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y first quarter teaching, I was assigned a tall 
order: in just ten weeks, I was expected to teach 
a major requirement class on interdisciplinary 

research methods. A precursor to a capstone Senior 
Project specifically for Interdisciplinary Studies in Liberal 
Arts (ISLA) majors, this class was designed to expose 
students to diverse methods they could draw upon for their 
senior projects. I teach at California Polytechnic State 
University San Luis Obispo, notorious for being the 
whitest, the wealthiest, the most expensive, and the most 
selective among the 23 campuses in the California State 
University (CSU) system. This fact is a bitter one to 
swallow considering that the CSU system was created in 
the name of providing affordable education to one of the 
most ethnically and economically diverse student bodies in 
the country. 

In this short teaching memo, I show how teaching 
with Rebecca Hall’s (2021) Wake: The Hidden History of 
Women-Led Slave Revolts subverts what undergraduate 
research design classes can do, showing how critical 
methodology courses – contrary to their reputation as 
scientistic exercises surveying a pre-packaged list of 
methods – are an especially apt place to teach about anti-
racism, feminist theory, resistance, and social power. 

Wake’s Subversiveness 
Wake arrives roughly in the middle of a fast-paced 

ten-week quarter. By the time I assign Wake, students 
have learned about situated knowledges (Harding 1991), 
feminist methodologies (Sprague 2016), the politics of 
what Mimi Ọnụọha (2018) calls “missing data sets,” 
citational politics, and more. They have begun to query the 
politics of knowledge creation. Within this context, 
assigning Wake mid-way through the quarter as the only 
full-length manuscript produces a novel, but challenging, 
experience and serves as an apt continuation of the main 
aims of the course. 

Wake is the graphic novel adaptation of Hall’s doctoral 
work on recovering the forgotten and erased histories of 
African and African American women-led revolts against 
their enslavers. Supported through a Kickstarter 
Campaign and brought to life by Hugo Martínez’s riveting 
illustrations, Wake is the part memoir, part graphic 
historiography of Hall’s personal and academic journey of 
recovering these stories of women warriors. Hall’s direct 
intervention into the historiography of slavery is three-
fold. First, Hall’s work rejects anti-Black and white 
supremacist myths that enslaved people never resisted. 
Second, Hall shows that it was not only men who led these 
resistance efforts, pushing back assumptions steeped in 
misogynoir about histories of Black women’s resistance. As 
Hall (2009) shows, even when feminist historians later 
recovered the role of women in slave revolts, they often 
relegated these women to resisting through auxiliary and 
“feminine” ways – poisonings, burnings, and the 
destruction of weapons. Hall’s third intervention expressly 
makes plain that enslaved women actively organized and 
led acts of violent resistance against their enslavers. 

What, then, is interesting about Wake from a 
methodological perspective? By answering this question, 
students interrogate epistemic and political consequences 
of assuming research, knowledge, and history only look 
one linear way – a way that claims to document an 
objective, linear account of history. About halfway through 
Wake, Hall travels to London, the headquarters of Lloyd’s 
Bank. As Hall explains, Lloyd’s amassed massive wealth 
and power from its involvement in the Trans-Atlantic Slave 
Trade by insuring slave ships. When Hall shows how she 
gets turned away from Lloyd’s archive under threat of 
police violence, with the excuse that Lloyd’s is a private 
archive, my students express righteous anger at the 
refusal of powerful institutions to account for their ties to 
slavery. As one student, Ross Altenberg, wrote with great 
indignation, “the infection of capitalistic interests in 
historical research is truly a disturbing concept, and the 
roadblocks this presented towards Halls’ endeavors to 
uncover the truths of 18th century slavery is beyond 
infuriating.” Taking Lloyd’s as the norm rather than the 
exception leads us to riveting conversations of how data 
and knowledge are intentionally obfuscated by the rich and 
powerful in contemporary examples. The stakes of these 
conversations are germane in an era of increasing 
austerity, wealth inequity, and corporate oligopolistic 
control. 

