
Instructor: Cameron Awkward-Rich 
Email: cawkwardrich@umass.edu 
Office: South College W421 
Virtual Office: https://umass-amherst.zoom.us/j/94568620701  (Meeting ID: 945 6862 0701) 
Office Hours: Thursday 11:30-1:30 (in person)/Friday 1-3 (virtually) or by appointment  
 
*To avoid scheduling conflicts, please do sign up for office hours here: calendly.com/cawkwardrich 
or email me with proposals for alternate times to meet. 

P OET R Y  AN D/AS B LACK  FEMIN IST  
T H OU G H T 

3 CREDITS| TU/TH 10-11:15 | SOUTH COLLEGE W219 

THE QUALITY OF LIGHT BY WHICH WE SCRUTINIZE OUR LIVES HAS DIRECT BEARING UPON THE PRODUCT WHICH WE LIVE, AND UPON THE 

CHANGES WHICH WE HOPE TO BRING ABOUT THROUGH THOSE LIVES. IT IS WITHIN THIS LIGHT THAT WE FORM THOSE IDEAS BY WHICH WE 

PURSUE OUR MAGIC AND MAKE IT REALIZED. THIS IS POETRY AS ILLUMINATION, FOR IT IS THROUGH POETRY THAT WE GIVE NAME TO THOSE 

IDEAS WHICH ARE, UNTIL THE POEM, NAMELESS AND FORMLESS-ABOUT TO BE BIRTHED, BUT ALREADY FELT. THAT DISTILLATION OF 

EXPERIENCE FROM WHICH TRUE POETRY SPRINGS BIRTHS THOUGHT AS DREAM BIRTHS CONCEPT, AS FEELING BIRTHS IDEA, AS KNOWLEDGE 

BIRTHS (PRECEDES) UNDERSTANDING. 
  
 -AUDRE LORDE, “POETRY IS NOT A LUXURY” 

COURSE DESCRIPTION: 

From Pauli Murray’s 1940s to Audre Lorde’s 1970s/80s to the contemporary practice of Alexis Pauline 
Gumbs, many of our most visionary black feminist theorists have also been poets. Taking seriously 
Lorde’s insistence on poetry's thought- and world-building function, this course traces a history of black 
feminist theorizing that puts poetry at the center in order to ask after how and what poetry allows us to 
know. Course authors include: Pauli Murray, Audre Lorde, June Jordan, the Trans Day of Resilience 
project, Alexis Pauline Gumbs, Marquis Bey, Hortense Spillers, Christina Sharpe, and M. Nourbesee 
Phillips. This is a theory class but will ask you to exercise your creative capacities. 
 
As with any course, the content of this one is reflective of the instructor’s own interests and knowledge. 
For that reason, this course should not be understood as a comprehensive survey of black feminist 
thought – that would be impossible!—nor as definitive. Rather, this seminar will serve as a space for 
developing your skills as a reader, for self-reflection, and for building a foundation from which to 
continue your inquiries. A start.  
 
Finally, please note that we will, by necessity, be engaging with material that discusses or represents 
racialized and sexualized violence, that uses terms that we might find offensive, and that urges us to 
think deeply about intimately and politically vexed questions around race, sex, gender, solidarity, and so 
on. We cannot understand the present without a sense of what preceded it. We cannot understand 

mailto:cawkwardrich@umass.edu
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ourselves without practicing extending ourselves (and each other) patience and generosity. That said, if 
you have concerns about how the class discussions are proceeding, please don’t hesitate to be in touch 
with me.  

COURSE LEARNING GOALS:  

As a result of this course, I hope that you will be able to: 

 

● Articulate an overview of the trajectory of black feminist thought, including key authors, 

concerns, and insights.   

● Understand “black feminism” as a field of thought that, like any other, is an old and ongoing 
conversation. Rather than approaching it as a known set of answers, we are here to explore 
black feminism as an unfolding practice of collective thought.  

● Develop and articulate your thoughts about the relationship between art-making and theory-
making, poetics and thought.  

● Develop your skills as a reader by practicing close, generous reading and active reflection.  
● Practice letting go of mastery in order to experiment with new ways of thinking/writing and to 

show up to conversation with your peers 

REQUIRED TEXTS*  

**Almost all course material will be provided to you through Moodle or is available as an e-book 
through the UMass library. However, we will be reading large portions of the following, which you may 
wish to purchase. 
 

