
CES 491.01 
Theories of Racism and Ethnic Conflicts 

Fall 2015 
T / Th 12:00 – 1:15 

Bryan 324 
John Streamas                                     office hours: 

Wilson-Short 118                  M 2 – 4 
streamas@wsu.edu                        and by appointment 
509 335-4791 
 
 
Required texts 

CES 491 coursepack. 

Richard Dyer, White: Essays on Race and Culture.  Routledge.   

Evelyn Nakano Glenn, editor, Shades of Difference: Why Skin Color Matters.  Stanford. 

Michael Keevak, Becoming Yellow: A Short History of Racial Thinking.  Princeton.  

Michelle K. Wright, Physics of Blackness: Beyond the Middle Passage Epistemology.  U of  

Minnesota.    

 

Course rationale 

A course in theories of racism and ethnic conflicts could exist in several departments: 

anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy, American Studies, and of course culture 

studies.  In this class we will examine racism and resistance as expressions of apparent—only 

apparent—senses of color.  This means we will examine, briefly, concepts of color in art and 

science even as we examine their racial expressions in culture.   

The online CES catalogue description stresses that this course will provide “general 

knowledge of the history of racist ideas and the social, political, and cultural contexts underlying 

ethnic conflicts.”  And yet, starting with the assumption that race is socially constructed, most 

courses in Ethnic Studies ignore color except as a metaphorical banner under which resistance 

happens, as in movements for Black Power and Brown Power.  Is this strategy similar to the one 

by which we deny whites access to racial slurs and then allow ourselves to use those words?  

Even if it is, those slurs have at most two or three meanings, whereas the words we use to name 

colors may have many more, and most have no connection to race.  Besides, even as names of 

races, color terms are willfully inaccurate.  Does any human really exist with skin that is truly 

white or black or brown or red or yellow?   But even if the answer is yes for one human, our 

color language still provides no term for people of mixed racial backgrounds.      

To give a sense of the confusions of color terms, consider the idea that has named both 

oppression, assimilation, and wreckless autonomy: invisibility.  In the early 1950s black novelist 

Ralph Ellison published Invisible Man, the main character of which identifies as invisible, 

having no independent and autonomous self, and thus no power, no influence on the world.  

Invisibility is to him a condition of ceaseless and ubiquitous oppression.  In the late twentieth 

century, many whites claimed not to see people’s color, to judge others, in their distortion of the 

1963 words of Martin Luther King, Jr, only by “the content of their character”—to these whites, 

invisibility means assimilation.  In the 1890s English novelist H.G. Wells published The Invisible 

Man, a fantasy whose main character is driven mad by the very chemical that renders him 

invisible, which he regards as a power that will enable him to rule the world.  In the 1933 film 
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version of this story, the mad scientist is killed not because of his invisibility but because of his 

only visible manifestation, his new-forming footprints in snow.  In these three constructions, 

even an absence of color produces more curses than blessings. 

Even if race is a social construction, racism comes at least partly from perceptions of 

color.  There may be no truly yellow human, but the Yellow Peril is real, with severe physical 

consequences.  Therefore, rather than skip past color as most courses in Ethnic Studies do, we 

will study it.     

         

Methods 
Close reading of texts: any cultural production, including written texts, visual or aural images, 

historical and/or “natural” phenomena, personal experience and observation, etc 

Discussion and analysis of texts and contexts 

Contextualization: situating a text in its historical moment, relating it to the present 

  

Course description 

This course will be heavier on reading than on writing.  We will write three responses to 

readings, a proposal, and a paper of ten to fifteen pages. 

We will start with readings on colorism in Shades of Difference and end on Wright’s new 

theoretical work Physics of Blackness.  During the semester we will also read, from our 

coursepack, selections in such fields as art history, philosophy, and science, by writers as diverse 

as John Gage, Oliver Sacks, Derek Jarman, Goethe, and Wittgenstein.  In various sciences, color 

indicates temperature, age, even distance and time.  In philosophy, it navigates borders between 

nature and perception, essence and illusion; but even philosophy’s considerations of color 

overlap with, for example, neuroscience’s study of the processing of color.  Art history teaches 

us that the values we attach to color can be understood only in context, and that these values 

change over time.  What can we learn from a neuroscientist’s study of an island community 

defined partly by colorblindness, or from a meditation on invisibility?       

 

Course requirements and objectives 

Attendance and participation: Attendance is mandatory.  After a third unexcused 

absence, each new unexcused absence will result in an automatic reduction of your course grade 

by a half-letter.  Your participation is also required.  Read the assignments.  Bring your books to 

class.  The aim is to discuss the issues, and you will be expected to contribute in some way. 

