

Monica Youn | 4 enrolled
DAN 211
AAS 211

The American Dance Experience and
Africanist Dance Practices

HIS 577
AAS 577

New Diasporas: Black British
Literature

NES 411
AFS 412
AAS 412
HIS 457

Haiti: History, Literature, and Arts of
the First Black Republic

POL 319
AAS 316
AMS 391

Pleasure, Power and Profit: Race and
Sexualities in a Global Era
Anne McClintock | 16 enrolled

History of African American
Political Thought
Desmond Jagmohant | 28 enrolled

F. Nick Nesbit | 5 enrolled
GSS 345
AAS 355
ENG 399
AMS 373

Human Trafficking and its Demise:
African and European Slaves in
Modern Islam
M’hamed Oualdi | 9 enrolled

Simon Gikandi | 9 enrolled
FRE 376
AAS 378

Readings in African American
History

Tera Hunter | 10 enrolled

Dyane Harvey-Salaam | 22 enrolled
ENG 397
AAS 397
COM 339

Gender and Sexuality in American
Politics and Policy

REL 256
AAS 256

African American Religious History

Wallace Best | 17 enrolled

346 students enrolled
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SPRING 2017 COURSES
AAS 200

Creative Explorations of Justice

AAS 368
REL 368

Wallace Best | 9 enrolled

Chris Hedges | 7 enrolled
AAS 201

Introduction to the Study of African
American Cultural Practices

AAS 370
AMS 374

African Women Writers

AAS 380
AMS 382

Seeing To Remember: Representing
Slavery Across the Black Atlantic

AAS 392
ENG 392

African American Literature:
Harlem Renaissance to Present
Cassandra Jackson | 17 enrolled

AAS 366
HIS 386

African American History to 1863
Tera Hunte | 16 enrolled
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Topics in African American
Literature - Fictions of Black
Urban Life
Nijah Cunningham | 12 enrolled

Anna Arabindan-Kesson | 8 enrolled
AAS 359
ENG 366

Public Policy in the American Racial
State
Naomi Murakawa | 11 enrolled

Wendy Laura Belcher | 13 enrolled
AAS 349
ART 364

Policing Racial Order: The History
of U.S. Police Power from Slave
Patrols to Drones

Naomi Murakawa | 10 enrolled

Imani Perry | 51 enrolled
AAS 342
COM 394
AFS 342

Topics in African American
Religion - Black Religion and the
Harlem Renaissance

AAS 404
GSS 419
POL 429

Intersectional Activisms and
Movements for Social Justice

Dara Strolovitch | 15 enrolled

AAS 522
COM 522
ENG 504

Publishing Articles in Race, Gender,
and Sexuality Studies

COM 376
AAS 371
ENG 377
GSS 381

Susana Draper | 11 enrolled

Wendy Laura Belcher | 8 enrolled
AMS 315
MTD 315
THR 344
AAS 309

Race and the American Musical from
Minstrelsy to Hamilton

DAN 211
AAS 211

Race and Medicine

DAN 222
AAS 222

Art and the British Empire

DAN 322
AAS 312

Citizenships Ancient and Modern

Dan-El Padilla Peralta | 33 enrolled

Special Topics In Urban Dance Improvisational Approaches to
Hip-Hop Practices
Raphael X. Williams | 21 enrolled

Anna Arabindan Kesson | 10 enrolled
CLA 310
CHV 314
AAS 311
POL 310

Introduction to Hip-Hop Dance
Joseph Schloss | 18 enrolled

Carolyn Rouse | 31 enrolled
ART 560
AAS 560

The American Dance Experience and
Africanist Dance Practices

Dyane Harvey-Salaam | 24 enrolled

Stacey Wolf | 18 enrolled
ANT 403
AAS 403
GHP 403

Crafting Freedom: Women and
Liberation in the Americas

HIS 393
AAS 393
WWS 389

Race, Drugs, and Drug Policy in
America

Keith Wailoo | 65 enrolled
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REL 310
AAS 310

Introduction to Global
Pentecostalism

Wallace Best | 9 enrolled
REL 367
AAS 346

The American Jeremiad and Social
Criticism in the United States

Eddie Glaude | 13 enrolled
SPA 352
LAS 356
AAS 352

Topics in the Politics of Writing and
Difference - Literature and Slavery in
the Iberian Atlantic
Rachel Price | 11 enrolled

SPA 360
AAS 361
AMS 375
LAO 360

Urban Diversity and Segregation in
the Americas

Bruno Carvalho | 17 enrolled
WWS 331
SOC 312
AAS 317

Race and Public Policy
Douglas Massey | 19 enrolled

477 students enrolled
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Being a student of Professor
Glaude, I was constantly
encouraged to challenge my
current mode of thinking. To
never think of things just as
how they are, but what they
could be. - Lovia Gyarke ’16
(Staff member at The New
York Times Book Review)

Professor Monica Youn works with students in her course, Special Topics in
Poetry: Race, Identity and Innovation.

Youn is a 1993 graduate of Princeton.
Her
recent
book,
Blackacre:
Poems, was longlisted for the 2016
National Book Award for Poetry.
Youn is chair of the Lewis Center’s
Committee on Race and the Arts.
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SPOTLIGHT ON AAS 200
with Abigail Gellman, Class of 2017
You were a member of the first cohort to take AAS
200. What made you want to take the class?
I wanted to join the first cohort to take AAS
200 because I knew I wanted to confront
mass incarceration in my post-graduate life
and sought to get proximate to those affected by it. I had the opportunity to co-teach
a six-week resume building and interview
preparation course to women at Edna Mahan the year before, and while I was happy to assist
the women in what limited way we could, I often
felt uncomfortable taking on the role of teacher in
interactions with women who were my senior in
both age and life experience. I was excited by the
prospect of learning alongside incarcerated women and getting to know them as peers.
What was it like taking the class? What are some of
the conversations and assignments you remember?
I am really happy I got to take the course for the
time it allowed me to spend with the incarcerated
women, from simply chatting and joking before
classes began, to learning about their lives and
humanizing their experiences through sharing
writing. The creative and unstructured nature of
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the writing assignments allowed for a freedom of
content that revealed both significant struggles
and very powerful stories of overcoming adversity. I really valued the chance to hear women read
their unfiltered, often autobiographical pieces
aloud and share responses around the room, and I
also appreciated the more traditionally structured
class discussions about the literature we examined.
Now you are working at the Equal Justice Initiative.
What is your experience so far?
I am very grateful to be at the Equal Justice Initiative and feel lucky to be part of an organization
doing urgently necessary work to fight for the incarcerated, the poor, and the condemned, and to
change this country’s narrative on our history of
racial terror and inequality. The women I was able
to learn with and from in AAS 200 help to ground
my understanding of the injustices I read about
as I help respond to letters seeking legal aid that
come to EJI from incarcerated people across the
country.

Photo inside Edna Mahan
Correctional Facility for Women
Photo courtesy of WHYY Newsworks
Kimberly Paynter

AAS 200, Collaborative Learning Exchange, was first offered in the spring of 2017.
The course, taught at Edna Mahan Correctional Facility for Women in Union Township, New Jersey, is comprised of equal parts full-time Princeton University students
and incarcerated students. Chris Hedges taught the non-fiction creative writing course,
which was in the style of other Princeton creative writing seminars. Princeton students
received Princeton credit for the course, and incarcerated students received course credit
through Rutgers University Justice Curriculum. The course was developed by Princeton Students for Prison Education and Reform (SPEAR) in conjunction with NJ-STEP
(New Jersey Scholarship and Transformative Education in Prison), PTI (Prison Teaching Initiative), the Office of the Dean of the College (ODOC), and the Department of
African American Studies (AAS).

2017 AAS CERTIFICATE RECIPIENTS
Destiny A. Crockett, Department of English

Trust Kupupika, Department of Anthropology

Alexandra Daniels, Department of English

Esther M. Maddox, Woodrow Wilson School

Abigail Sivitz Gellman, Department of History

Briana A. Payton, Department of Sociology

Deana S. Hamlin, Woodrow Wilson School

Charlesa Redmond, Department of History

Erica T. Harris, Department of English

Aaron C. Robertson, Departments of French and Italian

Emily A. Knott, Department of English

Asanni York. Woodrow Wilson School

GRADUATE CERTIFICATE RECIPIENTS
Eric M. Glover, Department of English
Dissertation:
By and About: An Antiracist History
of the Musicals and the Antimusicals
of Langston Hughes and Zora Neale
Hurston
Dr. Glover is a Mellon Postdoctoral Fellow
and Visiting Assistant Professor of English
Literature at Swarthmore College
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Wangui Mugai, Department of History
Dissertation:
An Awful Gladness: African American
Experiences of Infant Death from Slavery
to the Great Migration
Dr. Mugai currently serves as the Fellow
in the History of American Obstetrics and
Gynecology at The American College of
Obstetricians and Gynecologists.

Mural by Cun Shi, commissioned by the Department of African American Studies in 2015.

2017 RUTH J. SIMMONS THESIS
PRIZE WINNERS
Each year a cash prize is awarded to certificate
students whose senior thesis best exhibits
excellence in research and writing within the field
of African American Studies. Ruth Simmons is
a Princeton University trustee, president emerita
of Brown University, and an honorary member
of the Department of African American Studies
Advisory Council. Simmons has generously
endowed the prize.

“sing the song of her possibilities”: The redefinition of the Black Girl During
the Black Women’s Renaissance of the 1970’s and 1980’s
Destiny Crockett, Department of English
Advised by Imani Perry
Igiaba Scego’s ‘Beyond Babylon’: A Translation from the Italian
Aaron Robertson, Departments of French and Italian
Advised by Simone Marchesi & Pietro Frassica
Destiny Crockett is currently pursuing a PhD at the University of Pennsylvania in the Department of Africana
Studies. Crockett intends to continue her research around black girlhood.
Aaron Robertson is attending University of Oxford in pursuit of an MPhil as a Rhodes Scholar. He will
continues his studies of modern languages.
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2017 CLASS DAY
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Student Reflection:
Avanthi Cole ‘18 on Choosing to
Concentrate in African American Studies
It makes me so happy.
It makes me angry. It
makes me emotional.
But if that’s not passion I
don’t know what is.
I’ve chosen to focus my
studies as an AAS concentrator in the Race
and Public Policy subfield because I am interested in pursuing a career in law. A lot of this interest stems from
a class I took with Professor Murakawa, “The New Jim Crow.”
One of the most memorable experiences for me has been the junior
seminar… I switched into the African American Studies department about six weeks late, and when I went to the Junior Seminar
on the first night of being a concentrator, I felt so welcomed by
everyone in the room. Professor Murakawa made sure that I was
on track. Yes, I had a lot of catching up to do! But she also made
sure I felt comfortable with the work that I needed to do. I felt like

I felt like I was coming into the community
that I was meant to be a part of.

I was coming into the community that I was
meant to be a part of.
Since freshman year I had been interested
in earning a certificate in African American
Studies. In the summer between my freshman
and sophomore year, the Center for African
American Studies became the Department
of African American Studies, meaning that I
could pursue a concentration in the Department if I chose to.
My mom was actually the one who told me,
“Avanthi, you love African American Studies.
I don’t know why you are in this other department. Why don’t you do what you love
in college?” So she was actually the impetus
who got me to pursue switching my major.
I’m enjoying Princeton so much more now
that I’m studying something that I love.
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Graduate Studies in AAS
COURSE OF STUDY

Core Requirements

The Graduate Studies program in African American Studies provides
an opportunity for students to complement doctoral studies in their
home department with coordinated interdisciplinary training in African American Studies. Students entering the program may come
from any department in the Humanities and Social Sciences. Requirements for earning the graduate certificate include the introductory readings course, AAS 500; two additional courses; participation
in the yearlong Faculty-Graduate Seminar; and completion of a dissertation on a topic of significance to the field of African American
Studies. Students wishing to obtain a graduate certificate in African
American Studies are encouraged to consult with the Director of
Graduate Affairs, ideally during their first year, to plan their course
of study.

