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Memoirs: Conversations about Social Identity

Working within the genre of memoir as a writer


The memoir is a genre that’s used frequently by writers who reflect on some aspect of their past experiences both to discover a new understanding for themselves and to share it with others.  While the memoir is closely linked to the personal essay genre that’s often taught in schools and required on college applications, it’s not just a school genre, but one that appears in magazines, and literary journals, or, as in Rodriguez’s case, within a longer autobiography made up of a series of memoirs.  People continue to be interested in reflecting on their own experiences and reading about those of others long after they’ve left school.  It may be that memoirs interest us as readers because, in a society where we experience some tension between who we are as individuals and how we are shaped by our social circumstances and social roles, we always want to know how others have dealt with that tension. And for college writers who are moving between the social worlds of home, family, old friends, and familiar classrooms and the new and still uncertain worlds that they’re entering, the memoir can be a way of taking stock of where they are and considering where they might be going.


A memoir, as a formal genre, offers a way not only for writers to reflect on their past experiences and explore their relevance to the present, but also to make those private past experiences public in a way that will speak to a larger audience.  Each of the writers whose memoirs we’ll read has gone back to a significant experience or period in his/her past--one that has helped to shape and define the writer in the present.  This genre recasts private experience in a form that will be understood by a wider, public audience. And because it is a formal genre, different from the sorts of informal reflections about the same events a writer might write in a private journal or in letters to family or friends, reading others’ memoirs and writing your own can help you focus on questions of shape and form in a way that moves beyond fixed rules and structures (like the five paragraph essay that many writers have learned) to see multiple possibilities for addressing the key elements of a genre. 


As you write your own memoir, you’ll want to reflect on the experiences that have influenced you or that have contributed to one or more of your social identities--perhaps as a member of a family or a cultural group, as a student, as a writer. The specific moments you write about need not be deeply private or personally revealing.  They can speak to common experiences and understandings as well as unique ones. 

Reading the memoir of another college writer from a peer perspective


To see how a college writer uses the genre of memoir to explore the social identities associated with different discourse communities, to reexamine and rename past her experiences from a present perspective, and to give a shape to what she writes that fits both her own purposes and the needs and expectations of the more public audience of her readers, we can look at a memoir written by a student writer, Karen, in her freshman year of college.   Because she was asked to reflect on her writing process as she worked on this memoir, responding to questions like the ones included at the end of the last chapter, we can see not only the final version of what she wrote, but the way she went about writing it.  (Remember, as you read, that this is Karen’s final version, after she brainstormed, drafted, received feedback and suggestions from other readers, revised, and edited.)

Karen’s Memoir


I was born in the Congo


I walked to the fertile crescent and built 



the sphinx


I designed a pyramid so that a star 



that only glows every one hundred years falls



into the center giving divine perfect light


I am bad


We are less then halfway through Nikki Giovanni's seven stanza poem "Ego-tripping" as the tightly packed crowd of the Shiloh Baptist Church erupts; a mix of laughter, applause, and echoes of our words.  There are ten of us, ages four to thirteen, lined up across the stage: all but two statuesque, perhaps majestic, hands clasped, heads nodding respectfully at the audience's applause.  The two, my best friend Melanie and I, ages five and four respectively, stand center stage, hands locked and swinging with wild abandon. The poem starts up again, each child reciting a verse. When my turn comes along, Melanie and I say the line together and get such an outpouring of laughter that we continue on, reciting the entirety of the poem, with little regard for whose turn it actually is to speak.


Alike in our coveting of attention, as in so many other ways, this was not the first time my best friend and I stole the show, only one of the most memorable.  On dress-up days for our preschool group, I usually wore the bunny suit, Melanie the clown, but inspired by the other's performance we'd switch our costumes and roles.  Neither of us wanted to be categorized.  


