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Acclaim for How Dare We! Write

Often textbooks are dry. They offer reheated leftovers of canonical bits to chew on before they offer students the same old writing exercise, remixed. How Dare We! Write: a multicultural creative writing discourse offers a much needed corrective to creative writing pedagogy. The collection asks us to consider the following questions:

•What does it mean for an indigenous, or black, or Latinx, or Asian, or Middle Eastern, or LGBTQIA+ (or a combination of these identities) American to become a fiction writer?

•How does a poet who might be considered marginalized push themselves to the center of the page in spite of a racist, sexist, heterosexist, and classist culture?

•How does a memoirist begin to tell their story, to write from and about their experiences in an academic climate that is increasingly insular, and often reflects the narrow-minded vision of the culture-at-large?

•What does it mean to work through resistance from supposed mentors, to face rejection from publishers and classmates, to stand against traditions that silence you, to stand in your truth about your identity so that you can claim, fearlessly, your history, your trauma, your joy?

•How can writers and teachers even begin to make diversity matter in meaningful ways on the page, in the classroom, and on our bookshelves?

•How can we begin to value the sacred nature of creativity, particularly when spirituality drives the imagination of so many poets and writers of color?

How Dare We! Write: a multicultural creative writing discourse is an inspiring collection of intellectually rigorous lyric essays and innovative writing exercises; it opens up a path for inquiry, reflection, understanding, and creativity that is ultimately healing. The testimonies provide a hard won context for their innovative paired writing experiments that are, by their very nature, generative.

—Cherise A. Pollard, PhD, Professor of English,

West Chester University of Pennsylvania

So-called “creative writing” classes are highly politicized spaces, but no one says so; to acknowledge this obvious fact would be to up-end the aesthetics, cultural politics (ideology) and economics on which most educational institutions are founded. How Dare We! Write, a brilliant interventive anthology of essays, breaks this silence. This so-necessary book takes “finding your voice” to a whole new level, redeeming the privileged individualism of that cliché by documenting the powerful experiential writing of those writers of color who dare to acknowledge that, in the words of contributor Wesley Brown, “the most valuable stories are those which we would prefer not to hear.” To paraphrase another contributor, here is marvelous, energetic proof of “writing [as] a form of social justice.”

—Maria Damon, Pratt Institute of Art,

co-editor of Poetry and Cultural Studies: A Reader

How Dare We Write! is a collection of brave voices calling out to writers of color everywhere: no matter how lonely, you are not alone; you are one in a sea of change, swimming against the currents.

—Kao Kalia Yang, author of The Latehomecomer: A Hmong Family Memoir, and The Song Poet–Winner, 2017 Minnesota Book Award in Creative Nonfiction/Memoir

How Dare We! Write is a much needed collection of essays from writers of color that reminds us that our stories need to be told, from addressing academic gatekeepers, embracing our identities, the effects of the oppressor’s tongue on our psyche and to the personal narratives that help us understand who we are. I found myself in many of the shared experiences in this anthology and I hope it fuels the reader to keep on writing, as it has fueled me to write more loudly and freely about the stories inside me.

—Rodrigo Sanchez-Chavarria, writer, spoken word poet/performer,

contributor to A Good Time for the Truth: Race in Minnesota





[image: img]





How Dare We! Write: a multicultural creative writing discourse

Copyright © 2017 by Sherry Quan Lee. All Rights Reserved.

Learn more at www.SherryQuanLee.com

ISBN 978-1-61599-330-7 paperback

ISBN 978-1-61599-331-4 hardcover

ISBN 978-1-61599-332-1 eBook


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Lee, Sherry Quan, 1948- editor.

Title: How dare we! write : a multicultural creative writing discourse / edited by Sherry Quan Lee, MFA.

Description: Ann Arbor, MI : Modern History Press, [2017] | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2017002195| ISBN 9781615993307 (pbk. : alk. paper) | ISBN 9781615993314 (hardcover : alk. paper)

Subjects: LCSH: American literature--Minority authors. | Authorship. | Racially mixed people--Literary collections. | Ethnic groups--United States--Literary collections. | Multiculturalism in literature. | Multiculturalism--United States. | Creation (Literary, artistic, etc.)

