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SAN FRANCISCO STATE UNIVERSITY

DEPARTMENT OF POLITICAL SCIENCE

PLSI 466, Racial Politics and American Democracy

R. Smith, Professor

Office:  HSS 128

This course has four objectives: First, to assess the status of racism and the ideology of white supremacy in the post civil rights era. Second, to examine the problem of the so-called black underclass. Third, to compare black and white public opinion on race, politics, ideology and several contemporary controversies. Fourth, to assess the status of black politics in the post civil rights era, both in terms of its internal leadership and the responsiveness of the system to the black demand for equality.
The course is organized primarily around the themes of my three books dealing with racism, race opinion differences and African American politics and leadership. For more than two decades I have been doing research and writing on these subjects and in the three books I reach rather pessimistic conclusions about the capacities of the African American community and the American democracy to achieve racial equality.

My work is written from a left/liberal and black nationalist bias. The assigned work by the Thernstroms is written from a “ white “ , conservative ideological bias, and their work is much more optimistic about the prospects for achieving racial equality in the United States (we will begin the course by analyzing the problem of bias in the study of race in America in general, and specifically the biases of race, optimism-pessimism and conservatism – radicalism).
TEXTBOOKS (Available in bookstore)
Robert C. Smith, Racism in the Post Civil Rights Era: Now You See It, Now You Don’t

Robert C. Smith, We Have No Leaders: African Americans in the Post Civil Rights Era

Robert C. Smith and Richard Seltzer, Contemporary Controversies and the American Racial Divide

Stephan and Abigail Thernstrom, America in Black and White: One Nation, Indivisible

COURSE REQUIREMENTS
Attendance and participation are required. “Excessive” absences (more than three unexcused) will be penalized. Students are expected to attend class regularly and participate in the discussions based on the assigned readings. If, for whatever reason, you don’t think you can attend regularly you probably should not take this course.
Written Work: Three take home examinations are required, covering racism and white supremacy, the “underclass”, public opinion, and black leadership and the American system. The schedule for these examinations will be determined on the basis of the progress of class discussions
PROCEDURE
The course is organized around five problems:

· The problem of bias and objectivity.

· The problem of racism and white supremacy.

· The problem of the “underclass”.

· The problem of public opinion.

· The problem of Black leadership and the political system.

I

The Problem of Objectivity in Research on Race
Race is arguably the most profound and enduring cleavage in American society, dividing us more than gender, class, region, religion or ideology (The O.J. Simpson case is the most publicized recent example of this division, although perhaps the least significant). However, as social scientists we are committed to objectivity in social research; that is, at a minimum the identification of biases. Thus, we begin the course with an overview of the nature and purposes of scientific research and a discussion of the problem of bias in research on race.

ASSIGNED
(On Electronic Reserve)
G. Myrdal, An American Dilemma: The Negro Problem and American Democracy, Introduction, Vol. 11, Appendix 2, 1944.

M. Jones, “Political Science and the Black Political Experience: Issues in Epistemology and Relevance”, National Political Science Review, Vol. 3(1992).

II

The Problem of White Supremacy, Racism and Internal Inferiorization

Racism in the Untied States was justified on the basis of the institutionalization or a belief in the inferiority of blacks. We trace the evolution of this belief system, from the origins of the country to the present. We then develop a definition of racism – a controversial one – and then discuss its various manifestations, especially as it relates to the so called black underclass.

ASSIGNED
Racism in the Post Civil Rights Era, Introduction, Chaps 1-5.
America in Black and White, Chaps. 12-15.
III

The Problem of the “Underclass”
The central problem in post civil rights era black politics is the so-called “black underclass”. We examine the origins of the concept; its indicators; and conservative and left/liberal explanations of its causes and remedies.
ASSIGNED
Racism in the Post Civil Rights Era, Chap. 6, Postscript.

America in Black and White, Chaps. 7-10.

IV

The Problem of Public Opinion
Black and white opinion differences are so large on so many issues that blacks and whites appear to live in different worlds. We examine opinion differences on AIDS-HIV, illegal drugs, the Iraq war, O.J. Simpson, Rodney King and other recent controversies. We also examine ideological differences, and attempt to explain these opinion differences historically and culturally.
ASSIGNED

Contemporary Controversies and the American Racial Divide.

America in Black and White, pp. 509-18.

V
The Problem of Black Leadership and the System

The American political system has historically been unresponsive to the black demand for racial equality – except in times of crisis. Meanwhile, the black community has historically found it very difficult to establish viable, long term and independent communal organization and leadership. These two issues are explored theoretically, historically and empirically, with detailed focus on the last twenty-five years.
ASSIGNED
We Have No Leaders.

America in Black and White, Chaps. 1-6, 11, 16.

