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DAAS 458/558: Law, Protest, and Social Movements 
Winter 2016  

Tuesday, Thursday 2:30-4pm | Room: 2271 Angell Hall 

 

 

Professor Amanda Alexander   

alexanas@umich.edu | 734-763-7794 

Office: 4767 Haven Hall 

Office Hours: Tuesday 4:30-6pm & by appt  

 

This course is for students interested in learning how to create social change through collective 

action. The dual aims of the course are to enrich our understanding of the mechanics of social 

change and to critically examine the relationship between law, lawyers, and social movements. 

Together, we will develop a nuanced understanding of law as a complex tool that has the 

potential to both coopt social movements and support liberation. We will take a historical and 

theoretical case-study approach, with emphasis on the civil rights and Black Power movements 

in the United States. We will also draw lessons from contemporary movement-building efforts. 

Throughout the semester, guest speakers on the front lines of racial and economic justice 

movements here in Michigan will join us to share their insights and ground our discussion. 

 

Course Objectives 

 

In this course, students will:  

 

 Gain familiarity with bold visions for social change and key concepts in organizing; 

 Attain understanding of the various roles and tools of lawyers and organizers in social 

movements;  

 Develop appreciation of the complex relationship between lawyers, law, and social 

movements;  

 Sharpen their written and oral analytic skills through written reflections, class discussion, 

blog posts, and a final paper;  

 Develop their ability to pose deep and important questions—of themselves, their 

communities, and those in authority; and 

 Develop a critical theoretical and historical underpinning for their own work. 

 

Course Structure and Requirements 

 

Preparation and participation are mandatory basic requirements. We will cultivate an 

ethos of community and accountability. We treat each other with respect, even as we encourage 

debate and critical thinking.  

 

Students are expected to read the assigned material in advance of class, attend every 

class, and participate actively in discussion. You will be evaluated on your mastery of the 

materials, your use of critical thinking skills, your active participation, your short writing 

assignments, and your final paper. The grading rubric is as follows:  
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Participation: 40% of final grade 

 Discussion Questions: 15% of final grade 

 Discussion Participation: 20% of final grade  

 1 short “inspiration” presentation and blog post: 5% of grade 

 

Short writing assignments: 30% of final grade 

 Political autobiography: 15% of final grade 

 Final paper proposal: 5% of final grade 

 1 blog post about a guest speaker: 10% of final grade 

 

Final paper: 30% of final grade 

 

Assignments 

 

 Discussion Questions – The most regular assignment in this course should take no more 

than a few minutes a week: By 12 midnight the night before our class meets, every student must 

email me TWO open-ended discussion questions that directly concern the reading due. These 

questions should not be inquiries for more factual information. One quick way to decide whether 

you have generated a discussion question is to ask yourself if you could find the answer to your 

question by searching the internet. If you could—if you are asking for facts—then it is not a 

discussion question. All questions will be graded on a credit/no credit basis, which means as long 

as you turn in open-ended questions on time, you will receive full credit. 

 

 In order to keep things organized, I ask that you send your discussion questions only to 

SocialMovementQs@gmail.com. If you have other questions or want to contact me about 

anything else, please use my regular email address: alexanas@umich.edu. 

 

 I ask you to send me your questions because I am interested in what has made you think, 

what you think deserves more attention, or what is puzzling. More generally, I want to reinforce 

the idea that we should all be generating questions as we read, rather than looking for the “right” 

answers. Further, it is actually quite difficult to come up with good questions and learning to do 

so is a skill. Please take this opportunity to be creative. Don’t be afraid to ask big questions, but 

please keep that day’s readings in mind. Always feel free to think across the readings and 

discussions. 

 

 The discussion questions can be a helpful resource when you’re trying to figure out a 

paper topic. Think through the questions that have been posed (your own or those written by 

your colleagues) and see what sparks a possible paper.  

