
HIS 268W-2 
Popular Music & the Twentieth Century US 

Spring 2023 
 

Meeting Times: Monday & Wednesday, 2 P.M. to 3:15 P.M. 
Room: Lechase 143 

 
Instructor: 

Nicholas Bloom 
nbloom4@ur.rochester.edu 

Office: Rush Rhees 457 
Office Hours: Thursday, 1 P.M. to 4 P.M. or by appointment  

 
This course will use popular music as a lens through which to explore some of the major issues and 
events of twentieth-century US history. The course will move chronologically, and it will cover many 
of the major forms, movements, and artists integral to the history of popular music in the twentieth-
century US. However, the purpose of the course is not to present a survey history of US popular 
music. Rather, we will study some of the key themes and ruptures in US social, economic, and 
political life in the twentieth century via close examinations of a limited number of specific styles, 
events, and prominent figures from this time period. How popular music both reflected and shaped 
relations of race, class, gender, sexuality, nationalism, and militarism in the United States will 
constitute the principle intellectual inquiry of the course.  Particular musical movements and styles 
that will receive attention include blues, jazz, minstrelsy, “folk” music, rock and roll, country music, 
soul, and hip-hop.  
 
Course Texts 
 
Required Texts for Purchase 
 
McBride, James. Kill ‘em and Leave. Random House, 2016. Paperback. 978-0812983739 
 
I will provide most readings as PDFs through the course Blackboard page, except for the McBride 
text listed above.  
 
The Kelly Family History Book Fund: In 2022, the History Department received an 
endowed fund to purchase class text books for undergraduate students enrolled in a history 
course. If you need help acquiring your books, you may apply for funds through this link 
https://forms.gle/c2WArDa5g696oKeU6. Preference will be given to history majors but 
any student may apply. 
 
Assignments & Grade Breakdown 
 
15%: Midterm Essay  
10%: In-Class Song “Critique” 
5%: Thesis/Question & Outline for Final Essay  
30%: Final Essay  
25%: Weekly Response Posts 



15%: Participation (Attendance/Course Discussion Contributions/Reading Quizzes/Final Paper Presentation) 
 
Course Format: This course will combine lecture and discussion, with a much greater emphasis on 
discussion. In general, I will offer a lecture on Tuesdays of each week, although I will generally 
combine the lecture with some amount of large- or small-group discussion. Thursdays will be 
primarily discussion-based, and discussions will center around close readings of texts. As such, 
student preparation and participation are vital components of this class, and you must have read all 
required readings in advance of the date on which they are listed on the syllabus. Attendance is also 
vitally important in this course, because we will be spending a great deal of time listening to and, 
when appropriate, watching musical performances. There is no replacement for doing this in a 
focused group setting. 
 
Reading Responses: Students are required to write six one-paragraph-long reading responses 
throughout the semester. These responses should demonstrate a thorough engagement with the text 
and/or performance you are writing about, and also engage with the question: what is the thesis 
and/or narrative that this author is trying to establish, and how do they support it? These responses 
are explorations and provocations, and do not have to come to a clear conclusion. They can even 
function as a series of thorough questions, or end with a question, if you so choose.  The most 
important thing is that you demonstrate that you have thoroughly wrestled with the text or set of 
texts, even if you feel you haven’t understood the text(s) fully. Reading responses are due on 11:59 
PM on Blackboard the night before we discuss the text.  
 
Song Critique: Students are required to do one song “critique” as a presentation in class during the 
course of the semester. In the first week of class, you will choose which date they would like to 
present. You will then select a song relevant to the readings & material under discussion for that 
week, and you will tell the instructor which song they have chosen at least a week in advance of your 
presentation. On the day of your presentation, you will present a ten-minute historical and cultural 
critique of your chosen song. You must a. summarize key historical facts about the song’s 
creation; b. explain which performance/recording of the song you have chosen, and why; c. 
analyze the cultural significance and power of the song.  
 
You have a wide latitude in deciding which elements of the song’s cultural significance/power to 
focus on, but key aspects can include: gender, sexuality, race, class, nation, religion, and/or war & 
militarism. The instructor will present a model of a song critique before any student must present.  
 