Classification: LCC PS508.M54 H69 2017 | DDC 810.8/0920693--dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2017002195



Published by

Modern History Press

5145 Pontiac Trail

Ann Arbor, MI 48105

Tollfree 888-761-6268

Fax 734-663-6861

www.ModernHistoryPress.com

info@ModernHistoryPress.com





Contents

Introduction

Acknowledgments

Preface

Literary Gatekeepers (and other myths)

What Would Edén Say? Reclaiming the Personal and Grounding Story in Chicana Feminist (Academic) Writing, Kandace Creel Falcón

Imposter Poet: Recovering from Graduate School, Jessica Lopez Lyman

A Case for Writing While Black, Sherrie Fernandez Williams

mamatowisin: Writing as Spiritual Praxis, Nia Allery

The Tyranny of Grammar

Complete this Sentence: Say it Loud! _____!, Brenda Bell Brown

Crazy, Chris Stark

Saying My Name with Happiness, Ching-In Chen

Dancing Between Bamboos or The Rules of Wrong Grammar, Marlina Gonzalez

Identity(ies)

Intersectional Bribes and the Cost of Poetry, Sagirah Shahid

It Happened in Fragments, Isela Xitlali Gómez R.

Creating Native American Mirrors: and Making a Living as a Writer, Marcie Rendon

Notes in Journey from a Writer of the Mix, Anya Achtenberg

Personal Narratives

The Thenar Space: Writing Beyond Emotion and Experience into Story, Taiyon J Coleman

How Maya Angelou Empowered Me to Write, Saymoukda Duangphouxay Vongsay

Legendary Documents, Tou SaiKo Lee

Stories that Must Be Told, Luis Lopez

Telling Stories That Should Not Be Passed On, Wesley Brown

Rejection Not an Option

Fear of an Apocalypse: Racial Marginalization on the Act of Writing, Hei Kyong Kim

Picking a Goot’ Indin (a play selection from No Res Rezpect), William S. Yellow Robe, Jr.

Perfectly Untraditional, Sweta Srivastava Vikram

Healing the Heart

Our Silence Won’t Save Us: Recovering the Medicine in Our Stories, Anaïs Deal-Márquez

Writing: Healing from the Things I Cannot Change, Lori Young-Williams

Stories from the Heart of Dark-Eyed Woman—Sikadiyaki, Olive Lefferson

A Fundamental Human Yearning, Michael Kleber-Diggs

About the Contributors

About the Editor

Index







Introduction

As a poet and memoirist and a creative writing teacher in academia and for community organizations, I have asked for years: Where are the textbooks by writers of color about the craft of writing? A text that would address the experiences and needs of writers of color whose work has been/is being silenced, ignored, and recklessly criticized; writers who have been vocally undermined, or on the other hand, patronized.

I arrived here, as editor of How Dare We! Write, at the end of a very long journey that began in the late 1970s. A journey in search of myself, and a journey to make myself, a woman of color, a mixed-race woman, a woman “in the mix,” visible.

How did you get here? I ask my students. Not just, I skipped dinner, got hung up in traffic, but how did you get to this classroom, this particular class, wanting to write, writing? What is your timeline for your journey to become a writer?

When I began my journey as a creative writer, I noticed there were no books about me—a Chinese Black female who grew up passing for white in Minnesota. So, I began to write myself into existence.

Some said my stories weren’t trendy; others said they didn’t teach me how to write in that MFA program; and others just took pity. But along the way, mentors and friends, and even some family, gifted me with their encouragement and their support—they needed my stories, and they needed to tell their stories, which is why How Dare We! Write became a possibility, and now a reality.

