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Preface

| am part of what was maybe the first generation of American studaimsd to
fully embrace multiculturalism. | was an undergraduate at the Universitytsifirgh in
the mid-nineteen nineties when a more multicultural canon had finally comeatergre
prominence (however uneasily) in the curriculum. At first, to me as a student—as to
most students, | would imagine—this change seemed inevitable and transpagnt, sim
the inclusion of texts that had previously been excluded from courses and anthologies.
But my perspective started to change particularly after | came to thersity of
Minnesota and began teaching. As | developed my own syllabi and looked at anthologies
and other people’s syllabi (which | did somewhat obsessively as a new tehkbpt)
returning to one central question: why is the new diverse canon so saturated with
autobiographical writing? How do life stories, personal accounts, and memoirs function
differently in the new canon than fiction and poetry did in the traditional canon?

| found that the question of authenticity presented unique intellectual and
pedagogical challenges, particularly in the context of multicultumal&udents tended to
read literary texts as somehow directly representative of heretofdreled social
groups, and to expect these texts to make visible certain truths about such groups. |
began to speculate about autobiography’s new value in the expanded canon and the
multicultural classroom, given its capacity to enhance this sense of an urmdediat
relationship between the text and the social identity of the author. Moreowend that

the rich history of autobiographical publication in the United States could provide a



meaningful context for the issues | was encountering. | did not want to take up
autobiography as a discreet “genre,” or to affirm the primacy of differi@nce
considerations of culture; rather | want to explore how both autobiography andlcultura
difference, as conceptual categories, interact to through the institutiamaviorks that
legitimate them. To me this meant conceiving of authorship not just as a space of
theoretical possibility, but also as a public role with a history embedded infiostst—
institutions that mediate both access to literary authority as well @srsé@arocesses of
meaning-making; it also meant taking seriously the circulation and recegiti
autobiographical texts, and thinking about texts as material artifacts whtusg biters
insight into the development of literary culture (and culture in general).

Initially, it was the texts themselves that drew me to the early ®tbhrdentury—
the magazines, fake autobiographies, and workers’ stories that | writeirmlinst
dissertation were to my mind both fascinating narratives in themselvestifactsathat
spoke to the profound changes occurring within wider U.S. culture—not the least of
which was a shift in the concept of culture itself. | landed on the term “modernist
multiculturalism” as a way to describe the attitudes and expectationsdb many of
the texts were responding, and that | saw embodied in their reception anaticncul
That concept also offered me a way to think about the connections between the early
twentieth century and some of the tendencies that seem to characterizaltatdtism
as it has came to be institutionalized at the end of the century.

My focus was thus not only on the primary texts, but on attempting to reconstruct

how they were embedded in a larger field of cultural production and social repooducti



Each of my first three chapters thus takes up a different venue for thetmrcola
dissemination of autobiographical texts—though one of the ways | would expand the
project would be to also offer a broader portrait of the autobiography publishing
landscape, to give a more clear picture of how and where these individual iagtaimce

In the epilogue, | connect the history of autobiography and modernist multiashutal
the issues in contemporary literary studies that initially set me thiakiagt this topic;

part of why this history matters is that it demonstrates habits of thoughtgdroetand
identity that still haunt us, and that still inform the ways we (broadly speakiing) t

about literature and culture. In many ways, this was the section of the disadHat

was the most challenging to write, in part, because | became less investbe imore
involved | became in the historical texts. But the project would clearly bérgafi its
expansion and clarification. As | noted in the introduction, my aim was not to question
the methods or motives of individual teachers of multicultural literature, tnerriat

point out how both students and teachers are set up institutionally to make sense of or
incorporate multiculturalism in unproductive, epistemically dangerous waysnhtdty
rely heavily here, in both obvious and perhaps less obvious ways, on my own
experience—having been a student of literature for the last twelve yebasteacher for
the last seven. One thing | need to do is to reckon more thoroughly with the atfialls (

perhaps the potential benefits) of drawing on my own autobiography in this way.



