
RCAH 202.001: The Presence of the Past: Global Slavery 

Residential College in the Arts and Humanities, Fall 2015 
Tuesday/Thursday 10:20-12:10 Snyder C201 

John Aerni-Flessner         Office Hours 
Snyder C320 A          T/Th 1-2:30 
517-884-6008 (x4-6008)        or by appointment (call 
AerniFL1@msu.edu         or email) 
 
Description: 
Starting with slavery in ancient times and working toward the present, this class looks at how various 
forms of involuntary servitude (conveniently all lumped together under the term “slavery”) have served 
as underpinnings for production of goods and services. We will look at the Atlantic World, but also the 
Indian Ocean World, and systems on the African continent to compare involuntary servitude across time 
and space. We will be looking at how these systems of involuntary labor differed and were similar—and 
debate whether they were all “slavery.” We will also examine how they contributed in ways large and 
small to the creation of the globalized world in which we live. The forces that led to the rise and fall of 
slavery have shaped our world in a wide variety of ways, and this course will help you interrogate the 
ways in which this is still important, and how debates over the legacy of slavery and reparations have 
been and continue to be contentious. 
 
Course Objectives: 

• Introduce students to historical analysis 
• Become proficient at identifying, critiquing, and writing academic arguments 
• Use evidence to assess the impacts of historical phenomenon on the contemporary condition 
• Come up with a usable definition of slavery that can help assess the meaning of the term and its 

contemporary uses 
 
Class Readings and Activities: 
The success of this class depends on you, the students! Coming to class prepared is the key to getting the 
most out of this educational experience. That means you need to have done the reading, prepared 
anything that the syllabus asks, and be ready to actively participate in class discussions and activities. All 
readings should be completed before the class for which they are assigned.  
Absences and tardiness disrupt class for everyone because I plan activities assuming that everyone will 
be present. If you are going to miss class for an illness or family emergency, please do everything in your 
power to send an email ahead of time. Unexcused absences are strongly discouraged. Any more than 
two unexcused absences will be penalized on your final grade in the class because in-class activities are 
crucial for creating and sustaining a learning community.   
 
Course Website: 

mailto:AerniFL1@msu.edu


Many of the course readings will be on MSU’s content management system: D2L. To access the system: 
http://www.D2L.msu.edu. If you are having trouble accessing the readings or anything else, please 
check with a classmate to see if others have a similar problem and let me know via email ASAP.  
 
Required Texts: 
Miller, The Problem of Slavery as History, ISBN: 9780300113150 
Getz and Clark, Abina and the Important Men, 2nd Edition ISBN: 9780190238742 
Carney and Rosomoff, In the Shadow of Slavery: Africa’s Botanical Legacy in the Atlantic World, ISBN: 
9780520269965 
Bales, Disposable People: New Slavery in a Global Economy ISBN: 9780520272910 
 

Grades and Assignments:  
 
 Citation Exercise and Class Participation     10% 
 Slavery in History Essay       10% 
 Group Project-Abina       20% 
 Botanical Legacy Essay       20% 

Précis exercises        10% 
 Final Project        30% 
 
Citation Exercise and Class Participation 
Early in the semester I will be asking you to complete a citation exercise to ensure that we are all on the 
same page as far as expectations for academic citations. As this is a small learning community, you are 
responsible to your classmates and yourself to be present in order to further the learning of everyone in 
the classroom. Simple presence is not enough, either, as we all need to be active participants in 
discussions and projects in order to further the creation and dissemination of knowledge. Excessive 
unexcused absences and/or non-participation in class will lower your final grade. 
Slavery in History Essay 
In the first weeks of the class, you will be asked to write two response papers to prompts for topics 
dealing with the history of slavery. The first will be giving a peer review and we will talk about it in class, 
but it will not be graded. The second effort will be graded, but it will mainly be a way for me to provide 
feedback to you on the expectations of college-level writing.    
Group Project—Abina  
In small groups, I will ask you to examine and present on the complicated nature of the term “slavery.” 
There will be in-class time devoted to working on the project and you will be presenting your work to 
your peers in a large-group format.   
Botanical Legacy Essay 
You will write an essay on Africa’s Botanical Legacy after reading the book and discussing it in class. This 
essay will allow one more opportunity for me to provide feedback on writing prior to the final project. 
Précis Exercises 