My publisher said, Write it. Write the book you wish someone else had already written. But I didn’t feel qualified. What did I know? Then in 2015-16 I was a mentor for the Loft Literary Center’s Mentorship Program. The participating writers asked questions about my writing. I was challenged to come up with answers about my writing process, as well as how I had crafted individual poems. My first thought was, I don’t know, I just write. But the more I strove to answer the questions, the more I realized that my writing was not without intention, but it was not all about craft, either. I realized that the textbook I sought and then envisioned needed story: the personal experience; the fear, risk, reason, and responsibility.

After carefully considering the questions from the mentorship participants and answering them, I sent my publisher, Victor Volkman, a text saying, maybe I do know something. He said, It’s about time you believed in yourself as a writer. Now, write the book.

I drafted a few chapters, but the book was slow to progress. Then, something happened. I read two anthologies published by the Minnesota Historical Society: Blues Vision, edited by Alexs Pate with co-editors Pamela R. Fletcher and J. Otis Powell; and A Good Time for the Truth, edited by Sun Yung Shin. And I realized I wanted more than my story.

“What about an anthology?” I asked my publisher. Without hesitation, he responded, “Yes.”

I believe who we are influences our writing, just as who we are may defy those who think they have power over our writing. I knew in my heart that for writers of color, writing isn’t just about process and craft, but also the challenges we face as writers, and how we overcome those challenges. I imagined a textbook that gives support and encouragement to those of us who understand that one size doesn’t fit all, that MFA programs don’t necessarily address our needs, nor do publishers necessarily accept stories that don’t fit their agendas or economic needs. I wanted a textbook that considers the relevance of race, class, gender, age, and sexual identity; culture and language; and that by so doing, on some level, facilitates healing.

I didn’t have to search far. The Twin Cities is saturated with writers, with writing classes, with MFA programs. Some of the authors presented in How Dare We! Write have relocated to Minnesota for their education, or their families migrated here, or they, like me were born here. Many of their stories unfolded in the Midwest, but also from beyond the Midwest. Each writer who is from outside the Midwest—from New York, New Mexico, Texas, Washington, Montana, Maine—has a connection to Minnesota as a visiting writer, a former resident, a playwright with work produced here, or a writer who just happened to know me or my publisher.

The authors included here are teachers, community leaders, activists, career writers; they are bilingual, multilingual; they are poets, playwrights, novelists, short story writers; they are established writers, they are emerging writers; they are millennials, gen x, baby boomers. What they have in common is that they have stories to tell that disrupt our most familiar white narratives about why they write, who can write, what they can write about, and how they craft their writing.

How Dare We! Write consists of 24 stories of interconnected genres, themes, challenges, and possibility. I have organized the book into five sections: Literary Gatekeepers (and other myths); The Tyranny of Grammar; Identity(ies); Personal Narratives; Rejection Not an Option; and Healing the Heart. The Preface contains a synopsis of each story for greater clarification, and the index can also be a helpful resource.

Whether you identify with these writers’ stories yourself and feel a little less alone, and learn how circumstances can be overcome, or you offer them as a teacher of creative writing to students who need them, this book is essential reading.

Sherry Quan Lee,

Editor
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Preface

What Would Edén Say? Reclaiming the Personal and Grounding Story in Chicana Feminist (Academic) Writing, Kandace Creel Falcón

As a Chicana academic navigating scholarly publication, Kandace Creel Falcón demands to push against the forces of the academy that seek to challenge or minimize Chicana, queer, and women of color feminist work. This essay details how Chicana feminists became her literary history, inspire her to add to their rich archive of work, and pave future pathways for new Latinx writers. As a Chicana feminist, writing for Falcón is: vulnerable, a call to action, and a community investment no matter where it happens.

Imposter Poet: Recovering from Graduate School, Jessica Lopez Lyman

This essay highlights the structural challenges which impeded the writing process. Internalized oppression heavily restricts Writers of Color from finding their voice. This essay addresses how the writer adapted and shifted to form a new relationship with the page.