Perhaps it was there, in the little brown church on the corner, that I learned my love for poetry.  More certainly it was there, where I gained my sense of identity.  I grew up in two different families, mine and that of my best friend; one White, one Black, in a Black community that accepted me as one of its own. "Blackness" was as much a part of my identity as anything else.  I grew up singing Gospel, learning about Malcolm, listening to Billie Holiday, rapping with RUN DMC, and trying to get my hair to stay in the cornrows and beads Melanie always wore.  At the same time though, I also grew up singing "On the good ship, Lollipop" and learning Latin hymns from my Catholic grandmother in a section of the city where Melanie's black skin made her an outsider.  But these moments fell into separate categories only when I grew older, when I learned how others viewed the world.  Race was never an issue to me or Melanie, and we always knew we were sisters.  Skin color was not a defining element.


As I grew older, though, I began to struggle with society's definition of who I was. In my two families, my town, my church and within my group of friends I was always Karen, no further explanation required.  But as my social universe began to expand, strangers began to label me.  I struggled with these labels because they always left out a part of my essence, of my identity, and I never fit into the categories that were "created" for me. Initially, I was always judged as white or sometimes Puerto Rican, which always left out a major part of  who I was.  My friends would argue for my Blackness or, alternatively, for my uniqueness, while I'd reply to the frequently asked question  "What are you really?" with "Oh, I'm real mixed up," though I did not always feel that way.  I just did not fit the categories that others saw the world in.


In my high school years, I struggled--I was trying to define myself within the implied standards of individuals and the larger society,  I needed to evade the racial divisions and often battles at my high school, and I wanted to find ways of fighting both the individual prejudice that assaulted me and my friends and the systemic racism that limited my friends' plans and possibilities.  These years left me with deep wounds, as I learned how much a white privilege that I didn't want would deny the Black parts of my identity.  But along with the pain and confusion came my own sense of "double-consciousness," as DuBois referred to the understanding shared by those who grow up Black in a racist society.   Or maybe it's a triple consciousness--a way of seeing the world from a unique perspective that developed from always having to view myself through my own eyes, through the eyes of those attempting to define me, and also through the eyes of those society has defined as Black.  


 It wasn't until about halfway through my teenage years, that I realized I did not need to fit perfectly within society's "jar," as William Carlos Williams would say.  I came to see that while most people believed in "black and white" categories of Black and White, we didn't need to.  It was at that point where I began to understand what I’ve learned to name in college "the social construction of race." 


So now I question categories, while I try to learn the psychology behind humans' impulses to classify, segregate, and often degrade people.   My best friend and I are still sisters, studying together the "Psychology of the African-American Experience," reading DuBois and Appiah, West and Dyson, and trying on arguments instead of dress-ups.  


Fifteen years later, I stand before a group of peers, reciting a poem of my own, still trying to make sense of the world by bringing together the diverse pieces of my own experience, still trying to move beyond simple categories.

You’re a bowl of Alphabet Soup:

Four drops Pythagoras

and a handful of village elder

With a dash of Snoop savvy for ghetto navigation.

You’re Brooklyn Tech at Harvard Yard and 

Radical Exponents on the Metro.

You’re five chapters Malcolm

Ten stanzas Giovanni

and one primed Vivaldi composition.

___________________________________________________


Consider some of the things we can learn from Karen’s memoir, looking at what she writes about, why she writes about it, and how she writes about it in relationship to the context—the   setting she’s writing for and the audience she imagines?


The context is set partly by the assignment to write about an aspect of her past experience that she feels is significant to who she is now and to her current values and beliefs.  It’s set partly by her position as a college freshman whose thinking is being influenced by a number of her courses.  And it’s set partly by the fact that she has written this essay in a setting where she has been receiving feedback from a number of readers. (All of the conversations she has been part of in the various parts of this college setting contribute to the context and to what she’s trying to accomplish as a writer within it, but we can only recover a small portion of that experience from her text and from what she has to say about her process.) Let’s look first at what she’s had to say about her writing of this memoir.


Here’s what Karen says about deciding what to write about:  

I had a hard time thinking about what to write about.  I had some ideas, but I didn’t really know what anyone else would find interesting.  And I had already written a lot before about growing up in a racially-mixed neighborhood and what it was like being part of my best friend’s family, who were black, so I didn’t think I really had anything new to say about that, even though it seemed like a good topic to write about for this memoir.  


