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FSEM 180 -  To Be Real: Interrogating Authenticity        

Fall 2011  Lecture 34650R  M  2-3:50 PM  GFS 113 

 
Professor: Lanita Jacobs 

Office: Grace Ford Salvatori Hall (GFS) 128  
[Note:  To get to my office, you must first enter the Anthropology Department at GFS 120]   

Email:  jacobshu@usc.edu 

Office Hours: M 1-2, W 3-4PM; also by appointment.  You can also contact me Monday-Friday via email.  

Course Website:  FSEM 180 course materials are accessible through Blackboard; to access, click on:   
    https://blackboard.usc.edu/ 

Required Texts: 

1. FSEM 180 Reader (Available in Blackboard) 

2. Lindholm, Charles.  2008. Introduction.  In Culture and Authenticity (1-10).  London: Blackwell. 

Optional Texts: 

3. Bell, Inge, Bernard B. McGrane, and John A. Gunderson. 1998.  This Book is Not Required:  An 
Emotional Survival Manual for Students.  Thousand Oaks, CA:  Pine Forge Press. 

4. Zinsser, William. 2001.  On Writing Well.  Sixth Edition.  New York:  HarperCollins Publishers.  

NOTE: All texts are on reserve in Leavey Library.    

 
Course Description:  “Keep it real.” “That’s real talk.” “Don’t be fake!” Most of us have heard these 

charges but what, pray tell, does it mean to “be real”? And why do folks, including perhaps ourselves, 

invest so much stake in questions of “realness” such that we wax judgmental about who’s “real” or 
who’s “fake”? What informs peoples’ moral investment in questions of sincerity, whether they concern 
racial, gendered, and sexual identities, specific TV/film scenes and performances, questions of love and 
happiness, or other matters? Who gets to judge what is “real” or “fake”? Why do questions of 
authenticity even matter in the first place? This seminar mines for answers in and across various Black 
literary, performative, and visual contexts, including urban comedy clubs, movies/films, theatre, 
music, and other spaces and places. Our investigations will reveal one certainty – that conversations 
about “realness” and “authenticity” often essentialize the subject(s) in question. We will not rest easy 
with this observation.  Our charge over the semester will be to explore both the hows and whys of 

authenticity.  As such, we will ask: Why, despite these risks, do public interrogations and personal 
convictions about the “real” stubbornly persist? To address this essential question, we will observe, 
listen, and read closely to deepen our understandings of racial authenticity and what some call the 
contemporary “quest for authenticity.” We will also gain a better understanding of the issues and stakes 
of “authenticity” through an analysis of everyday dialogues, performances, beliefs, and conflicts that 

implicate enduring questions of the “real. 
 

Class Expectations & Evaluation:  The Freshman First Year College Seminar is an integral part of a 
new program created by the Dornsife College of Letters, Arts and Sciences to help incoming students 
discover special opportunities for study, research, and civic engagement in USC Dornsife.  Students 
will hopefully develop an ongoing relationship with me and other members of their cohort.  Some of 
you may become Peer Mentors to incoming students enrolled in this course next year. Class meetings 
will include a brief lecture and/or film with a special emphasis on discussion.  This 2-unit course is 
graded pass/no pass and will only meet 10 times during the 15 week semester.  Your course grade will 
be determined by your performance in the following arenas: 
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Class Participation: Regular attendance is expected as it will 

enable you to contribute a unique, informed, and collegial verse 

during class discussions.    (30 points - 30%) 

 

Three Critical Reflection Papers (2-3 pages):  At various points in the semester, you will be asked to 
submit a brief critical reflection paper of 2-3 double-spaced typed pages. This paper should reflect on 
any one of the prior weekly themes (your choice) and should synthesize insights and/or any resulting 
questions emerging from assigned readings, films, guest speakers, fieldtrips, etc.  Your paper should be 
rigorous, informed, polished (e.g., proofread); it should also display a critical stance towards issues of 
race, authenticity, and truth.  The deadlines for these papers are noted in the Reading & Exam 
Schedule (below).  Please note that the deadlines are fixed.  Do not email papers; also no late papers 
will be accepted without an excuse from a doctor or a family emergency.  Each of these written 

exercises will be worth ten points.  (30 points - 30%) 

 

Final In-Class Presentation: During our final class, each student will present a brief presentation of 
their own discoveries or meditations about authenticity.  Options abound.  You can deliver a 
Powerpoint Presentation, a written/read presentation of a particular debate or issue implicating 
matters of race, authenticity, and truth. Alternatively, you can share a musical creation, a 
dramatic/poetic/theatrical interpretation, or a cooking demonstration that goes far beyond just 
measuring and stirring to also speak about matters of cultural authenticity. We can discuss other 

options.  Each presentation should be no more than five-minutes and should provoke us to consider 

matters of realness and racial, gendered, cultural, etc. “authenticity” in a deep and critical way.  (30 

points - 30%)  