A Case for Writing While Black, Sherrie Fernandez-Williams

There is an agony in being a black writer with slave ancestry and a long history of poverty and disenfranchisement on all sides of her family. There is a desire to give voice to those who were silenced, but Fernandez-Williams acknowledges how cut off she is from their stories and lives. Still, their hurt exists in her body and even if she wanted to shake them she cannot. It is her obligation to continue to search for them, make the connection, and search for the right words no matter how difficult it gets. For Fernandez-Williams, writing has nothing to do with gatekeepers. It has everything to do with telling the truth and resurrecting the dead.

mamatowisin: Writing as Spiritual Praxis, Nia Allery

The hidden curriculum in academe largely ignores the whole person. The author points out the dilemma for indigenous ways of being in institutions that limit learning and teaching to analyses and cognitive understandings. She didn’t think she would survive or thrive within these strictures until she began teaching American Indian Spirituality and Philosophical Thought as a world religion. She found that creative writing allowed and encouraged students to describe their inward journey and spiritual praxis, known in the Cree language as mamatowisin. With this mindset teacher and students explored openly and vulnerably the expanse of mind, body, and spirit, united.

Complete This Sentence: Say it Loud!_______!, Brenda Bell Brown

Writer Brenda Bell Brown seized this opportunity to take you by the hand and walk you through the reason why she is so adamant about writing in a manner that is firmly rooted in her Black American cultural tradition. With a great big thankful nod to her teachers—both common and academic; all familial—Brenda writes from a standard of practice that does not apologize for being “too Black!,” it celebrates it!

Crazy, Chris Stark

Chris Stark’s memoir essay addresses how viewing as “crazy” the ideas, experiences, and foundations of writing outside of the whitemalenorm limits, silences, and marginalizes many writers of color. Stark discusses how her first novel, Nickels: A Tale of Dissociation, breaks down sentence structure, punctuation, language, and style to authentically convey the intersectionality of the protagonist’s multiple marginalized identities.

Saying My Name with Happiness, Ching-In Chen

This is a personal essay about familial influences on writing. The essay also discusses exclusion due to racism and the power of naming and shaping your own story.

Dancing Between Bamboos or The Rules of Wrong Grammar, Marlina Gonzalez

Written from the perspective of a writer who is multilingual by historical default, this personal essay looks at how colonized cultures like that of the Philippines learn to concoct a cultural halu-halo (literal translation: “mix-mix”), making up words out of three (or four or five) lingual ingredients to create a vocabulary that reflects the “bifurcated tongue” and the diverging social, cultural and political impact of colonialism on writing and thought.

Intersectional Bribes and the Cost of Poetry, Sagirah Shahid

In this essay Sagirah Shahid explores her own journey as an African American Muslim woman and unpacks how her identities have sharpened the criticalness of her poetic eye.

It Happened in Fragments, Isela Xitlali Gómez R.

This piece is about how the author came to understand her writing process—in scattered particles that began to come together as she stopped forcing them. She often writes in fragmented form because that’s how her memory works: unfluid, fleeting, at times not her own.

Creating Native American Mirrors: and Making a Living as a Writer, Marcie Rendon

Part how-to, part story, Rendon’s essay is about how she strives to create and write the stories her people can relate to. This can serve as a guide to other writers seeking publication, audience, or ways to tell their own realities. According to Rendon, “we need to strive not just to find our own voice but the voice in us that will resonate with others like us.” She writes to burst through invisibility as a Native Woman, and believes the acquired practicalness of the job of writing is how others will have access to our work.

Notes in Journey from a Writer of the Mix, Anya Achtenberg

Briefly exploring the identity issues of people of color who fall outside recognizable categories of race, and are here referred to as people of the mix, Achtenberg discusses the implications of this identity on creative writing. Interrogating creative writing truisms through this lens of identity, she focuses centrally on the instruction to “write from a sense of place.”

The Thenar Space: Writing Beyond Emotion and Experience into Story, Taiyon J Coleman

A first person essay and writing exercise that considers the creative juxtaposition of past memory, present knowledge, and details from experience that work to reveal narratives that have both text and subtext. It is writing that reveals story and epiphanies for both the writer and the reader.

