
AAST 103/ POLS 112 
African American Politics and Culture 

MWF 9:00-9:50 AM, 107 Lincoln Hall 
 
Cedric Johnson          
Office: 1217 University Hall  
Office hours: Mondays 10:30 AM- 12:00 PM 
cedjohns@uic.edu / 312.413.1274 (w)  
 
COURSE DESCRIPTION 
 
This course explores the process of black integration into American mass culture over a 
twenty-year period from 1972, the year that Sanford and Son first aired and DJ Kool Herc 
introduced the “merry-go-round” technique into his Bronx party sets, through 1992, 
when simmering tensions between police and black communities erupted in the South 
Central Los Angeles rebellion, and Dr. Dre released his critically-acclaimed and multi-
platinum album, The Chronic. This period featured the expansion of black 
representations in television, cinema and popular music, but also saw the advent of 
new social crises facing black communities, problems of crime, hyperpolicing, mass 
incarceration, and joblessness. Throughout the course we will consider the tensions 
between artistic independence and corporate media control, and social struggles and 
mass consumerism. 
 
The first part of the course will focus on primetime television, and examine the ways 
that the situation comedy, or sitcom became a platform for exploring and popularizing 
sixties countercultural themes. We will examine how Black Power and the Black Arts 
Movement informed the interests, motives and creative choices of black actors, writers 
and producers, as well as whites, during this period of unprecedented black 
representation on television. We will explore the political uses of the sitcom, 
particularly as an idealized Cold War representation of the patriarchal, nuclear family, 
and how black sitcoms like Good Times and The Cosby Show contested and abided 
cultural expectations regarding gender, sexuality, race and class.  
 
The second half of the course will turn to the origins of Hip Hop music and its 
evolution from a local sub-culture to a national and international genre.  We will 
explore how the unique social context of seventies New York City and wider currents 
like disco and Caribbean sound system culture shaped the music.   We will consider the 
dynamic interplay of urban working class experiences and mass culture, which have 
always defined Hip Hop music, and the ways the genre has mediated broader social 
contradictions of identity and power in “postindustrial” America.   
 
COURSE GOALS 
 
This course is designed to help students achieve the following learning objectives: 
 
a) to discern between different conceptions of culture, e.g. folk culture, underground or 
sub-culture, popular culture, and mass culture; and understand related concepts like 
cultural appropriation, syncretism and hegemony. 
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b) to understand black cultural integration during the seventies and eighties within the 
context of capitalism and consumer culture; and the complex roles different artists, 
producers, corporate executives, financiers and consumers play in shaping black 
representations in television and popular music. 
 
c) to identify the ways that Black Power notions of blackness, empowerment and 
ownership shaped African American entertainment after Jim Crow. 
 
d) to understand the unique social and economic conditions that produced Hip Hop 
music and culture, namely the post-war spatial segregation and social disruption of the 
Bronx advanced by Robert Moses, deindustrialization, gang culture and the New York 
fiscal crisis of the mid-seventies. 
  
e) to identify those moments where rappers, disc jockeys, fans and publics used the 
form to advance political ideas and social criticism, and the ways the genre has been 
politicized within the broader culture, e.g. the early 1990s campaigns against “gangsta 
rap” and obscenity, and intellectual property lawsuits. 
 
f) to describe the major technological developments and innovations that have shaped 
the evolution of Hip Hop, e.g. the “break beat,” the Technics SL-1200 turntable, cassette 
tapes, digital synthesizers, the music video, the SP 1200 sampling machine, etc. 
 
g) to enhance one’s appreciation and capacity for critical intellectual engagement. 
 
 
BASIC EXPECTATIONS 
 
I expect you to: 
 

• Be prompt and prepared for each class session; 
• Read and follow the written syllabus and ask any clarifying questions in 

advance; 
• Take the initiative in communicating with me before problems get out of control; 

and  
• Evaluate your own work according to the course goals and expectations. 

 
 
You can expect me (the professor) to: 
 

• Arrive on time and be prepared for class; 
• Follow the syllabus and alert you to any changes in advance; 
• Respond as quickly and as thoroughly as possible to your work; 
• Be available to you during scheduled office hours; and  

 Evaluate your work fairly according to clearly communicated expectations. 
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REQUIRED READINGS 
 
Christine Acham, Revolution Televised: Prime Time and the Struggle for Black Power 
(Minneapolis:  University of Minnesota Press, 2004). 
 
Tricia Rose, Black Noise:  Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America (Hanover 
& London: Wesleyan University Press/ University Press of New England, 1994). 
 
All additional readings will be made available on Blackboard as PDFs or as URL links. 
 