 
COURSE SCHEDULE* 

 
WK 1:  8/22 

 
Course Introduction 

WK 2:  8/29 Interrogating “Real” Blackness:  What’s at stake in communal deliberations 
about “real” Blackness? 
 Readings:  Lindholm: Introduction, Jackson:  Real Fictions [in RDR] 
 Film: Black Is … Black Ain’t (1995) 

WK 3: 9/5 NO CLASS (Labor Day)   
NOTE:  USC Dornsife invites all FYI students and faculty to a dinner on Wednesday, 
September 7th  at 5:00 p.m. in the Vineyard Room of the Davidson Conference Center. 

WK 4:  9/12 Comedic Riffs on Authenticity: When and why might notions of authenticity 
matter? 
 Readings:  Lindholm:  An Anthropology of Authenticity, Jacobs: The Arab is the New 

Nigger [in RDR] 
 Guest Speakers: TBA 
 Optional Fieldtrip:  Local Comedy Club (details to be announced) 

WK 5:  9/19 Interrogating Authenticity in Theatre:  How do we know when it – characters, 
scenes, scripts, prose, etc. – is “real”? How is race, class, gender, sexuality, etc. 
implicated in our assessments? 
 Reading: TBA 
 Guest Speaker(s): Professor Anita Dashiell-Sparks 
[Note:  2nd half of class will be devoted to presentation on Study Abroad and PWP Opportunities in 
USC Dornsife] 

PAPER DUE:  1st Critical Reflection Due on Friday, 9/23rd in my mailbox in GFS 120 
 

 

Grade Criteria 

Participation/Attendance:     30% 
3 Critical Reflection Papers:  30% 
Final In-Class Presentation:  30% 
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WK 6:  9/26 Interrogating Authenticity in Spoken Word: How do we make sense of an 
affective “real” in performance? Why does a sense of the “real” matter? Who 
determines what is real in these contexts? 
 Reading: TBA 
 Guest Speaker: Dr. Javon Johnson  
[Note:  2nd half of class will be devoted to presentation on Undergraduate Research Opportunities 
in USC Dornsife] 

WK 7:  10/3 Interrogating Authentic Beauty: What constitutes “real” beauty in American 
culture? How are skin color and hair texture politics implicated in questions of 
gender and personal identity and Black heterosexual desire and love? 
 Readings:  Jacobs-Huey:  “BTW: How do You Wear Your Hair?” [in RDR] 
 Fieldtrip:  In lieu of class, we will meet at the USC Fisher Museum of Art at 7PM to 

watch Bliss, a play by Velina Hasu Houston 

WK 8:  10/10 Interrogating Authenticity in Black Music:  How do we process the “real” 
aurally? What constitutes Black “authentic” sound across particular genres? 
How and why does “real” music save? 
 Readings:  TBA 
 Guest Speaker(s): TBA 
[Note:  2nd half of class will be devoted to presentation on JEP & Civic Engagement Opportunities in 
USC Dornsife] 

PAPER DUE:  2nd Critical Reflection Due on Friday, 10/14th in my mailbox in GFS 120 

WK 9:  10/17 No Class – Meditate on the/a “Real” 

WK 10:  10/24 Consuming the “Real”: Food for the Soul 
 Readings:  Lindholm: Authentic Cuisine and National Identity 
 Fieldtrip:  We will meet in class and then caravan to Aunt Rosa Lee’s Mississippi Soul 

Food 

WK 11:  10/31 No Class – Meditate on a/the “Real” 

WK 12:  11/7 Interrogating Authenticity in Dance:  What constitutes “authentic” classical 
ballet? How do choreographers, dancers, composers, musicians, and visual 
artists imbue this art form with new expressive potential?  
 Readings:  Lindholm: Authentic Dance and National Identity 
 Fieldtrip:  In lieu of class, we will meet at Bovard Auditorium at 7PM to witness Alonzo 

King’s LINES Ballet  

WK 13:  11/14 No Class  – Meditate on a/the “Real” 
PAPER DUE:  3rd Critical Reflection Due on Friday, 11/18th in my mailbox in GFS 120  

WK 14:  11/21 No Class – Meditate on a/the “Real” 

WK 15:  11/28 Final 5-minute Presentations 

*The Reading Schedule may be subject to modification (e.g., trimming, additions, etc.). 
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