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01:050:300:01/  01:014:301:04: 
Visual Culture and the Subject of Race in the U.S. 

Prof. Nicole Fleetwood 
Fall 2010 
RAB 208 

Mon, Thurs 12:35-1:55 
 

Professor Nicole Fleetwood Phone: 732-932-9174 
Office: 205-F RAB Email: nifleet@rci.rutgers.edu 
Office Hours: Mon 11-12; Thurs 2-3 Dept Office: 024 RAB 
 
This course examines the intersections of visual culture and race in the United States, focusing 
primarily on the twentieth-century. Students will be introduced to critical concepts in the emerging 
field of visual studies, such as visuality, visibility, visual field, picture theory, the gaze, optics, and 
scopic regime. Questions that we will ask throughout the course are: How does visuality contribute to 
the discourse of race? What is the role of visual images in our perception of race and racialized bodies? 
How does the visual function as evidence of the markings of race?  
 
We will approach the subject by examining racialized bodies in visual culture (photography, 
advertising, television, film, internet…) and how visual culture deals with race as subject matter in the 
public sphere. The course is organized around a series of case studies and their socio-historical 
contexts. The visual texts and media analyzed vary from print to broadcast news to advertising to 
digital media.  Students will have the opportunity to pursue independent research on a subject related 
to the course.  One goal of the course is to introduce students to a range of historical and contemporary 
debates that inform the theories and practice of visual culture. Students will develop a conceptual 
framework to situate and evaluate the role of visual technologies and the significance of vision in 
marking race in the context of the United States.  
 
Required Texts 
Evans, Walker and James Agee. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men: The American Classic, in Words 
and Photographs, of Three Tenant Families in the Deep South. Boston: Mariner Books, 2001.  ISBN-
10: 0618127496 
 
Sturken, Marita and Lisa Cartwright. Practices of Looking: An Introduction to Visual Culture. 2nd 
edition. New York: Oxford University Press, 2009. ISBN-10: 0195314409 
 
Wright, Richard. 12 Million Black Voices [Paperback] Basic Books, 2002. 
ISBN-10: 1560254467 
 
Yung, Judy. San Francisco’s Chinatown. Arcadia Publishing, 2006. ISBN-10: 0738531308 
 
Articles posted on sakai.rutgers.edu 
 
Handouts and online material 
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Department Learning Goals Met by this Course:   
Students will be able to synthesize an interdisciplinary dialogue among the different fields and 
methodologies that compose American Studies. Students will investigate American culture and society 
across time and space through an examination of history, politics, literature, and arts of the peoples of 
the United States, as well as the Americas.  Students will be able 
 
Learning Goals of this Specific Course. 

a. Examine critically philosophical and other theoretical issues concerning human experience, 
value, and cultural production through visual media. 

b. Analyze visual culture in relation to specific histories, values, and technologies. 
c. Offer a detailed and sustained close analysis of specific items of visual culture in terms of 

aesthetics, technology, audience, and meaning. 
d. Understand the historical relationship between ideologies and notions of race and cultural 

production. 
 
Course Requirements 
This is an advanced undergraduate course in American Studies. In addition to reading assignments, 
students will be expected to engage in detailed and rigorous methods with visual material as well as 
attend periodic film screenings. 
 
Students are expected to complete all readings for each class, to arrive ready to engage with the written 
and visual materials assigned, and to prepare thoughtful responses to course materials.  The professor 
reserves the right to make changes to the syllabus  (such as adding quizzes) as the semester progresses.  
It is your responsibility to stay abreast of changes to the course schedule by attending class, checking 
email and the course’s website on sakai.rutgers.edu regularly. 
 
Facilitation 
Each student will help to facilitate one class session on a subject relevant to the course’s topics.  
Students will sign up at the beginning of the semester for a date. The facilitator’s role is to encourage 
discussion through prepared questions and points from the readings and to engage students and 
professor.  Students are not asked to do a formal presentation but instead to help lead a lively 
conversation.  Visual supplements are a required component of the facilitation. Each student must 
consult with professor a week before the date for which s/he is scheduled. A 1-page outline of points 
and questions must be submitted by 8pm the night before facilitation. 
 
Class Preparation/Participation 
This is not a lecture course and active participation is crucial. More than three unexcused absences will 
affect your grade. All students are required to hold at least one conference with the professor to discuss 
research paper.   
 