I started out trying to write some stuff about how I felt in high school and about the racial divisions there, and I got something written, but I didn’t really like it. (I ended up throwing a lot of this out when I got going on my final memoir.  A few of the ideas seemed important to keep, but all the details about things that happened in high school would have made it too long, and they just didn’t fit in the end.)


The other thing was that I sort of knew how I wanted the memoir to go.  I knew I needed to talk about a specific moment in my experience, and I wanted to describe that moment.  So I started out making a list of moments I might want to write about.  At first my list was mostly about high school, but then I got out an album of old pictures and I started remembering earlier times.  I found a picture of me and Melanie in the clown and bunny costumes we used to wear in preschool and some other pictures of us at Shiloh Baptist Church, and I remembered the way we used to give performances of poetry with the big kids.   We actually went to another Baptist church a lot of the time, but I decided it would be too confusing to explain about two churches, so I just blended them into the one where we did the performance.



I didn’t really remember what poems we recited at Shiloh, but I knew from what my mom and Melanie’s mom told us that they were mostly poems by Black women.  And it just happened that I was reading the poems of Nikki Giovanni for my poetry course.  So I asked my mother if this one poem, “Ego-tripping” was one we might have read, and she actually had saved the programs from our performances and the copies of the poems we all got when we were learning them (though Melanie and I couldn’t read yet).  So I found the actual poem, an old purple copy made on one of those old ditto machines.  And once I found that, I knew I had the memoir and the rest was pretty easy.  

From what she’s said so far, we can see why Karen finally decides to include the events that she does and how much those decisions are shaped by the context for which she is writing. Her first ideas are strongly influenced by the fact that she is writing this for a college assignment and that she needs to make choices that will fit the terms of that assignment. She’s also trying to interest her readers and herself and not just to write again about things she’s written about earlier.  But why she’s made particular choices also has a certain element of luck--that she tried the strategy of looking in a photo album to get some ideas and found a picture of herself with her friend Melanie in their favorite costumes, and that she found a copy of one of the poems they would have read at the church performance.  Of course, having decided to focus on the performance as a significant moment in the past, she could have guessed at a poem they might have performed.  But finding the actual copy gave her confidence that she was on the right track.


We can see more about what and why, but also about how Karen finally writes this memoir--the choices she makes about how to shape the movement of the narrative, the ways in which she begins and ends--as her reflections on her process continue.

I was so excited to find the poem that I knew I had to begin with it and describe as much as I could remember about what it must have been like to recite it.  Of course I was only four years old then, and I don’t really remember the exact details.  But we repeated these performances, and Melanie and I were always reciting together, so I was fairly sure it went pretty much in the way I described.



That one moment just led me into what it felt like to grow up in our two families, and then into all of the conflicts about being categorized, and that was pretty much my next draft, but I guess my ideas still weren’t very clear (at least my readers wanted more explanation in this part).  I did spell check before I showed anyone this draft because I’m a terrible speller.



Melanie and I are also in a course on the Psychology of the African-American Experience, and we’ve been reading DuBois, and we talked about what I was thinking about as I was writing this memoir, and when I went back to try to write some more, his words about double-consciousness seemed to fit exactly with what I was trying to say.  And being in that course together also made me think it would be good to show what we’re doing together now, not just in the past. 



I still didn’t have an ending though. One of my readers, who knows I’m in a creative writing class and that I’ve been writing poetry, asked if there was anything in my own poetry that would fit with what I was saying.  I was sort of reluctant to use my own poetry, which seems sort of personal, in an essay like this.  But I looked at a poem where I had referred to Nikki Giovanni, and it turned out to say exactly how I felt about how it’s good to be a mixture of many things and move beyond simple categories.  So I put that part in, and read through and spell-checked again, and that was it.  My readers helped me with a little more editing and proofreading in the end, but I felt as if I had it the way I wanted it. (And honestly, I just didn’t have any more time to work on it with everything I have to do for my other courses.) 

So how for this writer involves not only the final choices she makes about ways to set up her essay that will interest her readers, but getting the responses of real readers to see whether what she’s written is clear, and hearing their suggestions as well.  It’s not just the conversation with readers that she imagines as a writer, but the real conversations she has with real readers, that help her to shape her essay in a way that satisfies her.