 Text presentation:  You will lead the discussion of one text.  This will involve your 

reading the assigned text, discussing an aspect of the text that you find significant (a theme, an 

issue, etc), arguing that the text is or is not convincing, and—mainly—explaining why it is or is 

not convincing.  Because many of our texts will be difficult, you will not be expected to 

explicate every aspect of theory.  In fact, you may find the entire text confusing and unclear—in 

which case you will devote your presentation to an explanation of why it is unclear.    

 Response papers:  You will turn in three response papers.  Generally you will respond to 

two or more readings.  Each response should be 500 to 800 words—that is, roughly two or three 

typed pages—and should respond thoughtfully to designated reading assignments.  These 

responses should indicate much more than merely whether you liked or disliked the text.  Give 

more detail than just “I liked this chapter because it flowed well.”  Engage both the material and 

the author’s response to it.  These responses will be informal, but writing mechanics, 
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organization, and logic will factor into their grade.  No late responses will be accepted without 

prior clearance—this rule is absolute.  

 Proposal: You will write a proposal or abstract for your final paper.  This may change as 

we get deeper into course material, or you may even pick a new topic, though if you do this you 

should consult with me first.  Details for the assignment will be provided fairly early in the term.   

 Paper:  You will write a final paper, due near the end of the semester.  It should fill ten to 

fifteen pages and analyze an issue we discuss in class.  This should be researched, and should 

reflect some engagement with theory.  The paper should be typed in a standard font, with 

standard margins and a title.  Cite sources in the MLA reference style.  A detailed assignment 

sheet will be distributed near the middle of the semester.  

I will return graded assignments as soon as I can.  Any work that you have not picked up 

or that, like the final paper, I have not returned will be destroyed at the end of December.  Please 

request any unreturned materials before then.  

 Paper presentation: Late in the semester you and a classmate will present your final 

papers together.  This does not mean you will both have to write on the same topic, however.  

Details will be provided later. 

 Extra credit:  The semester will bring to campus various events relevant to our work.  I 

encourage you to attend these, and you will receive extra credit for writing brief responses (of 

250 to 300 words).  Do not merely summarize the event—that is, do not repeat the lecture or tell 

the story of the film—but identify its main points and explain their value (or lack of value).   

 Here is an outline of the grade distribution (on a 400-point scale): 

 

Attendance and participation 10 percent  40 points 

Text presentation   5 percent  20 points 

Response papers  30 percent (10 each) 120 points 

Proposal   10 percent  40 points 

Paper    40 percent  160 points 

Paper presentation   5 percent  20 points 

  

Academic integrity: Though you may work with classmates to grasp concepts in our course—I 

would even encourage such collaborations—still each of you must turn in original work.  

Cheating of any kind will result in your failing the course.  See the WSU Standards for Student 

Conduct WAS 504-26-010 (3).  Read and familiarize yourself with these definitions and 

standards—you are responsible for knowing them.  In general, in any work you submit, the 

source of every word, image, and idea must be easily attributable.  Cite your sources.  Failure to 

cite properly in graded writing will result in your failing the course.    
 

Students with Disabilities: “Reasonable accommodations are available for students with a 

documented disability. If you have a disability and need accommodations to fully participate in 

this class, please visit or call the Access Center (Washington Building 217; 509-335-3417) to 

schedule an appointment with an Access Advisor. All accommodations MUST be approved 

through the Access Center.”  

 

Safety and Emergency Notification: “Washington State University is committed to enhancing 

the safety of the students, faculty, staff, and visitors.  It is highly recommended that you review 

the Campus Safety Plan (http://safetyplan.wsu.edu/) and visit the Office of Emergency 

Management web site (http://oem.wsu.edu/) for a comprehensive listing of university policies, 

http://safetyplan.wsu.edu/
http://oem.wsu.edu/
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procedures, statistics, and information related to campus safety, emergency management, and the 

health and welfare of the campus community.”  

 

Schedule 

Please note that all assignments listed below are subject to change.  You are responsible for 

keeping up with changes.    

 

I. Introduction 

Aug 25: Course introductions. 

II. Colorism 

Aug 27: Read Shades: Introduction by Angela P Harris 1-5; Glenn 7-8; Telles 9-24. 

 

Sept 1:  Shades: Bonilla-Silva and Dietrich 40-60. 

Sept 3:  Shades: Glenn 61-62; Rondilla 63-80. 

 

Sept 8:  Shades: Khan 95-113; Sue 114-28. 

Sept 10:  Shades: Thompson 131-47; Vaid 148-65. 

 

Sept 15:  Shades: Glenn 166-87; Banks 213-22. 