Because Wake is a superbly executed graphic novel, 
my students are affectively moved by Hall’s story in a way 
they are not with previous readings. As another student, 
Lane Bjerken, put it, “it was like nothing I’ve ever read 
before…Seeing history come to life in comics made it feel 
more real and accessible. The mix of visuals and narrative 
really helped me connect emotionally—it’s such a different 
experience from reading a typical history book.” Wake 
consists of ten chapters, each telling a different story of 
women-led slave revolts. In one, Hall describes the efforts 
of quantitative historians who compiled data of over 
36,000 slave ships across a 400-year period. While these 
efforts demonstrated that there were slave revolts in about 
one in ten voyages across the Middle Passage, these 
researchers could not determine why revolts were more 
likely to happen on one ship versus another. One pattern 
emerged: “The more women aboard a slave ship, the more 
likely a revolt” (Chapter 8). Yet, as Hall shows, despite the 
evidence, these historians continued with their 
assumptions that women didn’t participate in these 
revolts. In our class discussions, it is obvious that even 
though we have discussed how research and knowledge 
are shaped by social power – especially from an 
intersectional feminist starting point – students don’t feel 
the affective and political weight of this fact until reading 
Wake. 

But perhaps the most radical intention and outcome 
of teaching Wake has been to disrupt ahistorical myths of 
nonviolence and women’s significant roles in revolts 
throughout history. Wake is ultimately a deeply moving 
portrait of “powerful stories of resistance against 
impossible odds” (Chapter 8). By centering Wake as a 
critical methodological text, students better understand 
the stakes of what radical scholarship, rigorous research, 
and creativity can do in the world. 
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What Critical Methodologies Can Teach 
Students about Social Power 

How students feel about methods classes (and 
research more broadly) can be illuminating. The primary 
affective response to research design seems to be that of 
boredom; under this approach, methods classes are 
treated as a prescriptive checklist where one simply learns 
what different methods are and how to apply them (e.g. 
interviews, surveys). That this is a feeling my students 
have about previous methods classes – or their 
conceptions of methods classes – signals how traditionally-
taught methods classes can be divorced from critical 
teachings of social power and history. Many of my students 
come into my classroom with rigid understandings of what 
“proper” research is. My students struggled initially with 
research design and methods beyond just quantitative 
data collection or adherence to the scientific method. At 
first, many students were surprised over conversations on 
autoethnography and situated knowledges, skeptical that 
they could write with and from their lived experiences and 
still be considered a legitimate student researcher doing 
rigorous “academic” work. These, and more, are all real 
anxieties rooted in structural inequity that my students 
have shared with me. 

While I have not (yet) used this framework in this 
iteration of class, these examples exemplify the stakes of 
what many scholars have termed epistemic violence and 
justice. There is a reason – along with a genealogy – why 
students feel like some questions and topics are not 
considered “academic enough” for a senior project or that 
they feel like an illegitimate researcher. This has to do with 
larger structures of social power and the organization of 
academic knowledge production. Unsurprisingly, these 
feelings are felt the most by my minoritized students: 
disabled, trans, queer, undocumented, poor, working-
class, commuting, transfer students from community 
colleges, international, Black, Indigenous, and students of 
color. An insistent focus on critical methodologies can 
empower students to see themselves capable of research 
and as knowing subjects. Most importantly, incorporating 
a text such as Wake in a methods class – within a context 
where one may not expect a text like Wake to exist – can 
be a particularly effective way of teaching about social 
power and resistance as it relates to knowledge 
production. 

Ultimately, in no way was this class perfect. Ten 
weeks is an incredibly short time to even begin the process 
of unlearning traditional research norms and reimagining 
more capacious and just practices of research. Most of my 
students came out of this class still thinking that 
interdisciplinary research allows for a more “holistic” 
understanding of the world. Many of them, inspired by our 
readings and discussions, wanted to strive for less “bias” 
in their research. These feelings are admirable and 
genuinely fulfilling to see. But these student responses 
also signal entrenched perspectives that the myths of 

objectivity and holism continue to provide, crowding out a 
view of research as co-produced with the researcher as a 
situated knower. Yet when Hall writes openly about her 
research process, it peels back the layers of research as a 
black-boxed and gate-kept process. Seeing such a 
powerful piece of scholarship that is accessible, situated, 
and moving is meaningful for my students as they embark 
on their own research journeys. Wake thus makes 
significant interventions in these spaces that will hopefully 
be felt long after these students have left the classroom. 
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