● June Jordan, Passion: New Poems 1977-1980 (Copper Canyon, 2021), originally published 1980 
○ I was not able to find a sharable digital copy of this book, but I have put a physical copy 

on reserve at the UMass library. 
● Alexis Pauline Gumbs, M Archive: After the End of the World (Duke University Press, 2018) 
● M. Nourbesee Phillips, Zong! As Told to the Author by Setaey Adamu Boateng (Wesleyan 

University Press, 2008) 
 

The above have been ordered through Amherst Books (8 Main Street, Amherst), not through the UMass 
system; an ebook version of M Archive and Zong! are also available through the UMass Libraries Course 
Materials tool on Moodle and a physical copy of Passion is on reserve at the library. If you have any 
trouble accessing these books or any of the other reading, please reach out to me sooner rather than 
later - like anyone, I make mistakes and I welcome the chance to correct them! 

 
 
**All other course material will be provided to you through Moodle** 
 

This will be, at times, a very reading-intensive class. Learning how and what to prioritize as you read is a 

crucial skill that reading-intensive courses are intended to help you practice. To this end, keep in mind 

that, although the course assignments are meant to help you structure your approach to the texts, you 

https://www.amherstbooks.com/Textbooks/


can approach the reading with different kinds of questions in mind—and therefore different priorities—

depending on your existing knowledge and your future plans.  

You might read to develop a map of the field – who are the major players, where are the conflicts, 

where are the points of agreement, etc. You might read for models of the kind of writing you’d like to 

produce. You might read for concepts that you can take back to your projects, whether they are critical, 

creative, or simply the project of living. You might read for the places of clarity or confusion. So: please 

read as much as you can, as well as you can in order to be a generous participant in our seminar, but 

please don’t worry about ‘mastering’ the material (or performing mastery).   

 

EVALUATION 

NOTEBOOK ASSIGNMENTS 

I ask that each of you keep a notebook: digitally, by hand, whatever suits you best. In your notebook I 

would like you to keep notes on the reading, paying attention in two different ways. First, I would like 

you to simply keep track of what you respond to in the reading – What are words/phrases that seem 

important, even if you don’t fully understand? What are quotes that resonate with you? What ideas 

seem useful to you (for understanding a problem or situation in your life or in the world, for 

understanding something in another class, for understanding a different reading in this class…)? Second, 

I would like you to be always asking the question how is this black feminist thought? That is both: what 

are the features of this piece of writing that make it black feminist AND if I take this as representative of 

black feminist thought, then what is black feminism?  

I want you to try to figure out a system of note keeping that works for you. Think of the audience of this 

notebook as you in the future, not me. I will not be collecting these, so you’re free to take this as 

seriously (or unseriously) as you’d like, but taking it seriously will make the assignments much easier!  

DISPATCHES (10%) 

FOR THIS REQUIREMENT, YOU ARE RESPONSIBLE FOR UPLOADING AN INFORMAL REFLECTION 

ON ONE OF THE DAY’S READINGS TO MOODLE BEFORE CLASS. YOUR DISPATCH CAN BE 

FORMATTED AS BULLET POINTS, FULL SENTENCES, WHATEVER, BUT MUST INCLUDE THE 

FOLLOWING:  

 
1. One quote/idea from the reading that resonated with you or surprised you and why. 

 
2. A list of at least three terms/phrases that seem to be central to the reading for the day and a 

brief account of what they have to do with the author’s black feminist thought. These should be 
terms that the author actually uses in the text. If you are responding to a poem, try to choose 
words/phrases that seem particularly charged.  
 

3. A brief account of how the reading is similar to and different from at least one prior reading.  
 
Black feminism, like every other field you might study or participate in, is an ongoing 



conversation, one with its own conflicts, underlying assumptions, shared references, and so on. 
Given this, part of what we are doing in this class is trying to get a feel for what people mean 
when they say “black feminist theory” or “black feminist thought” – what are its concerns, 
insights, habits of speech; who are its interloctutors, on what do they agree or disagree, how do 
they approach the doing of black feminism differently? So when you are thinking about how 
readings are similar and different, what I hope you will be thinking about is less what is the same 
and different on the surface (this is a poem, this is an essay; this is concerned with the law and 
this with art) but what those similarities and differences might mean about the authors’ shared 
or divergent priorities, assumptions, and so on – the shape of their thought.  