Introduction

Autobiography is a genre uniquely suited to the American cultural landscape
indeed, thecollectiveAmerican autobiography—the story we popularly tell ourselves—
entails that each member of our democracy has the right to tell his own stbtiiaa
each life story has its own inherent value. This promise seemed to ring payticua
in the early decades of the twentieth century. While life stories writt@hebgymen,
literary figures, and prominent citizens—all connected to earlier traditions of
autobiography—continued to be commonly published, so, increasingly, did writing by
society’s more marginal characters. The immigrant autobiographygldiie narrative,
the criminal’s memoir, just to name a few sub-genres that could be included in this
category, all emerged, by the end of the nineteenth century, as popular and profitabl
this dissertation, | examine this popularity and profitability in terms of gdmuning
middle-class multiculturalism—what I call “modernist multicultunadis—that, while not
identical to the multiculturalism that would come to define the “culture wars” one

hundred years later, nonetheless shares many of its flaws and problemphatations.

! In making this argument, Sacvan Berkovitch, for example, has coined the teom “aut
American-biography” to describe the uniquely crucial role of autobiogreyithyn
American literary historyRuritan); see also John Paul Eak#ingerican
Autobiography: Retrospect and Prospddiadison, WI: U of Wisconsin P, 1991);
Robert Leeirst Person Singular: Studies in American Autobiograptgw York: St.
Martin, 1988); Herbert LiebowitA@bricating Lives: Explorations in American
Autobiography New York: Knopf, 1989); anbiane Bjorklund (Interpreting the Self:

Two Hundred Years of American Autobiography. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1998.)
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“Modernist multiculturalism”—a term that I will continue to unpack within the
body of this dissertation—describes a set of attitudes and expectations ahoatandt
identity that emerged in the early twentieth century United States in redpaisnges
wrought by the increasingly rapid circulation of people, things, and ideast/iBfad
Evans has suggested that in the modernist era, a larger failure of older cdnceptua
categories to correlate with the experiences of modern life (legal aiadl dtenges
brought about by the Civil War and Reconstruction, massive demographic shifisgesult
from migration and immigration, American imperial expansion, etc.), and the it
categorical knowledge that were suggested by this failure, engenderexhvade
fascination with these newly elusive conceptual categories (7-8). As WDEBBIS
described in his own autobiography, the turn of the twentieth century thus inaugurated
“significantly and fatally new” attention to “the differences betweemndifferences in
their appearance, in their physique, in their thoughts and customs...Culture among
human beings came to be and had to be built upon knowledge and recognition of these
differences” (4). Matthew Frye Jacobson suggests that contested but potent new
understandings of difference and affiliation “rested on formal regimes of lkdge’
developed within the academic disciplines” (101), which undermined previously stable
conceptual frameworks as they worked strenuously to consolidate their authority by
establishing new ones. Like Evans, Jacobson sees the newly emergent discourse of
ethnography as an especially powerful and prolific one that straddled vaeoas aif
the culture and knowledge industries in the United Statesengenderestholarly and

popular accounts of “others” that were taken as “neutral ethnological t{i®E?2).



Readers’ encounters with these textual representations in turn shaped theirezacount
with difference in other cultural, political, and social arenas.

The popularity of folklore, travel writing, local color, and other forms that traded
on the “exotic” and the “authentic” speaks to the early twentieth-century huorgardh
accounts. Edith Eaton, one of the first Asian Americans to be published in the U.S. (and
whose sister Winnifred’s writings | take up in this dissertation), noted thianets
pressure she felt to “use” her ethnicity:

People advise me to “trade” upon my nationality. They tell me that if | wish to

succeed in literature in America | should dress in a Chinese costume, carry a fa

in my hand, wear a pair of scarlet beaded slippers, live in New York, and come of
high birth. Instead of making myself familiar with the Chinese Americansar

me, | should discourse on my spirit acquaintance with Chinese ancestors and

quote in between the “Good mornings” and “Howd’ye dos” of editors. (230)

