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Special Topics in the Theory and Practice of Imaginative Writing

The Esthetics of Ethnicity: 
Culture, Language, Place, and History in the Making of Fiction

This course is designed to explore the relation between form and ethnicity in the multicultural text.  Students will be asked to think about how the ethnic text both creates and interacts within a particular social and cultural milieu, how the writer represents and recreates his or her culture within the fictive space.  Is there such a thing as an esthetics of ethnicity?  If so, how do we begin to identify the complex uses of culture and communal history?  How does the form of language, dialogue, and the vernacular create a specificity of material experience?  It is important to ask these questions in an era where the multicultural text has gained visibility and a tacit academic and commercial acceptance.  Is there such a thing as “authentic” cultural reproduction?  What sorts of conventions are expected in the multicultural/multiracial text?  Do the esthetics of ethnicity suggest a political relevance or obligation?  We will attempt to answer these questions while focusing on our own creative responses to these issues.  Rather than simply reading these texts as objects to be investigated, we will respond by writing fiction which orients us via our own cultural, regional, communal, historical, and linguistic backgrounds.

This is a course which seeks as its ultimate goal to make the writer and reader of fiction more conscious of the complex but necessary influence of one’s own cultural, ethnic, linguistic, racial, and gendered identity over his/her writing.

Assignments: 

One or two short class presentations, one short story (20 pages in length), story revision, full participation in workshop.

Texts: 

Tomas Rivera, ...and the earth did not devour him
Dagoberto Gilb, Woodcuts of Women
Sandra Cisneros, House on Mango Street
Junot Diaz, Drown
Paul Beatty, White Boy Shuffle
Dana Johnson, Break Any Woman Down
On Workshopping: 

In moving towards the cultivation of useful critique, I will ask students to write a very specific kind of response in workshop.  I have found that often workshoppers too readily critique from their own perspective, their own stance, in such a way that the critique devolves into what Wayne Boothe has called “overstanding,” rather than the more useful mode of “understanding.”  I want you to put yourself in the position of the writer, to reconstruct the author’s purpose, esthetic, structure from the text at hand.  What is that writer trying to affect, and only then to begin to critique from that standpoint.  “Here’s what I think you are shooting for and this is where you need to amplify, where you need to pull back, where you need to shore up, etc.”  It’s a piecing together in order to critique from within.  This is the most beneficial place for the writer being workshopped.  We all know from our own experience that the most effective editor tries to get into your work, tries to enter into it, gives you feedback from within the structure itself.  We call it, “getting it,” as in, “that editor gets me.”  Your typewritten comments can eventually move towards suggestions that follow from your own set of practices, but the first paragraph should be a summation of where that writer is coming from.  Look at the language, the rhetorical turns, elements, linking them to some kind of esthetic framework. Rather than seeing the story from your own critical framework/world view initially, I want you to try and understand what the writer is trying to do, where the themes emerge and to try and understand how/what the writer was trying to do so that you can give them feedback based on their approach.  I don’t want to know  how you would write it, but I want to know that you’ve given serious thought to the connection between what is on the page and what is behind the page and where the two converge unsuccessfully and successfully.  Discuss the tie-in between the thematic invocations and the formal practices.  I want understanding of stories rather than overstanding.  

Help the writer to connect, amplify, reinforce, correct, strengthen what you think that writer is working towards in the story.  This gives the writer a sense of how that work is being received in a constructive and instructive way.  “This is how my story is being read; this is what I was shooting for, and this is what was understood.” 

Your responsibility as a writer being critiqued is to utilize this information constructively. To understand that the critique is a precious insight into how his/her reader is processing their story, the connections between intent and execution.  Is my reader off/on as to my story?  And if she is off, how is that a reflection of what I’m trying to get across and my methods. I ask that your revision be turned in with a couple of paragraphs of how the feedback was useful and how it was incorporated.  I want to know what you learned about your story after reading comments. 

This will take time and a real commitment, but it is crucial for young writers to be able to employ and incorporate feedback, to comb through what is useful, but also to understand how and where their stories are accomplishing what they want to accomplish, to think directly about the foundational importance of your esthetic choices. 

Meetings:
All students will be required to meet with me to discuss their short stories within a week after being workshopped.

Grading:
Presentations 20% (two each worth 10%); short story 50%; revisions 20%; participation and attendance 10%.
Plagiarism:

Please be sure to document fully all references to and uses of the ideas and words of others. All cases of suspected plagiarism, in accordance with university rules, will be reported to the Committee on Academic Misconduct. 
Disability Services at Ohio State:
The Office for Disability Services, located in 150 Pomerene Hall, offers services for students with documented disabilities. Contact the ODS at 2-3307. Even if you do not have a documented disability, we are willing to make any accommodations necessary to help you to do your best work for this class.

Schedule:

Week One:

Rivera, , ...and the earth did not devour him
Week Two:

Gilb, Woodcuts of Women
Week Three:

Cisneros, House on Mango Street
Week Four:

Diaz, Drown
Begin Workshop

Week Five:

Beatty, White Boy Shuffle
Cont. Workshop

Week Six:

Johnson, Break Any Woman Down
Cont. Workshop

Week Seven-Week Ten:

Workshop

