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In 1888, a writer for the Brooklyn Daily Eagle noted about Prospect Park that “there is no better 
place to study the tastes, manners, and dispositions of Brooklynites.” At the time, nearly half of 
Brooklyn’s population over 20 years of age was foreign-born, and Prospect Park served as a 
common site for diverse kinds of leisure, gathering, and ritual. Today, Brooklyn is the most 
densely populated of New York City’s five boroughs, home to many new generations of 
immigrant groups, and Prospect Park remains a rich lens for study the dynamics of social 
identity. In this seminar, moving outward from the axis of an historic elm that stood near the 
Parade Grounds of the Park, we will explore racial, ethnic, and class borders in American 
culture and changing formations of belonging and citizenship in American history.  
 

Course Philosophy 
 
This seminar is part of the Witness Tree Project, now in its ninth year. The Witness Tree Project 
is a curricular initiative involving Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) and the National Park 
Service (NPS). Witness trees are long-standing trees that have “witnessed” key events, trends, 
and people in American history. The Project arranges for a fallen witness tree to be shipped 
from a national historic site to RISD, where, in a joint history seminar and furniture studio, 
students interpret the history the tree witnessed and make relevant objects from the tree’s wood. 
Study in the seminar will be integral to work in the furniture studio and vice versa; assignments 
in both courses are intended to complement one another. 
 



The Project variously involves field trips, guest lectures, exhibitions of students’ objects, and 
other events that highlight the significance of material culture, landscape, and design in learning 
about American history. 2017 is the 150th anniversary of Prospect Park, so the course and our 
final exhibition will be linked to that celebration. 
 
Learning Objectives 
 

• To understand changing concepts of race, ethnicity, and class in the context of urban 
American culture. 

• To learn about the history of immigration in the United States, especially New York City. 
• To develop familiarity with the practices of observational and historical research. 
• To learn how to articulate positions on issues in both informal discussions and formal 

debate. 
• To explore how historical research might animate and shape art and design. 

 
The Role of the Department of History, Philosophy, and Social Sciences at RISD 
 
This course is offered by the Department of History, Philosophy, and Social Sciences (HPSS) at 
RISD. HPSS is a multidisciplinary department whose faculty members teach and conduct 
research in a range of fields across the humanities and social sciences, including American 
studies, anthropology, history, philosophy, psychology, and sociology. The coming together of 
such disparate fields in one department represents the cutting-edge of scholarship and provides 
a unique and rich learning experience in which you may readily learn and compare traditional 
disciplinary approaches to understanding the world (anthropology, history, philosophy), as well 
as explore newer, interdisciplinary fields of knowledge (e.g. gender studies, digital humanities, 
etc.). Studying in HPSS will enable you to develop your imagination and independence of 
thought, your ability to approach issues and problems from different viewpoints, and your 
communication skills --qualities integral to the creative work of any artist.  
 
The Role of Liberal Arts at RISD 
 
HPSS is one of three departments (alongside History of Art and Visual Culture and Literary Arts 
and Studies) in RISD’s Division of Liberal Arts. At RISD, the liberal arts are integral to the 
process of becoming an accomplished artist or designer. Creativity depends on curiosity, 
empathy, and communication—a desire to explore and share an understanding about the world 
in which we live. In fact, the word “liberal” in liberal arts comes from the Latin liber, meaning 
“free,” and it is meant to convey that learning about culture, history, and philosophy can liberate 
the mind and provide the foundation for truly imaginative and innovative work. Liberal Arts 
classes are intended to shape your vocation by instilling in you a lifelong curiosity about the 
world, enhancing your capacity to analyze situations and act on ideas with independence and 
confidence, and enabling you to communicate effectively in a variety of contexts. 

 
Course Requirements 

 
Readings 
 
David Gerber, American Immigration: A Very Short Introduction. New York: Oxford University 

Press, 2011. 
David Roediger, Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White. New 

York: Basic Books, 2005. 



Joseph Carens, Immigrants and the Right to Stay. Cambridge: MIT Press, 2010. 
--and assigned essays and websites (indicated in schedule below) 
 
NOTE: The readings are listed in the schedule below according to when we will discuss them as 
a class. Please read them by such dates and come to class with questions, analyses, and 
applications. Having said that, please treat the readings as rich sources to which you can return 
repeatedly throughout a section of the course and through the course as a whole. 
 