The commodification of difference was enabled and energized on an unprecedented scal
by a booming turn-of-the-century culture industry. This growth of mass eultur

“collapsed the distinction between what would come to be known as ‘cultures’ [in the
anthropological sense] and humanistic ‘culture’ into products of the culture industry”
(Evans 7). Indeed, the value ascribed to cultural difference within this ecarammine

seen in part as a response to the fear of the perceived leveling effects autbare

itself—a fear that Randolph Bourne expressed in his oft-cited 1916 “Trans-national

America”:



What we emphatically do not want is that [immigrants’] distinctive qualitie
should be washed out into a tasteless, colorless fluid of uniformity. Already we
have far too much of this insipidity, masses of people who are cultural half-
breeds...letting slip from them whatever native culture they had, they have
substituted for it only the most rudimentary American—the American culture of
the chap newspaper, the ‘movies,’ the popular song, the ubiquitous automobile.

(98)

This dissertation argues that amidst the complex exchanges among dexts an
readers within emergent structures of affiliation and difference, autobiggpégpjed a
unique role in relation to middle-class consumers of culture, because it offered wha
appeared to be a transparent window into authentic otherness—a way to perceive, and
therefore understand and contain, differences that had become unmoored from their
nineteenth-century foundations. This assumption clearly mediated the value of
autobiography within the literary market. Priscilla Wald points out thatutieral
practices through which personhood is defined shape the ways that personaksarrat
can be made legible (or “transcoded,” a la Fredric Jameson). As Waldsr(gid as
Eaton described experiencing), for writers who are excluded from full persorthese,
issues of legibility take on particular significance—the legal and socioedonom
marginalization of African Americans and immigrants at the turn of theigelimited
their access to literacy and the literary marketplace, and mediatedtiire of the
narratives that could be told, for instance (4). More specifically, as EHamé&as

shown, American publishers and a largely white readership were “tradiiomaie



receptive to expressions of self-contempt and self-negation on the part of member
racial minorities than to criticisms of problems in American society. (gt Kang 62).
Thus the vogue for literary otherness was linked to the need for that othernéssrto m
the superiority of dominant cultural values. Through the first decades of théetivent
century, those dominant cultural values were based in the “common sense” of white
superiority, rigidly defined gender roles, and upwardly-mobile, middle-classsmor
(Ohmann 258).

It was precisely this tension—the fascination with cultural differemubilze
need for cultural difference to be contained and subordinate—that characterigdtbthe
of modernist multiculturalism in which the texts that | examine weoeuced and first
circulated. As the history of these texts demonstrates, because rsaderatad a whole
host of conventions with autobiography, the texts tapped into readerly expectations in
very particular ways—confirming some, challenging others, but undoubtedhgrais
guestions (both explicit and implicit) about identity and the politics of authorshipn Whe
readers expect autobiography to offer the “authentic” voice of a givead gooup, the
autobiographer becomes the de facto representative of that group; and while this
representative function can serve a politically useful purpose—containing acitimpl
argument for the significance and legitimacy of the self describedseitraises
profound questions about the ability of any individual to stand in for an entire social
group. The representative self is always potentially culpable foripedce
misrepresentatiorand skepticism and censure are ubiquitous in the history of

autobiography’s readership. My dissertation examines this history asifestad



through the production, circulation, and reception of a wide range of texts in the early
twentieth century, demonstrating the complexities of representationré¢haiaaked when
an individual is perceived as transparently representative of a social group.