Course Expectations 

 
Participation & Deadlines: Attendance, preparation, and active participation in class are mandatory. 
Students are allowed three unexcused absences from class; with the exception of emergencies, 
sickness, or religious holy days, students will lose a half-grade in their participation grade for each 
subsequent absence. In addition to leading discussion and reading responses, reading quizzes may be 
issued at instructor’s discretion, and will count towards the participation grade.  
 All written assignments must be turned in on time and will lose a half-letter grade for each 
day late. If there are extenuating circumstances that you know will cause to you to turn in a paper 
late, you must let the instructor know at least a week in advance of the due date. 
 



Citational Style: Because this is a history course, you will be expected to use the citational style that is 
common among historians, known as the Chicago Manual of Style. I will go over this style in class, 
and very clear guidelines for this citational style can be found here: 
https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide/citation-guide-1.html.  
 
Academic Integrity: All work that you submit for this course must be your own, and it must have 
been prepared specifically for this class. You may not turn in any work that has been written by 
another person as though it were your own work, nor may you turn in work that you have 
completed for another class. I am very happy to discuss citational practices with you and I will go 
over them in class, such that you do not accidentally pass off work written by another author as your 
own. However, you are responsible for the work that you turn in, and I will turn in any plagiarized 
work to the University’s Board on Academic Honesty. 
 
Computers: Although I believe very much in the learning benefits of a computer-less classroom and 
hand-taken notes, you may bring a computer to class if you feel it is your best method for note-
taking. However, please refrain from browsing the internet during class, and please silence and put 
away your phones during the class period. 
 
Disability Accommodations: The University offers a number of accommodations for students 
through the Office of Disability Resources, including special testing locations, extra time, and help 
with note taking. For a full list of services, please visit 
https://www.rochester.edu/college/disability/faculty/accommodations-defined.html and 
feel free to contact me with additional questions or requests. 
 

Course Schedule 
 
Week 1: Introduction 
 

1/11 

- Course Introduction 
 
Week 2: Laying the Groundwork: Critical Listening, Historical Listening, Transcendent 
Listening in the USA 
 
1/16 

- No Class, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. Day 
 
1/18 

- Kun, Josh. Audiotopia: Music, Race, & America. Introduction. 

- Ellison, Ralph. Invisible Man, Prologue. 
 

Week 3: On the Problem of Origins in US Popular Music: “Folk,” Nation & Minstrelsy I 
 
1/23: 

- Roediger, David. “White Skins, Black Masks: Minstrelsy and White Working-Class 
Formation before the Civil War.” Wages of Whiteness. 

- Johnson, Stephen. Burnt Cork: Traditions & Legacies of Blackface Minstrelsy, Selected readings. 
 

https://www.chicagomanualofstyle.org/tools_citationguide/citation-guide-1.html


1/25: 
- Seroff, Doug. “‘A Voice in the Wilderness.’ The Fisk Jubilee Singers’ Civil Rights Tours of 

1879 – 1882.” 
- Du Bois, W.E.B. “Of the Sorrow Songs,” The Souls of Black Folk. 

 
Week 4: On the Problem of Origins in Popular Music: “Folk,” Nation & Minstrelsy II 
 
1/30: 
 

- Miller, Karl. Segregating Sound. Selected Chapters. 
 
2/1: 

- Miller, Karl. Segregating Sound. Selected Chapters 
 

Week 5: Beyond the Nation-State in Origins of African American Popular Music 
 
2/6: 

- Gilroy, Paul. “‘Jewels Brought from Bondage’: Black Music & the Politics of Authenticity.” 
The Black Atlantic. 
 

2/8:  

- Cooke, Mervyn & David Horne, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Jazz, chs. 1 & 2. 

- Madrid, Alejandro & Robin Moore. “The Danzon & Musical Dialogues with Early Jazz.” 
Danzon: Circum-Caribbean Dialogues in Music & Dance. 