 

Each one is worth 2% of your grade, so you must submit a total of 5 for full credit. I STRONGLY 

RECOMMEND GETTING INTO THE HABIT OF THIS EARLY, SO THAT YOU DON’T HAVE TO PLAY CATCH UP AT THE VERY 

END. 
 
Due Date: You cannot turn these in on 9/15, 9/29, 10/13, 10/27, and 11/10, but otherwise before class 
on whatever days you please.  

 

LOW-STAKES REFLECTIONS/WRITING PROMPTS (25%)  

At five points during the semester, I will give you a writing prompt and ask you to turn the resulting 
writing in using the appropriate Google Drive by class time on the day it is due. The prompts will be 
posted to Moodle and are also noted on the Reading Schedule below. These reflections will be due on 
9/15, 9/29, 10/13, 10/27, and 11/10 and all or most of these class sessions will be devoted to 
workshopping your writing/thinking with each other. With the exception of the 9/15 prompt, you will 
have the option to respond either critically or creatively. However, you must choose to respond in your 
less-comfortable format at least once during the semester. That is, you must write at least one piece of 
creative writing and one piece of critical analysis between 9/29 and 11/10.  
 
Due Dates: Posted to your group’s Google Drive folder before class on 9/15, 9/29, 10/13, 10/27, and 
11/10. 
 

FINAL PROJECT: PORTFOLIO (10%) + EXTRA CREDIT (5%)  

The final product from this class will be a portfolio that collects together your five low-stakes writings, 
revised or re-written in light of feedback from your workshop groups (or in light of what you learned or 
thought about later in the semester). You must also write and include a ~1,000 word reflection paper or 
statement that uses the course reading to answer the question what is black feminist thought and what 
does the writing I have produced this semester have to do with it? Importantly, I think this is an 
impossible question – the point is not to arrive at the “correct” answer but to really think it through.  
 
You are welcome to turn your portfolio in as simply a plain word document, but you will receive extra 
credit if you make it into something beautiful, a la Christina Sharpe’s “Beauty is a Method.”  
 
Due Date: Posted to Moodle by 11:59pm on 12/15  

 



 

 

PARTICIPATION  

This is a discussion-based course, so your participation is vital to making it function. There are many 
ways to be engaged and many styles of participation. But, at minimum, I expect that you: come to class, 
be on time, do the reading, and participate in in-class discussions and activities to the best of your 
ability. I recognize that some students have trouble speaking up in class due to shyness, language 
barriers, processing speeds, and so on. Because public speaking is a useful skill, I encourage you to push 
yourself to participate verbally. To facilitate this, we will take the first five minutes of each class period 
to gather our thoughts. Your classmates and/or I will provide prompts and for this purpose, which will 
be collected during each class.   
 
That said, “participation” is hard to measure, so your points in this category will come from your taking a 
turn as class discussion leader at least once during the semester and from your own evaluation of your 
engagement with and performance in the class.  

 

CLASS LEADER (5%) 

Beginning on 10/4, a group of students will be responsible for orienting our discussion at the beginning 
of most class periods. You will do so by 1) collectively generating the Daily Check-In prompt about the 
day’s reading, 2) offering brief (under 10 minute) framing remarks, and 3) helping me to lead the 
discussion that unfolds. Your prompts can be clarification questions (take us to a particular paragraph or 
poem to close read together), application questions (how does this idea apply to something else, how 
can we use it to make sense of x – but do make sure to provide us with necessary context about what ‘x’ 
is! ), critical questions (identify inconsistencies/paradoxes in the theory and ask about their 
consequences), and so on. You might use Professor Kyla Wazana Tompkins’ guide to writing discussion 
questions (linked on Moodle) as a resource. However, generally, the goal is simply to provide space for 
questions, concerns, and preoccupations that are not mine. 
 
To repeat, when it is your turn as class leader you must: 

1) Generate a discussion prompt that we will use as the daily check-in and to open our 
conversation.  

2) Offer a brief (under ten minute) set of remarks that will help us to understand why you want to 
talk about your prompt and give us more context if we need it.  

