Social Stratification and Mobility

University of Warsaw

Winter 2010-2011
Assignment #3
Guidelines:  Assignments are to be three pages, double-spaced, with 12 pt. Times New Roman font, with normal margins (2,5 cm top, bottom, left and right).  The first page must contain your name.  Do not restate the question at the beginning of the essay.  Unless directed otherwise, all answers must be in the form of an essay, e.g. no tables or graphs, no pictures, no “bullet point” lists.  Pay strict attention to directions on page length of acceptable answers to the essay questions: the length is three pages, so the entire third page must be filled with no more than 2 cm of blank space between the end of your essay and the bottom margin.  Pages within the assignment must be consecutively numbered.  Last-minute handwritten corrections to the assignment are acceptable, but can be no more than 5% of the total text.  Any deviations from these guidelines may result in an automatic reduction of three points out of the possible 10 (e.g. a grade of 9 would be a 6).  Please see syllabus for rules on emailing assignments.

You are to read a chapter from Barack Obama’s Dreams from My Father (1995).  This is Obama’s memoir, written before his first attempt at public office, and over a decade before he became President of the United States.
Below are three questions.  You are required to answer only one of them, but you may address any combination of them, if you’d like:

A.  In Chapter 4, Obama is a young man clearly contending with his racial status as a black person in a predominantly white (and Hawaiian, considering the U.S. state he was living in at the time) country.  Several incidents are described as being racially motivated.  Describe two of them, and discuss Obama’s reaction.  How does Obama react?  Is he consistent with his reactions, or do they vary?   How do they vary, and why?
B.  Discuss the role of intersectionality in Obama’s portrayal of growing up in Hawaii.  How does the status of being teenaged, black and male influence his views on race?
C.  “In fact, you couldn’t even be sure everything you had assumed to be an expression of your black, unfettered self – then humor, the song, the behind-the-back pass – had been freely chosen by you.  At best, these things were a refuge; at worst, a trap.  Following this maddening logic, the only thing you could choose as your own was withdrawal into a smaller and smaller coil of rage, until being black meant only the knowledge of your own powerlessness, of your own defeat” (85).  Considering this passage and others in this chapter, what was Obama’s view of race relations when he was a teenager, growing up in Hawaii?