AAS 500 The African American Intellectual
Tradition is the core graduate course in African American Studies. This interdisciplinary
seminar introduces graduate students from
many departments to the African-American
intellectual tradition and to black thought
from the African diaspora. Reading across
disciplines and genres, the seminar engages
a broad set of topics and themes, including:
race, racial formation and racism; slavery;
empire; religion, social movements, and cultural representation. Particular attention is
paid to issues of gender and class as well as
race. The course presupposes a familiarity
with issues in African American Studies.

Graduate engagement with the department is not limited to students
pursuing requirements of the certificate. Participation in the Faculty-Graduate Seminar, with its annually rotating focus area, is open
to all Princeton graduate students seeking to engage in the intellectually stimulating community of the department. Recent seminar topics include ‘Black Studies in the Digital Age,’ ‘Sexuality in
African American Communities and Cultures,’ ‘Black Studies and
Biopolitics,’ ‘African/American Diasporic Literature’ and ‘The Politics of Black Families and Intimacies.’ The department also sponsors
programming and events throughout the academic year for graduate
students at all stages.
Note: Students cannot be admitted to Princeton University through the African American Studies Certificate Program since it is not a degree program. All graduate admissions
decisions will be made through affiliated departments.
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In addition to AAS 500, students are required
to complete two other courses in the Humanities or Social Sciences.
These should be courses (a) whose contents
are judged to be devoted primarily to the
study of race; or African American studies; or
(b) for which they write research papers devoted to race; or (c) which are independent
study topics tailored to the student’s interests
in race or African American Studies. (Students may consult with the DGS regarding
the relevance of their coursework to the AAS
certificate.)
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2016-2017 FACULTY-GRADUATE SEMINAR
Faculty Convener: Professor Wallace Best
The experience of being black in the United States has been profoundly shaped by a variety of perspectives, racialized perceptions,
and social and governmental policies regarding sex and sexuality.
Although the specter or sex and sexual exploitation has been a prominent feature of “slavery studies” since the 1950s, scholars across a
range of academic disciplines have only in the last two decades begun to seriously grapple with the way in which sex and sexuality sit
at the center of African American bodily experiences and socio-cultural interactions with the wider world. And for the most part, those
experiences and interactions have been tinctured with religion and
issues of morality, pathos, and contagion.
Black sexual subjectivity and expression have always had a moral
component, often substantiated and sanctioned by communities and
institutions of color, “sacred” and “secular.” The historic moral gaze
upon black sexual subjects has often rendered sex a space of conflict, lure and loathing, reflected in nearly every aspect of American society, including commerce and popular culture. If “sex sells,”
then black sex and sexuality both compel and repel. At the same
time, black sexual subjects have often been conspicuously absent or
marginalized in contemporary debates and historical explorations of
same-sex marriage, transgender rights, “gay culture,” and LGBTQ
rights more broadly. Centering black sexual subjects in these current debates and historical explorations will not only change their
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very nature and content, but also show how sex
and sexuality are always inherently racial terrain.
It will also put the moral component to African
American sexualities under analytical scrutiny and
into productive dialogue.
Graduate Student Participants
Ahmad Green-Hayes (Religion)
Edna Bonhomme (History/History of Science)
Kimberly Bain (English)
Janet Kong-Chow (English)
RL Golderg (English)
Hadiya Layla Jones (Sociology)
Kyonne Isaac (Psychology)
Charlie Hankin (Spanish & Portuguese)
Berta Del Rio Alcala (Spanish & Portuguese)

2016-2017 Presenters

Timeline of Faculty-Graduate Seminars

Jeffrey Q. McCune, Jr.

LaMonda Horton-Stallings

WASHINGTON UNIVERSITY
IN ST. LOUIS

UNIVERSITY OF MARYLAND,
COLLEGE PARK

October 4

February 7

E. Patrick Johnson

C. Riley Snorton

NORTHWESTERN UNIVERSITY

CORNELL UNIVERSITY

October 18

February 21

Emily A. Owens

Malik Gaines

BROWN UNIVERSITY

NEW YORK UNIVERSITY

November 15

March 7

Kevin Mumford

Jane Ward

UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA,

December 6

RIVERSIDE

Hilton Als

April 4

THE NEW YORKER MAGAZINE

Keith Boykin

December 13

COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

2017 - 2018 Seminar
How We Get Free:
The Black Political Imagination
Faculty Convener:
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor
2015 - 2016 Seminar
Black Studies and Biopolitics
Faculty Convener: Ruha Benjamin
2014 - 2015 Seminar
Black Studies in the Digital Age
Faculty Convener: Joshua Guild
2013 - 2014 Seminar
African/American Diasporic Literature
Faculty Convener:
Wendy Laura Belcher
2012 - 2013 Seminar
The Politics of Black Families
and Intimacies
Faculty Convener: Tera Hunter

April 16
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AAS GRADUATE CONFERENCE
1800 and more - mourning the needy dead
in the chaos of protest
What is our response to the fact of premature black death?
The recent string of police murders has renewed not only
an active conversation about race, racism and racialized
disparities, but has also sparked a new era of civil disobedience.
The story of one’s life doesn’t end with their death. Collective mourning raises communities, if even for a moment, enabling them to tell stories and connect the personal with the political. Since Mike Brown’s shooting
death, activists, organizers, and everyday people from
across the country have come together to mourn the
dead, to protest police brutality, and to organize for a
new world. Black death matters.
From April 19th to April 21st, 2017 the Department of
African American Studies at Princeton University sponsored a graduate conference comprised of intellectuals,
artists & organizers working across different disciplines,
mediums and movements to speak, represent, plan and
demonstrate the precarity and possibility of black life in
the United States and abroad.
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Conference organizers Heath Pearson (far left) and Nyle Fort (middle)
participate in the panel, ‘Haunting’.

Participants included: Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, Christina
Sharpe, Michael Ralph, Tyler Davis, Emanuela Kucik, Samuel
Ng, Joshua Bennett, Wind Dell Woods, Nyle Fort, Heath
Pearson, Zhaleh Boyd, Eddie S. Glaude Jr., Kessie Alexandre,
Chloé Faux, Kevin Rigby Jr., Brandon Hunter, Joshua Guild,
Aimee Meredith Cox, LaShaya Howie, Ingrid Norton, Brian
Jones, Nijah Cunningham, Ahmad Greene-Hayes, Will
Mosley, Jenn M. Jackson, Chaya Crowder, Mark Lewis Taylor,
Shana Redmond, Matt Harris, Ruha Benjamin, Mikey Phillips,
Mlondolozi Zondi, Naomi Murakawa, Adam Elliott-Cooper,
Marcus Lee, Philip McHarris, Derecka Purnell, Imani Perry,
Kimberly Bain, Leonard Curry, Jas Riley, Daniel Benjamin,
Clint Smith, Mick Jenkins & Jamila Woods

1800 and more Conference Panels and Sessions
“Arts”
Respondent Mark Lewis Taylor, Princeton
Theological Seminary; Shana Redmond,
University of California, Los Angeles
(Musicology); Matt Harris, University of
California, Santa Barbara (Religious Studies)
“Haunting”
Respondent Joshua Bennett, Harvard
University (Society of Fellows); Wind Dell
Woods, University of California, Irvine
(Drama); Nyle Fort, Princeton University
(Religion); Heath Pearson, Princeton
University (Anthropology); Zhaleh Boyd,
Wilberforce Institute for the Study of Slavery
and Emancipation at the University of Hull
(Social Justice: Contemporary Slavery);
Mikey Phillips, Performer and producer
based in Atlanta, Georgia; Mlondolozi
Zondi, Northwestern University
(Performance Studies)
“Place”
Respondent Joshua Guild, Princeton
University (African American Studies);
Aimee Meredith Cox, Fordham University
(African and African American Studies);
LaShaya Howie,
University of Chicago (Anthropology);
Ingrid Norton, Princeton University
(English); Brian Jones, CUNY Graduate
Center (Urban Education)

“Elements”
Respondent Michael Ralph, NYU
(Department of Social and Cultural
Analysis); Kessie Alexandre, Princeton
University (Anthropology); Chloé Faux,
Columbia University (Anthropology); Kevin
Rigby, Yale University (Emerging Scholars
Initiative); Brandon Hunter, Princeton
University (Anthropology)
“Intersexions”
Respondent Nijah Cunningham, Princeton
University (Society of Fellows); Ahmad
Greene-Hayes, Princeton University
(Religion); Will Mosley, University of
Texas, Austin (African and African Diaspora
Studies); Jenn M. Jackson, University
of Chicago (Political Science); Chaya
Crowder, Princeton University (Politics)
“Theory”
Respondent Imani Perry, Princeton
University (African American Studies);
Kimberly Bain, Princeton University
(English; Leonard Curry, Vanderbilt
University (Ethics & Society); Jas Riley,
University of California, Riverside (English);
Daniel Benjamin, University of California,
Berkeley (English & Critical Theory)
“Wake”
Respondent Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor,

Princeton University (African American
Studies); Christina Sharpe, Tufts
University (English); Tyler Davis,
Baylor University (Religion); Emanuela
Kucik, Princeton University (English);
Samuel Ng, New York University
(American Studies)
“The Mourning After:
A Dreamer’s Guide to Staying
Woke”
Keynote address - Ruha Benjamin,
Princeton University (African American
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STUDENT REFLECTION:
Co-organizer Heath Pearson on Launching the AAS Graduate Conference
Nyle Fort and I sat down and talked about what it would be
like to have a graduate conference in the African American Studies
Department. We brainstormed some ideas and decided to pitch it to
Professor Glaude and Professor Guild. They were really excited about it.
A few things were really important to us.... Building a conference
that was creative and imaginative and open. We had nonacademics - organizers, librarians, painters and poets. Lots of graduate
student academics. Lots of professors. The professors we invited
in were on panels with graduate students. We did not want to
just maintain academic hierarchies that completely determine the
space. So we tried to do things like that. There were music
producers on panels, folks who work in lots of different spaces.
We had traditional academic panels, though, of course, the topic
was not traditional. We had a hip hop show. We had spoken
word. We had an art installation. We had good food. We had
lots of music that was playing during the time that we shared.
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For us, the point was not to change the academic conference. Rather,
as the first graduate student conference out of this department - we
said, what do we want to do as a conference? That’s it. What does
it mean for us all to come together in a campus that only a handful
of decades ago barred people of color, barred women, all kinds of
folks who weren’t white men from attending classes and graduating
from this school. So, it was a dynamic and special time for the people
from all over the country who came together and occupied this

space, and mourned, worked through the really
complicated terrors of our world, and also
celebrated, and grew our friendships. It was
important that all of those things were part of this.
Professor Ruha Benjamin really articulated it best
as she charged the conference on the opening
night, “no one gets to determine how we do
this,” how we respond to the terrors of state
violence or a white supremacist state... This opens
up the possibilities for imagination in the chaos.
The very last day of the conference... A
young man, 18 or 19, came up to me while
I was eating and introduced himself and said,
“This was so great, I’m local, I heard about
this because I’m a huge Mick Jenkins fan,
I signed up so I could get a ticket to the
show.” But he said he decided to show up
on Wednesday evening and just see what it
was like, and then came to every single thing.
So this kid who was a hip-hop
to every single panel, and he
the keynote address, and found a
and dynamic possibility in the

head came
listened to
lot of life
conference.

That’s not something that happens regularly in
academic spaces. For lack of a better word, I was
just so happy that something like that happened.
Heath Pearson is a doctoral candidate in the
Department of Anthropology.
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AAS Core Faculty
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Anna Arabindan-Kesson

Wendy Laura Belcher

Ruha Benjamin

Wallace Best

ART & ARCHAEOLOGY
AND AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

COMPARATIVE
LITERATURE AND
AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

RELIGION AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

Eddie S. Glaude Jr.

