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IMPORTANT THINGS TO KNOW ABOUT READING MEMOIRS

INTRODUCTION

What could be simpler to understand than the act of people writing about what they know best, their own lives? But this apparently simple act is anything but simple, for the writer becomes in the act of writing, both the observing subject and the object of investigation, remembrance and contemplation. As memoirist’s narrators write their stories, they assign meaning to cultural events, behaviors, and beliefs. Narrators are subjects of historically (time/era) and culturally defined specific understandings of memory, experience, identity and agency. In our readings, we will attend to these categories because embedded within these categories in the text, is the meaning the narrator has created.
This document should be considered as a resource particularly for interpreting the memoirs we will read and for your own reflection either on parts of the memoir or on the memoir as whole. What are you impressions of the memoir, of the narrator and the “I”ness of the memoir. 
Memoirs or Life Narratives appear to be transparently simple. Yet they are amazingly complex. To use this as a resource simply select a category that applies to the reading in question and then select from among the categories some questions which will help you delve deeper into the memoir. To explore this complexity, let us consider what is understood as the constitutive processes of memoir subjectivity

· Memory

· Experience

· Identity

· Agency

Memory

The writer of memoirs depends on access to memory to tell a retrospective narrative of the past and situate the present within that experiential history. Memory is thus both source and authenticator of memoir acts. Remembering involves a reinterpretation of the past in the present. The remembering subject actively creates the meaning of the past in the act of remembering. Thus narrated memory is an interpretation of a past that cannot be fully recovered. Distinguished scholar James Olney has distinguished two models of memory at work in St. Augustine’s fourth century Confessions: the archaeological and the processual. The archaeological model of memory is spatial “a site where . . . [she/he] can dig down through layer after layer of deposits to recover what [she/he] seeks”; memories so recovered will be unchanged, if decaying over time. In contrast, the processual model for memory is temporal “bring[ing] forth ever different memorial configurations and an ever newly shaped self”. This kind of remembering is imagined as a process of weaving that makes new forms from strands that are also in process. How people remember, what they remember, and who does the remembering are historically specific. A particular culture’s understanding of memory at a particular moment of its history makes remembering possible for a life narrator. The memory invoked in memoirs/life narratives is specific to the time of writing and the context of telling. It is never an isolatable fact, but situated associations. Contexts are charged politically. What is remembered and what is forgotten, and why change overtime. The politics of remembering—what is recollected and what is obscured—is central to the cultural production of knowledge about the past, and thus to the terms of an individual’s self knowledge.
EXPERIENCE
Experience—we have it; it is ours. But what does it mean to say we have an experience? While the experience represented in memoirs/life narratives seem simply personal, it is anything but merely personal. Mediated through memory and language, “experience” is already an interpretation of the past and of our place in a culturally and historically specific present. In effect memoir narrators know themselves as subjects of particular kinds of experience attached to their gendered social statuses and identities. They know themselves to be “woman” or “child” or “daughter” or “activist” or “wife” or “doctor” or “Egyptian” and other ethnic/national identity because these identity categories come to seem natural, to seem “given characteristics of persons”. And memorists know themselves by and in language, because experience is discursive—rational, the use of logic—embedded in languages of everyday life and the knowledges produced at everyday sites/acts and activities. For example, through the discourse—dialogue or discussion—of the medical institutions (the language, Images, metaphors, and narratives through which medical institutions produce and circulate knowledge about people) persons learn to understand themselves—“experience” themselves—as “patients” in need of healing or as a “diseased” or “insufficient” bodies in need of surgical intervention. This medical discourse-dialogue, conversation, discussion, communication--also becomes the language through which doctors understand themselves as “domains that serve as cultural registers for what counts as experience and who counts as an experiencing subject.
For example, we Americans do not treat our children as experiencing subjects—at least not until they are 6 or 7 when they”ought” to be obedient. But since discourses are historically specific, what counts as experience changes over time with broader cultural transformations of collective history.
The discursive nature of experience requires us to be self-reflective about what we understand as “our experience” or what we think we mean when we say things like “that’s just me experience” or “I’m a woman”. This thing called “experience is at once always already an interpretation and is in need of interpretation”.
When reading memoirs, it is most useful to re-read selections of “experience” and sees if different readings of experience signal stages of, or changes, in the overall pattern of beliefs encoded within the memoir.
Experience is authoritative. The narrator’s experience is the primary kind of evidence asserted in memoir/life narrative acts, the basis on which readers are invited to consider the narrator a uniquely qualified authority. Thus, a narrator’s investment in the “authority” of experience serves a variety of rhetorical purposes. It invites or compels the reader’s belief and the veracity of the narrator, it persuades the reader of the narrative authenticity, it validates certain claims as truthful, and it justifies writing and publishing the memoir/or life story. Narrators have much at stake in gaining the reader’s belief in the experiences they narrate and thus having the “truth” of the narrative validated. Persuasion to belief is fundamental to the pact between narrator and reader. Appeals to the authority of experience bring to the fore issues of trust in memoirs narrating, since the memoirist’s relationship depends on the narrator’s winning and keeping the reader’s trust in the plausibility of the narrated experience and the credibility of the narrator. In certain narratives this makes for a complex relationship between narrator and the reader.
IDENTITY
Life Narrative/Memoirs involve narrators in “identifying” themselves to the reader. That is, writers make themselves known by acts of identification and, by implication, differentiation. Identities in memoirs mark differences and commonalities Identities are marked in terms of many categories—each category takes on different meaning in different cultures—that is, gender, race, class, ethnicity, religious and political ideologies to cite the most obvious. Identities also are established by social roles. What may be meaningful identity, on one day or in one context may not be culturally meaningful at another moment or in another context. Think, for instance of how many identities you cycle through in the course of the day: woman, student, friend, daughter, student, roommate, significant other and so forth. And notice the potential for conflict between or among these different identities. Because of this constant placement and displacement of “who” we are, we can think of identities as multiple and as contextual, contested and contingent.

