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NCLC 101: Narratives of Identity

Considering Our Lenses
Due: 10/5/11 in seminar, 15 points

Our identities act as “lenses,” shaping the way we see and understand the world. Lenses are formed cumulatively throughout our lives, shifting and adapting based on our experiences, socializations, the contexts in which we live, and other identities we hold. These lenses are significant in determining how we interpret and understand what we observe and experience, from personal interactions to mass experiences (such as viewing a nationally broadcasted television program). 

Learning Objectives: 

1. Practice being more conscious of the ways and the extent to which our identities inform our lenses—the ways in which we see and experience the world around us.  

2. Apply this deeper understanding to a reflective consideration for how our lenses affect the ways in which we interpret texts.

The Assignment: 
This assignment has two distinct but related components that you will weave into a single, coherent essay (5-6 pages). 

Part I—In the first third of your essay you will consider how a particular dimension of your identify influences your interpretation of the world.  During this learning community, we have explored several different dimensions of identity (e.g. race/ethnicity, gender, class). Your first task is to choose one of these dimensions and to reflect on the ways in which your identity within that dimension might influence the way you experience and understand the world around you. For example, if you choose to write through the lens of class, reflect on and share the ways your identity as a low-income, working class, middle class, upper-middle class, or wealthy person in today’s society might inform your lenses. How were you socialized by parents, religious organizations, schools, and other social institutions or persons to understand what it meant to be successful? To hold a job? To view welfare? To understand poverty and wealth?  To assess personal responsibility and success?  What are some specific life experiences that shaped your class identity? How might identifying with, rejecting, criticizing, or relating in some other way to a particular class-based group of community help you understand the world around you? What sorts of biases might inform your lenses? You’ll want to interrogate thoroughly whichever lens you choose.
Dig as deeply as possible into your experiences. Look beneath the surface, even if it means trying to think in new ways about old experiences. This can be challenging. Asking somebody to reflect thoughtfully on the ways in which a fundamental aspect of her or his identity affects who she or he is can be like asking a fish to describe water: if we’re swimming in it, it can be difficult to see. Your challenge is to try to “see” and reflect on that which we rarely even acknowledge: that who we are largely determines how we interpret what we see and experience.

Part II—The other 2/3 of your essay will consist of a reflective analysis of how the previously discussed dimension of your identity influences the way you interpret a text. Choose any text (a book, an essay, a film or video, a museum exhibit) from this class and spend some time consuming the text, being as conscious as possible about how the lens on which you are focused acts as a filter for your interpretation of the text. This might take some practice, so allow yourself several re-readings of the text.
Reflect upon and share how your experience and interpretation of the text are affected by this dimension of your identity. Be as specific as possible, providing documented examples of passages or images from the text you have chosen and how you read those passages or images through your identity lens. How might you have read the text differently if you were looking at it through a different lens based in the same dimension of identity? (In other words, if you are using the lens of your woman-ness, how might you have read the text differently if you were a man?) What are the implications of your readings? How does your lens relate to those of the author, and what is the significance of this position (on an individual and cultural level)? Was it hard or easy to separate out that one dimension of identity? Why or why not?

NOTE:  The text you choose must represent a different genre from the text you selected for your critical analysis.  So, if you chose a short story for your critical analysis, you cannot choose a short story for this assignment.

Evaluation  
Your essay will be evaluated based on the following criteria:
1.  Meets requirements:

· 5-6 pages

· Cites evidence from course texts and concepts
· Displays strong grammar and technical skills

2.  Introduction:

· Opens with an attention-grabbing introduction
· Clearly defines the lens used to “read” the text

· Provides a clear purpose statement/argument to be developed in the paper

· Offers a preview of points to be developed in the paper

3.  Body of Paper

· Provides a robust, self-reflexive picture of the lens being discussed

· Cites specific examples to support the identity/lens

· Offers a clear connection between the lens and interpretation of the text. In other words, part two of the essay flows naturally and smoothly out of part one; the two parts are not separate, disjointed essays
· Cites sufficient and varied evidence in support of claims about how the lens influences textual interpretation

· Flows well from paragraph to paragraph and is well-organized
· Evinces clear integration of course concepts and ideas

4.  Conclusion

· Revisits key points from the essay
· Concludes with a compelling thought that captures the essence of the paper