Reena N. Goldthree

Joshua Guild

Tera Hunter

RELIGION AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

HISTORY AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

HISTORY AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

New Faculty for AY 2018

Naomi Murakawa

Kinohi Nishikawa

Chika Okeke-Agulu

Imani Perry

AFRICAN AMERICAN

ENGLISH AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

ART & ARCHAEOLOGY
AND AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

Keeanga-Yamahtta
Taylor

Autumn Womack

STUDIES

Stacey Sinclair
PSYCHOLOGY AND
AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES AND ENGLISH

New Faculty for AY 2018
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Faculty Biographies and Publications
Anna Arabindan-Kesson
ART & ARCHAEOLOGY AND
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

Professor
Arabindan-Kesson
specializes in African American,
Caribbean, and British Art,
with an emphasis on histories of
race, empire, and transatlantic
visual culture in the long 19th century. An international
upbringing and interdisciplinary training in the fields of
African American studies and art history have shaped her
intellectual formation. Consequently her research focuses on
processes of cultural exchange and geographical movement,
underpinned by histories of colonialism and the legacies
of these encounters in contemporary art practice. Her
work has been supported by several fellowships, including
from the Huntington Library; the Paul Mellon Center for
Studies in British Art; Winterthur Library, Museum and
Gardens; the Terra Foundation for American Art; and the
Smithsonian American Art Museum.
Professor Arabindan-Kesson has a joint appointment in the
Department of African American Studies and is a faculty
fellow at Wilson College. In addition to presenting at
domestic and international conferences and symposiums,
she has delivered public museum lectures and has appeared
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in the media. She serves on the board of advisors for the
Brandywine Workshop in Philadelphia and the arts space
NLS Kingston in Jamaica. She has been involved in curating
several exhibitions, including the 2009 traveling exhibition
Embodied: Black Identities in American Art from the Yale
University Art Gallery and Barkley L. Hendricks: Oh
Snap! (2015) for Art Sanctuary in Philadelphia. Professor
Arabindan-Kesson has published articles and reviews on
contemporary African fashion and African American
artists and modernism. Her chapter on cultural exchange
between New England and Zanzibar appeared in the
book Global Trade and Visual Arts in Federal New England
(University Press of New England, 2014). Another chapter,
on photography and South Asian identity in Jamaica,
is forthcoming in Victorian Jamaica (Duke University
Press). Professor Arabindan-Kesson has also written for
international art and fashion publications in Europe and
Australia.

“I love the idea of studying an insurgent field of knowledge.
It is an incredible way not only to learn the history of a
people I interact with daily, but also to engage in a sociological study that provides a crucial and undervalued view of
American society.” - JACOB CANNON ‘17

Wendy Laura Belcher
COMPARATIVE LITERATURE AND
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

Professor Wendy Laura Belcher is an
associate professor of African literature with a joint appointment in the
Princeton University Department of
Comparative Literature and the Department of African American Studies.
Working at the intersection of diaspora, postcolonial, and
eighteenth-century studies, she has a multi-book comparative project demonstrating how African thought has animated British, European, and American canonical literature. This
includes the widely reviewed book that was a finalist for the
Bethwell A. Ogot Award for best book on East Africa: Abyssinia’s Samuel Johnson: Ethiopian Thought in the Making of an
English Author (Oxford, May 2012), which theorizes the discursive possession of English authors and texts. The next part
of the project is in progress, a book titled The Black Queen of
Sheba: A Global History of an African Idea, about the circulation of Ethiopian thought in Europe from 1000 to 2000.
She also works to bring attention to early African literature
(written between 1300 and 1900), particularly that in African languages, through her research and translation. For instance, she is the co-translator with Michael Kleiner of perhaps the first book-length biography of an African woman,
originally written in Ge’ez (classical Ethiopic), The Life and
Struggles of Our Mother Walatta Petros: A Seventeenth-Century African Biography of an Ethiopian Woman (Princeton University Press 2015), for which she received the Fulbright US
Scholars Award. She and Kleiner also received the Society for

the Study of Early Modern Women (SSEMW) award for the
best Scholarly Edition in Translation of 2015. Her article interpreting one aspect of the book is “Same-Sex Intimacies in
the Early African Text Gädlä Wälättä P̣ eṭros.”
She is now translating with Kleiner perhaps the most important medieval African text ever written, in a book titled The
Glory of the Monarchs Sheba and Solomon: A Translation of the
Medieval Ethiopian Text of the Kebra Nagast. She also edited the
forthcoming, The Jesuits in Ethiopia (1609-1641): Latin Letters
in Translation, translated by Jessica Wright and Leon Grek and
introduced by Leonardo Cohen, Äthiopistische Forschungen series. Wiesbaden, Germany: Harrassowtiz Verlag. Many
years she has hosted a seminar on African language literature at
the American Comparative Literature Association conference.
These scholarly interests emerge from her life experiences
growing up in East and West Africa, where she became fascinated with the richness of Ghanaian and Ethiopian intellectual traditions. Her teaching focuses on how non-Western
literature has participated in a global traffic in invention, pairing texts across national and continental boundaries in order
to debunk stereotypes of Africans as peoples without history,
texts, or influence until the 1950s.
Previous books included the best-seller Writing Your Journal
Article in Twelve Weeks: A Guide to Academic Publishing Success,
which has helped thousands to publish their important work
and been cited in over 140 publications, and the award-winning Honey from the Lion: An African Journey (Dutton, 1988).
Before becoming a professor, she worked for eleven years as
the director of a small academic press with several book series.
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Ruha Benjamin
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

Ruha Benjamin specializes in the
interdisciplinary study of science,
medicine, and technology; raceethnicity and gender; knowledge
and power. She is author of People’s
Science: Bodies and Rights on the Stem
Cell Frontier (Stanford University Press 2013), Race After
Technology (Polity, forthcoming), and editor of Captivating
Technology: Race, Technoscience, and the Carceral Imagination
(Duke University Press, forthcoming), as well as numerous
articles and book chapters.
Professor Benjamin received her BA in sociology and
anthropology from Spelman College, MA and PhD in
sociology from UC Berkeley, and completed postdoctoral
fellowships at UCLA’s Institute for Society and Genetics
and Harvard University’s Science, Technology, and Society
Program. She has been awarded fellowships and grants from
the American Council of Learned Societies, National Science
Foundation, Ford Foundation, and the California Institute
for Regenerative Medicine among others, and is a 201617 Member at the Institute for Advanced Study (Princeton)
where she continues work on the following projects:
The Emperor’s New Genes is a multi-sited investigation of
how human population genomics reflects, reinforces, and
sometimes challenges socio-political classifications such as

62

race, caste, and citizenship. This study explores how the social
dimensions of genomics are enacted in different national
contexts, with special attention to how “genomic sovereignty”
and public health are configured in the process. Papers related
to this project are published in Policy & Society; Annals of
the American Academy of Political and Social Science; and
Reimagining Biomedicalization, Pharmaceuticals, and Genetics:
Old Critiques and New Engagements.
Black to the Future: An Imagination Incubator includes
workshops, publications, and collaborations that examine and
experiment with speculative fiction as a site of sociological
knowledge and praxis. This project draws together the arts,
activism, and scholarship to imagine and enact alternative
social realities that are more just and habitable than the present.
Work related to this project is published in Discover Society;
Catalyst: Feminism, Theory, and Technoscience; and Kalfou: A
Journal of Comparative and Relational Ethnic Studies.
Taken together, this body of work addresses debates about
how science and technology shape the social world and
how people can, should, and do engage with science and
technology.

Wallace Best
RELIGION AND AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

Wallace Best specializes in
19th and 20th century African
American religious history. His
research and teaching focus on
the areas of African American
religion, religion and literature, Pentecostalism, and
Womanist theology. He has held fellowships at Princeton’s
Center for the Study of Religion and the W. E. B. Du
Bois Institute at Harvard University. His is author of
Passionately Human, No Less Divine: Religion and Culture
in Black Chicago, 1915-1952 (Princeton University Press,
2005) and Langston’s Salvation: American Religion and the
Bard of Harlem (NYU Press, 2017).

“I benefited immensely from participating in the
Faculty Graduate seminar in my first year, which
focused on race and biopolitics and was facilitated
by Professor Ruha Benjamin. The seminar exposed
students to scholars from around the country,
many of whom were pre-eminent leaders in their
field. This was the highlight of my year and a
wonderful introduction to the Princeton community.”
- COLLEEN CAMPBELL, PH.D STUDENT
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Eddie S. Glaude Jr.
RELIGION & AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

Eddie S. Glaude Jr. is a scholar
who speaks to the black and blue
in America. His most well-known
books, Democracy in Black: How
Race Still Enslaves the American
Soul, and In a Shade of Blue: Pragmatism and the Politics of
Black America, take a wide look at black communities and
reveal complexities, vulnerabilities, and opportunities for
hope. Hope that is, in one of his favorite quotes from W.E.B
Du Bois, “not hopeless, but a bit unhopeful.” Other muses
include James Baldwin, Malcolm X, and Bobby “Blue” Bland.
In addition to his readings of early American philosophers
and contemporary political scientists, Glaude turns to African American literature in his writing and teaching for insight into African American political life, religious thought,
gender and class.
Glaude is the William S. Tod Professor of Religion and African American Studies at Princeton University. He is chair
of the Department of African American Studies, a program
he first became involved with shaping as a doctoral candidate in Religion at Princeton. He is the current president of
the American Academy of Religion. His books on religion
and philosophy include African American Religion: A Very
Short Introduction and Exodus! Religion, Race and Nation
in Early 19th Century Black America, which was awarded
the Modern Language Association’s William Sanders Scarborough Book Prize. Glaude is also the author of two edited
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volumes, and many influential articles about religion for academic journals. He has also written for the likes of The New York
Times and The Huffington Post.
Currently Glaude is at work on a book about James Baldwin, tentatively titled James Baldwin’s America, 1963-1972. Of Baldwin,
Glaude writes, “Baldwin’s writing does not bear witness to the
glory of America. It reveals the country’s sins, and the illusion
of innocence that blinds us to the reality of others. Baldwin’s vision then requires a confrontation with history (with slavery, Jim
Crow segregation, with whiteness) to overcome its hold on us.
Not to posit the greatness of America, but to establish the ground
upon which to imagine the country anew.” Democracy in Black
has been described in similar terms. Bill Moyers says the book
“breathes with prophetic fire,” recently writing, “Democracy in
Black is rich in history and bold in opinion, and inconvenient
truths leap from every page.”
Some like to describe Glaude as the quintessential Morehouse
man, having left his home in Moss Point, Mississippi at age 16 to
begin studies at the HBCU. He holds a master’s degree in African
American Studies from Temple University, and a Ph.D in Religion
from Princeton University. He began his teaching career at Bowdoin College. He has been a visiting scholar at Amherst College
and Harvard. In 2011 he delivered Harvard’s Du Bois lectures. In
2015 he was awarded an honorary doctorate from Colgate University, delivering commencement remarks titled, “Turning Our
Backs.” He is a columnist for Time Magazine and regularly provides commentary on radio and television news programs like
Democracy Now!, Morning Joe, and the 11th Hour. He hosts the
podcast AAS 21, recorded at Princeton University in Stanhope
Hall, the African American Studies department’s home.