It’s important to note that identities are constructed, as I said previous a particular’s culture notion of categories. Identities are not essential or natural though our culture and social organization leads us to regard identity as given and fixed. Identify takes its form in dialogue or interaction. For instance, one cannot be a “student’ unless one acts as a students and engages activities that are appropriate for a student. Identity is a production which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside, representation

AGENCY

We (especially Americans) like to think of human beings as agents of or actors in their own lives rather than passive pawns in social genius or unconscious transmitters of cultural scripts and models of identity. Consequently, we tend to read memoirs as proofs of human agency, relating actions in which people exercise free choice over the interpretation of their lives and express their “true’ selves. Following Marx, humans are social actors but they act in context, circumstances and situations not of their own making. We did not create a cultural script for self representation but we reproduce it. Cultural context is supreme. People tell stories of their lives through the cultural scripts available to them, and they are governed by cultural strictures about self-presentation in public. 


QUESTIONS FOR INTERPRETING MEMOIRS

The following questions are organized according to categories which are the very structure of memoirs. The purpose of these questions is to guide your reflection upon your reading. I suggest you look over the categories and individual questions then select one category and its questions to help you think about your reading of the memoir.  It’s a good idea to make notes including the question(s) and your answers. Keep in a note book where you keep other notations about the particular memoir.
AUTHORSHIP
There is a history of the cultural meaning of authorship. With the onset of the legal concept of copyright changed the meaning of authorship to imply that people—authors—hold proprietary interests in their own stories. This new relationship to the personal story is radically different from earlier relationships. When a medieval mystic such as Margery Kempis dictated her narrative, she did not understand herself as an “author” with ownership rights in her story. She was, rather, a Christian supplicant before God and her-his earthly authorities
Questions: What did it mean to be an author at the historical moment in which the narrative we study—memoir—was published and circulated? What cultural meanings did a memoir acquire when it was published? What kinds of investments do authors have in their own personal narratives and other people’s personal narratives? Why might it have been important to narrate to oneself a personal story or to make it public? Who else might have had an investment in this particular story or in this kind of story? How did the memoir transform history? For example, memoirs and personal narrative by indigenous peoples have been crucial to the reconsideration of history. 
We might ask what cultural meanings a narrative acquired when it was written or published. Finally, we might historicize present practices by asking what kinds of narrative/memoirs get published today. That is, who gets published and why? What political, social, cultural, and economic forces affect publication and international circulation today?
THE HISTORY OF THE READING PUBLIC