3) Help me lead the discussion! This might mean coming up with an activity for us to do, but it 
might also mean simply being prepared to step up and participate more than you might 
otherwise in the conversation.  
 

You must email me with your prompt and general plan the day before class so that I can incorporate it 
into the day’s agenda. I expect that this will be slightly chaotic in the beginning, but as the class 
progresses we’ll get a better feel for what makes for a good discussion prompt.  
 



Each group will be responsible for two, preassigned days. However, it’s your choice whether to work on 

leading as a full group, to just assign each day to a different pair, or some combination. We’ll sort this 

out–and the groups themselves– on 9/13, once we (hopefully) have a clear sense of who will be in the 

room.  

 

SELF-EVALUATION (50%) 

Half of your final grade will come from points that you award to yourself, based on your own evaluation 
of your performance. Remember, I am giving you points based on whether you do something, but it’s up 
to you to reflect on how well you have done so given the circumstances of your life.  
 
Self-Evaluation Criteria (each is worth 10pts or 10% of total grade) 

● Did you put effort into your final portfolio? In particular, did you integrate feedback from the 
workshop sessions into your revisions and reflection paper? Did your thinking/writing develop 
as a result of this process? Explain.  

 
● Were you engaged with the material over the course of the semester? Did you keep up with the 

reading? Did you contribute to discussions, whether small or large group? Explain. 
 

● Did you practice self-direction? Did you turn in all of the required assignments in a timely 
fashion? If necessary, did you actively seek out help and/or guidance? Explain.  

 
● Did you demonstrate respect for your peers? Explain. 

 
● Did you demonstrate growth in close reading (ability to pick up on patterns in and across texts), 

conceptual thinking (ability to connect abstract concepts or ideas across texts), and/or self-
reflexivity (ability to reflect on one’s own thought process)? If already excellent at these skills, 
did you demonstrate consistency? Explain. 

 
Due Date: 11:59pm on 12/16 

 

  



IN SUMMARY:  

Course 

Component 

% of Final 

Grade 

Course 

Component 

Description 

Notebook – 

Reading, 

Reflection, 

Integration 

10% Dispatches Turn in 5 notebook dispatches to Moodle over 

the course of the semester. Due before class.  

25% Low-Stakes 

Writing Prompts 

Turn in 5 drafts to be workshopped in 

response to prompts on 9/15, 9/29, 10/13, 

10/27, and 11/10. From 9/29-11/10 you can 

choose either critical or creative responses, 

but must do at least one of each over the 

semester. Due to Google Drive by class time.  

10% Final Portfolio Revise your drafts + write up a ~1000 word 

reflection essay. Due 12/15.  

5% Extra Credit Go above and beyond with your final portfolio 

by making it into something beautiful.  

Participation 5% Class Leader Be in charge of our daily check-in prompt and 

orienting discussion at least once.  

50% Self-Evaluation How do you think your learning this semester 

went? Due 12/16 

 105% Total 

 

 * Except for the self-evaluation, you will get full points for each category as long as you do it. I will be 

looking at and pulling from your dispatches, sitting in on each group’s workshop sessions once during 

the semester, giving feedback on your final portfolios, and will be generally available to offer guidance if 

you seek it out. However, my general philosophy is that we are in the room together because there is 

something you need or want from this course and that thing is different for each of you. So, get it.  

 

Number grades will be translated 
to the final letter grades using 
the scale shown below:  
 

A 93-100%   C+ 77-
79%  
A- 90-92%   C 73-76%  
B+ 87-89%   C- 70-
72%  
B 83-86%    D 60-69%  
B- 80-82%   F 59% 
and below 
 

https://www.e-flux.com/journal/105/303916/beauty-is-a-method/


POLICIES 

ABSENCES  

The success of the class depends on your showing up. However, because I understand that sometimes 
things come up, you are allowed three absences, no questions asked. You will have to communicate with 
me about any additional absences via the Daily Check-In form (and answer the day's prompt!) or they 
will negatively affect your grade (-2% per additional absence).  

COMMUNICATION  

With a few exceptions, all course material—including reading, assignment prompts, and updates—will 
be posted to Moodle. Therefore, please check Moodle regularly, and consult it first if you have a 
question. That said, I do welcome email inquiries and will do my best to get back to you within 24-48 
hours. I do not, however, check my work email on the weekends.  
 