Even within contemporary autobiography studies, where theorizing more nuanced
understandings of autobiography has been a focus for many decades, we often fall into
some of the same tendencies of thought that marked modernist multiculturalism
Undoubtedly, recent scholars have problematized the particular refegeatiading of
autobiography that its early scholars such as George Gusdorf took as a given, &=l that |
at the root of readers’ expectations for autobiographers’ representativamgsisey have
challenged the related historical description of autobiography as aéklvesode tied
to Enlightenment subjectivity, which is entailed in the modernist multicliltura
perspective. As Leigh Gilmore notes, “This version has been displaced frbm and
without autobiography itself as critics argue that the tradition was ngwatharent as it
could be made to appear, its canonical texts formally unstable and decidedlpicedt
and its variety as much a critique, parody, or mimicry of the Western selfdenhewiof
it” (Limits 2)2 And while these kinds of investigations have worked to unfix

autobiography from an exclusionary conception of literary tradition, they have been

2 For such rereadings of the history of autobiography, see Karen Caplan, itiesist
Autobiography: Out-Law Genres and Transnational Feminist Subj&¥tshen,
Autobiography, Theory: A Readdtd. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson. Madison: U of
Wisconsin P, 1988. 208-16); Francoise Lion#ettobiographical Voices: Race, Gender,
Self-Portraiture(lthaca: Cornell UP, 1989); Julia Watson, “Toward an Anti-Metaphysics
of Autobiography” The Culture of Autobiography: Constructions of Self-Representation
Ed. Robert Folkenflick. Stanford: Stanford UP, 1993); Cynthia Sau-ling Wong,
“Immigrant Autobiography: Some Questions of Definition and Approad¥draen,
Autobiography, Theory: A Readdtd. Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson. Madison: U of
Wisconsin P, 1988. 299-319)
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frequently coupled with suggestions that autobiography serves as the means for
emergencanto that tradition. Sidonie Smith notes, for example, that “for the
marginalized woman, autobiography may serve as the coinage that purctiages e
(“Resisting” 85). And Robert Folkenflick says “the weak canonical status of
autobiography is an advantage, and its importance especially in recent yeaehade
for members of minorities and inhabitants of third world countries is obvious” (12).
Similarly, G. Thomas Couser positions the function of autobiography as a portal through
which individuals can move from “minority cultures” into the “dominant culture” (as
guoted in Kang 38).

But clearly, more than anything about the nature of the genre, or about authors’
creative intent, characterizations like Smith’s, Folkenflick’s, and Couas¥’sdicative
of the way autobiographical texts are positioned within systems of readicticps. In
her critique of this kind of rhetoric as it surrounds Asian-American womemalkang
asks, what exactly is autobiography the “vehicle” or “portal’ to? “To eenangl
become articulated as ‘the marginalized woman’?” (45) What Kang destibe is a
“broader clash between disciplinarity and social identity” in which autobiograph
figured as a literary genre, has become a primary mode through which to confirm the
inclusionary capacities of literary studies (and, metonymically nitlesionary
capacities of American society).

Finally, then, | use this history of autobiographical publication and readership to
recast debates within tleentemporaryera of multiculturalism, where, | argue, these

anxieties are recapitulated within literary pedagogy. | examine Watvthe
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multiculturalization of the literary canon and curriculum, the autobiographésataken
on a significance both more central and more unrecognized than ever before, as authors
increasingly (and problematically) come to stand in as representatigasen social
groups. | argue that within contemporary literary studies, the tendencies ahmbde
multiculturalism persist: problematic modes of reading autobiographyrbauied from
the desire to fix or contain identity, and thereby understand or control it, despitetthe fa
that autobiographical writing often perfortig instability of(or the ability to “pass”
between) ethnic, racial, class, and gender categories.