The reading public is not static but a collectivity with sharply differing competencies, interests and needs. We may ask: Who made up the reading public or consumers of the life narrative at the time it was written? Who might have heard the story recounted?   Think of the reading public in expansive terms. Who would have purchased or borrowed the book? Who heard the story as it circulated by word of mouth? Have there been changes in the content or the addition of an introduction, and/or preface? How has the narrative been edited at the macro/micro level? What evidence is available about the kinds of books people were reading at this time or what the author was reading while writing? Or, if there is little evidence about the text, are there other books or kinds of books you might hypothesize that the author was reading?
THE AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL “I”
How may you distinguish among the historical, narrating, narrated and ideological “I”s of the text? What is the position of the historical person writing the memoir within the cultural world? Is she an outsider and/or prominent person or figure? What kinds of differences are significant to her identity in terms of gender, racial or ethnic identity, class and occupation?  How would you describe the narrating “I”?  What kind of tone comes through the narrating voice? Is in indifferent, defensive, ironic, romantic, self important, self critical, reflective, and uninvolved? What kind of story does the narrator seek to tell about herself? How would you describe the gap between the narrating “I” or narrator and the narrated “I”? Is the “narrated” “I” in the text a less sophisticated figure than the “narrator”? What kind of attention does the narrator pay to the younger or more naïve or successful persona or version of herself?  Are there multiple narrated “I”s? 
There are also important questions about the historical and cultural notions of personhood and meaning of lives at the time of writing—that is, the ideological notion of the “I” affecting the self narrator. As well, you the reader bring your own cultural and historical notion of the “I” to your reading of the text. Readers need to distinguish between their notion of the “I” and the narrator’s notion of the “I”. How does changing notion of “I”ness or personhood affect the self-narrative you are reading and interpreting? How is the life cycle understood? What is the relationship of an individual to the collectivity? What kind of public roles seem important and privileged?
IDENTITY

What models of identity are culturally available to the narrator at her particular historical moment? What models of identity are used (recall the distinction between the person writing, the narrator, and the “narrating I”) to represent the subject? What are the features or characteristics of the models of identity included in this self-representation? What qualities or experiences seem to have been excluded in conforming to particular models of identity? Are there several identities in succession or alternation within the narrative text?
How does the narrator negotiate fictions of identity and resistances to the constraints of a given identity in presenting herself as a gendered subject, or a racialized subject, or an ethnic subject? Does one difference structure or dominate the narrative at all times? Or is there a multiplication of identities? Where do you find evidence of conflicting models of identity at work in the text? What’s the significance of these contradictions and conflicts? Does the narrator seem to be aware of the conflicts? If identity is seem as conflictual, is this thematized in the narrative? If the narrator identifies himself as having multiply marked identities, what holds these differences in some kind of dynamic tension? How can we productively, rather than reductively, describe this multiplicity of identities?
NARRATIVE PLOTTING AND MODES
What narrative plotting or patterns are used to structure the self-narrative? Think about patterns of action and ask yourself: is its generic patterning that of a story of development in the social world? A confessional self examination? A coming to consciousness? A story of conversion through fall and enlightenment? A story of individual self-making? A narrative of the individual’s realization that she is embedded in a larger collective? Is there multiple plotting in the text or does one pattern dominate? Where are the shifts in plotting? And what are the effects of those shifts? How does the narrative begin? How does it conclude?
What are the histories of the narrative plotting identified? That is, why are or were they available to the self narrator? Where, culturally and historically, do the narratives employed come from? Which narratives come from the dominant culture and which from alternative or diverse cultural sources? Consider the social locations of these stories—how do they configure the story? Does the life narrative resemble and become recognizable through other kinds of writing current at the time (novels, journalism, and letters)?
Consider carefully the relationship between narrative plotting and models of identity. For example, a narrative of a self-made woman requires a plotting that takes the narrative subject first through beginning stages, an apprenticeship, and then through successive stages of public accomplishment and validation.
TEMPORALITY

Can you identify the time of the telling, that is, the narrative moment? What do you know about the narrative moment? At what stage in her life does the narrator compose the text? Publish it? Does the narrator speak directly about the act of telling her story, that is, does she situate the moment of its telling? Does the narrator tell the story at one fixed moment, or are there two or more moments of telling? What characterizes these moments of telling? How are they different from or similar to one another? How do narrative tone and narrative intention shift with the shifts in historical moments or times in the narrator’s life cycle?
It may be helpful to contrast the time of writing with the time span of the narrative. Consider, for instance, how the times of past, present, and future are organized in the telling of the story: Does the narrative relate a continuous chronology from birth to adolescence to adulthood? Or does the narrative begin “in the middle” and use flash-backs and flash-forwards? How much concern is there for organizing the narrative through chronology?  If the narrative is discontinuous or if it skips over long periods of time, what effects do these gaps have on the story produced? Why might the narrator have played with or manipulated chronological or historical time in these ways?
AUDIENCE AND ADDRESSEE