If you have questions that might require complex answers—i.e. “Is this an appropriate paper topic?” 
“Can we work out a way to meet xyz accessibility needs?” “I am having a tough semester for abc 
reasons; how can I keep that from tanking my grade?” —I urge you to schedule an appointment to talk 
face-to-face or on Zoom.  

LATE WORK 

The form of this class–and your classmates’ experience of it–depends on you turning your writing 
assignments in on time (and coming prepared for your turn as class leader). Though I will accept late 
work throughout the semester without penalty, it is better for all involved if you show up with 
something rather than nothing.  Late finals, however, will be marked down a half letter-grade (5%) per 
day past the deadline. If you are having trouble with the work for the course, I recommend taking 
advantage of the many resources available to you well before any deadlines. Come to my office hours, 
make an appointment with the Writing Center, make a Study Skills peer mentoring appointment at the 
Learning Resources Center… 

POLICY ON USE OF COURSE MATERIALS  

While I encourage you to share course materials among one another, they cannot be shared on social 
media.  

ACCESSIBILITY  

The University of Massachusetts Amherst is committed to providing an equal educational opportunity 
for all students. If you have a documented physical, psychological, or learning disability on file with 
Disability Services (DS), Learning Disabilities Support Services (LDSS), or Psychological Disabilities 
Services (PDS), please notify me within the first two weeks of the semester so that we may make 
appropriate arrangements: http://www.umass.edu/disability/students 
 
However, I also assume that we all have different access needs, many of which don’t fall under the 
official rubric of disability. The intake survey on the first day of class is, among other things, intended to 
provide you with a space to articulate your needs and I will do my best to accommodate them. I also 

https://www.umass.edu/writing-center/
https://www.umass.edu/lrc/tutoring.html
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assume that brains and bodies change overtime, so if you find that you are having trouble, please get in 
touch with me and I will be happy to help you find ways to succeed.  
 

TITLE IX 

Women, Gender, Sexuality Studies (WGSS) classes are a place where issues of sexual violence and other 
sexual misconduct are discussed as a matter of course. It’s not a taboo subject, and feminists have long 
worked to develop theory and activism around sexualized violence, including rape, dating violence, child 
sexual abuse, and the like. If you want to discuss your own personal experiences of sexual violence in a 
class, we don’t consider that a “report” covered by Title IX (although if you want faculty help and 
support in reporting sexual violence, we are here to help you do that). Other available resources on 
campus for addressing sexual violence include both confidential and non-confidential resources—non-
confidential resources will keep your concerns private but will report your concerns to the Title IX 
coordinator, or, the Dean of Students Office who will provide you with different options to assist you. 
Confidential resources will keep your concerns confidential and will provide you support, assistance in 
addressing safety concerns as well as other services such as providing you with an advocate. Resources 
can be found at www.umass.edu/titleix/ . 
 

ACADEMIC HONESTY STATEMENT  

Academic dishonesty, in any form, will not be tolerated and you are responsible for educating yourself 
about the University’s official policy on academic honesty. Following is a summary (you can read it in full 
at https://www.umass.edu/honesty/): “If an instructor finds that a student has violated the University’s 
Academic Honesty Policy, the instructor has the right to lower the student’s grade, or even to fail the 
student for the course. Students have the right to appeal such a grade penalty by an instructor. The 
University Academic Honesty Board, which must be notified by instructors of any grade penalty, reviews 
all student appeals. The Board may sustain or recommend modification of the penalty given by the 
faculty member, or may recommend sanctions exceeding those originally given, such as suspension or 
expulsion from the University. The Board may also recommend sanctions for offenders who have 
committed multiple violations of the Academic Honesty Policy but who have not appealed the faculty 
members’ decisions.”  
 

UNIVERSITY POLICIES  

All undergraduate students are responsible for complying with the rules, regulations, policies, and 
procedures contained in this publication as well as those in other official University publications and 
announcements which may be issued from time to time.  This document includes policies on absences, 
grading, late withdrawal and related issues. https://www.umass.edu/registrar/students/policies-and-
practices/academic-regulations 
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COVID (AND OTHER APOCALYPSES):  

As I am putting together this syllabus, we are once again deeply uncertain about how the semester will 

unfold. But: Please don’t come to class sick, please feel free to mask, please communicate with me 

and your peers about your needs, please try to be patient with me and with each other.  