How Maya Angelou Empowered Me to Write, Saymoukda Duangphouxay Vongsay

Saymoukda Duangphouxay Vongsay is constantly fighting for her place within the literary ecosystem to write and most importantly, for stories from her kind to be uplifted. Sometimes the fight takes place inside of her head as excuses. Before she learned how to mute doubting voices, she had to defeat the idea that her story didn’t matter.

Legendary Documents, Tou SaiKo Lee

Tou SaiKo Lee explores what if? What if he had access to today’s social media in the 90s? Would a “basketball hoop” become a different story? His coming of age experiences influenced who he is today, a storyteller, a poet, and a hip-hop artist giving back to the Hmong community, providing resources and motivation to youth.

Stories that Must Be Told, Luis Lopez

Being brown in an all-white writing workshop. Knowing what limitations can be expected of other students as well as from the workshop lead. The importance that sincerity plays in these moments and how to account for it when no one has a similar lived experience.

Telling Stories That Should Not Be Passed On, Wesley Brown

Wesley Brown’s father was the repository of his family history. And the unsettling stories he told him as a child shaped his view of the world that is often a dangerous and unpredictable place. This essay examines how, as a writer, Brown came to see that the most valuable stories are those which we would prefer not to hear.

Fear of an Apocalypse: Racial Marginalization on the Art of Writing, Hei Kyong Kim

This is a lyrical essay about what writing has meant to Hei Kyong Kim and why she writes, how her marginalized identity has been a barrier to her writing, and how the act of writing has been a form of social justice for her. Kim shares her ups and downs on being a writer of color in a challenging society and how she has worked to overcome them.

Picking a Goot’ Indin (A play selection from No Res Rezpect), William S. Yellow Robe

Through an imaginary but believable situation, playwright William S. Yellow Robe renders a scene where a committee chooses which play will represent American Indians because of, or in order to get, grant money. Does it matter if the playwright is Indin?

Perfectly Untraditional, Sweta Srivastava Vikram

This is an essay about a writer’s experience—someone who grew up noticing gender inequality, stereotypes, and patriarchy in different continents—and her resolve to tell the stories truest to her.

Our Silence Won’t Save Us: Recovering the Medicine in Our Stories, Anaïs Deal-Márquez

The writer considers how women’s stories of migration and survival in her family have defined the places she creates from. This piece looks at how mujeres have found strength in each other, their recipes, their laughter, and explores what it means to tell our stories without apology in a world that wants to silence us.

Writing: Healing from the Things I Cannot Change, Lori Young-Williams

Born to a mixed-race, black/white family, Lori grew up in the white suburb of St. Paul, MN. The death of her sister brought her to writing and it is through writing that she is able to heal from the challenges of not only being the daughter who lived, but also being the only black girl in her school and neighborhood. She learns through college, research, and family stories from her father that she comes from strength. Through writing she is able to write through frustration and hurts—and heal.

Stories from the Heart of Dark-Eyed Woman—Sikadiyaki, Olive Lefferson

Olive Lefferson grew up with an oral tradition, hearing the stories of her ancestors, feeling pride in her culture but also confusion about her identity as a Native in a white world. Criticism silenced her. Providing a space for other Natives to share their stories has helped her find her identity as a writer and as a Native woman in a white world.

A Fundamental Human Yearning, Michael Kleber-Diggs

As a son of two parents with advanced degrees and as a black boy coming of age in the 70s and 80s, Michael Kleber-Diggs was raised to see himself among the best and the brightest. In “A Fundamental Human Yearning,” he reflects on how he migrated away from messages steering him toward life in the business world to embrace his true identity as a writer.
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What Would Edén Say? Reclaiming the Personal and Grounding Story in Chicana Feminist (Academic) Writing

Kandace Creel Falcón

Determined to find out more about Chicana feminism, I huffed and puffed as I walked up each set of stairs in the Watson Library stacks. A research project for one of my women’s studies classes brought me to the library, a stately building defined by limestone and stairs, but I was digging for knowledge not assigned by my professors. Even though I was familiar with doing research in the library on the University of Kansas campus that housed the humanities and social sciences texts, my heart filled with a sense of awe, wonder, and pride every time I set foot in Watson. To think my tuition paid for the access to all these books and knowledge reminded me of the joys I felt researching in the Lomas-Tramway library as a young girl in Albuquerque, New Mexico. While a set of stairs also led up to my childhood library, it leveled out into a one-story maze of bookshelves easily navigated by patrons. The Watson Library contained five floors of books with stacks emanating from the center of the library connected by back-way, windowless, and cool climate-controlled staircases that made me feel more like a scholar in an Indiana Jones movie than a mere undergraduate in Lawrence, Kansas.