If we look back now at the final version, we can see some more about those choices and how they’ve allowed Karen to address issues of social identity and the crossing of discourse communities that are central to this chapter.

What? Writing about social identity and discourse communities


Karen definitely uses the occasion of writing this memoir to focus in on an aspect of her own social identity that is important to her now, as she’s entering a new college discourse community: her experience with friendship outside of racial categories and her conviction that such categories are limiting and should be questioned.  She could have chosen to write about other significant aspects of her identity--her years as an athlete, her relationship with an older brother, what she’s learned from her relationship with a disabled cousin--topics that made her first brainstormed list.  Her choice may reflect the fact that issues of race and of multiculturalism are being addressed in several of her courses (courses that she has probably selected, in turn, because of her interest in these issues), and those courses give her a new lens through which to examine her familiar experience.  

How? Using the language and discourse style associated with a present identity to reflect on the past. 


Karen uses the terms of her new community to understand her past experience in new ways.  She works with a concept defined by the writer of black intellectual history, W.E.B. Dubois--”double consciousness” (which represents the ways in which African-Americans have had to see the world and themselves simultaneously from the perspective of their own culture and the dominant white culture)--using it to name what feels like her own “triple-consciousness.” Then she goes on to use another new term, telling us that “I began to understand what I’ve learned to name in college ‘the social construction of race.’”  While she doesn’t focus on moving between discourses as a child (though she’s a fluent speaker of black English, shifting style the minute she joins her friends outside of the classroom), she brings in other details (the hymns sung in church, the music sung or played outside of church) to contrast the ways of two communities that were part of her childhood experience.


At the same time, Karen has taken on some of the larger elements of the discourse style of her new community.   Using contrasting details--as she does to suggest differences between the community she grew up in and the one her grandmother lived in--is one element of that style.  Other elements include taking what others have written as a source of authority, and interweaving the words from those written texts with her own evolving text.  In this way, Karen places herself within a larger, ongoing conversation that takes place in writing, mentioning not only the work of DuBois, but the poet William Carlos Williams, as well as Nikki Giovanni.  And she also makes good hypotheses about what constitutes shared knowledge in the academic community she is writing for--that her readers will know who these poets are, who DuBois is (and what Appiah, West, and Dyson are likely to write about if they’re being read in a course on the African American experience).  But in crossing communities, she also assumes other shared knowledge with her readers--about RUN DMC, and about all of the elements of shared knowledge from different worlds she stirs into the mix of her own poem. Finally, the strategy of beginning and ending with quotations from poems is also one that’s familiar in this new discourse community.

Why? Seeking new understandings of past experiences


We can also see that Karen’s social identities have involved the ways in which she has been named by others and the ways in which she tried to avoid those, not to be put into others’ ways of naming the world as black or white.  So she has had to negotiate her own social identities in dialogue with the perspectives of others.  While she speaks in this memoir from the identity of someone who has been trying to move across racial categories, we see that other identities come into play here—the grandchild of a Catholic grandmother, the college student who is studying psychology, even perhaps the beginning poet, who is trying out new forms for representing her understandings and experience. Some of these identities, at least, affect the ways in which she approaches the present moment.  And, although her immediate purpose is to fulfill a school assignment, she seems to be using such assignments to apply new concepts and in ways that help her further her understandings of both the concepts and the experiences she applies them to.


Although the topic Karen has written about here is not a new one for her, this particular inquiry into her past experience in discourse communities is.  She explores her experience in a new way, doing a little research at home that will help her come up with new ideas and a specific moment to write about.  She also sees it from a new perspective, applying a new framework of understanding that she’s gaining from her college experience—trying out some of the ways of writing and thinking that she’s acquiring in the new academic discourse communities of her college classes, and, through her participation, adding a new social identity as a college learner.


Karen’s ideas about her memoir have been drawn from her own experience, but her ways of shaping those ideas have been influenced by her conversations with other readers, who react to her drafts, telling her what they like and what interests them, asking her questions, and helping her see what else she might add.  Writing from the perspective of ones’ readers, as well as oneself, is an important skill for writers to develop.