Visual Analysis (2) 
Students will write two short papers (2-3 pages each) that will each offer a close and detailed analysis 
of a visual item included in the course schedule. The purpose this assignment is exercise one’s learning 
of theories of visual culture and one’s mastery of the ability to offer sustained and focused engagement 
with one cultural product. More details will be provided in class. 
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Midterm Exam 
The midterm exam will cover material through the first half of the course. The exam will consist of 
multiple-choice, short response questions, and an essay component.  The class before the scheduled 
exam will partly serve as a review session. 
 
Final Research Paper 
Students will write an original research paper (5-7 pages) dealing with an issue related to the course; 
the professor must approve topic. As components of this assignment, students will turn in a short topic 
proposal, a thesis statement and a preliminary bibliography, and will meet with the professor to discuss 
topic. More details will be provided throughout the semester. 
 
Grading Breakdown 
Participation/In-Class Activities: 10% 
Class Facilitation: 5% 
Visual Analysis 1: 15% 
Visual Analysis 2: 15% 
Mid-Term Exam: 25% 
Final Paper: 30% 
 
Course Policies 
Submitting Assignments: 
Assignments are due at the beginning of class, unless otherwise instructed.  All assignments must be 
completed in order to pass the class. Late assignments will be penalized one letter grade per day late.  
All papers must be double-spaced, typeset with Times or Times New Roman 12pt font, and have page 
numbers and one-inch margins Format of papers should adhere to a recognized style manual (such as 
MLA, APA and Chicago). 
 
Students with Disabilities:  
Students with documented disabilities should present their documentation to the professor at the 
beginning of the semester in order to be afforded appropriate accommodations.  Students with 
disabilities requesting accommodations must follow the procedures outlined at 
http://disabilityservices.rutgers.edu/request.html  
  
Academic Integrity:  
Plagiarism of any sort will not be tolerated.  Plagiarism includes copying classmates’ answers and 
improper citation of any text in the course or otherwise.  Ignorance of university policy is not an 
excuse. 
 
Except for collaborative assignments officially approved by the professor in advance, all work a 
student submits must be his/her own independent effort. Students must cite properly all outside sources 
consulted in preparing written assignments. Students should review the university policy on Academic 
Integrity (see the website for the Center for the Advancement of Teaching: 
http://teachx.rutgers.edu/integrity/policy.html). You can obtain help in maintaining standards of 
academic integrity by taking a 20-minute interactive tutorial on Plagiarism and Academic Integrity: 
http://www.scc.rutgers.edu/douglass/sal/plagiarism/intro.html 
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For information on proper documentation, consult Acknowledging Sources:  
http://amerstudies.rutgers.edu/documents/AcknowledgingSources.pdf, the guide prepared by the 
American Studies Department, available on the departmental web site and on the course Sakai web 
site.  
 
 
Course Schedule 
Thurs, 9/2: Introductions 
Course Overview 
 
Mon, 9/6: LABOR DAY (NO CLASS) 
 
Section: What is visual culture? 
Wed, 9/8 (Monday schedule): Mitchell, W.J.T.  “Showing Seeing: A Critique of Visual Culture” 
[ER] 
 
Thurs, 9/9: Ch 1, Practices of Looking  
Images: Louis Agassiz’ daguerreotypes of slaves 
 
Section: Toward Working Definitions of Ethnicity and Race 
Mon, 9/13: Ball, Edward. “Constructing Ethnicity” [sakai] 
Roediger, David. “Whiteness and Ethnicity in the History of ‘White Ethnics’ in the United States 
[sakai] 
Images: Ellis Island 
 
Thurs, 9/16: Michael Omi & Howard Winant, “Racial Formations” [sakai] 
Clips: D.W. Griffiths’ Birth of a Nation and Broken Blossom (1919) 
 
Section: Constructing Native American Identity 
Mon, 9/20: Selections from Lucy Lippard’s Partial Recall 
Clips: We Shall Remain 
 
Thurs, 9/23: Selection from Indians in the Making 
Clips: Christine Lesiak’s In the White Man's image 
VISUAL ANALYSIS 1 DUE 
 