 

Political Autobiography (approx. 750-1000 words) – You will be responsible for writing 

a 3-4 page essay that describes your “political project” as an individual member of the course, as 

a member of a social group, a participant in political activities, and as a professional in the 

future. The essay could be used to help think through your interest in a particular social problem 

or issue. Or it could be used to help you think through how all the strands of your life come 

together to shape your approach as a lawyer, organizer, or other professional and your interest in 

social change. This essay can be a persuasive and linearly argued piece of expository writing; it 
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can be a poem; it can be a narrative. It can include photographs or be illustrated with magazine 

cutouts in a collage with an explanatory legend. But it must reflect a “critical” perspective that 

situates or critiques the individual within his or her race, gender, and class position prior to 

arriving at Michigan and then within the larger society. This assignment is due March 15 at 5pm. 
 

 Blog post about guest speaker (approx. 500-800 words)—We will engage with several 

guest speakers throughout the semester. Each student will write a blog post about one speaker’s 

visit to our class. You can write about the issues that the speaker works on, a policy they are 

advocating for, highlights from the discussion, and/or questions that their presentation sparked 

for you. I encourage you to draw connections with our course readings in your post. This is an 

opportunity to share the speaker’s content and your own reflections with a broader audience. 

Your blog post is due one week after the speaker’s visit.   

 

 Inspiration presentation and blog post—In the last five minutes of each class, one student 

will share something from the news that inspired them over the past week. While it’s easy to feel 

overwhelmed by the problems facing the world and to be discouraged by setbacks in social 

change, we can also find inspiring examples of resistance. This could be a news article about a 

court victory, a photograph of a protest, a clever meme, or a powerful anecdote—whatever gave 

you goose bumps about the potential of change. Students will also create a short blog post 

(approx. one paragraph) about their selection and share it on the course blog. You will sign up in 

advance to complete this assignment between January 12-February 15, February 16-March 15, or 

March 16-April 15.     

 

 Final paper topic proposal (approx. 100-200 words)—You will workshop your paper 

topics with your peers in small groups during class on Thursday, February 25. To prepare for this 

workshop, you will write a short (100-200 word) proposal for your final paper and circulate it to 

your small group by noon on Wednesday, February 24.  

 

Final Paper (7-10 pages or 10-12 pages) – 30 percent of your grade will come from your 

final paper. You may use the paper as an opportunity to think deeply about questions of social 

change by engaging several of the course readings. Or, you may utilize the course readings and 

other materials (as needed) to develop a short case study of a social movement effort, either 

historical or contemporary. Your paper may be based on deep intellectual engagement with 

course readings, archival/traditional research, or experiential research.  

 

You will choose your own topic for your final paper. You must have your topic approved 

by me on or before Tuesday, February 23, which means coming to my office hours to discuss it 

before then. You will workshop your paper topics with your peers in small groups during class 

on Thursday, February 25.  

 

For students enrolled in AAS 458, the final papers should be 7-10 pages, double-spaced, 

1-inch margins, and 12-point font. Students enrolled in AAS 558 must write longer papers of 10-

12 pages. Please number your pages. Papers are due on April 28 by 5pm via Canvas. 
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Summary of deadlines: 

 Discussion questions: Midnight before each class 

Final paper proposal: February 24 (noon) 

 Political autobiography: March 15 (5pm) 

 Inspiration presentation and post: February 15, March 15, or April 15 

 Speaker blog post: One week after speaker’s visit 

Final paper: April 28 (5pm) 

 

Class Participation 

Our course will involve lots of discussion. Please come prepared to share your thoughts, 

questions, confusions, and excitement. I am well aware that there are different ways to 

participate in a discussion, and if you feel reluctant to jump into the conversation, please come 

and talk with me in office hours so we can come up with some strategies for you. In general, 

excellent participation in discussion includes: coming prepared to discuss the readings and films 

assigned (i.e. do the homework), listening well to other students’ thoughts, responding to them, 

sharing your ideas, being willing to change your mind, and reflect on any changes you might 

experience. 

 

Participation Grades 

Because 20% of your final grade for this course comes from your participation in discussion, I 

want to explain how that is graded and what you can do to improve your grade. Please notice 

that, in our discussions, quantity and quality are not the same thing. A high participation grade 

isn’t only about speaking a lot. Listening to other students, doing your best to build into the 

conversation as opposed to subtracting from it, and being willing to describe how your thoughts 

might be changing are all necessary to get the highest scores. Moreover, listening thoughtfully 

and respectfully are big components as well. Interrupting other people or talking over them will 

reduce your participation grade. Of course, I am always happy to talk with you if you would like 

to gather strategies for improving your participation. 