I will be assigning each of you to a group beginning in Week 2 – these will be your groups for 

workshopping and discussion leading, but you should also rely on one another to help mitigate the 

chaos of the semester. For example, if you would like to Zoom into class because you have been 

exposed to COVID, are currently in isolation, or for some other reason, please get in touch with your 

groupmates to coordinate that. Additionally, please do share notes with each other!  

As long as you complete the Daily Check-In for the day (and use the form to communicate with me 

about your absence), missing class will not negatively affect your grade. The check in question will be 

at the top of the day’s agenda (on Moodle). However, please do keep in mind that seminars are 

intended to help you practice thinking in real time with others, a vital skill that asynchronous learning is 

not very good at developing.  Also, although we are in a room with lecture capture, I don’t plan to use 

it…as a discussion-based class it’s not clear that the recordings would be of any use. If you think 

otherwise, please do let me know.  

 

  



READING SCHEDULE 

PLEASE READ THE LISTED MATERIAL BEFORE CLASS ON THE DAY TO WHICH IT IS ASSIGNED.  
(THERE IS OFTEN A LOT OF READING; IT’S BETTER TO READ SOME THINGS WELL THAN EVERYTHING 

POORLY) 

 

Date Reading/Assignments (Due 
Today) 

In Class Agenda (Tentative) Notes/Things to 
Consider 

 
Week 1 & 2 - Introductions 

How will the class run? What are we doing here?  
 

9/6 

No reading -Brief introduction to me and 
the class 
-Go over syllabus and policies 
-Intake survey 
 
 

Powerpoint posted to 
Moodle after class. 
Please review if you 
missed today! 

9/8 

POETRY AND/AS BLACK FEMINIST 

THOUGHT? 
 
Jonathan Culler, “What is 
Theory,” Literary Theory: A Very 
Short Introduction (Oxford UP, 
2011)  
 
bell hooks, “Theory as Liberatory 
Practice” 

Whole class discussion about 
the reading, pursuing the 
questions: How do these two 
authors define theory? What is 
theory good for? How do their 
answers to these questions 
overlap and diverge? Why? 
 

Last day of add/drop is 
Monday 9/12.  

9/13 

POETRY AND/AS BLACK FEMINIST 

THOUGHT? 
 
Combahee River Collective 
Statement 
 
Patricia Hill-Collins, “The Social 
Construction of Black Feminist 
Thought” 

-Assign groups 
-Come up with rules of 
engagement 
-Small group discussions re: 
logistics (how will you 
communicate with each other, 
how will you divide up 
discussion leader time) and 
the reading (How do these 
texts define black feminism? 
What is similar and different? 
Familiar/unfamiliar?) 

If you miss class today, 
make sure to check the 
Moodle to see your 
group assignment and 
check in with them to 
say hello.  



-If time, whole group debrief  

9/15 

POETRY AND/AS BLACK FEMINIST 

THOUGHT? 

Barbara Christian, “The Race for 

Theory” 

 

Denise de Silva, “Toward a Black 

Feminist Poethics” 

 

Christina Sharpe, “Beauty is a 

Method”  

 

Reflection Prompt: Using at least 

two essays we’ve read so far 

(one from today and one from 

earlier), write ~500 words 

toward the question, what does 

poetry have to do with black 

feminist thought? Do not worry 

about making your writing 

“good” or arriving at the “right 

answer” or any answer – just 

write.  

 

 

 
Workshop trial run - following 
the instructions that I have 
provided, discuss your 
reflections for the day with 
your groups.  Ordinarily, 
workshop will take all class 
period, but this is an 
abbreviated version.  
 
Whole group debrief 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Heavy work day!  

The Vanguard - Author Studies 
 

Over the next six weeks, we will do deep dives into the writing of three prolific black feminist thinkers– 
Pauli Murray, Audre Lorde, and June Jordan – who all (differently) participated in the revitalization of 
black feminism during the 60s-80s. There are many other authors we might have studied, but I chose 

these three because of their insistence on poetry as central to their work. Our guiding questions 
continue to be: how do our authors understand/enact black feminism and what does poetry have to do 

with it?  
 