Reena N. Goldthree
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

Reena Goldthree specializes in the history of Latin America and the Caribbean. Her research and teaching focus
on social movements; political theory; labor and migration; and Caribbean feminisms. She earned her B.A. in
History-Sociology (magna cum laude, Phi Beta Kappa) from
Columbia University and her M.A. and Ph.D. in History from
Duke University. Her current book project, Democracy Shall be
no Empty Romance: War and the Politics of Empire in the Greater
Caribbean, examines how the crisis of World War I transformed
Afro-Caribbeans’ understanding of, and engagements with, the
British Empire.
Beyond the book manuscript, her research has appeared in the
Journal of Colonialism and Colonial History, Labor: Studies in
Working-Class History of the Americas, Radical Teacher, Caribbean
Military Encounters (Palgrave Macmillan, 2017) and Global Circuits of Blackness: Interrogating the African Diasporas (University
of Illinois Press, 2010). Professor Goldthree is the co-editor of a
special issue of the Caribbean Review of Gender Studies on gender and anti-colonialism in the interwar Caribbean (forthcoming, 2018). Her research has been supported by fellowships and
grants from the American Historical Association, Coordinating
Council for Women in History, Ford Foundation, Mellon Foundation, Woodrow Wilson Foundation, Social Science Research
Council, and Fulbright.
Professor Goldthree is an Associated Faculty Member in the Program in Gender and Sexuality Studies and in the Program in
Latin American Studies.
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Joshua Guild
HISTORY & AFRICAN
AMERICAN STUDIES

Joshua Guild specializes in
twentieth-century
African
American social and cultural
history, urban history, and the
making of the modern African
diaspora, with particular interests in migration, black internationalism, black popular music, and the black radical
tradition. A graduate of Wesleyan University, where he
was a Mellon Mays Undergraduate Fellow, he received
his PhD in History and African American Studies from
Yale. His research has been supported by fellowships and
awards from a number of institutions, including the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, the Ford Foundation, the
Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship Foundation, and
Harvard University’s Charles Warren Center for Studies
in American History. In 2012, he was a fellow at Harvard’s W.E.B. Du Bois Institute of African and African
American Research.
Guild is currently completing his first book, In the Shadows of the Metropolis: Cultural Politics and Black Communities in Postwar New York and London, which will be
published by Oxford University Press. The book examines African-American and Afro-Caribbean migration
and community formation in central Brooklyn and west
London from the 1930s through the 1970s. He has published or has forthcoming essays on topics ranging from
the pioneering Brooklyn politician Shirley Chisholm, the
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“When I was looking at faculty I could work with, I didn’t
just look in my department. I was looking outside of my
department too. One of the reasons why I came to Princeton
is because the African American Studies Department had so
many amazing faculty members as part of their cohort.”
- KIMBERLEY BAIN, PH.D STUDENT

politics of calypso in the age of decolonization and civil
rights, and Black Power in diasporic perspective. His next
book project, tentatively entitled The City Lives in You: The
Black Freedom Struggle and the Futures of New Orleans, will
focus on struggles for racial and economic justice in New
Orleans from the mid-20th century black freedom movement through the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the
BP oil disaster.
Professor Guild’s interests in digital humanities, new media,
and public engagement are reflected in the 2014-15 African American Studies Faculty-Graduate Seminar that he
organized, “Black Studies in the Digital Age.” He serves on
the Executive Committee of Princeton’s Center for Digital
Humanities. He is also an Associated Faculty member in
the Program in Urban Studies.
Professor Guild is the Director of Graduate Affairs in the
Department of African American Studies.

Tera Hunter

Naomi Murakawa

HISTORY AND AFRICAN

AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

AMERICAN STUDIES

Tera W. Hunter is a scholar of
U. S. history, with specializations
in African-Americans, gender,
labor, and the South. She is particularly interested in the history of slavery and freedom. Her most recent book is Bound
in Wedlock: Slave and Free Black Marriage in the Nineteenth
Century.
Her first book, To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s
Lives and Labors after the Civil War, received several prizes including the H. L. Mitchell Award from the Southern
Historical Association, the Letitia Brown Memorial Book
Prize from the Association of Black Women’s Historians,
and the Book of the Year Award from the International
Labor History Association. She was a Mary I. Bunting Institute Fellow, at the Radcliffe Institute for Advanced Study
at Harvard University, 2005-2006. She received her B. A.
from Duke University and Ph.D. from Yale University.

Naomi Murakawa is an associate
professor of African American
Studies at Princeton University.
She studies the reproduction of
racial inequality in 20th and 21st
century American politics, with
specialization in crime policy and the carceral state. She
is the author of The First Civil Right: How Liberals Built
Prison America (Oxford University Press, 2014), and her
work has appeared in Law & Society Review, Theoretical Criminology, Du Bois Review, and several edited volumes. She has received fellowships from Columbia Law
School’s Center for the Study of Law and Culture, as well
the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation’s Health Policy
Research Program.
Prior to joining African American Studies at Princeton,
she taught in the Department of Political Science at the
University of Washington. Professor Murakawa received
her B.A. in women’s studies from Columbia University,
her M.Sc. in social policy from the London School of
Economics, and her Ph.D. in political science from Yale
University.
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Kinohi Nishikawa
ENGLISH AND AFRICAN AMERICAN
STUDIES

Kinohi Nishikawa specializes in African
American literature and modern print culture. He earned his A.B. in English summa
cum laude from Dartmouth College and his
Ph.D. in Literature from Duke University.
From 2010-2012 he was a postdoctoral fellow in the Department
of African American Studies at Northwestern University. His work
has been supported by the Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship
Foundation, the U.S. Department of Education, and the National
Endowment for the Humanities.
His first book is a study of black pulp fiction’s uncanny origins in
girlie magazines and sleaze paperbacks of the 1960s. His major work
in progress considers the important yet overlooked role book design (e.g., typography, paper quality, cover art) has played in shaping
modern African American literature. His essays and articles elaborate
on these long-term interests with specific case studies of black book
and periodical history.
Recent publications includes a chapter on Donald Goines’s graphic
novel Daddy Cool in the edited comics collection The Blacker the Ink
(Rutgers, 2015), an essay on the politics of reading urban fiction in
PMLA (2015), and an article on Black Arts Movement editor Hoyt
W. Fuller in Chicago Review (2016). His “The Archive on Its Own:
Black Politics, Independent Publishing, and The Negotiations” won
the 2015 Katherine Newman Best Essay Award from MELUS.

68

Forthcoming publications include essays on action-adventure novelist Joseph Nazel, Paris expatriate Melvin Van Peebles, and urban
fiction author and Trenton, New Jersey, native Wahida Clark.

Chika Okeke-Agulu
ART & ARCHAEOLOGY AND
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

“The Department of African American Studies has
been, and continues to be, an important locus for
my intellectual, personal, and professional growth.
Through integral courses such as the African
American Intellectual Tradition and seminars like the
Faculty Graduate Seminar, I have been introduced
to key interventions and debates within the field.”

Chika Okeke-Agulu specializes
in classical, modern, and contemporary African and African
Diaspora art history and theory. He previously taught at The
Pennsylvania State University, University of Nigeria, Nsukka, and Yaba College of
Technology, Lagos. He is the author of Obiora Udechukwu: Line, Image, Text (Skira Editore, 2016); Postcolonial
Modernism: Art and Decolonization in Twentieth-Century
Nigeria (Duke, 2015); and (with Okwui Enwezor), Contemporary African Art Since 1980 (Damiani, 2010). He is
co-editor of Ezumeezu: Essays on Contemporary Art and
Architecture, a festschrift in Honour of Demas Nwoko
(Goldline & Jacobs, 2012); and Who Knows Tomorrow
(König, 2010) In 2006, he edited the first ever issue of
African Arts dedicated to African Modernism, and his
writings have appeared in African Arts, Meridians: Feminism, Race, Internationalism, Artforum International, New
York Times, Packett, South Atlantic Quarterly, and October.
He is co-editor of Nka: Journal of Contemporary African
Art, writes for Huffington Post and maintains the blog
Ọfọdunka.

many awards and prizes are: Honorable Mention, The
Arnold Rubin Outstanding Publication (triennial) Award
(Arts Council of African Studies Association, 2017); The
Melville J. Herskovits Prize for the most important scholarly work in African Studies published in English during
the preceding year (African Studies Association, 2016);
Distinguished Alumnus Award for Outstanding Service
to the Arts (The College of Arts, University of South
Florida, Tampa, 2016); Frank Jewett Mather Award for
Distinction in Art Criticism (College Art Association,
2016); and Outstanding Dissertation (triennial) award
(Arts Council of African Studies Association, 2007).

In 2007, Professor Okeke-Agulu was appointed the
Robert Sterling Clark Visiting Professor of Art History at Williams College, and Fellow at the Sterling and
Francine Clark Art Institute (2008). He was a Woodrow
Wilson Career Enhancement Fellow (2010). Among his

Okeke-Agulu serves on the board of directors of College
Art Association, the advisory board of the Center for the
Study of Visual Arts, National Gallery of Art, Washington, DC, the executive board of Princeton in Africa, and
editorial board of African Studies Review.

- EZELLE SANFORD III, PH.D STUDENT
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Imani Perry

AFRICAN AMERICAN

PSYCHOLOGY AND AFRICAN

STUDIES

AMERICAN STUDIES

Imani Perry is the
Hughes-Rogers professor of African American studies at Princeton
University, where she is
also affiliated with the Programs in Law and Public Affairs and Gender and Sexuality Studies. She
is the author of: More Beautiful and More Terrible:
The Embrace and Transcendence of Racial Inequality in the United States (NYU, 2011) and Prophets
of the Hood: Politics and Poetics in Hip Hop (Duke,
2004) as well as numerous articles in the fields of
law, cultural studies and African American studies.
She has a forthcoming book on the history of the
Black National anthem from Oxford University
Press and another on gender, neoliberalism and
the digital age from Duke University Press.
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Stacey Sinclair

When seeking to describe how
stereotyping and prejudice infects society it is common to
characterize them as shaping
individuals through biased media depictions and institutions that subjugate some while
rewarding others. In contrast, the work done in my lab
examines how interpersonal interactions translate culturally held prejudices into individual thoughts and actions.
One line of research on social tuning, shows individuals’
prejudices and stereotype-relevant self-views adjust to
the apparent views of social interaction partners, without
conscious effort or awareness, when they like the other
person or feel uncertain.
A complementary line of research on implicit homophily
shows that perceivers are interpersonally drawn to others
whose intergroup attitudes and experiences seem similar
to their own, even when those intergroup attitudes are
consciously disavowed by perceivers and instead measured implicitly. Taken together these bodies of work
suggest people may unknowingly be immersed in social
networks characterized by a corresponding degree of intergroup bias. We are in the initial stages of several projects considering the ramifications of this possibility for
the health and intellectual performance of members of
stigmatized groups.

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor
AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES

Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor is author of From
#BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation (Haymarket Books, 2016), an examination of the
history and politics of Black America and the
development of the social movement Black
Lives Matter in response to police violence
in the United States. Taylor has received the Lannan Foundation’s
Cultural Freedom Award for an Especially Notable Book.
Taylor’s research examines race and public policy including American housing policies. Dr. Taylor is currently working on a manuscript
titled Race for Profit: Black Housing and the Urban Crisis of the 1970s,
which looks at the federal government’s promotion of single-family homeownership in Black communities after the urban rebellions
of the 1960s. Taylor looks at how the federal government’s turn to
market-based solutions in its low-income housing programs in the
1970s impacted Black neighborhoods, Black women on welfare, and
emergent discourses on the urban “underclass”. Taylor is interested
in the role of private sector forces, typically hidden in public policy
making and execution, in the “urban crisis” of the 1970s.
Taylor’s research has been supported, in part, by a multiyear Northwestern University Presidential Fellowship, the Ford Foundation,
and the Lannan Foundation. Taylor was the Chancellor’s Postdoctoral Research Associate in the Department of African American Studies at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in 2013-2014.
Taylor received her Ph.D from the Department of African American
Studies at Northwestern University in 2013.
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Autumn Womack

AFRICAN AMERICAN STUDIES &
ENGLISH

Professor Autumn Womack
specializes in nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century African American literature, with
a particular research and teaching focus on the intersection of
visual technology, race, and literary culture. She earned
her PhD in English and Comparative Literature from
Columbia University, and from 2015-2016 she was a
postdoctoral fellow in Rutgers University’s Department
of English. Most recently Professor Womack as a 20162017 faculty fellow at Penn State University’s Center for
the History of Information (CHI).
Professor Womack’s book manuscript, Reform Visions:
Race, Visuality, and Literature in the Progressive Era, examines the important formal and technical features of emergent visual technologies such as photography, motion
pictures, and social surveys to black literary culture from
the 1880s through the 1920s. She has published on this
and other topics in Black Camera: An International Film
Journal, Women and Performance, American Literary History, and Small Axe Salon. Her contribution to a published
roundtable on “Racism’s Afterlives”is forthcoming in J19:
A Journal of 19th Century Americanists and her exploration
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“Princeton University’s Department of African American
Studies has carved out a haven and created an example
for graduate students like me, as it refuses to cave to the
Eurocentrism of the academic market, choosing instead
to continually produce incisive scholarship and events,
nurture its students, and work towards collective liberation
through its dedication to the larger, intertwined struggles
for social and racial justice in the nation and the globe.”
- EMANUELA KUCIK, PH.D STUDENT

of antebellum data visualization in The Anglo-African Magazine will appear in Cambridge University’s volume Transitions
in African American American Literature, 1850-1865.
Like her research, Professor Womack’s teaching is interdisciplinary in its scope. In addition to regularly teaching courses
in the area of Nineteenth-Century African-American literary culture, she has taught and developed courses on race and
visual culture, literature and surveillance, as well as a single
author course on Toni Morrison.