 

Attendance 

Attendance and participation are mandatory. It is your responsibility to inform me of any 

absences related to official university business (sports-related, choir, etc.) and religious holidays. 

Also, contact me if you encounter any emergencies (health, family, etc.) that could affect your 

attendance. I may ask for documentation supporting your request for an excused absence (i.e. a 

doctor’s note).   

 

Office Hours and Consultations 

My office hours are Tuesday 4:30-6pm. I am always happy to talk with you, via email or in 

person. Please come to my office hours and bring your ideas, musings, and/or rough drafts. I 

believe writing and learning are long-term processes and I will reward students who take this 

seriously. I am happy to talk through your ideas. You can sign up for office hours with me 

through Google Calendar here: http://bit.ly/1PMamyG. If you have any trouble signing up for 

meetings, please email me. 

 

 

 

http://bit.ly/1PMamyG
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Academic Honesty 

My policies conform to the University’s policies (see http://www.lsa.umich.edu/ 

academicintegrity/). Let me know if you have any questions. 

 

Laptop/Mobile Devices 

Despite being a firm believer (and user) of technology, I have a strict policy against laptops and 

cell phones during our class meetings. Students are not permitted to use laptops to take notes. I 

believe we all learn better with fewer distractions and, unfortunately, laptops are a huge 

distraction. If you have a special circumstance that makes your laptop necessary for learning 

please email me or come and talk with me about it.  

 

Names and Pronouns 
Class rosters are provided to the instructor with the student’s legal name. I will gladly honor your 

request to address you by an alternate name or gender pronoun. Please advise me of this 

preference so that I can make appropriate changes to my records. If your name 

or gender pronoun changes during the semester, I am happy to accommodate this as well. You 

are welcome to use an alternative email for group work and other professional interactions if 

your current University email does not reflect your preferred name.  

 

I recognize that some students may wish to use a preferred name/pronoun in this space but a 

legal name/pronoun outside of our classroom. If this is the case, you will have my full support in 

addressing this with the class and making sure that your privacy and confidentiality are 

protected.  

 

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities 

I share the University of Michigan’s commitment to providing equal opportunity for 

participation in all programs, services, and activities. Please talk with me if you have a disability 

and would be aided by any accommodation. Request for accommodations by persons with 

disabilities may be made by contacting the Services of Students with Disabilities (SSD) Office 

located at G664 Haven Hall. The SSD phone number is 734-763-3000. Once your eligibility for 

an accommodation has been determined you will be issued a verified individual services 

accommodation (VISA) form. Please present this form to me at the beginning of the term, or as 

soon as you get it.  

 

Course Outline (subject to change)  

 

I. Approaches to Lawyering and Organizing 

 

1: Thursday, January 7 | Introductions & Course Overview  

 

Short film in class: Law for Black Lives Rad Talk by Vince Warren, 

http://www.law4blacklives.org/videos  

 

2: Tuesday, January 12 | Ferguson & Black Lives Matter 

 

http://www.law4blacklives.org/videos
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Alicia Garza, A Herstory of the #BlackLivesMatter Movement, Feminist Wire, Oct. 7, 2014, 

http://thefeministwire.com/2014/10/blacklivesmatter-2/  

Philip Agnew (Umi Selah), What President Obama told me about Ferguson’s movement: Think 

big, but go gradual, The Guardian, Dec. 5, 2014, http://www.theguardian.com/ 

commentisfree/2014/dec/05/obama-ferguson-movement-oval-office-meeting    

Theodore Shaw, Introduction, The Ferguson Report (2015) 

Russell Rickford, Black Lives Matter: Toward a Modern Practice of Mass Struggle, New Labor 

Forum (2015) 

 

3: Thursday, January 14 | The Role of Lawyers in Social Change 

 

Michael Grinthal, Power With: Practice Models for Social Justice Lawyering, U. Pa.  J.L. & Soc. 

