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Apocalypse and African-American Writers 

 
Course Description: 
African-American authors have often imagined the destruction of the world and its re-founding on 
different political bases as a response to the nightmares of slavery and segregation.  Starting from 
Biblical sources and a few examples from the spirituals and black preaching, this course concentrates 
on the reinventions of this narrative of a cataclysmic end in novels from the second half of the 
twentieth century, along with some stories, essays, plays, poems, and historical documents.  The 
intersections of African-American apocalypse with the broader American literary canon and the forms of 
realism and surrealism will be points of focus, as will the history of racial insurrection, muted and 
personal apocalypses, disillusionment with violence, and the role of the prophet.  While seeking a 
balanced view of some of the most incendiary political visions in American history, we will examine 
these writers as keepers of a faith in religious redemption, endorsers and critics of militant action, and 
builders of new forms of community. 
 
Required Texts (Tentative): 

 Excerpts from the Books of Genesis, Daniel, the Gospels, Revelation 
 Richard Wright, Uncle Tom’s Children (selections) 
 Ralph Ellison, Invisible Man 
 James Baldwin, Go Tell It On the Mountain 
 --, The Fire Next Time 
 LeRoi Jones, Dutchman and The Slave 
 Adrienne Kennedy, Funnyhouse of a Negro and The Owl Answers 
 Toni Morrison, Sula 
 John Edgar Wideman, Philadelphia Fire 

Recommended Texts: 
I will ask students to obtain Bible readings on their own; because of this, and because the course 
makes frequent reference to the Bible, I would recommend students obtain a copy of the New Revised 
Standard Version – though I will not order copies of it at the bookstore. 

 