A memoir may address multiple audiences. Is there a person or persons to whom the text is explicitly addressed, perhaps in the dedication, or at a crucial moment in the narrative? Why might the narrator explicitly name and address a specific reader? Is there an implicit audience addressed? What kind of general reader does the text seem to be addressing? Another way of framing this question is to ask, what kind of reader does the task ask you to be? For instance, are you posited as a sympathetic, empathetic and forgiving reader? Where does the text instruct you to be that kind of reader? Are there instructions for reading encoded in the preface or embedded in the narrative?
COHERENCE AND CLOSURE

Consider what claims the narrating “I” makes to a coherent story. Does the narrator explicitly assert the coherence of her story? Are there moments when the “impression of narrative coherence” breaks down in the text? Consider digressions, omissions, contradictions, gaps and silences about certain things. How does noting this silence or gap affect your reading of the narrative of the historical person? How does a gap affect your understanding of the kind of “I’ the narrator wants to project? Consider as well where multiple and conflicting voices emerge in the narrative. How do you account for a proliferation of voices at some points? What happens to them?
You might also look at the narrative’s closure. In life narrative the narrative, by definition, concludes prior to the death of the historical person; none of us can narrate beyond the end of our lives or know the shape of that end in advance. Does the ending seem to bring the narrative to a tidy closure and, if so, how? Does it seem to be a permanent closure? What alternative possibilities for closure might other threads of the narrative suggest?
MEMORY

Distinctions can be made about the kinds and meanings of remembering. What acts trigger remembering is emphasized? And what times of remembering within the life cycle? What triggers remembering in general, and particular memories? What feelings seem to permeate various kinds of memories in the text? Does the narrator always remember what he seeks to? Or does the narrator call attention to things forgotten, times irretrievable? Does the narrator make the very act of remembering a significant theme within the narrative? That is, how self-reflective is the narrator about the problem of remembering?
What means of accessing memory are incorporated in the text? What are the sources of remembering? Are they personal—photos, family stories, genealogy and interviews? Are they public (documents, historical events and rituals)? Try to identify and distinguished sources of memory in the text. What is the relationship of personal to public forms of remembrances in the narrative? If one or the other predominates, how is it related to the life narrative’s audiences and purposes?
TRAUMA

Does the narrative engage issues involved with traumatic or obsessive memory to find ways of telling about events and suffering that defy language and understanding? Does the narrator struggle to find words to speak the unspeakable? Are those traumatic memories of a personal and/or political sort? Consider how the narrator deals with trauma? Does it come to the fore fragmentarily, repeatedly throughout the narrative? Does it seem to be, indeed can it be, resolved in any way? What kind of understanding seems to be achieved?
EVIDENCE

How does the narrator win the reader’s belief, and seek to have the “truth” of the narrative validated? What kinds of evidence does the narrator incorporate into her text to persuade the reader of the narrative’s claims to truth? How does the narrator authenticate certain truth claims or justify writing and publicizing a personal story? What kinds of authority does that evidence carry? That of personal memory? The testimony of others? Note when particular kinds of evidence are introduced into the text. Why and with what effects might evidence from an authority be placed strategically at one point and not another?
Try to be attentive to your response to the narrating “I”s bids for your attention. Is your trust in this story or the storyteller ever undermined? And how does that occur? Are there statements in the text that conflict with other parts of the narrative, causing you to doubt it? What’s at stake for the narrator in persuading you of the truth of her story? What’s at stake historically (in the larger society) in having this text accepted as “truthful” account of a life? What difference would it make to learn that the narrative is a fabrication?
AUTHORITY AND AUTHENTICITY
We expect particular kinds of stories to be told by those who have a direct and personal knowledge of that experience. We also have notions about whose life is important, whose life might be of interest to a broader public, and what experiences “count” as significant.  In these expectations we imply a set of questions to raise about life narratives.
Does the narrator address the issue of authority and authenticity, that is, the “right” to speak this story, directly in the narrative? Does the narrator seem to be troubled by the act of telling the story? How does the narrator assert, or imply, or enact the authority to tell her story. At what points in the narrative must the narrating “I” reassert itself? How is it reasserted? By the end of the narrative, has the telling seemed to authorize the teller?