Change (2011)  

 

4: Tuesday, January 19 | Organizing & Direct Action  

 

Charles Payne, Slow and Respectful Work: Organizers and Organizing, I’ve Got the Light of 

Freedom: The Organizing Tradition and the Mississippi Freedom Struggle (1995), pp. 238-

56) 

Mark Engler and Paul Engler, How Did Gandhi Win? (2014) 

http://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/gandhi-win/  

 

II. Case Studies 

 

5: Thursday, January 21 | Before the Civil Rights Movement: Internationalist Organizing  

 

Carol Anderson: Eyes Off the Prize, Introduction (2003) 

We Charge Genocide, Preface, Foreward, Introduction, and Opening Statement (1951) 

 

6: Tuesday, January 26 | Rosa Parks and Civil Rights Narratives  

 

Jeanne Theoharis, The Rebellious Life of Mrs. Rosa Parks, Introduction, Chapters 2, 3, 7 (2013) 

 

7: Thursday, January 28 | Montgomery Bus Boycott: Social Change and Social Movements I 

 

Taylor Branch, Parting the Waters, pages 120-205 (1988) 

 

8: Tuesday, February 2 | Montgomery Bus Boycott: Social Change and Social Movements II 

 

Steven E. Barkan, Legal Control of the Southern Civil Rights Movement, American Sociological  

Review (1984) 

Robert Jerome Glennon, The Role of Law in the Civil Rights Movement: The Montgomery Bus 

Boycott, 1955-1957, Law & History Review (1991), 59-62 (Intro); 89-94 (section III); skim 

94-100 (sections IV and epilogue) 

 

 

http://thefeministwire.com/2014/10/blacklivesmatter-2/
http://www.theguardian.com/
http://wagingnonviolence.org/feature/gandhi-win/
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9: Thursday, February 4 | The Black Panther Party 

 

Donna Murch, Men with Guns, Living for the City: Migration, Education, and the Rise of the 

Black Panther Party in Oakland, California (2011), pp. 119-169  

Free Angela and All Political Prisoners (film on reserve)  

III. Storytelling and Forms of Leadership 

 

10: Tuesday, February 9  | Storytelling & Social Change 

 

Marshall Ganz, Telling Your Public Story 

The Speeches of Fannie Lou Hamer, Introduction and 1964 speech  

[Political autobiography assignment distributed in class] 

 

11: Thursday, February 11 | Ella Baker & Forms of Leadership 

 

Barbara Ransby, Ella Baker & the Black Freedom Movement: A Radical Democratic Vision 

(excerpts) 

 

IV. Community Lawyering and Movement Lawyering: Tactics and Strategies 

 

12: Tuesday, February 16 | Approaches to Community Lawyering  

 

Charles Elsesser & Purvi Shah, “Purvi and Chuck: Community Lawyering, Organizing 

Upgrade,” Jun. 1, 2010, available at http://www.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-

menu/community-organizing/item/71-purvi-amp-chuck-community-lawyering. 

E. Tammy Kim, Lawyers as Resource Allies in Workers’ Struggles for Social Change, N.Y. City 

Law Review (2009). 

 

13: Thursday, February 18 | Approaches to Movement Lawyering  

 

Law for Black Lives values statement, http://www.law4blacklives.org/  

Law For Black Lives video  

Guest speaker: Purvi Shah, Director, Bertha Social Justice Institute, Center for 

Constitutional Rights 
 

14: Tuesday, February 23 | Law Reform & Movement Building 

 

Dean Spade, Normal Life, Ch. 5: Law Reform and Movement Building (2011) 

Four Pillars chart 

Betty Hung, Law and Organizing From the Perspective of Organizers: Finding a Shared Theory 

of Social Change, L.A. Public Interest Law Journal, 7-30 (2009)  

 

 [Wednesday, February 24: Final paper topic paragraph due] 