Mon, 9/27: Ch 2, Practices of Looking 
 
Section: Early 20th Century Racial Spectacles on Display and Exhibitionism 
Thurs, 9/30:  Alison Griffiths. “Science and Spectacle: Visualizing the Other at the World’s Fair” 
Clips: Coco Fusco and Guillermo Gomez-Peña’s The Couple in the Cage 
 
Mon, 10/4:  Selection from Shawn Michelle Smith’s Photography on the Color Line  [sakai] 
David Levering Lewis and Deborah Willis’ A Small Nation of People [sakai] 
 
Section: Collecting Images of Racial Violence  
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Thurs, 10/7:  Michael D. Harris, “Aunt Jemima, the Fantasy Black Mammy/Servant” excerpt from 
Colored Pictures [sakai] 
David Pilgrim, “The Garbage Man: Why I Collect Racist Objects” 
Access online at  http://www.ferris.edu/jimcrow/collect/ 
Screening: Marlon Riggs’ Ethnic Notions 
Clips: Al Jolson’s The Jazz Singer 
 
Mon, 10/11:  Dora Apel, “On Looking: Lynching Photographs and Legacies of Lynching after 9/11” 
[sakai] 
Images: Lynching photography: Without Sanctuary exhibition 
 
Thurs, 10/14: MID-TERM 
 
Section: Social Documentary 
Mon, 10/18: Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, photographs, Foreword, Preface, pp. 4-39 
Clips: The Grapes of Wrath 
 
Thurs, 10/21: Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Part II: pp. 99-155 
Clips: Beverly Hillbillies 
online exhibition: 
Photographs from Tule Lake: Japanese Internment Camp 
http://www.lib.utah.edu/portal/site/marriottlibrary/menuitem.350f2794f84fb3b29cf87354d1e916b9/?v
gnextoid=885a31af8dade110VgnVCM1000001c9e619bRCRD 
 
Mon, 10/25: 12 Million Voices, Foreword-pp. 66 
 
Thurs, 10/28: 12 Million Voices, pp. 67-147 
 
Mon, 11/1:  Lee, “The Place of Chinatown” [sakai] 
Clips: filmic images of Chinatown 
 
Thurs, 11/4:  Images of America: San Francisco’s Chinatown 
Images: photographs of Chinatown in various global cities 
 
Mon, 11/8: Ch 3, Practices of Looking 
Clips: Alfred Hitchcock’s Rear Window 
 
Section: Visualizing Latinidad 
Thurs, 11/11: Paredez, “Remembering Selena, Re-membering Latinidad” [sakai] 
 
Mon, 11/15: Davila, “Images: Producing Culture for the Market” from Latinos Inc. [sakai] 
VISUAL ANALYSIS 2 DUE 
 
Section: Television and the Politics of Representation 
Thurs, 11/18: Ch 6, Practices of Looking 
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Mon, 11/22 (Wednesday schedule): NO CLASS 
 
Thurs, 11/25: THANKSGIVING DAY 
 
Section: Multiculturalism and Contemporary Culture 
Mon, 11/29: Kuo, “The Commoditization of Hybridity in the 1990s U.S. Fashion Advertising: Who is 
ck One?” [sakai] 
Ch 7, Practices of Looking 
Clips: My America or Honk if You Love Buddha 
 
Thurs, 12/2: Ch 8, Practices of Looking 
Clips: Dreamworlds: desire, sex & power in music video 
 
Section: Post-9/11 Representations of Muslim Bodies 
Mon, 12/6: Hesford, “Staging Terror” [sakai] 
Puar, “On Torture” (excerpt) [sakai] 
Images: Abu Ghraib photographs 
 
Section: Digital Space: Avatars, Social Networking and the Dematerialization of Race 
 
Thurs, 12/9: Juana Maria Rodriguez, “‘Welcome to the Global Stage’: Confessions of a Latina Cyber-
Slut” excerpt from Queer Latinidad [sakai] 
Brandi Wilkins Catanese, “How Do I Rent a Negro?”: Racialized Subjectivity and Digital Performance 
Art” [sakai] 
 
Mon, 12/13: Ch 9, Practices of Looking 
LAST DAY OF CLASS 
 
FINAL PAPER DUE IN RAB 024 ON TUES, DEC 21 AT 11AM. NO EXCEPTIONS. 