VOICE

While there is one narrator, the voices of the narrator may be many. Consider whether there seems to be one voice dominating the narrative or multiple and conflicting voices. That is, is the text mono-vocal or poly-focal? If one voice dominates throughout the narrative, where and how do other voices emerge? How does the narrating “I” contain or curtail them? If there are multiple voices, when do they emerge and when disappear? Why?  Is there a blending or an unresolved tension of voices in the narrative? Is a relationship posited between the individual narrator’s voice and the collective voice of some larger political community? What values and discourse are identified with that larger collectivity? Is more than one group or collectivity invoked in the text each with distinct values and languages? What form does the incorporation take? For instance, reported dialogue or explicit memories?
Consider also how voice itself is thematized. Does the narrator explicitly call attention to issues of voice in the text? Are speech and/or silence thematized? What happens at the end of the narrative to multiple voices? Is there closure to these multiple voices?
EXPERIENCE

How and when is an appeal to the authority of experience made in the text? Is that appeal to authority gendered? Is it made on the basis of ethnic, or racial, or national identity claims? Can you identify passages in the text where the narrator reflects upon the very act of “reading” her own past? Or upon the interpretive schema she brings on that experience? Does the narrator critique her ability to understand the experience of the past at any point in the text?
The narrator is not the only one engaged in interpreting what constitutes experience. We as readers are also historically embedded, our understanding of what counts as experience historically situated. How does your historical situation as a reader affect the legibility or readability of experience in the narrative?

AGENCY
People tell stories of their lives through the cultural scripts available to them, and they are governed by cultural strictures—that is, norms, values, beliefs—about self presentation in public. Given these constraints, how do people change the narrative or write back to the cultural stories that have scripted them as particular kinds of subjects? How is this “writing back” this changing of the terms of one’s representation, a strategy for gaining agency? Do you find passages in the text where the narrator seems to be reproducing certain cultural scripts of identity? Do you find passages where the narrator seems to be contradicting or interrupting cultural scripts of identity? Is the narrator self-conscious about reproducing or interrupting cultural scripts?
Similarly, how do narrators negotiate strictures about telling certain kinds of stories? How, for instance, do women write around cultural strictures about female duty, virtue, and modesty when they are engaged in the act of telling their life stories for publication?

RELATIONALITY

What others inhabit the text? Is there a significant other posited in the text through whom, or about whom the life narrative is narrated? Who or what is the other—a family member, friend, mentor, or lover? To what extent is the knowledge of that relation made apparent to the reader? Do we hear the voices of this other (or these others) explicitly in the text, or implicitly? When do the voices of the others emerge? What kind of investment does the narrator seem to have in this someone or something and how does that investment affect the interpretation that the narrator makes of the life? What is the impact of relationality upon your understanding of the “narrating “I” and the narrator’s subjectivity?
KNOWLEDGE AND SELF-KNOWLEDGE

It is helpful to delineate processes or methods of knowledge production. Consider whether the narrative takes up a formal self-interrogation, for example, a formal “examination of conscience”.  Does the narrator have a particular method for interpreting particular experiences? Does the narrator give space to multiple kinds of knowledge—intuitive, irrational, and symbolic?  How does the narrator interrogate cultural forms of knowledge valued at the historical moment of writing? What relationship does the narrating “I” make between knowledge of the world or of others and self-knowledge? Does the narrative itself generate alternative sources of knowledge? Does the act of narrating her life bring the autobiographical narrator to different ways of knowing that life? What kind of knowledge could the reading of the life narrative produce for readers?
ETHICS

The ethical issues of writing life narratives are many; that is real consequences upon the writer’s or other people’s lives may ensue from publishing a narrative and from reading it. Are there revelations in the narrative that is harmful or embarrassing to living people—the writer’s family, friends, colleagues—or that might compromise other people’s reputation? Where does the narrator signal that something she has divulged is potentially compromising or transgressive?  What justification does the narrator give for publicizing such intimate and potentially compromising details of personal life or the lives of others? What are the cultural conventions at the historical moment of writing that set established limits to self-revelation? What purposes or motives might the narrating “I” has in violating those norms?
There is also an ethics of readership. As readers, we may feel uneasy about reading narratives of radical suffering, difference, or self disclosure? What is ethically involved, for the reader in engaging, for example, a narrative of suffering? How your own ethical sense is differently addressed in such a life narrative than it would be, say, a novel? What difference is there in the kind of story that is told? In your assessment of the narrator?