  

http://www.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-menu/community-organizing/item/71-purvi-amp-chuck-community-lawyering
http://www.organizingupgrade.com/index.php/modules-menu/community-organizing/item/71-purvi-amp-chuck-community-lawyering
http://www.law4blacklives.org/
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15: Thursday, February 25 | Final paper topic workshop  

 

Small group discussions about paper topics (groups of 3-4 read each other’s one-paragraph 

proposals for a final paper topic and give feedback) 

 

| S P R I N G  B R E A K | 

 

16: Tuesday, March 8 | Rule Shifting vs. Culture Shifting 

 

Thomas B. Stoddard, Bleeding Heart; Reflections on Using the Law to Make Social Change, 

New York University Law Review (1997) 

http://www.nyulawreview.org/sites/default/files/pdf/NYULawReview-72-5-Stoddard.pdf 

Paul Butler, Race-Based Jury Nullification: Case-In-Chief, The John Marshall Law Review 

(1997) http://library.jmls.edu/pdf/ir/lr/jmlr30/39_30JMarshallLRev911(1996-1997).pdf  

 

17: Thursday, March 10 | Revisiting Internationalism 

 

Alice Speri, “Michael Brown’s Mom is Taking Her Son’s Case to the UN in Geneva,” 

https://news.vice.com/article/mike-browns-mom-is-taking-her-sons-case-to-the-un-in-geneva  

Araz Hachadourian, “Chicago Just Became the First U.S. City to Pay Reparations to Victims of 

Police Torture,” http://www.yesmagazine.org/peace-justice/chicago-is-the-first-city-to-offer-

reparations-for-victims-of-police-violence-now-they-want-to-make-sure-no-one-forgets  

[Center for Research on Learning & Teaching (CRLT) midterm feedback session] 

 

V. Community Organizing and Campus Organizing 

 

18: Tuesday, March 15 | Organizing Reprised  

 

Eric Mann, Playbook for Progressives (2011) (excerpts) 

 

19: Thursday, March 17 | Campus Organizing I 

 

Martha Biondi, Black Revolution on Campus, Ch. 1: “Moving Toward Blackness: The Rise of 

Black Power on Campus” (2012) 

Abbey-Lambertz, Kate. “How a Twitter Hashtag Sparked a Push for Diversity at The University 

of Michigan,” The Huffington Post, February 21, 2014. 

Basanyi Baloyi and Gilad Isaacs, “South Africa’s ‘Fees Must Fall’ Protests Are About More than 

Tuition Costs,” CNN, http://www.cnn.com/2015/10/27/africa/fees-must-fall-student-protest-

south-africa-explainer/  

 

20: Tuesday, March 22 | Campus Organizing II  

 

McCoy, Austin. “What Am I Supposed to Say to Prospective Black Grad Students?,” Student 

Union of Michigan Blog, February 22, 2014. 

http://www.nyulawreview.org/sites/default/files/pdf/NYULawReview-72-5-Stoddard.pdf
http://library.jmls.edu/pdf/ir/lr/jmlr30/39_30JMarshallLRev911(1996-1997).pdf
https://news.vice.com/article/mike-browns-mom-is-taking-her-sons-case-to-the-un-in-geneva
http://www.yesmagazine.org/peace-justice/chicago-is-the-first-city-to-offer-reparations-for-victims-of-police-violence-now-they-want-to-make-sure-no-one-forgets
http://www.yesmagazine.org/peace-justice/chicago-is-the-first-city-to-offer-reparations-for-victims-of-police-violence-now-they-want-to-make-sure-no-one-forgets
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/02/19/bbum-protest-university-of-michigan-diversity_n_4816568.html
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2014/02/19/bbum-protest-university-of-michigan-diversity_n_4816568.html
http://www.cnn.com/2015/10/27/africa/fees-must-fall-student-protest-south-africa-explainer/
http://www.cnn.com/2015/10/27/africa/fees-must-fall-student-protest-south-africa-explainer/
https://studentunionofmichigan.wordpress.com/2014/02/22/what-am-i-supposed-to-say/
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Black Liberation Collective, Our Demands, http://www.blackliberationcollective.org/our-

demands/ (read demands of at least five campuses) 

Guest speaker: Austin McCoy, United Coalition for Racial Justice/Ann Arbor to Ferguson 