Sept 17:  Shades: Jones 223-35; Hernández 236-44.  

 

III. The Color Spectrum 

Sept 22:   Coursepack: Blitt, Goethe, Wittgenstein, Pleij. 

Sept 24: Coursepack: Jarman, Batchelor (Chromophobia), Nelson. 

 

Sept 29: Coursepack: Batchelor (Colours: read all selections), Albers. 

Oct 1:  Coursepack: Pastoreau, Harvey, Gage, Sacks. 

 

IV. The Example of Yellow 

Oct 6:  Keevak: Introduction and Chapter 1. 

Oct 8:   Keevak: Chapter 2. 

 

Oct 13:  Keevak: Chapters 3 and 4. 

Oct 15:  Keevak: Chapter 5. 

 

V. The Example of White 

Oct 20:  Dyer: Introduction and Chapter 1. 

Oct 22:  Dyer: Chapter 2. 

 

Oct 27:  Dyer: Chapter 3. 

Oct 29:  Dyer: Chapter 4. 

 

Nov 3:  Dyer: Chapter 5. 

Nov 5:  Dyer: Chapter 6. 

 

VI. A New Theory of Blackness 
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Nov 10:  Wright: Introduction and Chapter 1. 

Nov 12: Wright: Chapter 2. 

 

Nov 17: Wright: Chapter 3. 

Nov 19: Wright: Chapter 4. 

 

VII. Closure 

Dec 1:  Coursepack: Schulz, Berger.  

Dec 3:  Paper presentations. 

 

Dec 8:  Paper presentations.  

Dec 10: Paper presentations.  Course conclusions. 
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Coursepack readings 

Boldface numbers in brackets refer to the Coursepack page numbers. 

(For readings marked * please pay close attention to the illustrations.) 

 

1. Blitt, Barry.  Sketchbook.  The New Yorker 29 June 2015.  43.* [cover] 

 

2. Goethe, Johann Wolfgang von.  Theory of Colours.  Trans. Charles Lock Eastlake.  1840.   

Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 1970.  Pp 262-66.  Section LIV, “Mammalia and Human Beings.” [4-7]     

 

3. Wittgenstein, Ludwig.  Remarks on Colour.  Trans. Linda L. McAlister and Margaret  

Schättle.  Berkeley: U of California P, 1977.  Pp 2e-10e.  I.1-I.63. [8-17]   

 

4. Pleij, Herman.  Colors Demonic and Divine: Shades of Meaning in the Middle Ages and  

After.  Trans. Diane Webb.  2002.  New York: Columbia UP, 2004.  Pp 1-11. [18-24] 

 

5. Jarman, Derek.  Chroma.  1995.  Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 2010.  Pp 9-21. [25-32] 

 

6. Batchelor, David.  Chromophobia.  London: Reaktion, 2000.  Pp 21-33. [33-40] 

 

7. - - - , ed.  Colours.  Cambridge, MA: MIT P, 2008.  Pp 37-38 (Melville, “The Whiteness  

of the Whale”), 57-62 (Kandinsky, “Concerning the Spiritual in Art”), 84-88 (Von Doesburg, 

“Space-Time and Colour” and “Towards White Painting”), 126-27 (Oiticica, “Colour, Time and 

Structure”), 157-58 (Adorno, “Black as an Ideal”), 158-62 (Kristeva, “The Triple Register of 

Colour”), 213-15 (Marcos, “The Story of Colours”). [41-57]    

 

8. Albers, Josef.  Interaction of Color.  Rev. ed.  1963.  New Haven, CT: Yale UP, 2006.   

Pp 65-67 and 142-43* (Chapter XXIV, “Color Theories”). [58-61] 

 

9. Nelson, Maggie.  Bluets.  Seattle: Wave, 2009.  Pp 1-13 (sections 1-32). [62-69] 

 

10. Pastoreau, Michel.  Black: The History of a Color.  Trans. Jody Gladding.  2008.   

Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 2009.  Pp 21-29.* [70-79]  

 

11. Harvey, John.  The Story of Black.  London: Reaktion, 2013.  Pp 301-05. [80-85] 

 

12. Gage, John.  Color and Meaning: Art, Science, and Symbolism.  Berkeley: U of  

California P, 1999.  Pp 261-68.* [86-94] 

 

13. Sacks, Oliver.  The Island of the Colorblind.  New York: Knopf, 1997.  Pp 3-27. [95-108] 

 

14. Schulz, Kathryn.  “Sight Unseen.”  The New Yorker 13 April 2015.  75-79. [109-113]   

 

15. Berger, John.  “Why Look at Animals?”  About Looking.  1980.  New York: Vintage,  

1991.  3-28.* [114-128] 

 


