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The Southern African subcontinent comprises a distinctive and richly diverse region by 
virtue of its geography, its peoples, and the particularities of its history of migration, colonization, 
and minority rule.  In this class we will examine various intersections of statecraft, economy, society, 
and identity, by looking at how conflicts over resources and labor have played out in changing 
mechanisms of power, accommodation, and resistance.  The course will focus particularly on the 
phenomenon of apartheid in South Africa by tracing its causes, character, and consequences and 
examining the narratives and testimonies of various participants, culminating in a historical role-play 
in which students will assume the persona of the different constituencies who had a stake in the 
complex transition to democracy that occasioned—and continues to merit—both hope and anxiety. 

Course requirements and evaluation 

Contribution to class discussions: 30% 
Although class days will occasionally include short lectures and group work, the vast majority 

of our time together will be devoted to collective discussion.  History happens in dialogue; therefore, 
I really do evaluate class participation.  If you do not participate regularly and substantively, you will 
receive a significantly lower grade for the course.  For each day of discussion, you may earn four 
potential points: one for being there, two for voicing your opinions, and three or four for engaging 
meaningfully with the texts under consideration in a way that helps advance the discussion.  Note 
that this mode of evaluation assigns more worth to the quality than the quantity of your participation 
each day; offering one thoughtful, helpful, and well-substantiated comment will earn you more points 
than dominating the discussion with unfounded or tangential observations.  Absences will be excused 
for personal issues, health issues, or extracurricular commitments only when accompanied by 
documentation from the appropriate office.  An excused absence counts for one point.  Late arrivals, 
leaving the room excessively during class time, and talking privately while someone else has the floor 
undermines a collective atmosphere of mutual respect and commitment, and will be duly noted when 
assessing participation grades.   

To prepare for discussion, you should engage in two levels of inquiry with the reading (or 
film viewing).  The first is to understand what the texts are saying.  To that end, you should address 
the following questions about each source.  Make a note of your answers in the margins of the text 
and/or keep a separate running record.   

I. For primary sources (texts produced during the period under investigation, i.e. pieces of the 
historical record): 

1)What was the writer’s (or filmmaker’s, or artist’s) intent in creating that text?     
2)Who or what is the subject of the piece?  Whom does the author claim to represent or speak 

for? 
3)Who was the intended audience?  How does the author attempt to connect with that audience?   
4)What kind of story is the author trying to tell, and how does he/she structure that narrative?  

What argument does the author seek to advance?  Which passage best exemplifies the 
underlying point of the piece?   

5)What rationale or evidence does the author employ to make his/her case?  Which elements of 
the story are factual, and which are subject to interpretation?     
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6)What was the particular historical context in which the author was working? 
7)What kind of background or bias shaped the author’s message? 
(Note: if any of above questions cannot be answered by the text itself, or if any textual references are unclear, do a 
little outside digging!) 

II. For secondary sources (historians’ analyses of the past): 
1)What question is the writer (or filmmaker) posing? 
2)How does the author answer that question?  Which sentence(s) best state the writer’s overall 

argument?  
3)What other interpretation(s) does the author appear to be arguing against? 
4)How does the author develop the argument throughout the piece?  What are the sub-

arguments that bolster the main argument?  What kind of story is the author trying to tell? 
5)How does the author use evidence 