 

VI. Prisons and Criminal Justice: Anatomy of a Movement 

 

21: Thursday, March 24 | Prisons & Abolitionist Movements 

 

Angela Davis, Abolition Democracy: Beyond Prison, Torture, and Empire (2005) (excerpts) 

Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow, Ch. 6: “The Fire This Time” (2010) 

Critical Resistance, “The Abolitionist Toolkit,” (excerpts) 

 

22: Tuesday, March 29 | Prison Organizing and Prisoners’ Rights Approaches 

 

James B. Jacobs, ‘‘The Prisoners’ Rights Movement and Its Impact, 1960–80,’’ Crime and 

Justice (1980) (excerpts) 

Dan Berger, Captive Nation: Black Prison Organizing in the Civil Rights Era (2014) (excerpts) 

Pelican Bay Hunger Strike Demands 

 

23: Thursday, March 31 | Criminal Justice—Lawyering and Movement Building  

 

Meghna Philip, “Where Criminal Defense Meets Civil Action: An Interview with Runa 

Rajagopal,” NYU Review of Law & Social Change 

 “Court by Court, Lawyers Fight Policies That Fall Heavily On the Poor,” NYTimes (2015), 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/24/us/court-by-court-lawyers-fight-practices-that-punish-

the-poor.html 

Michelle Alexander, Go to Trial: Crash the System, NYTimes (2012), 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/11/opinion/sunday/go-to-trial-crash-the-justice-

system.html  

Ella Baker Center, Who Pays? The True Cost of Incarceration on Families (2015) (excerpts) 

 

VII. Building Power: From Protest to Creating Alternatives 

 

24: Tuesday, April 5 | Building Power: Grace Lee Boggs in Detroit  

 

American Revolutionary (film on reserve) 

Guest speaker: Tawana Petty, Boggs Center, Detroiters Resisting Emergency Management 

 

25: Thursday, April 7 | Building Power: Jackson, Mississippi 

 

Kali Akuno, Casting Shadows: Chokwe Lumumba and the Struggle for Racial Justice and 

Economic Democracy (2015) 

 

26: Tuesday, April 12 | Building Power: Economic Justice in Detroit  

 

http://www.blackliberationcollective.org/our-demands/
http://www.blackliberationcollective.org/our-demands/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/24/us/court-by-court-lawyers-fight-practices-that-punish-the-poor.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/10/24/us/court-by-court-lawyers-fight-practices-that-punish-the-poor.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/11/opinion/sunday/go-to-trial-crash-the-justice-system.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/11/opinion/sunday/go-to-trial-crash-the-justice-system.html
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David Moberg, Fast Food Workers in 236 Cities Pull Off Largest Strikes Yet as Other Low-

Wage Workers Join Fight, http://inthesetimes.com/working/entry/ 

17851/fast_food_workers_in_236_cities_pull_off_largest_strikes_yet_as_other_low_w  

Guest speaker: Rebecca Thompson, Good Jobs Now Detroit  

 

27: Thursday, April 14 | Closing Reflections 

 

Dean Spade, Intersectional Resistance & Law Reform, Signs (Summer 2013)  

Bree Newsome, I Did it Because I’m Free, (2015) http://bluenationreview.com/exclusive-bree-

newsome-speaks-for-the-first-time-after-courageous-act-of-civil-disobedience/    

“Five Days that Left a Confederate Flag Wavering, and Likely to Fall,” NYTimes (2015), 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/29/us/how-the-rebellion-against-south-carolinas-

confederate-flag-grew.html?_r=0  

 

Final paper due: April 28, 5pm  

 

http://bluenationreview.com/exclusive-bree-newsome-speaks-for-the-first-time-after-courageous-act-of-civil-disobedience/
http://bluenationreview.com/exclusive-bree-newsome-speaks-for-the-first-time-after-courageous-act-of-civil-disobedience/
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/29/us/how-the-rebellion-against-south-carolinas-confederate-flag-grew.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/29/us/how-the-rebellion-against-south-carolinas-confederate-flag-grew.html?_r=0