Department Staff
Eddie S. Glaude Jr., Chair
April Peters, Department Manager
Dionne Worthy, Assistant to the Chair & Events Coordinator
Allison Bland, Media Specialist
Elio Lleo, Technical Support Specialist
Jana Johnson, Department Assistant

Research and Commentary
PROMINENT CAMPUS SPACE NAMED FOR NOBEL
LAUREATE TONI MORRISON

Princeton University’s trustees have approved recommendations to name West College, a prominent and
central campus building, for the Nobel laureate Toni
Morrison, an emeritus faculty member at Princeton.
The recommendations were made by the Council of the
Princeton University Community (CPUC) Committee
on Naming, a committee composed of faculty, students,
staff and alumni that was established in the fall of 2016 to
advise the trustees on the naming of “buildings or other
spaces not already named for historical figures or donors
to recognize individuals who would bring a more diverse
presence to the campus.”
The committee made its recommendations after seeking
suggestions from throughout the University community,
including through a website that provided background
information about the two spaces that the trustees asked
it to consider. More than 210 people submitted suggestions through the website.
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The former West College (building shown on left) is now called
Morrison Hall.
Toni Morrison is the Robert F. Goheen Professor in the
Humanities, Emerita, at Princeton and a recipient of the
1993 Nobel Prize in literature. She was the first African
American to be awarded the Nobel Prize in literature.
Morrison taught courses at Princeton in the humanities
and African American Studies. One of her courses led to
a book entitled “Playing in the Dark.” After several years
she joined the creative writing program where she ad-

The CPUC Naming Committee consists of Professor Angela Creager,
Professor Stephen Macedo, Professor Alejando Rodriguez, Professor
Stacey Sinclair, Devin Kilpatrick ’19, USG president Myesha
Jemison ’18. Assistant Vice President for Human Resources Romy
Riddick, Osbourne Shaw ’97, and Vice President and Secretary of the
University Robert Durkee ’69.
“By taking these steps we begin to recognize more completely the
extraordinary range of individuals and groups that have made this
University what it is today,” President Eisgruber ’83 said, “and to
inscribe upon the fabric of our campus a fuller account not only of
Princeton’s history, but also of the commitments to both excellence
and inclusivity that must guide our aspirations for the future.”

vised such students as the now-published writers David
Treuer, Ladee Hubbard, Kate Morgenroth, MacKenzie
Tuttle and Rachel Kadish.
Her arrival helped to attract other faculty and students
of color to Princeton, and she played a catalytic role in
expanding Princeton’s commitments both to the creative
and performing arts and to African American Studies.
In 1994 she founded the Princeton Atelier, bringing together undergraduate students in interdisciplinary collaborations with acclaimed artists and performers such
as Jacques d’Amboise, A.S. Byatt, Peter Sellars, Yo-Yo
Ma, Richard Danielpour, Bernice Johnson Reagon, Gabriel Garcia Márquez, Anonymous 4, Richard Price, Pig
Iron Theatre Company, Maria Tucci and Allegro Kent
among others.
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In 1996 she gave the keynote address — “The Place of the
Idea, The Idea of the Place” — as Princeton celebrated its
250th anniversary, and in 2013 the University awarded
her an honorary doctorate.
In addition to the Nobel Prize, Morrison won a National Book Critics Circle Award for “Song of Solomon” in
1977; a Pulitzer Prize for “Beloved” in 1988; the Commandeur de l’Ordre des Arts et des Lettres in 1993; the
National Humanities Medal in 2000; the Ordre National
de la Légion d’honneur in 2010; the Presidential Medal
of Freedom in 2012; and the American Academy of Arts
and Sciences Emerson-Thoreau Medal in 2017.

In 2016 the Princeton University Library
announced that the major portion of Morrison’s papers, which had been part of the
permanent library collections since 2014,
were open for research to students, faculty and scholars worldwide. In announcing that her papers would be permanently
housed at Princeton, Princeton University
President Christopher L. Eisgruber said:
“Toni Morrison’s place among the giants of
American literature is firmly entrenched…
We at Princeton are fortunate that Professor Morrison brought her brilliant talents
as a writer and teacher to our campus 25
years ago, and we are deeply honored to
house her papers and to help preserve her
inspiring legacy.”
In its report to the trustees, the Naming
Committee recommended “that Princeton
further preserve Toni Morrison’s legacy —
and especially her commitments to teaching, to the arts, to diversity and inclusion,
and to ‘The Place of the Idea, The Idea of
the Place’ — by inscribing her name on the

building that stands at the heart of the
undergraduate academic and co-curricular experience at Princeton, housing as
it does, among other offices, the dean of
the college, the dean of undergraduate
students, and the offices of admission, financial aid and the registrar.”
West College is one of the oldest buildings on the Princeton campus. It was initially constructed in 1836 as a dormitory
on the west side of Cannon Green, across
from a dormitory known as East College that had been constructed two years
earlier and that was removed in 1897 to
make way for Pyne Library, which is
now known as East Pyne. From the beginning, the “west” in West College referred only to the fact that it was located
to the west of Cannon Green. The building is now Morrison Hall.

If you study the culture
and the art of African
Americans you are not
studying a regional or
minor culture. What
you are studying is
America. The culture of
the people of this country
is interdisciplinary, its
proactive, its reflective
and its about you and me.
– Toni Morrison

PROFESSOR EMERITA NELL PAINTER IN RESIDENCE
AT THE BRODSKY CENTER
Nell Painter, the Edwards Professor of American History
Emerita at Princeton University, spent the past year in residence
at the Brodsky Center in New Brunswick, New Jersey. The
Brodsky Center is housed in the Mason Gross School of the
Arts at Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey.
Reconfiguring history is Painter’s main impetus. Her work
as an artist is supported by her transformative contribution
as a leading historian in African American Studies, and her
understanding of how institutional frames of gender and
race in Western canons of beauty act as social constructions.
Painter’s recent works include the prints What Do You Say
About That? (2017), Wise Woman Disappears (2017), Wise
Woman Inside (2017), You Say This Can’t Really Be America
(2017).
The primary mission of the Brodsky Center is to enable
groundbreaking artists, both established and emerging, to create new
work in paper and print. Artists-in-residence are invited to engage in
one-on-one collaborations with the Brodsky Center’s master printers
and papermakers. These experts and innovators make it possible for
artists to translate their vision into a media that may be new to them.
Since the Brodsky Center was conceived, diversity has been central
to its mission and has consistently supported women and artists of
color. The Brodsky Center is dedicated to the promotion of editions,
paper and the printed image as central to contemporary art practice.
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You Say This Can’t Really Be America, 2017
Digital and silkscreen print
on Sunset Cotton Etching paper
Eight parts, 17 x 17 inches each

BOUND IN WEDLOCK (OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS, 2017)
TERA HUNTER
The First Comprehensive History of African American Marriage in the Nineteenth Century

Tera W. Hunter, Professor of History and African American Studies, recently
published her second major book, Bound in Wedlock: Slave and Free Black
Marriage in the Nineteenth Century.
The publisher writes:
“Americans have long viewed marriage between a
white man and a white woman as a sacred union.
But marriages between African Americans have
seldom been treated with the same reverence. This
discriminatory legacy traces back to centuries of
slavery, when the overwhelming majority of black
married couples were bound in servitude as well
as wedlock. Though their unions were not legally
recognized, slaves commonly married, fully aware
that their marital bonds would be sustained or
nullified according to the whims of white masters.
Bound in Wedlock is the first comprehensive history of African American marriage in
the nineteenth century. Uncovering the experiences of African American spouses in
plantation records, legal and court documents, and pension files, Tera W. Hunter reveals

the myriad ways couples adopted,
adapted, revised, and rejected
white Christian ideas of marriage.
Setting their own standards for
conjugal relationships, enslaved
husbands and wives were creative
and, of necessity, practical in
starting and supporting families
under conditions of uncertainty
and cruelty.”
Bound in Wedlock is published by
Harvard University Press. The long
anticipated book is quickly gaining
strong reviews.
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Professor Imani Perry and Professor Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor
Contribute to #PrincetonU Series

THE NEXT FOUR YEARS: ON RACE AND INEQUALITY
In late October 2016,
Imani Perry and
Keeanga-Yamahtta
Taylor participated in an
online roundtable on the
upcoming presidential
election. Other Princeton
faculty who participated
in the series include Janet
Currie, Heather Howard,
Adel Mahmoud and
Uwe Reinhardt on topics
related to health; Daniel
Kurtzer and Jacob N.
Shapiro on topics related
to the Middle East; Alan
Krueger and Cecilia
Rouse on the economy;
Aaron Friedberg and G.
John Ikenberry on foreign
policy; and Rob Nixon,
Michael Oppenheimer
and David Wilcove on
the environment and
Climate Change.
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The next president will face a range of challenges related to race and inequality, from poverty and tensions
with police to the Black Lives Matter movement, civil
rights, incarceration and gender equity.
In the sixth installment of a Q&A series on important
issues the next president will need to address, Princeton
University professors Imani Perry and Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor examine challenges related to race.
Perry is the Hughes-Rogers Professor of African
American Studies and is affiliated with the Program in
Law and Public Affairs and the Program in Gender and
Sexuality Studies. She is the author of “More Beautiful
and More Terrible: The Embrace and Transcendence of
Racial Inequality in the United States” (New York University Press, 2011). She publishes widely on law, cultural
studies and African American Studies.
Taylor is an assistant professor in the Department of
African American Studies whose research examines race
and public policy including American housing policies.
Her book “From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation”
(Haymarket Books, 2016) — an examination of the history and politics of black America and the development
of the social movement Black Lives Matter in response
to police violence in the United States — received the