Week 3 & 4 - Pauli Murray (1910-1985) 

9/20 

No reading (catch up or read 
ahead) 

In class screening of (most of) 
My Name is Pauli Murray 
 
 

If you miss class today, 
make sure to watch this 
documentary on your 
own, available for 



 
 

streaming through our 
course Moodle.  

9/22 

Pauli Murray, “An American 
Credo” (1945) 
 
Pauli Murray, “Poets who Die 
Young” (unpublished, 1946) 
 
Pauli Murray, “The Liberation of 
Black Women” (1970)  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As you are reading, 
think about what 
context from the 
documentary is useful 
for you to have – use 
this in the future to 
guide how you think 
about providing context 
when it is your turn as 
class leader.  

9/27 

Excerpt from Pauli Murray, Dark 
Testament  (poetry) 
 
Ed Pavlic, “Ours is No Bedtime 
Story”  

 
 
Close by discussing writing 
prompt for 9/29, using 
Langston Hughes’ poem 
“Harlem” for reference (~15 
minutes) 
 
 
 

 

9/29 

(No reading, writing prompt)  
 
Choose two poems from Dark 
Testament and either: 

a. Draft two poems of your 
own, each using one of 
Murray’s poems as a 
basis.  

b. Write ~500 words 
exploring the question: 
what do these poems 
have to do with Pauli 
Murray’s black feminist 
thought?  

Workshop Day 
 
 
 
 
 

Make sure to turn in 
your writing to your 
group Google Drive 
before class.  

Week 5 & 6 - Audre Lorde (1934-1992) 

10/4 

ON POETRY, THEORY, 

CREATIVITY 

From Sister Outsider (1984)  

Group 1 Leads Across these essays, 
Lorde is building a 
theory about 

https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/147831/ours-is-no-bedtime-story
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/articles/147831/ours-is-no-bedtime-story


● Introduction 

● Poetry is Not a Luxury 

● Transformation of 

Silence into Language 

and Action 

● Uses of the Erotic 

● Interview with Adrienne 

Rich 

poetry/creativity. Try to 
trace it. There is a lot so 
make sure you at least 
read “Poetry is not a 
luxury”  

10/6 

ON BLACK FEMINISM  

From Sister Outsider  

● Open Letter to Mary 

Daly 

● Man Child: A Black 

Lesbian Feminist’s 

Response 

● Age, Race, Class, and 

Sex: Women Redefining 

Difference  

● Eye to Eye: Black 

Women, Hatred, and 

Anger 

 

 

Group 2 Leads Across these essays, 
Lorde is telling us about 
the shape of her black 
feminist thought and 
life – try to trace it. 
“Age, Race, Class, and 
Sex” is one to prioritize.  

10/11 

Poetry Packet Group 3 Leads 
 
 
 
 

 

10/13 

(No reading, writing prompt)  
 
Choose two poems from the 
Audre Lorde poetry packet and 
either: 

a. Draft two poems of your 
own, each using one of 
Lorde’s poems as a 
basis.  

b. Write ~500 words 
exploring the question: 
what do these poems 
have to do with Audre 

Workshop Day Make sure to turn in 
your writing to your 
group Google Drive 
before class.  



Lorde’s black feminist 
thought?  

Week 7 & 8 - June Jordan (1936-2002) 

10/18 

BEGINNINGS AND THE 

POLITICS OF LANGUAGE 

From Civil Wars (1981): 

● “Forward”  

●  “Where is the Love?” 

● “Civil Wars” 

 

From On Call (1985):  

● “Nobody Mean More to 

Me Than You and the 

Future Life of Willie 

Jordan”  

● “Problems of Language 

in a Democratic State”  

Group 4 Leads There is a lot here – 
please make sure to 
read “Nobody Mean 
More to Me Than You”  

10/20 

ON POETRY 
 
June Jordan, “The Difficult 
Miracle of Black Poetry in 
America or Something Like a 
Sonnet for Phillis Wheatley” 
 
June Jordan, “Thinking About My 
Poetry”  
 
Short Poetry Packet (“These 
Poems,” “Getting Down to Get 
Over,” and “I Must Become”) 
 
 

Group 5 Leads  

10/25 

WE ARE THE ONES WE HAVE BEEN 

WAITING FOR 
 
June Jordan, Passion: New 
Poems (1977-1980)  

