


English 4260								Dr. Ian Finseth
African American Literature						Language Bldg. 408-J
Spring 2026								finseth@unt.edu
T-Th 2:00-3:20								office hours by appointment


The Transatlantic Slave Narrative

	The slave narrative not only constitutes the foundational genre of African American literature but is central to the development of American literature more broadly, particularly in the nineteenth century.  This genre, consisting of autobiographical accounts of a slave’s experience in bondage (and often of their escape and life in freedom), traces its roots to the eighteenth century, but extends all the ways into the twentieth, with audio narratives of former slaves, and in works directly influenced by the tradition, such as Richard Wright’s Black Boy or Toni Morrison’s Beloved.  What makes the slave narrative so important to our understanding of U.S. history (along with the history of the “Black Atlantic,” or transatlantic world) is its testimonial value: these texts convey the realities of slavery as seen through the eyes of the system’s victims rather than the masters.  
	Taken together, slave narratives comprise one of the darkest, most disturbing genres of literature the world has produced – but also a record of perseverance and triumph.  As they recount the individual lives of their narrators, they also explore a number of broad issues: oppression and rebellion, the nature of freedom and the meaning of race, the problems of authenticity and authority in literary self-representation, and the distance separating the West’s democratic ideals from its practices.  Over the course of the semester we will encounter a wide selection of these narratives, ranging from 1787 to 1903, along with several works that are complexly related to the tradition.  In reading through them, we will gain an appreciation of the many different kinds of Black experience they represent, along with a deeper understanding of the difficult history they reflect.  

Required Texts: 

Olaudah Equiano, The Interesting Narrative and Other Writings, ed. Vincent Carretta (Penguin, 2003)
Mary Prince, The History of Mary Prince (Penguin, 2001) 
David Walker, David Walker’s Appeal, ed. Sean Wilentz (Hill and Wang, 1995)
Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom (Penguin, 2003)
Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (Dover, 2001) 
Hannah Crafts, The Bondwoman’s Narrative, ed. Henry Louis Gates, Jr. (Warner Books, 2003)
Susie King Taylor, Reminiscences of My Life in Camp (Univ. of Georgia, 2006)
Booker T. Washington, Up From Slavery (Dover, 1995)
Octavia Butler, Kindred (Beacon, 2003) 

Content Advisory: The readings in this course include a significant amount of disturbing or distressing material, including physical and psychological violence, sexual abuse, and extreme racism.  

Grade Distribution: 

	In-Class Exams 	45% (15% each)
There will be three in-class exams (including the “final exam”), spaced evenly over the course of the semester, and weighted equally.  These exams will test your familiarity with specific texts, your knowledge of major concepts and terminology, and your ability to think broadly about the slave narrative genre and to make connections between texts.  
	Research Essay		35%
In this project, you will conduct independent research to develop an original argument about one or more of the texts that we have read.  There are many different directions you can go in, but your essay should draw upon one of the digital humanities projects listed under “Additional Resources” on our Canvas page.  Detailed guidelines will be available later in the semester, and as we get closer to the deadline, we can spend some time in class on how to conduct research and incorporate secondary material into your own work.  Finally, an initial proposal will be due on April 13; this will ensure that everybody has plenty of time to devote to it.  
	Participation		20%
This means not just attendance, but your proactive contribution to class discussions and activities.  To get a good grade for participation, you should: 1) bring to each class period the book we’re reading for that day; 2) try to answer questions that I pose to the class, even if you’re just exploring an idea; and 3) work productively with your student partners when I have you doing something together in class.

Calendar: 

Week 1: 

	Tues. Jan. 13		Introduction
	Thurs. Jan. 15		Slavery in History and Literature 
 
Week 2: 

	Tues. Jan. 20		Olaudah Equiano, Interesting Narrative of the Life…, chs. 1-5 (31-112)
	Thurs. Jan. 22		Equiano, chs. 6-7 (113-146)
 
Week 3: 

	Tues. Jan. 27		Equiano, chs. 8-12 (147-236)
	Thurs. Jan. 29		Mary Prince, The History of Mary Prince, 1-38

Week 4: 

	Tues. Feb. 3		Supplement and Appendix to The History of Mary Prince, 39-65
						David Walker, David Walker’s Appeal, Preamble, Articles I and II
	Thurs. Feb. 5 		Walker, Articles III and IV

Week 5: 

	Tues. Feb. 10		* Thomas Gray, The Confessions of Nat Turner (PDF)
	Thurs. Feb. 12		* first in-class exam 

Week 6: 

	Tues. Feb. 17		Frederick Douglass, My Bondage and My Freedom, chs. 1-6 (pp. 29-80)
	Thurs. Feb. 19		Douglass, chs. 7-15 (pp. 81-162)

