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‘Chinatown’ and the American Imagination
Jack (John Kuo Wei) Tchen
Spr ing 2002

Tuesdays,  9:30am-12:15pm & Thursdays , 9:30am-12:15pm
A/P/A Studies, 269 Mercer, #609, 998.3695
Museum of  Chinese in the Amer icas  70 Mu lberry , 2n d  f loor , @ Bayard.

Off ice hours: T  1:45-5:45 @ 715 Bdwy, #502,
                   F 12:30-2:30 @ A/P/A Studies,

Important : p lease make emai l  appt . befo rehand ,
Jack.Tchen@nyu.edu

This  semester  we ’re go ing to  col laboratively  tack le the question :
What (the hell)  is a ‘Chinatown’?!*?

The query  is  s imple, but the answers are not.   Via readings, mu lt i -media work,
short resource lectures, soul searching , group dialogues,  f ie ld  research, guest
speakers,  f ie ld  work,  contextual explorations , and three projec ts , you’ l l  be
‘mapping’  your dis t inctive explorations .

I bel ieve  in l i fe long  learn ing and democratic , par t ic ipatory  school ing.  I  a lso
bel ieve s tudents can produce exce l lent,  usefu l work  informing the pub l ic .  I
wan t us to form a l ively  community  in which we col laborat ively  decons truct
received knowledges and fac i l i tate the bui ld ing of more truthful  counter
knowledges.  We can fac i l i tate the express ion  of powerful  s tor ies not  norma lly
known, nor  to ld .  Ult imately , you ’ l l  be  mapping ind iv idua l and col laborative
pro jects  about ‘China town’ for  ta rgeted  audiences.

To perform these tasks, you ’ l l  need to locate  your own personal  and h is tor ical
pos it ion in re lat ion to the  production and reproduc tion o f mean ings and
identi t ies.  Th is  sel f-awareness of the  formation o f the self and i ts  re lat ion to
how var ious ‘others ’  are construc ted wi l l  be founda tional  to al l  the explorations
of the c lass.

I welcome (and demand) your  fu l lest par t ic ipa tion in formulating what  you’d  l ike
to pursue  th is  semester .  I ’m try ing to  f ind a balance be tween structure and
flex ib i l i ty .  I  want to make sure  there  are p lenty  of opportuni t ies for  you  as a
c lass to ar t icu late your resource  and contextual learning  needs  and formula te
what we do and how we do i t .

My role is  threefold:  the occasional despot ( I organize the c lass and  ult imately
dec ide on  the g rade),  the resource person/sk i l ls  tra iner /expert  guide , and,  most
important ly , the process person.
The  semes ter  wi l l  be organized in  three  segments co rresponding to three
pro jects  each culmina ting w ith in -c lass  presentations of the f indings .

I.  Weeks #1-#3 deconstruc ting ( location, s tereotypes, c ircuits)
II .  Weeks  #4-#9 reconstructing (sk i l l s , interv iews, tes timonies)
III .  Weeks #10-#14 pro jects  (or ig inal research , col laborat ive analys is )

General ly  each c lass sess ion wi l l  be subdiv ided into group discuss ions,
discuss ions on resources/context/guest speaker, and  group  work.   Fie ld v is i ts
and  research wi l l  a lso be o rganized.
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In addit ion to sheets  expla in ing each segment  and the cor responding p roject ,
each week  you’ l l  be receiv ing a sheet w ith the fo l lowing week’s  readings,
discuss ion poin ts , tr ips, e tc .  Again, th is  i s  f lex ib le and with your  input  wi l l  be
adjusted from week to  week.   I ’ve  del iberately  kept  Segment Three open for  the
c lass to formulate.

Readings & Resources:
Tchen, New York before  China town (1999) purchased at d iscount at A/P/A front desk
Reading packets , Advanced Copy, LaGuardia  Place , just  below  West 3 r d  St reet

Books and  reading packets  o f requ ired and recommended readings wi l l  be
specif ied  for  each segment.   Packets  are avai lable for  request at Advanced
Copy.  Resource  l is ts  and parts  o f the Wong Ching Foo  Col lection and the
MoCA Arch ives Col lect ions w i l l  be  made avai lable.

Requirements & Grading:
Attendance, log  books , & ac tive part ic ipation  40%
Three pro jects  60%

a. deconstruct ing (15%)
b. reconstructing (20%)
c. pro jects (25%)

Eva luations & self-evaluations wi l l  be conduc ted fo r  each  of the three projects
and  for  the f inal grade.  Extra c redit options wi l l  be regular ly  made  poss ible.  I
wi l l  want  to meet with you dur ing  my of f ice hours, or  ano ther a rranged t ime , at
the  beginning o f the semester , in  the middle,  and a t the end.
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Segment One Overview
Deconstructing the American Imagination:
Constituting the ‘Self’ & Representing the ‘Other’
This  open ing segment is  des igned to give you ins igh ts  and  tools  on how an
imagined American identi ty  has been produced,  reproduced,  and c ircula ted in
relation to formulating Chinese and Chinese Americans as “Or ien tal  others.”
Pro ject One wi l l  be to fu l l y  research a  representat ional ar t i fact.

Week #1
Tuesday, 1.22: Charting a starting point

Or ientation: Group goals  and inte rests
Sel f & Otherness

Locating self
Locating Chinatown

Discuss Project  One handout
Schedule meeting w/JT

Thursday,  1.24:  Orientalism & Stereotypes
Meet at A/P/A Studies
Read: Said, Rich, Gi lman, McCarthy
Discuss ion of readings
Discuss ion of Project  #1
Select represen tation  to deconstruct

Week #2
Tuesday, 1.29: Life, Liberty & Distinct ion

Meet at A/P/A Studies
Read: Tchen, New York before  China town, par t 1; Pateman; Mil ls

Thursday,  1.31:  Cultural Production & Circulation
Meet at A/P/A Studies
Read Tchen, NYBC, part 2;  Ringer; Brodkin

Week #3
Tuesday, 2.5: Citizenship & Mapping Otherness

Meet at A/P/A Studies
Read Tchen, NYBC, part 3;  L ips i tz ; Goldberg

Thursday,  2.7: Project One presentat ions
Meet at A/P/A Studies
Read Tchen, int roduct ion, epi logue, NYBC

    Self-evalua tions for  Segment One