Audio and visual media are an integral part of this course.  Most of the music assigned 
in this course will rely on Mixcloud and Soundcloud files, which can be used without 
setting up a user profile.  In some cases, however, you may need to access albums 
through subscription listening services, digital download or old school cassettes and 
CDs.  If you are having difficulty obtaining any of the materials assigned here, please 
do not hesitate to contact me. 
 
GENERAL POLICIES  
 
Cell Phones and Laptops: Cell phones may not be used during class time and must be 
set so that they are completely inaudible. Students who are caught utilizing cellphones, 
laptops, tablet computers, etc. for social media, internet surfing or other non-course 
related activity will be penalized with a F for their participation grade and may be 
asked to leave the class. 
 
Special Needs:  If you have any medical or other condition that affects your ability to 
participate in any element of the course, you must inform me no later than the second 
class meeting. Where appropriate, you must provide relevant documentation from the 
Disability Resource Center (312.413.2183, voice and 312.957.4822, video phone).  Once 
such documentation of a medical or other condition is provided, I will try to meet any 
special needs you may have.  If a new condition arises during the course, official and 
personal documentation is ABSOLUTELY required.  
  
Academic Integrity: Academic dishonesty, including but not limited to plagiarism, 
cheating and bribes, clearly violates the university’s expressed commitment to academic 
integrity and will not be tolerated. If you are suspected of plagiarism during the course, 
you will receive an “F” for the assignment and depending on the circumstances, may 
fail the course.  Additionally, all incidences of academic dishonesty will be handled 
pursuant to student disciplinary policy.  
  
Attendance:  You are expected to attend class regularly and be actively involved in the 
learning process.  STUDENTS WITH MORE THAN THREE (3) ABSENCES WILL BE 
PENALIZED WITH THE REDUCTION OF THEIR FINAL GRADE FOR THE COURSE 
BY ONE FULL LETTER GRADE (e.g., a student who earns an A- but has missed 3 
regularly scheduled classes will receive a B- for the course).  Tardiness is greatly 
discouraged. Out of respect for your fellow students, and me I expect you to arrive on 
time.   
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COURSE REQUIREMENTS  
  
1) Engagement:  The intensity and workload of this course demand that students take 
the readings seriously. You must set aside sufficient time, space and energy for reading 
(and in some instances, re-reading) course materials prior to coming to class.  Students 
are expected to participate fully in class discussions by sharing their interpretations, 
questions and criticisms of the readings and films. 
 
You are required to bring physical copies of the readings to class.  We will often engage 
in close readings and discussion of specific textual passages, so you must have the book 
or article for that day available for use.   
 
Pop Quizzes and written assignments will be incorporated as needed. These 
assignments will be mildly intensive in terms of labor and time commitments. 
Therefore, students are expected to complete these assignments in the stipulated 
amount of time.  
 
2) Short Paper: You are required to complete one short paper (4-6 pp.) for this course.  
Detailed instructions for the completion of this assignment will be provided during the 
course. 
 
3) Mid-Term Examination: All students are required to take a mid-term examination. 
This exam is designed to assess your familiarity with core themes and concepts 
introduced in the first half of the course. 
 
4) Final Exam: All students are required to take a final examination. This exam will be 
cumulative.  
 
Make up exams are possible only under very unusual circumstances. Prior notification 
must be provided for a missed examination. With an acceptable excuse a make-up exam 
will be rescheduled within two days of the regularly scheduled examination date. If a 
student misses the make-up exam, s/he will not be allowed another opportunity. 
 
Grading Policy  
  
Engagement       20% 
Short Paper     20% 
Mid-Term Examination   30%  
Final Examination     30% 
  
 
 
COURSE SCHEDULE  
 
Part I: Black Power and Primetime Television 
 
January 9: Introduction and Overview 
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January 11-13: The Revolution Will Not Be Televised 
 
Readings: Christine Acham, Introduction, Revolution Televised, pp xi-xv. 
 
 
January 16: No Class—Martin Luther King, Jr. National Holiday 
 
 
January 18-20:  Black Power and Mass Culture 
 
Readings: Christine Acham, Chapter 1, “Reading the Roots of Resistance Television,” 
pp 1-23. 
 
 
January 23-27: Black Ownership and Control 
 
Readings: Christine Acham, Chapter 2, “Was the Revolution Televised,” pp 24-53; and 
Chapter 3, “What You See is What You Get,” pp 54-84. 
 