Libraries inspire a sense of belonging for me. They feel like home. Since childhood, shelves of books never judged my tastes; checking the catalogue for current library holdings and figuring out the inter-library loan systems unlocked gates I never knew were sealed. Discovering a favorite place in the library to read through the pile of books I found also brought its own rewards. The library became my sanctuary, a place where I could determine my destiny. Despite the recognition that I was often the only woman of color exploring bookshelves of texts, and the feeling that university spaces were not meant for a Mexican American like me, the Watson library felt safe.

It was in college when I learned libraries were politicized spaces, tasked with not only holding books, but also curating different ways of knowing for diverse readers. In my childhood library I don’t recall coming across books by Mexican Americans, despite growing up in New Mexico. I tore through the typical (white) children’s series, like Amelia Bedelia, The Berenstain Bears, and later The Baby-Sitters Club. Rudolfo Anaya’s Bless Me Ultima, and Sandra Cisneros’ A House on Mango Street, books assigned to me in middle school, were exceptions, not the rule in my literary history. Stumbling upon Emma Pérez’s The Decolonial Imaginary in the E184 call section of the 1 center stacks in the Watson Library changed me. Nearby, Carla Trujillo’s edited anthology Living Chicana Theory lived on the shelf. Both books with rich, purple covers contained images of powerful Chicana iconography I never imagined, yet felt compelled to hold near. After admiring the covers and acknowledgments, I dug into these books’ bibliographies and began searching out the other influences, stories, and voices that enabled these words on pages. Future visits to Watson encouraged a thorough search of the 4 and 4-½ center stacks where Gloria Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera sat next to the groundbreaking second wave feminist anthology by women of color This Bridge Called My Back, which resided near Norma Cantú’s Canícula.

In the cave-like rooms in-between the library’s floors that housed metal shelves crammed full of so many books, these Chicana feminist texts seemed like they were waiting just for me to find them. Upon searching them out, I devoured them with an urgency not yet felt upon other literary discoveries. As a Chicana with a brown mother and white father, Anzaldúa’s ideas of mestiza consciousness, being in-between, and navigating borders helped me make sense of the experiences grounding my lived reality. By the time I came to Cherríe Moraga’s Loving in the War Years, I emerged from her pages a Chicana. Moraga’s mixed-race claiming of Chicanidad and the telling of her story of how she came to know her lesbian self inspired my confidence in claiming a queer identity too. These works not only helped me better understand myself, but they also pushed to challenge dominant assumptions that I felt deeply compelled to embrace.

Women of color writing freed me from previous assumptions I held about writing. Chicana feminists’ lyrical writings fully embodied what my professors taught in my women’s studies courses—that the personal is political. Except, more powerfully, Anzaldúa, Moraga and others center a Chicana experience of theorizing the personal so as to make political claims. Before reading women of color writing, my understanding of knowledge production focused on data, on evidence collected in a methodology sanctioned by a history of white academic legacies as the only true (correct) way to make valid scholarly claims. Women of color claims, informed by the realities of what it meant to be in the world through their experiences, further released my passion for knowledge with a new recognition of the value of seeing myself in the form of the messenger. Because these mujeres connected the self to the world around them, I learned the importance of exploring histories and present conditions entrenched not only in our individual selves, but also by the collective experiences of our people. Gathering the rich history of storytelling in the form of writing then is a Chicana feminist project filled with urgency and rooted in legacy. A race to correct the record of century-long inaccuracies, a need to interrupt the narratives of domination, became my call to action and invitation to engage this shared mission.
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