Group 1 Leads 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

It’s okay if you can only 
read about half of the 
book, but make sure to 
read the preface “For 
the Sake of a People’s 
Poetry: Walt Whitman 
and the Rest of Us” 



 

10/27 

Finish Passion  
 
Writing Prompt: Choose two 
poems, one from the June 
Jordan poetry packet and one 
from Passion and either: 

a. Draft two poems of your 
own, each using one of 
Jordan’s  poems as a 
basis.  

b. Write ~500 words 
exploring the question: 
what do these poems 
have to do with June 
Jordan’s  black feminist 
thought?  
 

 
Workshop Day 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Make sure to turn in 
your writing to your 
group Google Drive 
before class.  

Presents 

Week 9: Wake Work - Zong! 

11/1 

Saidya Hartman, “Venus in Two 
Acts” 
 
Christina Sharpe, “Black Studies: 
In the Wake” 
 
M Nourbesee Phillips, Zong! -
Read around in the book, 
especially the end material, to 
try to understand the project of 
it.  
 
 
 
 
 

Group 2 Leads 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

11/3 

Phillips, Zong!  
 -from the beginning, as much as 
you can 

 
 
 

In class writing exercise 
 
 
 
 
 

If you miss class today, 
please make sure to 
check the day’s agenda 
on Moodle for the in-
class prompt.  



 
 

 
 
 

Week 10: Lineage - M Archive 

11/8 

Alexis Pauline Gumbs, M 
Archive: After the End of the 
World 
 
(Read as much of M Archive as 
you can read well.) 

Group 3 Leads 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Reading well involves 
making sure to cross 
reference with Jaqui 
Alexander’s Pedagogies 
of Crossing (available as 
e-book through UMass 
Libraries Course 
Material tool on 
Moodle). Each entry in 
M Archive ends with a 
footnote that links it to 
a passage in 
Pedagogies – make 
sure to follow up on 
these notes.  

11/10 

Complete M Archive 
 
Writing Prompt: 
 
Choose one essay that we have 
read for class and imitate 
Gumbs’ practice by using five or 
so phrases/sentences from that 
essay as prompts for a reflection 
on the question “what is the 
world black feminism thinks?” 
i.e. how does it understand the 
world that is and might be? You 
can respond either creatively 
(like Gumbs) or in more 
standard prose.  

Workshop Day 
 
 
 
 
 

Choose either the in-
class writing from 11/3 
or your writing based 
on the prompt from 
today to workshop. 
Make sure to put your 
material for workshop 
in your group’s Google 
Drive folder!  

Week 11: [Black Trans] Life/Death  

11/15 

C. Riley Snorton and Jin 
Haritaworn, “Trans 
Necropolitics” 
 
Marquis Bey, “Hope, Fugitive” 
 

Group 4 Leads 
 
 
 

 



11/17 

Taylor Johnson and jayy dodd 
Short Poetry Packet 
 
Trans Day of Resilience  Zine 

Group 5 Leads 
 
-Discuss Final Portfolios  

 

Fall Break 

Week 12 + - Return, Wrap Up 

11/29 

Hortense Spillers, “Mama’s 
Baby, Papa’s Maybe” 

Whole group discussion - this 
is a canonical essay in the field 
that can be, I think, difficult to 
parse on first (or any) 
encounter. As a class, we will 
try to unravel what Spillers is 
trying to illuminate and how 
thinking about poetry/poetics 
helps us to understand the 
essay, especially its insistence 
that it is about “grammar”  
 
 
 

 

12/1 

Re-read De Silva, “Toward a 
Black Feminist Poethics” 

Whole group discussion - At 
the end of the semester, what 
do we understand about this 
essay that we didn’t before? 
What outstanding points of 
confusion are there? How 
would we answer the question 
– what does poetry have to do 
with De Silva’s black 
feminism?  

 

12/6 

No reading – work on your 
finals! 

Workshop final portfolios in 
groups 
 
 

 

12/8 

No reading – work on your 
finals! 

Workshop final portfolios in 
groups 
 
Wrap Up 

 

 

 



Finals due to Moodle by 11:59pm on 12/15  

Self-evaluations due by 11:59pm on 12/16 
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