 
January 30:  Sitcoms and Cold War Conformity 
 
Readings: Stephanie Coontz, “‘Leave It to Beaver’ and ‘Ozzie and Harriet’: American 
Families in the 1950s, from The Way We Never Were: American Families and the Nostalgia 
Trap (Blackboard pdf);   
 
 
February 1-3: Great Society Liberalism and Underclass Mythology 
 
Readings: Daniel Patrick Moynihan, The Negro Family: A Case for National Action, 
(Blackboard pdf);  Touré F. Reed, “Why Moynihan Was Not So Misunderstood at the 
Time,” Nonsite August 2015  (Blackboard pdf). 
 
 
February 6-10: Playing the Black Family 
 
Readings: Christine Acham, Chapter 5, “Black Women and Power in Julia and Good 
Times,” pp 110-142. 
 
 
February 13-17: Modeling the Black Family  
 
Readings:  Leslie Innis and Joe Feagin, “The Cosby Show: The View from the Black 
Middle Class,” (Blackboard pdf) 
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February 20-22: Black Working Class Humor and the Mass Audience 
 
Readings: Christine Acham, Chapter 4, “Sanford and Son and African American 
Humor,” pp 85-109. 
 
 
February 24-27: What Ever Happened to the Richard Pryor Show? 
 
Readings: Christine Acham, Chapter 6, “That Nigger’s Crazy,” and Conclusion, pp143-
194. 
 
 
March 1: MID-TERM EXAMINATION 
 
 
Part II   The Evolution of Hip Hop 
 
March 3- 10:  Rap Music and Black Cultural Production 
 
Readings: Tricia Rose, Introduction, Black Noise, pp xi-xvi; Tricia Rose, Chapter 1, “Voice 
from the Margins,” pp 1-20;   
 
Listen to Nu Sounds DJ session from a 1977 party at P.S. 127, East Elmhurst, Queens—  
https://soundcloud.com/hass718/01-127-park-1977-side-a 
 
View Clip from the 1983 film Wild Style featuring Fantastic Freaks, Cold Crush Brothers 
and DJ Grand Wizard Theodore—  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YZjSO3IAJfU 
 
 
March 13-17: Postindustrial New York and the Birth of Hip Hop 
 
Readings: Tricia Rose, Chapter 2, “All Aboard the Night Train,” pp 21-61; and Jeff 
Chang, “Necropolis: The Bronx and the Politics of Abandonment,” (Blackboard pdf). 
 
 
March 20-24:   No Class—Spring Break. 
 
 
March 27- 31:  Productive Forces 
 
Readings:  Tricia Rose, Chapter 3, “Soul Sonic Forces,” pp 62-96;   
 
Listen to Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five live at Jackson Projects, Bronx, New 
York, circa 1978—  http://thecassetteking.blogspot.com/2016/05/grandmaster-flash-
furious-four-live-at.html 
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April 3-7: From 1520 Sedgewick Avenue to Global Industry 
 
Readings: Murray Forman, Chapter 4, “Growing an Industry: The Corporate Expansion 
of Hip Hop,” from The ‘Hood Comes First (Blackboard pdf);   
 
Listen to Jeff Chang’s Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop Mixtape—  
http://repo136.blogspot.com/2012/03/cant-stop-wont-stop-next-lesson-mixtape.html 
 
 
April 10-14: Sampling Black Power in the Reagan-Bush Era 
 
Readings: Tricia Rose, Chapter 4, “Prophets of Rage,” pp 99-145;   
 
Listen to one of Public Enemy’s first three albums—Yo! Bum Rush the Show (1987);  It 
Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back (1988); and Fear of a Black Planet (1990). 
 
 
April 17-21: Thinking Gender, Sexuality and Rap Music 
 
Readings: Tricia Rose, Chapter 5, “Bad Sistas,” and Epilogue, pp 146-185; 
 
Listen to DJ Rick Ski’s Classic Female Rap mix— 
https://www.mixcloud.com/DJ_Rick_Ski/dj-rick-ski-classic-female-rap-mix-120-
minutes/ 
 
Listen to Ladies First Volume 2 hosted by MC Lyte— 
https://www.mixcloud.com/justdizle/justdizle-ladies-first-volume-2-hosted-by-mc-
lyte-mclyte/ 
 
 
April 24-28: Gangsta Rap, Police Violence and the Rodney King Rebellion 
 
Readings: Robin Kelley, “Kickin’ Reality, Kickin’ Ballistics: Gangsta Rap and 
Postindustrial Los Angeles,” (Blackboard pdf);    
 
Listen to Ice Cube’s 1991 EP Death Certificate and Dr. Dre’s 1992 album, The Chronic. 
 
 
FINAL EXAMINATION—Tuesday, May 2nd @ 10:30 AM- 12:30 PM. 


