J. West/English 2673


ESSAY 1: ETHNIC AUTOBIOGRAPHY (due: Friday, February 23)

One of the oldest and most basic forms of communicating is the act of storytelling. We tell stories for a variety of reasons: to explain something, to entertain, to connect with others, to share something personal about ourselves, simply to recount the events of any given day. As we delve into the stories of others in this course, it is important for us to begin to craft our own stories as well, both to discover things we may not have known before and to articulate how our ethnic identities have influenced the way we see ourselves and the way we see the world around us. 

Your Writing Task:

Your task is, quite simply, to articulate what you know about your ethnic background. In an engaging and thoughtful essay of about 3-4 double-spaced pages, you will explore your heritage, paying careful attention to where your people come from, how they have thought of their ethnic identity(s), and how ethnic identity has been transmitted through the generations. Ask your family members lots of questions and take note of what they know and what they don’t know, what they say and how they say it. (What terms do they use? How do you interpret those terms?) Also, try to think about any stories about who your family is and where they came from that you remember. Feel free to gather other kinds of data: old photos, school yearbooks, family histories, etc. The gaps or inconsistencies may be as important as the solid information you find. 

In addition to the past, you may also find it useful to explore the role that ethnicity and/or race has played in how you have learned to think of yourself in the present, but this part should not be separate from your larger identification with a group (even if that group doesn’t have a readily identifiable ethnic origin). You might think, for instance, about your earliest memories of your surroundings. When is the first time you remember being cognizant of race or ethnicity? When is the first time you remember observing that there were people who were different from you? What was that experience like? How did it shape your perspective? As you tell your story, you should also interpret and analyze along the way, helping the reader to understand how this information contributes to the way you understand your ethnic identity. In other words, make sure you’re exploring the “so what?” question, pulling the meaning out of the details you choose to include.

Finally, you might think towards the future: how will you communicate your family’s heritage to your future family? How will these stories shape the way you interact in a global world? What issues will you consider as you form your own identity?

Who You’re Writing For:

Think of your audience for this essay as this class. Although we won’t get the chance to read one another’s essays, you might think of yourself writing in order to let the rest of your classmates know something about your relationship to the material in the course, something about who you are based on your ethnic heritage.

What I’ll Be Looking For:

A strong essay will use clear and audience-appropriate language, have a strong and purposeful organizational plan, demonstrate that you have done some research and some thinking, communicate a strong analysis of the information you find, and adhere to the conventions of standard, edited English.