Evaluation 
 
1. Attendance and Participation 25% 

You are required to attend all classes and fully participate, no excuses. The course 
meets only once a week, which makes missing a class a significant gap in your learning. 
Please note that the field trip, on March 13th is essential; you are expected to travel with 
the class to Brooklyn for the full day. 

 
2-4. Three Section Projects 25% each 
 Descriptions below, in the Class Meeting Schedule. 
 
Grading Policies 
 
• Grades will be based on a traditional A-F scale, where “C” equals “meeting the basic 
requirements of the course.” Everyone starts with an assumed C and goes up or down from 
there as they complete the coursework. Since this is a collaborative class Dale Broholm and I 
will do the grading together. 
• All assignments, exams, etc. not completed by the last day of class will receive an F and be 
factored into the final grade, unless you have made other arrangements with me.  
• Plagiarism is a serious offence and will result in an automatic F for the assignment and may 
warrant further judicial action. Be sure that you understand what constitutes plagiarism before 
you begin an assignment.  
 

Schedule 
 
Feb 20 
Introduction: Situating Immigration 

Look at The Newest New Yorkers: 
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/planning/download/pdf/data-maps/nyc-
population/nny2013/nny_2013.pdf  
(Summary at: http://cmsny.org/the-newest-new-yorkers-2013/) 

 
Place  

Observation Assignment, due March 20: Analyze and map various markers of multiculturalism 
in Prospect Park. 

 
Feb 27 The Neighborhood 

Benjamin Looker, “Microcosms of Democracy: Imagining the City Neighborhood in World 
War II-Era America.” Journal of Social History, Vol. 44, No. 2 (Winter 2010), pp. 351-
378. 

Kay Anderson. “The Idea of Chinatown: The Power of Place and Institutional Practice in 
the Making of a Racial Category.” Annals of the Association of American 
Geographers, 77(4), 1987: 580-598. 



Jamie Winders, “Seeing Immigrants: Institutional Visibility and Immigrant Incorporation in 
New Immigrant Destinations.” The Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science, Vol. 641 (May 2012), pp. 58-78. 

 
March 6 The Park 

Daniel M. Bluestone, “From Promenade to Park: The Gregarious Origins of Brooklyn's 
Park Movement.” American Quarterly, Vol. 39, No. 4 (Winter, 1987), pp. 529-550.  

Setha Low, Dana Taplin, Suzanne Scheld, “Prospect Park: Diversity at Risk,” from Low 
et al., Rethinking Urban Parks (U. of Texas Press, 2005): 37-68. 

Ashley Graves Lanfer and Madeleine Taylor. “Immigrant Engagement in Public Open 
Space: Strategies for the New Boston.” 
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.559.5940&rep=rep1&type=
pdf 

 
March 13 Field Trip 
  “Riding the Bus in Brooklyn” (From The World in Brooklyn) – on Digication 
 
March 20 Critique 
 
[March 27 – Spring Break] 
 

Identity 
Paper assignment, due April 24: Investigate and summarize the historical experience of a single 

immigrant group in a particular American city, using both primary and secondary sources. 
 
April 3 Immigration History 
 David Gerber, American Immigration: A Very Short Introduction 
  
April 10 Theorizing Race, Ethnicity, and Class Identity in America 
 David Roediger, Working Toward Whiteness: How America’s Immigrants Became White 
  
April 17 Individual Meetings 
 
April 24 Paper Presentations 
 

Citizenship 
Debate Assignment: Work in a team to argue a side in the issue of immigrant amnesty, debate 

on May 8, supporting materials due on May 19 
 
May 1 The Ethics of Immigration 

Joseph Carens, Immigrants and the Right to Stay (Online version: 
http://bostonreview.net/forum/case-amnesty-joseph-carens) 

Supreme Court cases on aliens and nationality: 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/supct/cases/topics/tog_aliens.html 

  
May 8 Debating Citizenship II 
 Debate prep and debate 
 
May 15 Final Crit 
 
May 19 Debate assessment due 


