Black Cultural Studies in the Diaspora

Questions to Consider for Pedagogy Roundtable, March 12, 2005
Hello everyone.  What follows is my interpretation of questions raised and discussed by several participants at a recent planning meeting for the Black Cultural Studies symposium.  For Rod, Leola and Michelle, these questions are intended to be suggestive and to offer points of entry to cultivate as they each see fit.  Though we hope to range through them depending on the interests and priorities of the assembled group, we do not expect to address them all.  And we invite our guests’ thoughts, rather than expecting hard and fast answers.

If people present at the planning meeting would like to correct or clarify anything here, please feel free.

Cheers and more soon.  lh

Questions
In our courses, how do we centralize the experience of U.S. black Americans while also recognizing the diversity and complexity of blackness internationally?  How do we address questions of migration and immigration (of powerful and marginalized black people) in courses on the diaspora, addressing and often instructing non-U.S. black students perceived to be “less black,” “less threatening,” and “less intellectually at risk”?

Related to the first question, how might we challenge the black/white binary in analyses of U.S. racial difference and hierarchy, while also recognizing the history of the emergence and maintenance of that binary, including in the present?

On course form: How might we develop our courses simultaneously around historiographic and thematic concerns, i.e. by period and topic?  How do both historicity and topicality draw from and complicate interdisciplinarity?  How, finally, might we combine different kinds of materials, including secondary literatures, primary documents, testimonial writing and expressive culture, etc. in such courses.

On intersectionality: Does a “new” approach to diasporic studies necessarily occur at the conjuncture of race, gender, sexuality, class and nation?  How do we address this conjuncture in the selection and presentation of course materials?

Given the foregoing question, what is the current intellectual and political role of Black and African-American Studies?  How are scholarship and activist imperatives related?  How might scholars combine (or not) activist living with the life of the mind?

What do black and non-black students come to courses in diasporic studies looking for?  What do we have to call our courses to draw black students?
Do questions of representation (in both its symbolic and political meanings) cut across diasporic studies courses?  How?

Can we think anew about responding to racial identification and anxiety in the classroom in courses where black students bear the burden of representation in largely white student populations?