Autobiographical writing clearly offers readers more than just ingngtt
individual lives; | argue that through its circulation and teaching, it is profoundly
entwined with representations of national identity and belonging. Each of mpiecha
thus takes up a different venue through which to examine the publication, circulation, and
reception of autobiographical writing in order to trace its cultural importicpéatly in
relation to the ethos of modernist multiculturalism. In so doing, | take up mangediffe
autobiographical forms: short sketches, memoirs, traditional full-length agtaphies,
and others. And while it is not my intention to conflate these varied forms, asatey h
distinct (if deeply interlocked) histories, | find it useful to examineftinee that the
autobiographical is taken to have across a range of forms. After all, genrdelikigyi is
nothing if not an unstable system of classification. Autobiography, as evenligste
theorists recognized, cannot comfortably stand on its own as a self-evident genr

particularly since the appropriation of the first person “I” as a novelistigention, there

may be nothing inherent to a text that signals its status as autobiographyizahsethl

11



Bruss says, “Outside of the social and literary conventions that create ataimig
autobiography has no feature—has in fact no being at all” (6). Rather than an
independent object to be investigated, autobiography can be seen as one that has been
dependent for meaning on the contexts through which it is produced—that is, through
which it is invoked to particular effects, and through which it is put in the service of
particular kinds of cultural work. As Fredric Jameson suggests, genressaentially

literary institutions or social contracts between a writer and a specific public, whose
function it is to specify the proper use of a particular cultural artifA€8). In

examining autobiography under this light, | take up Jameson’s suggestion to explore how
such categories are “implicated in the literary history and the forraduption they

were traditionally supposed to classify and neutrally to describe” (107).

Despite its slipperiness, the study of autobiography has been saturated by a
methodological focus on narrative analysis—that is, an examination of how a person or
life is constructed through a text’s structure and other narrative elements. This
dissertation draws on theoretical developments linking autobiography to subjestd
citizenship by scholars such as Gilmore and Smith, but it goes further than pgsthisi
framework as a basis for narrative analysis. Rather, my approach cerolose readings
of the text themselves with an analysis of the material-historical cavftéxir
production and circulation—details of their publication histories, author interviews,
reviews, correspondence. My aim is not to reconstruct a complete history aiieigxt,

but rather to use these contexts to consider how autobiography is positioned within

12



systems of reading practices that correspond to a larger field of cyltadaiction and
social reproduction.

Chapter one, “Mass Magazines, Autobiography, and the New Currency of
Difference,” focuses on autobiographical sketches from popular magazkieg,as a
case study the widely-circulated and politically-moderate magahieendependent
Popular magazines at the turn of the century were arguably the first tridycoiagal
form,” and provided a particularly dynamic and far-reaching venue for the dissemina
of national culture. For readers from an emerging middle class attgngtiix their
bearings in the dizzying social space of the fin de siécle, magazines detteahtte
means to modern self-definition through new styles of consumption, attitudes toward
other cultural forms, and information about people, places, and technologies: mmagazine
offered readers a lens through which to view themselves and a way to imagine a
community of like-minded citizens. And while literary studies have attended piaibe
of fiction within mass magazines, there has been no similar examination of
autobiography. Drawing on the work of magazine historians such as Richard Ohmann
and Matthew Schneirov, | examine the place of autobiographical writifilgan
Independento argue that the ideological work performed by autobiography informed and
was informed by larger concepts of cultural difference, selfhood, and an egnetigyirs

of consumerism.

3 Richard Ohmann makes a convincing argument for considering popular magazines as
the paradigm case of an emerging mass culture igdli;mg Culture: Magazines,
Markets, and Class at the Turn of the Century.

13



The memoirs, reminiscences, and life stories (serialized and in short fiatm) t
magazines frequently published were authored not only by well-known politicians or
literary figures, but also by immigrants, workers, and others whose livedaveign to
the magazines’ middle-class readership. Magazines thus offered mangllyaltur
marginalized writers a venue for publication as autobiographers, and as swuech, we
documents of a burgeoning modernist multiculturalism. If with one hand, modernist
multiculturalism makes a gesture of inclusivity by inviting such an unruly chorus of
voices onto its pages, with the other hand it stifles or contains those voices: in tié conte
of the magazine’s typical content and tone, the narratives become both “educational”
curiosities that facilitated readers’ fluency in the chicly exotic, dadlogical markers
that gave readers the means to achieve self-definition through the negation or
trivialization of other perspectives. | read the narratives themselvesllaasviheir
interactions with the advertisements, travel articles, reviews, andedmeents that
magazines put into new proximity. As a medium for autobiography, magazines
engendered a complicated relationship between their readers and the gifierstages
became commodities for mass consumption, cultural difference took on a new currency
for middle-class readers attempting to define their own identities.