http://www.d2l.msu.edu/


For our final book on contemporary slavery, I will be asking you to write a précis (short summary) of the 
chapters as we read them as a way of better engaging with the material. This will be due at the end of 
our reading/discussion of the book. 
Final Project 
For your final project in this class, I will be asking you to write a 6-10 page paper that uses historical 
evidence to respond to the contemporary effects of slavery—either through one of the examples from 
Disposable People or to the piece by Ta-Nehisi Coates on reparation. This will ask you to apply the 
analytical and writing skills from the course and will be due at the time of our final exam. 
 
Final Grades are assigned using a 4.0 system, and are based on your overall class score: 

4.0 = 93-100   2.0 = 73-77 
3.5 = 88-92   1.5 = 68-72 
3.0 = 83-87   1.0 = 60-67 
2.5 = 78-82   0.0 = 59 or lower 
 
Policy on Accommodations for Students with Disabilities 
Students with disabilities should contact the Resource Center for Persons with Disabilities to establish 
reasonable accommodations. For an appointment with a counselor, call 353-9642 (voice) or 355-1293 
(TTY).  
 
Academic Honesty and Integrity: 
Article 2.3.3 of the MSU Academic Freedom Report states: “The student shares with the faculty the 
responsibility for maintaining the integrity of scholarship, grades and professional standards.” Students 
are expected to comply with Michigan State University’s regulations regarding academic integrity. If you 
are in doubt about what constitutes academic dishonesty in a particular case, please speak with me 
before the assignment is due. Academic dishonesty includes, but is not limited to, cheating on an exam 
(e.g., copying others’ answers, providing information to others, using a crib sheet) and plagiarism (e.g., 
taking material from readings or internet sources without citation, submitting written work authored by 
someone else). Failure to maintain academic integrity on an assignment will result in a loss of credit for 
that assignment—at a minimum. Other penalties may also apply. Guidelines and procedures to be 
followed in a suspected incident of academic dishonesty are available through the Office of the 
Ombudsperson at: https://www.msu.edu/~ombud/academic-integrity/index.html 
 
Class Recordings: 
In order to foster honest discussion, I ask that you not record, take still photographs, or videos in the 
class. There are policies for absences elsewhere on the syllabus, and if a student must miss time for 
extenuating circumstances, they can approach the instructor ahead of time (if at all possible) to work 
out how to maintain their forward progress in the course.  
  
Modifications to Syllabus: 
Although I anticipate following this syllabus closely, the course is designed to facilitate discussion and 
foster students’ understanding and articulation of the subject matter. Thus, I reserve the right to modify 
the syllabus and schedule at any time during the semester in order to ensure that students are grasping 

https://www.msu.edu/%7Eombud/academic-integrity/index.html


the concepts in full. All students will receive adequate notice of any changes. Changes will be announced 
during class, posted on the course website, and sent in an e-mail message to all enrolled students. 
 
Class Schedule/Assignments: 
Week 1: Aug. 31st:   
Class 1 (Th Sept 3): Basic Introductions  
 Readings: Assigned in class 
 
Slavery as History 
Week 2: Sept 7th  
Class 2 (T Sept 8): Slavery as History 
 Reading: Miller, Problem of Slavery, Preface and chapter 1 
 
Class 3 (Th Sept 10):  
 Reading: Miller, Problem of Slavery, chapter 2 
Citation Exercise Due in Class 
 
Week 3: Sept 14th  
Class 4 (T Sept 15):  
 Reading: Miller, Problem of Slavery, chapter 3 
 
Class 5 (Th Sept 17):   
 Reading: Miller, Problem of Slavery, chapter 4 
 
Week 4: Sept 21st   
Class 6 (T Sept 22): Slavery in Africa  
 Reading: Konadu, Transatlantic Africa, chapter 1 (D2L) 
Essay on ‘The Problem of Slavery’ Due  
 