Lannan Foundation’s Cultural Freedom Award for
an Especially Notable Book.
Q. Within your area of expertise, what issues will
the next president face in the first 100 days?
Perry: The next Supreme Court confirmation (or
perhaps new appointment) is an urgent matter, one
that has the potential to define the scope of rights
and liberty for the next several generations.
Taylor: Perhaps the most important issue facing
the incoming administration will be the continuing crisis of police violence and abuse in black and
brown communities. It has been almost two years
since the eruption of the Black Lives Matter movement and there appears to be no end of protests in
sight. The Obama White House has welcomed discussion with some Black Lives Matter activists and
even those roundtable discussions have not resulted
in substantive police reform; it will be interesting to
see if the new administration has the same open door
policy. We can expect that a Trump administration
would be quite hostile to the movement, while Clinton may look to continue the approach of Obama.
More generally, there is deep and palpable racial ten-

sion throughout the country, whether it
is anti-black racism, Islamophobia or anti-immigrant sentiment. In some cases, it
has resulted in violence and so this will be
a key area to watch.
Q. Within your area of expertise,
what issues will the next president
face over the course of his or her
term?
Perry: The next president will have
to face growing economic precarity for
a large portion of the American public.
In fact, many other pressing issues — immigration, race, policing and incarceration, and gender equity — are shaped in
some significant measure by the fact that
substantial swaths of our population live
in actual or near poverty conditions and
face downward mobility and persistent
under-employment. Not only does it
mean that the American Dream has
grown even more elusive, it drives competition, racial animus and resentment,
underground economies and deep anxieties about masculinity and traditional
manhood ideals.
Taylor: I think the issues that have
given rise to the Black Lives Matter

movement will continue to be of extreme importance. This is not only about
police violence and abuse but also the
conditions of poverty and inequality
that pervade many of the working class
and poor neighborhoods of black and
brown people across the country. Clinton has pledged to spend $125 billion to
rebuild these communities and so, if we
are looking at an incoming Clinton administration, it will be interesting to see
how quickly she moves on this campaign
promise. Clinton also gave a speech in
Harlem in February pledging to work to
end “systemic racism” in the U.S. What
programs and allocations will be necessary to undertake such a task? If Clinton
wins, this may have to be a focus of her
administration.
Q. How have you examined these
issues in your research?
Perry: My book, “More Beautiful
and More Terrible: The Embrace and
Transcendence of Racial Inequality in
the United States,” is a multidisciplinary
investigation into research on contemporary forms of racial inequality. It looks

at varying forms of bias and discrimination that
coexist with a stated belief in racial egalitarianism,
as experienced by Asian Americans, Latinos and
African Americans. Given how centrally racial issues are figuring in this election — both as an explicit topic and as an indicator of voting patterns
and degrees of interest — my work speaks directly
to the moment. As well, I’m a scholar of Constitutional law, with a J.D. and a Ph.D. in American
civilization from Harvard University, and I write
and teach in the field of race and the law, again
with a broad approach that includes analyses of
race as it relates to immigration, employment,
voting and other constitutional rights, and criminal law.
Taylor: I have written extensively on black
politics and social movements, including my most
recent book, “From #BlackLivesMatter to Black
Liberation.” I am currently writing a book on the
federal government’s promotion of single-family
homeownership in the 1970s and the public-private partnerships developed in doing so. My work
looks critically at the influence of private enterprise on the shaping of public policy especially as
it pertains to housing. So I look at the issues of
public policy in their historical context as well as
in contemporary situations.
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RACE FOR PROFITS:
TAYLOR’S RESEARCH ON ’70S URBAN HOUSING
CRISIS EXPOSES A FAMILIAR HISTORY
by Catherine Zandonella, Office of the Dean for Research
Predatory lenders. Subprime and no-doc loans. Mortgage-backed securities. Mass foreclosures that disproportionately affected minority homeowners. Sound like 2008? It was 1972.
The subprime-mortgage crisis was nothing new, at least for America’s
poor urban communities. In the late 1960s, the United States government, reeling from violent civil-rights protests, enacted a plan to encourage homeownership among poor and low-income residents, most of
whom were African American. But the program, a partnership between
public agencies and private enterprise, quickly became rife with corruption. The result was eerily prescient of the recent housing crisis.
Keeanga-Yamahtta Taylor, a Princeton assistant professor of African
American Studies, became fascinated by this little-remembered era as a
graduate student. She was living in Chicago and was already a fierce proponent of social justice — she attended her first demonstration at age 16,
in support of women’s reproductive rights. She has brought that tradition
of activism to her position at Princeton where, within a year of being
hired, she wrote her first book, touching on how structural inequalities
embedded in American society and its institutions have fueled the Black
Lives Matter movement. The book, “From #BlackLivesMatter to Black
Liberation” (Haymarket Books, 2016), received the 2016 Lannan Foundation Freedom Award for an Especially Notable Book.
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The fact that inequality continues to permeate society some 60 years after the dismantling of discriminatory laws comes as no surprise to Taylor. As a
student in the 1990s at a predominantly black high
school in Buffalo, New York, she recalls being told
by a white teacher that the students “would all be
on welfare” if they didn’t learn to respect authority. During a parent-teacher conference, the teacher threatened to call
the police to remove her father, who
was a university professor. “When
my dad brought up what he wanted to discuss, she said she was not
interested in the discussion,” Taylor
said. “My father made an incredulous remark — I don’t remember
what it was — and she used a phone
in her classroom to call police who
had an office in the school.”

moment for me because I saw the results that can happen
when people advocate for change,” she said. At 29, she decided to finish her undergraduate degree and enrolled at
Northeastern Illinois University in a program for returning
adult students.

Although she enrolled in college directly after high school, Taylor was
restless, and after a year, she dropped
out and moved to New York City
to pursue writing. She continued to
demonstrate against social injustice,
protesting police brutality in the city. A relationship
led her to move to Chicago, where she and her partner joined efforts to repeal the death penalty.

Through her work as a community organizer, Taylor had learned about the
housing policies that shaped segregation
in Chicago and the nation. The government’s post-World War II emphasis on
homeownership favored purchases in
newly built suburbs. Many black families could not afford
to buy in the new suburbs, and those that could endured
blatant discrimination from realtors. The government considered urban areas to be “high-risk,” so these areas didn’t
qualify for federally insured loans, a policy Taylor described
in her doctoral dissertation as “racial judgments cloaked in
the garb of objective economic analysis.”

A turning point for Taylor came in 2000 when
these efforts paid off: the governor of Illinois placed
a moratorium on executions. “It was an important

Taylor already knew she wanted to study housing disparities and race when she entered graduate
school at Northwestern University. “I
was fascinated by how rigidly segregated
Chicago is,” Taylor said. “The black areas stretch for miles, and you can walk for
blocks without seeing a white person.”
Taylor’s book, “From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation” (Haymarket Books, 2016), received the 2016 Lannan
Foundation Freedom Award for an Especially Notable Book.
(Image courtesy of Haymarket Books)
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The civil unrest of the 1960s brought attention to the crisis of
dilapidated and unsafe housing in urban America. In response,
President Lyndon B. Johnson in 1968 announced that the government would extend its pro-home buying policy — including
federally insured loans — to low-income purchasers. The hope
was that a new cadre of urban residents, spurred by the pride of
homeownership, would fix up neglected dwellings and catalyze
urban renewal from within.
The new program would accomplish this through the creation
of a “federally chartered private, profit-making housing partnership.” Under the program, called Section 235, the private sector would provide the real estate agents, appraisers, mortgage
brokers and financing, while the Department of Housing and
Urban Development (HUD) would oversee the process.
Flaws emerged almost from the outset. One was that the responsibility for vetting a potential homeowner’s creditworthiness fell
to parties that had little stake in making sure people could afford
the loans. Traditional banks and savings-and-loans stayed away
from the new borrowers — they were considered too risky. Instead, a new type of lender, the mortgage broker, stepped in and
began to pool loans that were resold as investments known as
mortgage-backed securities.
By 1971, new infractions had surfaced. Owners found that the
homes had more than cosmetic problems, including “faulty
plumbing, leaky roofs, cracked plaster, faulty and inadequate
wiring, rotten wood in the floors, staircases and porches, lack of
insulation and faulty heating units,” according to a HUD report.
“About one-quarter were in such poor condition that investigators concluded that they should have never been insured,” wrote
Taylor in her dissertation.
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It emerged that real estate speculators were buying cheap and
uninhabitable properties and quickly “flipping” them for sale
under the Section 235 program. A HUD internal report found
that real estate agents, property appraisers and mortgage brokers
colluded to artificially inflate prices for buyers. “No-doc” loans
— issued without checking income statements and other documents — were common because lenders stood to make more
money when a borrower defaulted due to the federal insurance
payout. The report called attention to the biased attitudes of
HUD officials toward the potential homeowners, suggesting
that race played a role in letting the abuse happen.
The program came to an end in 1973 when President Richard
Nixon declared a moratorium on subsidized housing programs,
citing the corruption and disarray. A new narrative emerged
that enabled the government to distance itself from programs
to help provide homeownership in the inner cities: Poor people
were too irresponsible to own homes and to revitalize their own
communities.
This new narrative ignored the evidence — documented in
HUD reports, hearings before Congress and major newspapers
— that property speculators, real estate agents, appraisers and
mortgage brokers lured poor and predominantly African American people into buying homes they could not afford. By mid1975, the foreclosures were mounting. Foreclosure rates were
seven times higher in the low-income housing programs than
they were in the conventional home-lending market. According to newspaper reports, the government had paid more than
$4 billion in insurance claims since the start of the program.
Yet, few people were indicted or censured for these failings,
Taylor found. One reason was the close relationship between

Flaws emerged almost from the outset.
One was that the responsibility for vetting
a potential homeowner’s creditworthiness
fell to parties that had little stake in making sure people could afford the loans.
Traditional banks and savings-and-loans
stayed away from the new borrowers —
they were considered too risky. Instead,
a new type of lender, the mortgage broker, stepped in and began to pool loans
that were resold as investments known as
mortgage-backed securities.

the private sector and HUD. According to a government report,
the president of the Mortgage Bankers Association had personally helped write HUD regulations.
Discovery Race for Profits President Johnson signing HUD bill
In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the bill establishing the Department of Housing and Urban Development,
which aimed to make affordable housing available to all. (Photo
courtesy of the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library)
In archives held at the Hoover Institution at Stanford University,
Taylor found the personal correspondence of Carla Hills, HUD
director during the mid-1970s. The files were a treasure trove
— an insight into what HUD officials were thinking during the
height of the scandal. What Taylor found surprised her.
“There was a reluctance to discipline lenders and private-sector companies because of the fear that too much regulation
would discourage participation in HUD programs,” Taylor said.
“There also was a discussion of HUD employees’ concerns that
they would be risking their ability to get jobs in the private sector. It was a surprise to me to find an open, written discussion
of these issues.”
This and other evidence has helped inform Taylor’s viewpoint
that private enterprise has no business shaping or implementing public policies. “In my opinion, those two spheres are very
different,” she said. “Private enterprise is about making profits,
while the public sector was created to protect the public’s welfare. As my work shows, public-private partnerships have a history, and this history should be included in the discussion about
the best approaches to providing necessities such as water, health
care, education or housing.”
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Taylor earned her doctorate and published her dissertation, “Race for Profit: Black Housing and
the Urban Crisis in the 1970s,” in 2013. She began as a faculty member at Princeton the following year, and she continues her work as an activist through her writing, lectures and community
involvement. She is now writing a book about her housing research.
Her combination of high-quality research and her drive to
bring her findings to the broader public are needed to make
sure past policy mistakes are not repeated, said Taylor’s Ph.D.
adviser, Martha Biondi, a professor of African American studies and history at Northwestern University.
“Questions around finance and lending have been critically
important in our own recent recession, and Keeanga brings
a sharp historical lens to an issue that has been forgotten and
neglected in most histories of the 1970s,” Biondi said. “In a
society that celebrates homeownership, Keeanga’s work is a
cautionary tale about the ways in which homeownership can
be used to exploit poor and working-class communities.”
Taylor’s work underscores the importance of research in shaping public policy, said Eddie Glaude Jr., Princeton’s William
S. Tod Professor of Religion and African American Studies
and the chair of the Department of African American Studies.
“Keeanga’s work reveals in really powerful ways the unintended consequences of these public-private partnerships to
solve the crisis of housing for low- and moderate-income
families,” Glaude said. “You come away from reading her
work with not only a sense of the disaster that that decision
was, but also the importance of understanding its social and
historical overtones.”
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Discovery Race for Profits President Johnson signing HUD bill. In 1965,
President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the bill establishing the Department
of Housing and Urban Development, which aimed to make affordable
housing available to all. (Photo courtesy of the Lyndon Baines Johnson
Presidential Library)

Taylor’s research on structural discrimination in housing,
combined with her ongoing work as an activist, led her
to consider how Americans can move beyond inequality
to build a society where people are treated fairly and not
on the basis of racial stereotypes, a topic she tackles in
“From #BlackLivesMatter to Black Liberation.”

Afro-American Studies was never meant to be

“The Civil Rights Movement addressed legal discrimination, but it also revealed that the problems confronting
African Americans were not just Jim Crow laws — they
were the practices and customs of racial discrimination
that weren’t written in law, that were found in real estate
or banking or employment,” Taylor said. “The outcome
has been that African Americans suffer disproportionately in the areas that determine the quality of one’s life.”