While much informal writing gives the writer room to explore ideas, to try out a voice, to capture language, without worrying immediately about the effect on a reader, some informal writing (like letters to friends) and all formal writing is guided by the need to present the writer’s agenda in ways that will capture the reader’s interest and match up to some degree with the reader’s expectations. In formal writing, then, the writer tries to evoke particular responses from readers--especially a participatory one, where the reader gets involved in the conversation the writer has initiated. 


At the same time, though, writers who want to invite an extended conversation with their readers in a way that’s particularly effective in memoirs may want to draw on some of the discourse strategies they’ve learned as speakers, using dialogue, recreating details, using repetition (notice how Karen uses repetition to build up the different elements of her experience: “I grew up in two different families. . .I grew up singing Gospel. . .I also grew up singing “On the good ship Lollipop.”).  


It’s not always possible to get the response of real readers and a writer needs to be able to take the reader’s role with his or her own writing as well.  To write with readers in mind, you can keep shifting between writing and reading, stepping back to act as a reader of your own writing.  As a writer who steps into the reader’s role, you might ask questions from several perspectives:

· from a participatory perspective (the perspective of a reader who might read this essay in a magazine), you might ask:  “Does this work to get me interested and to keep me involved in?”  

· from an analytical perspective, as a critical reader of memoirs, you might ask “What do I actually see here?”, perhaps making an outline or gloss, paragraph by paragraph, of what you’ve written so far.  

· from an evaluative perspective (that of an editor who might choose to publish your work or ask you to revise it) your questions might be:  “Does what is said here make sense?  Is the writer making a significant point?  Has the writer given enough background information and created enough shared knowledge, provided enough details and examples to illustrate that point?  Is the overall ordering of what;s included effective, and has the writer made clear connections from one part to another?  Is the style appropriate to the purpose and the setting?”


The most straightforward way to find out whether a piece of writing will evoke the response the writer intends is to share it with real readers, as Karen has done.  Writers may ask readers to respond to their writing, or they may talk out their ideas with a willing listener (as Karen has done with Melanie). 

Reading and comparing memoirs as a writer: Looking  at how


This is a good moment to look analytically at other memoirs—at the ways in which other writers have used the genre of memoir to explore and represent the significance of their own experiences and to see connections among the many experiences of negotiating social identities that they offer.


One reason for reading a number of memoirs is to get a sense of the strategies and approaches other writers have used, and you can read these memoirs as a source of inspiration--with a writer’s eye--to see the different ways in which others have worked within this genre. Reading in this way, in any genre, adds another important strategy to your repertoire as a writer.


All memoirs involve seeing both a past experience or set of experiences, and the meaning and significance of these experiences, from the perspective of the present.  Thus most memoirs share some common elements. Reading across several memoirs, and looking back at the memoirs included in earlier chapters, you’ll find some common ways in which this genre works, as well as quite different ways in which writers have worked with these common elements.

· Memoirs invite you into the experience of a writer in a number of ways. Unlike more traditional academic essays, where there’s usually an introduction that states pretty clearly what the writer intends to explore in the essay and how, memoirs are likely to have a wider range of structures. For example, here are some of the ways the writers have begun:

with a moment of past experience 

with a broader statement of a theme 

with a comment on some aspect of the 
with a quotation

with background about a larger historical context
· Writers structure their memoirs in different ways, bringing out their larger themes or understanding in different places in their narrative.  But they do all link their immediate experiences to larger understandings in a way that their readers can recapture.

· Memoirs involve the selection and ordering of personal experience.  The writer has to select those moments that are meaningful when seeing his/her life from a particular perspective.  Not all moments, not all details, are equally significant, and the writer must choose what will best represent that aspect of his life from the perspective being explored.  

· Memoirs are written from a particular stance, from particular ways of seeing the world, and it’s that stance that guides the selection and ordering of experience.  A memoir may involve a negotiation of different ways, as we found in Mellix’s attempt to bring together the ways and stance of the academic writer and of the speaker of “cherished” black English, but even in this negotiation, the lens through which the experiences are being viewed is evident.  By naming the writer’s stance, you can see how the writer is “reading” the experiences being recounted.  By virtue of the fact that the writer is located in a different time (and perhaps place) from that in which the events took place, the writer is no longer participating in those events as an insider, but is now a partial outsider, writing from a new perspective.