Class 7 (Th Sept 24): Slavery in South America and the Caribbean 
 Reading: Nellis, Shaping the New World, chapters 3-4 (D2L) 
 
Week 5: Sept 28th   
Class 8: (T Sept 29): Abolition in the Atlantic World 
 Reading: Curtin, Plantation Complex, chapters 9, 11 (D2L) 
 
Class 9 (Th Oct 1): Indian Ocean Slavery 
 Reading: Campbell, Slavery in the Indian Ocean World (D2L) 
 



Week 6: Oct 5th   
Class 10 (T Oct 6): China/India 
 Reading: Machado, Gujurat, Portuguese India, Mozambique (D2L), Curtin, Plantation Complex,  
 Chapter 13 (D2L) 
 
Class 11 (Th Oct 8): Reading Primary Sources 
 Reading: Worger, Africa and the West, selections (D2L) 
 
Week 7: Oct 12th  
Special Monday Night Meeting: Stratford Festival Theater Actors: RCAH Theater, 7-9 PM  
 
Class 12 (T Oct 13): Stratford Actors’ Session 
Slavery in History Essay #2 Due at Class Time 
 
Class 13 (Th Oct 15): Stratford Actors’ Session 
 
Abina Project 
Week 8: Oct 19th  
Class 14 (T Oct 20): Historical Context and the Graphic History 
 Readings: Abina and the Important Men—Sections III and I (READ SECTION III FIRST!!!) 
 
Class 15 (Th Oct 22): Primary Sources and Historical (Re)Creation/Imagination 
 Readings: Abina and the Important Men—Sections II, IV, V 
 
Week 9: Oct 26th  
Class 16 (T Oct 27): Abina Group Projects Work in Class  
 No readings 
 
Class 17 (Th Oct 28): Abina Group Projects 
 No readings 
 
Slavery in Societies—Contemporary Effects and Deep Echoes 
Week 10: Nov 2nd   
Class 18 (T Nov 3): Abolition—why?  
 Reading: Turner, Homegrown Slaves (D2L), Carter, Apprenticeship in Mauritius (D2L) 
 
Class 19 (Th Nov 5): The End of Slavery? 
 Reading: Higgs, Chocolate Islands, chapter 2 (D2L), Miers, Slavery: A Question of Definition (D2L) 
 



Week 11: Nov 9th    
Class 20 (T Nov 10): Food, Slave Ships, and Provisions 
 Reading: Carney and Rosomoff, Introduction, Chapters 1-3 
 
Class 21 (Th Nov 12): Foods of the Underclass? 
 Reading: Carney and Rosomoff, Chapters 4-6 
 
Week 12: Nov 16th  
Class 22 (T Nov 17): African Heritage and Transforming Landscapes 
 Reading: Carney and Rosomoff, Chapters 7-10 
 
Class 23 (Th Nov 19): No class-instructor at a conference 
Slavery’s Legacy Essay Due at Class Time (turned in on D2L)  
 
Slavery and its Effects in Our Time 
Week 13: Nov 23rd   
Class 24 (T Nov 24): Contemporary Slavery 
 Reading: Bales, Disposable People, Preface and chapters 1-2 
 
(Th Nov 26): Thanksgiving No Class 
 
Week 14: Nov 30th   
Class 25: (T Dec 1): Contemporary Slavery 
 Reading: Bales, Disposable People, chapters 3-5 
 
Class 26: (Th Dec 3): Contemporary Slavery 
 Reading: Bales, Disposable People, chapters 6 to end 
Précis Exercises on Disposable People Due in Class 
 
Week 15: Dec 7th   
Class 27 (T Dec 8): Reparations Discussion 
 Reading: Ta-Nehisi Coates, “The Case for Reparations” 
http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/05/the-case-for-reparations/361631/ 
 
Class 28 (Th Dec 10): Continuing Reparations Discussion  
 Reading: Selections from Michele Norris, The Grace of Silence (D2L); Review the Coates piece 
 
Final Exam: Friday Dec. 18th, 7:45-9:45 AM—Final Papers Due to my Office (C320 A) by 9:45 

http://www.theatlantic.com/features/archive/2014/05/the-case-for-reparations/361631/