American, because people of African descent in

The Black Lives Matter movement has brought
much-needed awareness to the structural and institutional forms of racism in American society, she said. “We’ve
become accustomed to thinking of racism as acts by individuals. But putting the blame on the individual suggests
that racism can be overcome by education alone.”
Instead, Taylor reminds us that throughout history racism has been used as a way for the powerful to control
others for material gain — and it is still used that way.
“Unless you address the way society is organized, you
won’t dismantle that power structure,” Taylor said. “Patterns, unless actively undone, replicate themselves.

solely for Afro-Americans. It was meant to try
to redefine what it means to be human, what
it means to be modern, what it means to be
this country are profoundly human, profoundly
modern, profoundly American. And so to the
degree to which they can see the riches that we
have to offer as well as see our shortcomings, is the
degree to which they can more fully understand
the modern and what modernity is all about, and
more fully understand the American experience.
– Cornel West

“Knowledge alone will not reverse this.”
This article was originally published in the University’s annual
esearch magazine ”Discovery: Research at Princeton.”
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THE NEXUS FACTOR: EXAMINING THE
AFRICAN AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
Jan. 12, 2017
by Jamie Saxon, Office of Communications
Earlier this fall, Wallace Best, professor of religion and African American Studies at Princeton, took the students in his
“African American Religious History” course on a walking
tour of Harlem. “It was truly an educational highlight of my
time at Princeton,” said senior Adam Hudnut-Beumler.

With this anecdote about the day of King’s funeral, Best began a lecture introducing the conflict between King and J.H.
Jackson, a Chicago pastor who led the National Baptist Convention (NBC), one of the nation’s oldest African American
organizations, from 1953 to 1982.

Best’s course is one of the 24 undergraduate courses offered
by Department of African American Studies this fall — all
of which are cross-listed with one or more academic areas.
The department’s course of study reflects its interdisciplinary
approach in offering “an exciting and innovative model for
teaching and research about African-descended people, with
a central focus on their experiences in the United States,” as
described in its mission statement.

“We know this story. It’s not just about two powerful black
men locking heads,” Best said. “The struggle between them
for control of the NBC represented competing notions of
civil rights activity and the very nature of the black churches
in the public realm. These men had strikingly different perspectives about the church.”

Below, we visit Best’s course and two others — “Special Topics in Poetry: Race, Identity and Innovation” and “Enter the
New Negro: Black Atlantic Aesthetics” — that illustrate the
department’s vibrant exchanges of ideas.
Tracing the ‘dynamism and diversity’ of African American religion
“When Martin Luther King Jr. died, thousands mourned.
[J.H.] Jackson said, ‘I was busy that day.’”
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The course traces the history and development of African
American religion “in all its dynamism and diversity,” from
slavery through the civil rights movement, Best said.
Best told the class: “I want to make a case for archival research.
My work was the first to look at the Jackson papers. These
documents reveal a far more complex picture of Jackson. I’m
trying to put Jackson back into the history of the civil rights
movement. There are no inevitabilities in history.”
Hudnut-Beumler, a religion major who is pursuing a certificate in American studies, is writing his senior thesis on media
representation of the “black preacher” archetype in the 1970s.
“This class has provided me with a broad understanding of

African American religious history that helps me contextualize my research,” he said. “Without it, I can’t even say how
many interesting facets of the documents I am examining I
might miss.”
Readings include texts by writers including James Baldwin;
W.E.B. Du Bois; Langston Hughes; Eddie Glaude Jr., the
William S. Tod Professor of Religion and African American Studies and chair of the Department of African American Studies at Princeton; and Albert Raboteau, the Henry W.
Putnam Professor of Religion, Emeritus, at Princeton.

This fall, the Department of African American Studies is offering 24
undergraduate courses — all of which are cross-listed in various academic areas, reflecting the department’s interdisciplinary approach.
Above: Wallace Best, professor of religion and African American
studies (left rear), and students in his course “African American
Religious History” take a lunch break at the historic Sylvia’s during
a walking tour of Harlem. Senior Adam Hudnut-Beumler (bottom
right) called the trip “an educational highlight of my time at Princeton.” (Photo by William Pugh, Class of 2020)

One of the assignments was to visit a church or religious organization. “The site visits are designed to demonstrate my
assertion that African American religion has deep roots in
American history but it is at the same time a ‘living’ tradition,” Best said. “For me, belief is always connected to practice and expression, which quite literally takes ‘form’ within
institutions.”
Senior Luisa Banchoff, a religion major who is also earning
a certificate in European cultural studies, is writing a senior
thesis that looks at the responses of the churches in Berlin
to Christian refugees and migrants arriving from Syria. “The
class discussion about the social role of the church shaped
my early thinking about the direction of the thesis,” she said.
“One week in precept, after a lively discussion about the
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Great Migration and the response of Northern churches to
poor black migrants from the South, Professor Best turned
to us and asked, ‘What is church?’ then ‘What is church for?’
That [last] question has been guiding me throughout my research process.”
Regardless of his students’ choice of major, Best said he hopes
they “will gain a deep appreciation for the central place African American religion has played in the shaping of American
culture more generally.”
Engaging with issues ‘on an artistic level’
On a recent afternoon, sunlight spilled into a New South
classroom as sophomore Annabelle Tseng read aloud a poem
from Evie Shockley’s latest book, “the new black.”
Monica Youn, a lecturer in creative writing and the Lewis
Center for the Arts, asked Tseng, “What drew you to this
poem?”
“The way she humanizes statistics,” Tseng said. “And, in the
end line of each stanza, the way she presents these symbolic
lines.”
“Shockley is always thinking of how form plays into the question of race and gender subjectivity,” Youn said.
Each three-hour class of “Special Topics in Poetry: Race,
Identity and Innovation” is split between discussing books by
contemporary poets and workshopping students’ own poems.
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Best introduces the competing visions of Martin Luther King Jr. and Chicago pastor J.H. Jackson during a
lecture on the role of the black church in the civil rights
era. (Photo by Denise Applewhite, Office of Communications)
Youn said the idea for the course grew directly out of conversations with students. “There is a great desire to engage with
certain subject matter on an artistic level,” she said. “And of
course race is one of the topics that is most crucial right now.”
Youn, whose most recent book, “Blackacre: Poems,” was
longlisted for the 2016 National Book Award for Poetry, said
this is the first class she has taught in which “all of us are people of color and that causes the experiences of certain texts to
be different.” She has found the class discussions to be “absolutely astonishing.”

“Through writing poetry, I have been able to learn about
myself and think through my lived experiences,” said Rosed
Serrano, who is majoring in African American Studies and
pursuing certificates in creative writing and Portuguese language and culture. “Poetry also allows me to play with language. This year, a lot of my poems deal with the black female
body. From hearing my classmates discuss my work, I have
the opportunity to think about what ideas and images land
and which aren’t as successful.” She noted that a highlight of
the class was when they had breakfast with U.S Poet Laureate
Juan Felipe Herrera, who spoke on campus in September.
Youn, a 1993 graduate of Princeton who majored in the
Woodrow Wilson School of Public and International Affairs
and earned a certificate in creative writing, observed how
many non-humanities students now take arts courses. “You
have someone majoring in computer science and [earning a
certificate in] creative writing; chemistry and dance, etc.,” she
said. “I think that it’s a huge change for the better. It has also
improved the arts here. We get students writing from a variety of perspectives.”
Youn is chair of the Lewis Center’s Committee on Race and
the Arts, which is designed to be “a resource for the campus
for expression, inspiration and community,” she said. Initiatives range from public events such as a recent conversation
about the aftermath of the election to a peer mentoring program that encourages students to become involved in the arts.
“Students come to Princeton with varying levels of confidence in the arts and in themselves as potential art-makers,”
Youn said. “The process of getting into the arts, of taking that

first step, can often be a little intimidating. The peer mentors
are juniors and seniors who come from a variety of backgrounds and are there to answer students’ questions, help with
applications for senior theses and provide support.”
Depicting ‘experiences of black identity’
On a recent Monday afternoon in a study room at the Princeton University Art Museum, the students in the course “Enter
the New Negro: Black Atlantic Aesthetics” contemplated a
1946 linocut print by American artist Elizabeth Catlett. It was
the first in a line of artworks — all created in the mid-20th
century by African American artists — that had been pulled
from the museum’s collections and stretched the length of the
room along a narrow display shelf.
The Catlett print, “In Harriet Tubman I Helped Hundreds
to Freedom,” depicts abolitionist Tubman in a kerchief in
the foreground, her right arm extended, her hand pointing
energetically; in the background is a row of farm laborers,
hunched over but pressing forward in the direction of her
arm.
“What’s the relationship between the depiction of an individual and the depiction of a community?” asked Anna Arabindan-Kesson, assistant professor of art and archaeology and
African American Studies. “Who do you think is the ‘I’ in
the title? How does the subject help us think about who was
meant to be looking at these artworks?”
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One student suggested that the artist meant to inspire others
to “carry the torch and salvage history.”
Another student said, “The ‘I’ in the title could be God or a
deity.”
“In the title, the use of the ‘I’ is a collective; we, the viewer, will be a part of this experience,” Arabindan-Kesson said.
“This is part of a much larger series, where Catlett depicts a
range of African American women, important figures [like
Harriet Tubman], sharecroppers and a woman sitting on the
bus.”
The course focuses on “the visual culture of the New Negro Movement, which emerged in the years following World
War I and the Great Migration,” Arabindan-Kesson said.
“Artists, intellectuals and writers explored different and sometimes conflicting experiences of black identity through artistic
experimentation, in urban centers like Harlem and Chicago,
as well as in Paris and London.”
For first-year student Asia Matthews, the most interesting part
of the discussion was talking about how the urban black male
is portrayed in Harlem Renaissance art. Looking at a gelatin
silver print from Gordon Parks’ 1948 Life magazine photo
essay “Harlem Gang Leader” about 17-year-old gang leader
Red Jackson, “we noticed the accentuation of black male features as he peered through an alley, the way a king watches
over his throne,” she said.

92

The class has visited the museum several times. “I wanted to
let students look at art works to explore these expressions and
tensions of modernism,” Arabindan-Kesson said. “Students
gain stronger critical and visual analysis skills, and confidence
in discussing and engaging with the multiple uses and meanings of art objects. They also develop a sense of ownership
and connection with the collection. For many students, this
is often their first visit to the museum let alone their first time
getting so ‘close’ to the works themselves.”
The curators have created a list of all the African American
works in the museum’s collections for Arabindan-Kesson to
refer to in her teaching.
The class has also viewed primary sources in Firestone Library, taken a trip to New York City to see the “Black Pulp!”
exhibition at the International Center for Prints, and had visitors such as Barkley Hendricks, a painter and photographer
known for his realist portraits of people of color in urban settings. For one paper students are required to spend an hour in
front of a painting in the art museum to analyze and respond
to the work. They also must contribute to a class blog.
Matthews is considering enrolling in Arabindan-Kesson’s
spring class “Representing Slavery: The Black Atlantic.” “I’ve
found that using art as a medium through which I can learn
about African American history and representation is intellectually stimulating and important,” she said.