Chapter two, “Passing as Autobiography/Autobiographies of Passing,” takes up
best-selling novels that challenged the ethos of modernist multiculturalismfoynuag
what | call “autobiographical passing”—using the generic conventions ofidrzetlit
autobiography to explore and manipulate the narrative construction of identity. |

examine early twentieth-century texts by Samuel Ornitz, Jamé&towéohnson, and

14



Edith Eaton—all of whom wrote fictional texts that purport to be autobiographies and
whose subjects pass between racial and ethnic (as well as gender andtelgssgsal
combine close readings of these popular texts with a historical analysi# tiistaies
of publication, circulation, and reception to argue that the histories of these reroeks
readers’ expectations for how both genre and identity function: for contempeaaters
of these anonymous works, race became the signifier that took the place of thg missi
proper name to fulfill what Philip Lejeune has called “the autobiographicdl pat-
that is, it is that which allows the text to be legiagsautobiography. Where these texts
failed to live up to readerly expectations regarding the representation of rtbe athe
paradigm of modernist multiculturalism, they failed as autobiographies

| briefly explore the concept of passing as it has been variously theorizedrin orde
to demonstrate its specific resonance for the politics of autobiographibatship
before examining the implications for these specific texts’ investrbetit ¢eneric and
thematic) in passing. | first take up James Weldon Johngaébiography of an Ex-
Colored Manwhich was initially published anonymously in 1912 to unsympathetic
reviews and scant sales. Republished as a work of fiction under Johnson’s name in 1927,
it was widely popular and heralded as one of the most important works of the Harlem
Renaissance. Comparing the two moments of publication—the failure of the firgt, whi
| connect to the reading public’'s ambivalent relationship to African+fae authorship
in the nineteenth century, and the success of the later, embedded in the flowering of the
Harlem Renaissance—I argue that the text's new life was indiaaitiveth changes in

the cultural climate and an altered perception of its generic status. Gaten t
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autobiography was perhathge most significant vehicle for marginalized writers to reach
a mainstream reading audience, it is ironic that Johnson’s text found succestemly
published as a work of fiction; but | argue that it was in fact his troubling clizeil
identity and his rewriting of earlier narrative scripts of racial passiagmade the
“autobiography” an uncomfortable challenge, for both white and black audiemeed. |
turn to Samuel Ornitz’slaunch, Paunch, and Jowkhich was first published in 1923 as
an anonymous autobiography. An immediate best seller, it was serialized in the
Communist press and staged in the radical Yiddish theater, even as thelteasitse
contains definitions of Yiddish terms, explanations of Jewish customs, and antieSemi
sentiments, appears to be aimed at a Gentile audience. The text's manipul&iBotbpf t
then well-established) conventions of immigrant autobiography, and the vapedses

it elicited from different sectors of the reading public, make it a peatiy interesting
case for considering the relationship between conventions of genre and ethiiig. ide
argue that readers’ radically different responses can be linked to theiakldboations
through the parodic elements of the text. Lastly, | examine Edith Eaton’s
autobiographical noveMe: A Book of Remembranaghich was initially published
anonymously in 1915, complete with an introduction by Jean Webster (a popular novelist
and friend of Eaton’s) testifying to its authenticity. While the text makdy muted and
ambiguous (however interesting) references to the protagonist’s radersraad
reviewers fixated on those references as a way to determine theatektisship. Eaton,
who published many popular novels and stories under the pen name Onoto Watanna,

identified publicly as Japanese despite her Chinese-Canadian heritage theat

16



Eaton’s self-conscious manipulation of her identity in her autobiographical novel, and her
reading public’s response, reveal how the politics of representation are masked whe
autobiography is treated as a transparent window into social identity. Hedexthe
self-conscious irony and formal sophistication of the other two works; but perhags mor
clearly, its surface narration and use of the autobiographical and romanesesfabudy,

as a sort of Jamesonian “political unconscious,” the social and economie sehkii
shaped it.

