
HIST 478
SEM: SURVIVING ATLANTIC SLAVERY

Xavier University, Spring 2013
Wed., 1:30-4:00pm, Conotan Learning Commons (CLC) 531

This course counts toward the Peace Studies Minor.

Prof. Randy M. Browne      Office: Schott Hall 607
browner@xavier.edu       Hours: Th., 10am-12pm, 
                               and by appointment.

Course Overview

From the early 1500s through the 1860s, more than 12 million enslaved Africans were shipped 
across the Atlantic Ocean.  In the plantation societies of  the Americas, Africans and their 
descendants struggled to survive under brutal conditions, negotiating new social, economic, and 
political realities and navigating new relationships with one another and with their European 
enslavers.  This research seminar will examine the everyday lives and survival strategies of  these 
enslaved people.  Though common readings for this course focus primarily on slave systems in the 
Caribbean, we will also have opportunities to explore the development of  slavery and slave-trading 
in West Africa, North America, and Latin America during the seventeenth, eighteenth, and 
nineteenth centuries. 

Much of  the most valuable learning in this course will take place outside of  the classroom as you 
each engage in your own original historical research and analysis.  Each of  you will write a research 
paper that examines some aspect of  Atlantic slavery.  You will choose a topic and select the primary 
and secondary sources on which you want to ground your analysis.  The result will be an essay about 
25 pages long, including footnotes and bibliography. 

We will spend a good deal of  time over the course of  the semester learning how to develop a project 
of  this magnitude.  We will consider how to frame an historical problem, design a research strategy, 
construct an argument, organize your analysis, draft your essay, and edit the result.  You will end the 
semester not only with a polished—perhaps even publishable—paper, but also with critical analytical 
and writing skills that you will be able to use for the rest of  your life.  
  

Goals

By the end of  the semester, you should be able to:
• critically read, compare, critique, and synthesize professional historical scholarship, identifying an 
historian’s argument, reading, interpretive method, and use of  evidence
• interpret and evaluate different kinds of  primary documents and use them to develop your own 
interpretation of  historical events
• locate and identify relevant primary and secondary sources in library catalogs, databases, and online 
AND
• develop, research, draft, and re-write a research paper that a) poses a significant analytical question; 
b) analyzes a substantive body of  primary evidence; and c) presents a coherent historical argument.
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Student Responsibilities and Course Policies

I am glad you are in this course and I will do everything I can to help you do well.  To succeed, you 
will also have to do your part and accept certain responsibilities.  First, you need to show up to all 
class meetings on time, prepared to participate (at minimum, this means you need to have the 
assigned reading and/or assignments completed before coming to class and come prepared to ask 
and answer questions, take notes, and contribute your thoughts).  Second, you need to keep up with 
readings and other assignments, take careful notes, and submit all assignments on time.  Finally, don’t 
hesitate to speak up in class or come talk to me when you have questions or concerns.  If  you are 
confused about something or just want to consult about your work, let me know!  If  you cannot 
commit to meeting these expectations, I suggest you register for a different course.
 
Attendance and Participation
As a seminar, the success of  our meetings will depend on the extent to which each of  us comes to 
class prepared and willing to share ideas and listen to one another’s perspectives.  Consistent 
attendance and active participation are expected and required at every class meeting because they are 
crucial to the success of  this course.  Please note that attending class is not the same as participating.  
Each student is expected to contribute to each class meeting, which includes formulating and posing 
interesting questions for the class, engaging in dialogue with your peers, and responding to the 
research and presentations of  your classmates.  You are permitted one “free” absence to use as 
necessary (hopefully you will not need to use it).  If  you miss two class meetings, however, I will 
lower your final grade by one full letter (e.g., if  your final grade is a “B,” but you missed two classes, 
you will instead earn a “C” for the course).  More than two absences will result in a failure of  the 
course.  Period.

Deadlines
All assignments submitted late will generally be marked down one letter grade per day late (e.g., an 
“A” assignment due in class on Wednesday but submitted on Thursday morning will be marked as a 
“B”; a “C” assignment submitted a day late will be marked as a “D”, etc.).  I will consider requests for 
extensions on a case by case basis and only if  you contact me at least 24 hours before the due date 
to discuss your situation.

Classroom Etiquette
Please be courteous to your fellow students and help us avoid disruptions.  If  you must arrive late to 
class (which I discourage), please try to be unobtrusive.  Also, turn off  your cell phone and do not open 
your laptop during class.  It’s impossible for your classmates--not to mention you--to pay attention and 
participate while you are texting, emailing, checking out Facebook or Instagram, etc.  Finally, please 
be respectful when discussing and disagreeing with the ideas and opinions of  others.  Argument is 
an important part of  intellectual discussion and, indeed, the practice of  history, so I expect and 
encourage lively debates that will give you opportunities to work through problems, ask questions, 
and evaluate answers and interpretations together.  At the same time, I expect you to show respect 
toward others and their views, even if  they are very different than your own.  If  at any time you feel 
uncomfortable participating in class because of  the classroom environment, please let me know.          