Forthcoming Faculty Books
OBIORA UDECHUKWU: LINE, IMAGE, TEXT (Rizzoli Publications, 2016)
By Chika Okeke-Agulu
A look into the US-based Nigerian artist’ sketch books
dating from 1963 to the present.
This book is a critical study of the drawings of influential Nigerian artist and poet
Obiora Udechukwu. It argues, quite compellingly, that the radical fusion of lyrical
formalism and socio-political critique in Udechukwu’s drawings is a direct outcome
of his lifelong commitment to the graphic, pictorial and rhetorical properties of
line. From drawings of war and famine he made as a young man in Biafra during
the Nigerian Civil War (1967–1970) to the sophisticated abstract compositions of
the past two decades, Udechukwu has systematically eliminated the boundaries between image and text, literary and visual poetry, and the results are drawings of
tremendous lyrical power. Featuring more than 500 drawings, many in color, this
beautifully designed book provides an unprecedented account of drawing as an
ideational tool and powerful vehicle for the expression of an artistic-poetic imagination. Authored by an award-winning, internationally recognized art historian
and critic, this book is a fitting homage to the originality of Udechukwu’s drawings and illustrious career.
Chika Okeke-Agulu is an artist, poet, curator and Associate Professor of Art History in the Department of Art & Archaeology
and the Department for African American Studies at Princeton University.
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LANGSTON’S SALVATION:
AMERICAN RELIGION AND THE BARD OF HARLEM (NYU Press, 2017)
By Wallace Best
A new perspective on the role of religion in the work of Langston Hughes.
Langston’s Salvation offers a fascinating exploration into the religious thought of Langston Hughes.
Known for his poetry, plays, and social activism, the importance of religion in Hughes’ work has
historically been ignored or dismissed. This book puts this aspect of Hughes work front and center,
placing it into the wider context of twentieth-century American and African American religious
cultures. Best brings to life the religious orientation of Hughes work, illuminating how this powerful
figure helped to expand the definition of African American religion during this time.
Best argues that contrary to popular perception, Hughes was neither an avowed atheist nor unconcerned with religious matters. He demonstrates that Hughes’ religious writing helps to situate him
and other black writers as important participants in a broader national discussion about race and
religion in America.
Through a rigorous analysis that includes attention to Hughes’s unpublished religious poems,
Langston’s Salvation reveals new insights into Hughes’s body of work, and demonstrates that while Hughes is seen as one of the
most important voices of the Harlem Renaissance, his writing also needs to be understood within the context of twentieth-century
American religious liberalism and of the larger modernist movement. Combining historical and literary analyses with biographical
explorations of Langston Hughes as a writer and individual, Langston’s Salvation opens a space to read Langston Hughes’ writing
religiously, in order to fully understand the writer and the world he inhabited.
Wallace D. Best is Professor of Religion and African American Studies at Princeton University. He is the author of Passionately Human,
No Less Divine: Religion and Culture in Black Chicago, 1915-1952.
94

MAY WE FOREVER STAND: A HISTORY OF THE BLACK NATIONAL ANTHEM
(The University of North Carolina Press, 2018)
By Imani Perry
“In Imani Perry’s hands, the biography of “Lift Every Voice and Sing” becomes the history of
African Americans over the span of more than one hundred years--a brilliant and wonderfully
executed book.” --Heather A. Williams, author of American Slavery
The twin acts of singing and fighting for freedom have been inseparable in African American history.
May We Forever Stand tells an essential part of that story. With lyrics penned by James Weldon Johnson and
music composed by his brother Rosamond, “Lift Every Voice and Sing” was embraced almost immediately as
an anthem that captured the story and the aspirations of black Americans. Since the song’s creation, it has been
adopted by the NAACP and performed by countless artists in both times of crisis and celebration, cementing its
place in African American life up through the present day.
In this rich, poignant, and readable work, Imani Perry tells the story of the Black National Anthem as it traveled
from South to North, from civil rights to black power, and from countless family reunions to Carnegie Hall
and the Oval Office. Drawing on a wide array of sources, Perry uses “Lift Every Voice and Sing” as a window
on the powerful way African Americans have used a music and culture to organize, mourn, challenge, and celebrate for more than a century.
Imani Perry is the Hughes-Rogers Professor of African American Studies at Princeton University.
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POLICE BRUTALITY, A HORROR STORY
A REVIEW OF THE BALLAD OF BLACK TOM
by Kinohi Nishikawa
Victor LaValle’s new novella bridges the weird and the ordinary, and reveals the ordinary to be all the more terrifying.
LaValle employs the paranormal not to reject reality, but to
open a portal into the experience of everyday social marginalization. What if, muses the book’s 20-year-old African American protagonist, “another world existed within—or alongside—the world he’d always known”? How strange would it
be for others to not take his invisibility for granted? These
questions—one classically surreal, the other depressingly quotidian—are as much for the reader as anyone else. Despite
its supernatural elements, The Ballad of Black Tom is really a
horror story about our world today. For LaValle, the greatest
leap the imagination can make is to recognize what is already
there, hidden in plain sight.
Author of the story collection Slapboxing with Jesus (1999) and
three critically acclaimed novels, LaValle is known for playing with genre conventions. The Ecstatic (2002) was a madcap
family romance propelled by the delusions of an obese Ivy
League dropout. Big Machine (2009) mixed the supernatural
and the hard-boiled in a narrative featuring an ex-junkie paranormal sleuth. The Devil in Silver (2012) followed patients in
a mental ward as they fought off a monster with the head of a
bison—think Nurse Ratched turned up a demonic notch. The
last title earned LaValle praise from the novelist Gary Shteyngart, who hailed him as the “new master” of “literary horror.”
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Unlike these earlier works, The Ballad of Black Tom is pitched
as relatively straightforward genre fiction. It is published by
the science fiction and fantasy imprint Tor, and is an explicit
revision of a 1927 short story, “The Horror at Red Hook,”
by a genius of modern horror, H. P. Lovecraft. But LaValle
writes in Lovecraft’s shadow precisely in order to mark where
he steps out from under it. This double gesture is anything
but straightforward. By doing it LaValle invites the reader to
consider what horror looks like from actually existing marginalized perspectives. Lovecraft would not have entertained
the possibility.
“The Horror at Red Hook” is a bitter complaint against what
were then New York City’s newly arrived ethnic immigrants
and Southern black migrants. Tor’s own website states that
“approximately 60% of [the story’s] word count consists of
purple, paranoid rants about New York and its inhabitants.”
These judgments are overlaid with a bizarre mystery involving one Robert Suydam, master of the occult. Lovecraft’s protagonist, Detective Thomas F. Malone, tracks down Suydam
to a series of buildings in Red Hook, Brooklyn. There he intuits that the area’s “old brick slums and dark foreign faces” are
“the root of a contagion destined to sicken and swallow cities,
and engulf nations in the foetor of hybrid pestilence.” Malone
determines that Suydam derives his occult power from his
alliance with these unruly hordes. But he also discovers an
eminently practical basis for Suydam’s sorcery: running underneath the buildings are tunnels through which illegal immigrants are trafficked into the city.
LaValle dedicates The Ballad of Black Tom to Lovecraft “with all
my conflicted feelings,” and works from within the horror genre
to make those mixed feelings known. LaValle’s novella is set in
1924, amid the cultural ferment of Jazz Age New York. In the most

notable departure from Lovecraft’s story, LaValle makes his protagonist a young black man. Charles Thomas Tester, or Tommy Tester,
is a subpar musician and above-average grifter who lives with his father, Otis, in a modest apartment on West 144th Street. The Harlem
Renaissance is playing out in the
Testers’ backyard, yet the reader is
barely aware of that because Tommy is not an artist but an instrument, a man willing to be what
others want him to be. Lacking
genuine talent, he performs “the
dazzling, down-and-out musician” when it suits one of his cons
or schemes. In fact he can only
play a few drawn-out songs over
and over again. When he does not
have his guitar, Tommy is content
to play the “Clueless Negro,” a role that “always worked on whites.”
It matters little that these acts are soul deadening. “A good hustler
only wants his pay” is his credo.
Tommy’s lack of a core identity leaves him dangerously exposed
to Robert Suydam’s machinations. In LaValle’s story, Suydam pays
Tommy an exorbitant fee to play music at an event he is hosting
at his Flatbush mansion. Suydam has a taste for the debased, and
in Tommy he thinks he has found someone who can perform the
essence of blackness. “Your people,” he lectures, “are forced to live
in mazes of hybrid squalor. It’s all sound and filth and spiritual putrescence.” Suydam means these to be compliments.
But Tommy proves to be a quick study. If Lovecraft presented Suydam as an extension of his followers, the spiritual outgrowth of a
concrete pestilence, LaValle short-circuits any connection between
Tommy and Suydam whatsoever. “You talking about Harlem?”

Tommy interjects. Suydam’s dark vision is exposed to light. “I’m trying to understand what in the hell place you’re talking about. It doesn’t
sound like anywhere I’ve ever lived.” Tommy takes the job, but his response indicates that what counts as horrific often lies in the eye of the
beholder.

ing turns out to be Tommy’s guitar.

The turning point of LaValle’s
novella comes when Detective
Malone and his private-eye
partner, Mr. Howard—who
both have been tracking Tommy for some time—pay him a
visit in Harlem but find his father home alone instead. Howard shoots Otis to death, claiming self-defense. But the rifle
Howard thought Otis was hold-

As he struggles to come to terms with the profound injustice of his
father’s death, Tommy enters a fugue state wherein everything he
thought he knew about the world is turned on its head. He picks up
his guitar and starts to play, only this time he does not “play for the
money.” Instead, Tommy plays for himself—specifically, a tune Otis
taught him just a few days earlier. It is, LaValle notes, “the first time in
his life he ever played well.”
Tommy is not the same man afterward. He shows up to his paid gig in
Flatbush and finds Suydam ready to cross over into the alternate dimension simply known as “Outside.” According to Suydam, the dark
arts of this realm are powerful enough to bring about “the end of this
current order, its civilization of subjugation.” Tommy is only supposed
to provide the light entertainment at this event, but his newfound tal97

ent on the guitar actually allows him to stride Outside as if it were
the most natural thing to do. In some sense, his grief has already
put him there. The murder of his father, and his inability to obtain
justice, have turned Tommy into Black Tom, master of the occult.
Although Tommy takes the place of Suydam in LaValle’s vision of
hell, the reader—in a decidedly un-Lovecraftian move—actually
empathizes with Black Tom. This is because an even greater horror pervades the novella: namely, that black lives do not matter. Indeed the most horrifying moment in this horror story—Howard’s
cool-headed justification for shooting Otis—is all too realistic. “I
felt in danger for my life,” Howard recounts, as if reading from a
script. “I emptied my revolver. Then I reloaded and did it again.”
Since the killing of Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in August 2014, it has become routine—sickeningly so—to bear witness
to police shootings of black men, unarmed or lawfully armed, only
to then hear law enforcement’s justification for why they committed
murder. In these narratives, any action, reaction, or even non-action by a black man warrants violent suppression by the police. In
The Ballad of Black Tom, LaValle turns the very familiarity of these
racist clichés into an indictment of how the stories justifying police
brutality have themselves become a genre following familiar rules.
As soon as Tommy becomes Black Tom, possessed of the occult
power to destroy the world, the novella switches to police officer
Malone’s perspective. Lovecraft made Malone an authoritative
point of view character. LaValle makes Malone unreliable, a man
whose prejudices hinder his investigation and lead to his undoing.
At one point, frustrated with pursuing leads in Red Hook, Malone
wonders, “Why hadn’t he ever learned how to speak with these people?” Why indeed.
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Malone’s biggest mistake is to underestimate Black Tom. Unable to
conceive his quarry as anything but a “mere lieutenant” to Suydam,
he enters into the final, implosive confrontation with little sense of
how powerful the son of Otis Tester has become. No spoilers here.
But suffice it to say that Black Tom, like the legendary guitarist Robert Johnson, said to have made a pact with the Devil so that he could
play the blues, has learned how to sing, even if he pays for that skill
with his soul.
Just before Malone is consigned to his fate, he faces Black Tom and
calls him a “monster.” The response cuts like a knife: “I was made
one.” For Malone, the utterance serves as a final judgment. The reader, however, hears a faint note of regret in these words, as if Tommy were bemoaning the violence that drew him Outside in the first
place. It is a crucial reminder of the protagonist’s humanity at the
very moment of his damnation.
In the end, Black Tom is a reluctant magician, distressed by what he
has become. Otis “didn’t have much,” he remembers, “but he never
lost his soul.” Is Black Tom not what everyone expects him to be, but
what everyone needs him to be? If Black Tom did not exist, would
he have to be invented? There are no easy answers to these questions,
but Victor LaValle has opened up space to ask them.
The Ballad of Black Tom reads like an allegory of our present policing
crisis. It presents the genre of justifying police brutality as a more
ghastly invention than anything H. P. Lovecraft dreamt up. Black
Tom enters the story to prevent the guilty parties from getting away
with murder. But make no mistake: he is no avenging angel. Everyone is damned in the eyes of the “bloodstained guitar,” the only true
witness to Otis’s murder. From the guitar’s perspective, Black Tom
is just a messenger—a wake-up call to see the horror playing out in
front of all of us.
This essay was originally published December 15, 2016 on PublicBooks.org.
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