Week 7: 

	Tues. Feb. 24		Douglass, chs. 16-19 (pp. 163-221)
	Thurs. Feb. 26 		Douglass, chs. 20-25 (pp. 222-298)

Week 8:

	Tues. Mar. 3		Harriet Jacobs, Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, preface, 
introduction, and chs. 1-13 (pp. 1-65)
	Thurs. Mar. 5		Jacobs, chs. 14-20 (pp. 65-95)

Week 9: 

	Tues. Mar. 10		* Spring Break – no class
	Thurs. Mar. 12		* Spring Break – no class

Week 10:

	Tues. Mar. 17		Jacobs, chs. 21-41 (pp. 95-164)
	Thurs. Mar. 19		Hannah Crafts, The Bondwoman’s Narrative, chs. 1-5 (pp. 1-74) 

Week 11: 

	Tues. Mar. 24		Crafts, chs. 6-15 (pp. 75-194)
	Thurs. Mar. 26		Crafts, chs. 16-21 (pp. 195-239)
 
Week 12: 

	Tues. Mar. 31		Susie King Taylor, Reminiscences of My Life in Camp
	Thurs. Apr. 2		* second in-class exam 

Week 13:

	Tues. Apr. 7		Booker T. Washington, Up From Slavery, chs. 1-8 (pp. 1-64)
	Thurs. Apr. 9		Washington, chs. 9-12 (pp. 64-95)

Week 14: 

	Mon. Apr. 13		* project proposal due 
	Tues. Apr. 14		Washington, chs. 13-17 (pp. 95-157)
	Thurs. Apr. 16		Octavia Butler, Kindred, 1-51 (“Prologue,” “The River,” “The Fire”)

Week 15: 		

	Tues. Apr. 21		Butler, 52-143 (“The Fall” and “The Fight,” sections 1-6)
	Thurs. Apr. 23		Butler, 143-188 (“The Flight, sections 7-16)

Week 16: 

	Tues. Apr. 28		Butler, 189-264 (“The Storm,” “The Rope,” and Epilogue) 
	Thurs. Apr. 30 		Conclusion 
	Fri. May 1			* research essay due 

	Final exam: Monday, May 4, 3:00-5:00pm


Course Policies


Academic Freedom: UNT has a robust policy regarding academic freedom and academic responsibility.  Crucially, this policy encompasses not only the rights of faculty members but also the rights “of the student to freedom in learning.”  As a student in this classroom, therefore, you have the right to encounter and debate new ideas, diverse forms of knowledge, and unfamiliar or contrary points of view.  According to UNT policy, “it is not the proper role of the University to attempt to shield individuals from ideas and opinions they find unwelcome, disagreeable, or even deeply offensive.”  At the same time, to encourage the free exchange of ideas, and to ensure that your right to learn is protected, the tone for such discussion must always be civil and respectful; hateful or discriminatory speech will not be tolerated. For more information, please consult the full UNT policy at https://policy.unt.edu/policy/06-035.

Audio/Video Recording: Although UNT is a publicly supported institution, our classroom is not a public space.  Therefore, in order to protect the intellectual property and privacy rights of both faculty and students, video and audio recordings are prohibited during class.  The exception is for students who have been granted explicit approval as an ODA accommodation.  For more information, please consult the full UNT policy at https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/office-disability-access/faculty/faculty-guide/accommodations-explained/Audio-Recording-Faculty.html

Attendance: Since this is a discussion-oriented class that depends on the active participation of all students, attendance is required.  Over the course of the semester, you may take 3 absences for any reason.  After that, your participation and/or semester grades may be reduced.  If you accumulate 8 or more absences, I reserve the right to assign an F for your semester grade.  

Communication: In communicating with the class as a whole, I’ll use either Canvas or MyUNT, so be sure to check your UNT email address for announcements or other class information and documents.  If you need to contact me with a question or personal issue regarding the course, please email me directly at finseth@unt.edu. 

Electronic Devices: Please do not use smart-phones, iPads, or laptops in class.  I want our focus to be on what we’re reading and on our conversation with each other.  While taking notes in class is obviously important, this is best done by first reflecting on the ideas or issues that are being discussed, and later writing down whatever summaries, insights, or questions you may have.  

Grades: For various reasons, I will not be using the Canvas grade-book.  Instead, I will use an Excel spreadsheet to record all grade information and to calculate final grades.  If you have any questions about your grades, therefore, don’t check Canvas, but definitely feel free to ask me. 