Chapter three, “Factory Meets Faculty: Autobiography in Workers’ Schools
examines the role of autobiography in early twentieth-century worksrebss. In these
pedagogically innovative spaces, the students’ life experience was talemirasto
their education, and the writing and reading of autobiography was al camnaonent of
the curriculum. Taking as a case study the Bryn Mawr School for Working Women,
which was widely considered the flagship humanistic program for women woakers
which became the model for many subsequent programs, | combine close reathiegs of
students’ autobiographies (both published and unpublished) with an analysis of the
pedagogical context of their production and circulation. The autobiographies that the
students routinely wrote for their English classes were read byctasgmates; were
published in the schools’ literary magazines (like Bryn MaBtisp and Schaplto be
distributed to the student body and beyond; and were collected and published by the
umbrella organization The Affiliated Schools for Workers and distributed to v&rker
organizations nationwide. These texts provide a unique counterpoint to those published

for mass consumption, and the narrative comparisons they invite illuminate the
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imbrication of autobiographical practices and questions of audience and circulation.

If, for middle-class readers of magazines and best sellers, autobiogragt/ae
a tool through which to understand and contain cultural differences that seemed to
threaten a newly consolidating middle-class identity, for working-ctessgers at Bryn
Mawr, it became a lens through which to analyze and develop class consciousness in a
way that did not confuse or conflate it with racial or ethnic differencegueathat the
Bryn Mawr approach to autobiography thus demonstrates an alternative umdiegstd
structures of affiliation and difference that avoided many of the pitfalisoafernist
multiculturalism. | first examine the particular pedagogical sjpdi¢ckee workers’ school,
where the approach to teaching English was focused on an examination airéterat
relationship to the material conditions of its production. | show how, as a pedagogical
tool, within the interdisciplinary framework of English and economics, autobiograph
was used to examine the relationship between individual experience and themgbcial a
historical context in which it is embedded, and, moreover, as the basis for sacral act
Further, | argue that such an approach toward literature and the need to rataddifer
what it can tell us about the material conditions of our own and others’ lives and the
power relations that structure those conditions gives us a rich context throughavhich t
consider the women'’s autobiographies themselves.

Having examined autobiography through a range of historical contexts lidenc
this dissertation by linking these findings to contemporary debates surrounding
multiculturalism and literary pedagogy, given that the literaturgsobeom has become a

new locus for the creation of middle-class reading practices. In “Graphic
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Multiculturalism: Rethinking the Place of Autobiography in Literary Pedgg | argue
that the relationship between individual lives and group identities takes on a particula
urgency in the contemporary era of multiculturalism, as educational instituti@ss ac
the country respond to mandates to diversify their curricula. In literary studiecent
decades, the expansion of the canon to include women and writers of color has
reinvigorated the field; however, | join a group of scholars such as John Gaitidry
David Palumbo-Liu who argue that the debates surrounding this mode of curricular
reform ignore the broader context in which literary studies, if it is toré@kacritical
capacity in the contemporary university, must ground its critique of unequal social
relations. Specifically, | argue that in the age of multicultural kitestudies, the
autobiographical has taken on a significance both more central and more unrecognized
than ever before. Rather than being simply a means to a more inclusive asd diver
literary curriculum, multiculturalism becomes a sort of literaryraftive action,
whereby authors are supposed to stand in for heretofore unrepresented social groups.
Such a mode of curricular reform not only constrains the ways that students can
understand authors and texts, but also oversimplifies the processes of identitypforma
and representation.