· In memoirs, the writer’s stance is closely connected to the writer’s voice.  The voices of most of the writers of the memoirs you’ll read might be described as serious, sincere, appreciative or maybe critical or challenging.  

Karen tried out a comic voice, with exaggeration and misnamings, as she fooled around earlier with some ideas for a story about her experience.  However, it wasn’t an appropriate voice for the serious exploration of racial categorization that she finally focuses on for her memoir (as you can see) and she didn’t use it in what she wrote later.

I was a toddler junkie.  I nearly OD’d on drugs when I was less than two years old.  I guess I was also a purse snatcher, since it was my mother’s purse that I found the drugs in. I was caught in the act though, and thus was saved from either a premature death or a life of crime, when I walked into the kitchen to proudly show off a handful of the pretty yellow antihistamines I had already stuffed into my mouth.

A writer who used an opening like this one might be setting up a memoir that explores being the black sheep of a family--the kid who gets into trouble.  Or it could create a stance that might work in a memoir that went on to explore the complexities of a friend’s experience with drugs.  In Karen’s case though, it remained just an amusing family story, not a moment that was significant to an aspect of her identity or from which she could discover something in the present, so she set it aside.

· Writers often bring the words of other writers into their memoirs in ways that help them make larger connections and bring their personal understandings together with what others have come to understand and express.  It’s not surprising that writers, who are also readers, will find connections in what they’re reading that help them make sense of their own experiences.  Drawing those connections into what they write may help them to see more clearly the significance of their own experience, and allow them to show that significance in a way that will connect to a broader world of readers.  

· Memoirs also end in different ways, capturing the understandings they’ve represented in different forms, for readers to take away.  

Extending Your Inquiry


You may want to resee your memoir in another way, going beyond its boundaries and extending your inquiry.   Most memoirs offer an opening up rather than a closing down of the possibilities for seeing and interpreting the meaning of the writer’s experience.  And it’s often the case that writing one memoir is only the beginning of an inquiry that you’ll want to take further.  There are a number of ways of extending the inquiry that you’ve begun in writing your own memoir:  broadening your perspective on the themes and concerns it raises, trying on new perspectives or points of view about the events or types of events that you’ve recounted, or placing your own experience in a broader socio-cultural, historical, or psychological context. 

· The memoir you’ve written may connect your own experience to those of others in terms of social identity and social roles, and you may want to follow out a theme in your memoir as it appears in other memoirs, using others’ experiences as a way of further gaining perspective on your own.  Karen, for example,  might that others’ writings about their experience of negotiating different racial or ethnic communities might enhance her own understanding. You may find several memoirs among those written by members of your class that evoke themes of sibling relationships, friendship, school challenges; placing your memoir within a set focusing on a common theme, and exploring the connections that make you see them as a set, can be another way to broaden your framework of understanding about your own experience.

· The memoir you’ve written represents your own point of view about the events that you have described, and you may want to discover the perspectives of other participants in these events, placing them in dialogue with your own.  For example, if Karen were to interview Melanie about her experience of growing up in the same community, within the same two families, to what degree would her perspectives and understandings match Karen’s, and what different memories, interpretations, and understandings of these events might she have?   How might her perspective further extend the understandings Karen is working towards?

· The memoir you’ve written may be about a local, seemingly personal event, but those events are always located within a larger social, cultural, historical, or psychological context. For example, Karen points to the role her readings for her course in the Psychology of the African American Experience are playing in enlarging and reframing her understandings.  Using one of those readings to explore the broader historical or psychological context in which racial categorization and separation has gone on in the US might let her continue to construct a broader framework for understanding what she has experienced or observed. Your understanding of the context for any specific experience can be enlarged in this way-- by finding out something about the history of immigration to your community or the psychological experience of being the youngest sibling or the theory of reading or writing or bilingual language instruction that that seems to have shaped the context for your defining classroom experience.
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