Academic Integrity
I take plagiarism--presenting someone else’s work or ideas as your own--very seriously.  Please 
carefully study Xavier’s policy on academic honesty (http://www.xavier.edu/library/help/
academic_honesty.cfm) and note that penalties generally begin with failing the course.  I will refer all 
instances of  plagiarism to the appropriate dean.  The best defense is prevention: learn to recognize 
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what plagiarism is and how to properly cite the sources you use.  For advice on recognizing and 
avoiding plagiarism, see www.xavier.edu/library/xututor/plagiarism/definition.cfm  For information 
about how to cite and footnote your sources, consult the Chicago Manual of  Style (the most commonly 
used style guide for historians) or the Blackboard links to citation resources.  Finally, if  you have any 
questions about plagiarism or proper citation, just ASK!  I am happy to answer your questions and 
it’s better to prevent problems ahead of  time.

Academic Support Services
If  you think you may need an accommodation based on the impact of  a documented disability, 
please contact the Learning Assistance Center (745-3280), located on the fifth floor of  the 
Conaton Learning Commons, Room 514, to discuss your situation.  Please also schedule a time to 
talk with me about your needs as soon as possible.  I also encourage you to take advantage of  the 
Writing Center (745-2875), located on the fourth floor of  the Conaton Learning Commons, Room 
400, for help with written assignments of  any kind.  For more information or to schedule an 
appointment with a tutor, see www.xavier.edu/writing_center/

Readings

The following books are required and are available for purchase in the Xavier University bookstore 
(or online): 

Wayne Booth, et. al., The Craft of  Research, 2nd. ed. (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2003).

Vincent Brown, The Reaper’s Garden: Death and Power in the World of  Atlantic Slavery (Harvard: Harvard 
 University Press, 2010).

Emilia Viotti Da Costa, Crowns of  Glory, Tears of  Blood: The Demerara Slave Rebellion of  1823 (New 
 York: Oxford University Press, 1997).

Malick W. Ghachem, The Old Regime and the Haitian Revolution (New York: Cambridge University 
 Press, 2012).
 
Bernard Moitt, Women and Slavery in the French Antilles, 1635-1848 (Bloomington: Indiana University 
 Press, 2001).
 
Stephanie Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery: A Middle Passage from Africa to American Diaspora (Cambridge: 
 Harvard University Press, 2008).

The following two books are highly recommended, especially for those with little or no 
background in the subject.  Note that for both books the second edition is the one you want.

Herbert S. Klein & Ben Vinson III, African Slavery in Latin America and the Caribbean, 2nd. ed.,  
 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).

John K. Thornton, Africa and Africans in the Making of  the Atlantic World, 1400-1800, 2nd. ed., (New 
 York: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
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We will also read a variety of  primary sources, articles, book chapters, and other readings, which will 
be available on the course Blackboard site (blackboard.xavier.edu), on the Internet, or via the 
university library.  

Assignments and Evaluation

• Participation: = 10% of  your grade.  Your participation grade will be based on the quality and 
frequency of  your contributions to our class meetings.  To receive a good participation grade you 
will need to make regular, thoughtful contributions to class discussions, ask and answer questions, 
and contribute to small group discussions and your writing group.
 
• Blackboard Discussion Questions = 10%.  I will post discussion questions for most of  our 
common readings on Blackboard several days before class.  I expect you to think about these 
questions and write brief  (1-2 page) written responses, which you should bring to class.  Together, 
these responses will be worth 10% of  your grade.

• Research Assignments = 40%.  Your final goal in this seminar is to develop a polished research 
paper of  approximately 25 pages.  Every few weeks you will have an assignment that requires you to 
demonstrate progress toward that end and to exchange constructive feedback with your writing 
group.  Each of  the five assignments described below will be worth 8% of  your grade. 

1) Week 3: Be prepared to discuss your topic in class--including a) the historical issue you 
want to explore and b) the primary and secondary sources you are planning on using.

2) Week 4: Written topic proposal due Feb. 1.  Individual follow-up meetings with me the 
following week (Feb. 6).

3) Week 7: Preliminary annotated bibliography due Feb. 20, in class.   Also, bring one 
primary source to class (please bring enough copies for everyone).

4) Week 10: Introductory paragraph and one-page outline due Mar. 15.  Outline workshop in 
class the following week (Mar. 20).

5) Week 13: Rough draft due Apr. 5.  Rough draft workshop in class the following week 
(Apr. 10).

• Final Paper = 30% (due Fri., Apr. 26). 

• Final Paper Presentation = 10% (Wed., Apr. 24).