Strategies for Succeeding in this Class: 

Do all the reading.  This sounds obvious, but it is the prerequisite for doing well in any class.  Keeping up with the assigned reading will not only give you a better sense how all the material fits together, but will enable you to be much more engaged in class.  And if you make it a habit to read every day, you’ll be amazed at how much you can get done.
Read actively.  This means several things: thinking about the ideas you’re encountering in the material; making connections to other works; and underlining important passages and/or making notes in the margins of your books.  It also means that you should read the actual physical books, not digital versions (unless absolutely necessary).  Emerging research shows that comprehension and retention decrease when we read something off a screen.
Study the material.  Literary studies is a discipline that promotes critical thinking, ethical and social awareness, and a deeper understanding of how language and other forms of representation work. And a professional discipline requires actual discipline: effort, energy, attention, time.  Studying the material, just as you would in a science class, will pay off not only in your performance in this class, but also in your long-term intellectual development.  
Attend every class.  The reason is not just to avoid grade penalties, but because there’s a tremendous amount one learns simply by being physically present and absorbing everything that’s being said (by me and by other students).
Take notes.  It might seem easy to remember stuff at the time, but even 2 or 3 weeks is an eternity when it comes to remembering important ideas, or the details of a work, or specific terminology, or points of argument and analysis.  
Start your written work early and always take the time to revise it.  Nobody, including myself, produces their best work, or even good work, in a day or two.  I recommend starting at least a week in advance, and recognizing that what you first produce is only a draft – one that will need significant reworking to bring out its potential.  

Artificial “Intelligence”:  The only permissible use of generative AI writing tools in this class involves surface-level editing (e.g., spelling, syntax, grammar checking). The assignments for the course have been developed to help you grow as a writer and thinker without the use of these technologies.  Your written work must be the product of your own ideas, your own self-expression, your own intellectual struggle. You are the author of your work and therefore take responsibility for it. In accordance with the UNT Honor Code, the unauthorized use of GenAI tools is prohibited. Using GenAI content without proper credit or substituting your own work with GenAI undermines the learning process and violates UNT academic integrity policy. If you're unsure whether something is allowed, please seek clarification.


My Position on Technology and the Humanities:

It will come as a surprise to absolutely nobody that technology has transformed the ways in which the humanities – literature, philosophy, history, art – are taught.  From "hypertext" to Canvas to digital editions to online archives to "artificial intelligence," new forms of accessing, producing, and disseminating information about the long history of human creative achievement have changed both students' and teachers' experience in certain fundamental ways.  In some respects, this impact has been positive, but on balance, in my view, society's increasing dependence on screen technology has been destructive to higher education, to the capacity for deep reflection, and to the spirit of learning. 
The most talked-about problem is that AI can seduce people into letting it do their work, especially their writing, for them.  But the crisis goes far beyond simply cutting corners or cheating.  The most profound threat is that human beings, by outsourcing their self-expression to machines and algorithms, will compromise the very qualities that make them human – their language, their capacity for reasoning, their thoughts and feelings and judgments and values. It is for that very reason that the humanities are more important today than ever before! Through the study of art, literature, philosophy, history, and culture, we enrich our imaginations, expand our capacity for empathy, and develop a deeper understanding of what really matters in life.  And we learn how to communicate clearly and persuasively, how to be curious and to learn, how to evaluate evidence critically, how to appreciate beauty.  The highest functions and most profound insights of the human mind can never be replicated by technology, no matter how sophisticated it may be.  
So as we read through a bunch of American literature this semester, we will do so in the context of some fundamental philosophical and personal questions: How do we imagine a college education fitting into the broader scheme of one's life?  What really matters in life?  How do we define our purpose as human beings?  What do we, as individuals, have to offer the world that is distinctly our own?  
In more practical terms, your job in this class will be to absorb the material and reflect on it; to think critically and creatively; to use your natural intelligence to approach interpretive problems; to express your own views, judgments, and ideas.  In evaluating your work, I will de-prioritize the traditional critical essay produced on a computer (which can no longer be trusted to be entirely human in origin), while placing a higher premium on the kinds of individual thought and social engagement that only human beings are capable of.  Finally, while we use certain features of Canvas as a convenience, your class experience won’t be run primarily through that platform; Canvas will remain a definitively secondary presence to our regular work.  


UNT Policies

Academic Integrity: Academic dishonesty is defined in the UNT Policy on Student Standards for Academic Integrity.  Any suspected case of Academic Dishonesty, including plagiarism, will be handled in accordance with University policy and procedures.  You can find the policy and procedures at https://policy.unt.edu/policy/06-003. 

ADA Policy for Students with Disabilities: UNT makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Accommodation (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide a student with an accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding one’s specific course needs. Students may request accommodations at any time, however, ODA notices of accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. For additional information see the ODA website (https://disability.unt.edu/).

Student Behavior in the Classroom: Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The University's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including University and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. Visit UNT’s Code of Student Conduct (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/dean-of-students/conduct/index.html) to learn more. 