- Kun, Audiotopias, Ch. 5 
 
Weeks 6: Swing, Race, & Modernity/Modernism 
 
2/13:  

- Dinerstein, Joel. Swinging the Machine: Modernity, Technology, & African American Culture between 
the Wars. Selected chapters. 

- Magee, Jeffrey. “Ellington’s Afro-Modernist Vision in the 1920s.” The Cambridge Companion to 
Duke Ellington.  

 
2/15: Receive Essay Prompt #1 

- Kelley, Robin D.G. “The Riddle of the Zoot: Malcolm Little and Black Cultural Politics 
during World War II.” Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class.  

- Abdurraqib, Little Devil in America, Selections. 
 
 

Week 7: In Search of the Blues 
 
2/20:  

- Wald, Elijah. The Blues: a Very Short Introduction. Selected readings. 

- Baraka, Amiri. Blues People, Selected readings. 
 
2/22:  



- Hamilton, Marybeth. In Search of the Blues, Selected readings. 

-  Brooks, Daphne. https://main.oxfordamerican.org/magazine/item/1093-see-my-face-
from-the-other-side 

 
Week 8: Searching for the Origins of Rock & Roll 
 
2/27: 

- Wald, Gayle. Shout, Sister, Shout! The Untold Story…of Sister Rosetta Tharpe. Selections 
 

3/1: 

- Stephens, Vincent. Rocking the Closet: How Little Richard, Johnny Ray, Liberace, & Johnny Mathis 
Queered Pop Music. Selections. 

 
Essay 1 Due Friday, 3/3 by 11:59 P.M. 
 
No Class 3/6 or 3/8, Spring Break 
 
Week 9: Twang, Soul, Nation, & Empire I 
 
3/13:  

- Troutman, John. Kika Kila: How the Hawaiian Steel Guitar Changed the Sound of Modern Music. 
Selected readings. 

 
 
3/15: 

- Hughes, Charles. Country Soul, Selections. 
 
Week 10: Twang, Soul, Nation, & Empire II 
 
3/20:  

- Smith, Suzanne. Dancing in the Street: Motown & the Cultural Politics of Detroit, Selections 
 
3/22:  

- Abdurraqib, Little Devil in America, Selections. 
 
Week 11: Popular Music & Popular Protest I 
 
3/27: Receive Final Essay Prompt 

- Monson, Ingrid. Civil Rights Call out to Jazz and Africa. Selections. 
 

3/29: No class; Prof. Bloom at Organization for American Historians National Conference in Los 
Angeles, CA. 
 
Week 12: Popular Music & Popular Protest II 
 
4/3:  

https://main.oxfordamerican.org/magazine/item/1093-see-my-face-from-the-other-side
https://main.oxfordamerican.org/magazine/item/1093-see-my-face-from-the-other-side


- Jefferson Cowie and Lauren Boehm, “Dead Man’s Town: ‘Born in the U.S.A.,’ Social 
History, and Working-Class Identity,” American Quarterly 58.2 (June 2007): 353-378.  

 
4/5: 

- Kelley, “Kickin’ Reality, Kickin’ Ballistics,” Race Rebels.  

- Brooks, Daphne. Liner Notes to the Revolution: The Intellectual Life of Black Feminist Sound. 
Selections. 
 
 

Week 13: Hip Hop, the Superstar & Authenticity 
 
4/10:  

- Bradley, Regina. Chronicling Stankonia: the Rise of the Hip-Hop South, Selections. 
 
 

4/12:  

- Paredez, Deborah. Selenidad: Selena, Latinos, and the Performance of Memory. Selections.  

- Abdurraqib, Little Devil in America, Selections. 
 
Week 14: The King of Soul: A Case Study 
 
4/17: Final Essay Thesis/Outline Due 

- McBride, James. Kill ‘em and Leave Pt. I 
 
4/19: 

- McBride, James. Kill ‘em and Leave Pt. II 
 

Week 15:  
 
4/24: 

- Workshop/Presentations 
 
4/26: 

- Workshop/Presentations 
 
 
FINAL ESSAY DUE BY WEDNESDAY, MAY 3RD, 11:59 P.M. 

 