Course Schedule

*Please note that I reserve the right to change the following schedule in the event of  extenuating 
circumstances or to better suit the needs of  our class.  Any changes will be announced in class and 
on Blackboard as soon as possible.

Week 1  Introduction and Orientation
Wed., Jan. 9 

• Read: Vincent Brown, “Social Death and Political Life in the Study of  Slavery,” 
American Historical Review 114, no. 5 (2009): 1231-1249 (BB)
• Recommended: Herbert S. Klein & Ben Vinson III, African Slavery in Latin America 
and the Caribbean, ch. 1 (pp. 3-16)
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Week 2 Evidence, Interpretation, and Storytelling: Obeah Case Study
Wed., Jan. 16

• Read: “Trial of  a Slave in Berbice, for the Crime of  Obeah and Murder...” (1822) 
(BB)
• Read: Wayne Booth, et. al., Craft of  Research, pp. 3-33

Week 3 Divergent Approaches to Atlantic Slavery
Wed., Jan. 23

• Everyone will read their own choice of  an article or chapter-length study of  some 
aspect of  Atlantic slavery AND a relevant primary source.  Detailed instructions will 
be posted on Blackboard.
• Be prepared to discuss your topic in class--including a) the historical issue you want 
to explore and b) the primary and secondary sources you are planning on using.

Week 4 Origins: Surviving the Transatlantic Slave Trade
Wed., Jan. 30

• Read: Stephanie Smallwood, Saltwater Slavery
• 1-2 page paper topic proposal due Fri., Feb. 1 by 5pm.

Week 5 Individual Meetings on Paper Topics
Wed., Feb. 6

• Read: Craft of  Research, pp. 37-107

Week 6 Cultural and Political Struggles
Wed., Feb. 13

• Read: Vincent Brown, Reaper’s Garden

Week 7 Research Agendas: Historical Questions, Subquestions, and Evidence 
Wed., Feb. 20

• Bring your preliminary annotated bibliography to class.  The bibliography should 
identify the main primary sources or body of  evidence you plan to use for your study 
AND at least 4 secondary sources that provide background or frame questions you 
wish to consider in your project.  Bring at least one of  your primary sources (or at 
least a 5-page sample) to class. Be prepared to discuss this primary document.  Who 
wrote it?   What kind of  text is it?  Why did you select it?  What does it tell you?  
What doesn’t it tell you?  What questions does it raise?  Where do you go from here?
• Read: Craft of  Research, pp. 111-181 

Week 8  SPRING BREAK
Wed., Feb. 27 NO CLASS

Week 9 Gender and Power
Wed., Mar. 6 

• Read: Bernard Moitt, Women and Slavery in the French Antilles 
• We will discuss the process of  designing an outline in class.
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Week 10 Research and Writing Week -- no class (I will be at a conference)
Wed., Mar. 13

• Email copies of  your introductory paragraph and your 1-2 page outline to me and 
to your writing group by Fri., Mar. 15.   

Week 11 Outline Workshop
Wed., Mar. 20 

• Read: Craft of  Research, pp. 185-207
• Bring to class a two paragraph critique of  the outlines of  the other members of  
your writing group—the first paragraph describing what is best and most successful 
about the outline, the second paragraph a) suggesting practical ways the author could 
refine the outline to better achieve his or her goals for the project b) responding 
thoughtfully to questions the outline raises for you about the substance of  the 
research project.  During class we will break into groups and work on these drafts.

Week 12 Legal Struggles and Revolution 
Wed., Mar. 27

• Read: Malick Ghachem, The Old Regime and the Haitian Revolution

Week 13 Research Workshop  
Wed., Apr. 3 

• We will meet to give progress reports on our research and writing.  Bring what you 
have written so far AND come prepared to discuss challenges you are facing and 
exciting discovering you have made.
• Rough draft due via email to me and your writing group by Fri., Apr. 5.  You 
MUST have at least 15 pages completed to receive credit for this assignment.

Week 14 Rough Draft Workshop
Wed., Apr. 10 

• For class, bring with you: a) your own draft in hard copy, b) hard copies of  the 
drafts written by the other members of  your writing group, and c) a 1-2 page critique 
of  the drafts you read.  Your critique should describe 1) what is most successful 
about what your partner is trying to do in this project and 2) areas where the project 
could be strengthened, with practical suggestions about ways to achieve those goals.
• Read: Craft of  Research, pp. 208-240, 263-282

Week 15 Rebellion
Wed., Apr. 17

• Read: Emilia Viotti Da Costa, Crowns of  Glory, Tears of  Blood: The Demerara Slave 
Rebellion of  1823

Week 16 Paper Presentations
Wed., Apr. 24

• You will briefly highlight the major findings of  your project in class and we will 
discuss what we have learned collectively and individually.
• Course evaluations.  

FINAL PAPER DUE: Fri., Apr. 26, 2pm (scheduled exam time)
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