My dissertation thus adds to a dynamic conversation among scholars exploring
literary pedagogy for the twenty-first century, but it does so through angle: |
connect contemporary multicultural education to the apparatuses of early tiventie
century publication, arguing that to understand and critically reengageothierpatics

of contemporary multiculturalism, we must understand its roots in modernist
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multiculturalism—especially the role played by the autobiographical and the
development of the genre’s social currency. Institutional and pedagogicasthéarve
largely ignored the importance of historicizing curricular matters irdanvgocial

context; but | argue that such an approach is imperative, as schools haveriglreasi
taken over the ideological functions that a century ago were determined by tisdipgbli
industry. | examine the growing and problematically uncritical currency of
autobiography in literary curricula, and | explore how it operates to fosticydar
understandings of selfhood, citizenship, and cultural difference, concealing thaer@oble
of representation it entails. My aim is not to question the methods or motives of
individual teachers of multicultural literature, but rather to make evident tessery

(and problematic) impact of the structural roots of multiculturalism wittéraky

studies. | thus show how across the span of the twentieth century, the autobiographical
has served as a crucial marker of value because of its capacity to enhasreséhef an
unmediated relationship between the text and the social identity of the authargargui
ultimately that the anxieties and desires that marked modernist muliadisiuiare
recapitulated within contemporary literary pedagogy. | conclude wihding of Miné
Okubo’s graphic memofCitizen 13660n the context of the multicultural literature
classroom, using it to demonstrate that by treating autobiographical tesispbt as
reflections of a given social group, but as embedded in more complex dynamics of
cultural production, we offer students a way to understand the relationships ameng text
authors, and readers as dynamic and demonstrative of the power relationad¢hatstr

our experience.
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Chapter One

Mass Magazines, Autobiography, and the New Currency of Difference

Upon opening the October 1905 issud bé Independenteaders would have
first paged past the table of contents—perhaps admiring its modern, ornategjtyrou
art-nouveau design—scanning the titles of its diverse offerings, which includedlseve
original poems, an essay on “The Good and Evil of College Fraternities,”iaghauns
“The American Victory at Waterloo,” and much more. They would then flip through
eighteen pages of advertisements (another thirteen such pages appearatatfttieee
magazine), maybe pausing at a particularly eye-catching illustratmomgpelling
slogan—"“Standard Porcelain and Enameled Baths: Assure a Modern, Beautiful, and
Sanitary Bathroom”; “Have You Considered the Advantage of Having a Telephone in the
Home?”; “The Globe-Wernicke Co. Catalogue will show you how to design a library tha
reflects good taste and refinement.” After these advertisements,s@audd encounter
the magazine’s regular feature “Survey of the World,” which cast an imgeegé over
the global news, offering stories in small, socially useful, dinner-partyecsational
bits.

On the next page, readers would have arrived at an article titled “Vieams o
Igorrote Chief,” by Fomoaley Ponci. According to the editor's headnote, Poncingas
of several native Filipinos to travel to the U.S. and appear at Coney Island asgpar

sort of “living diorama” of Filipino life. Much of the first-person narrativespgent
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describing his own life; but Ponci also holds a mirror up to the spectators at Glamely |
(and, by extension, the readersToie Independejjtcommenting on their attitudes

toward their bodies, their ideas about work, and their obsession with technology. “Views
of an Igorrote Chief” offered readers a very different worldview from tweir, and one

that questioned their own in very specific ways.

Ponci’s narrative challenges the American perspective he facesgazbef the
Coney Island visitors and the reader§ bé IndependentAnd though autobiographical
narratives like Ponci’'s appeared in the magazine frequently, it nonetresdess s
surprising to encounter such a critical piece in a publication that projecieaigthivoth
its editorial content and its advertisements, an incredible confidence in threcameay
of life: readers from an emergent middle class at the turn of the century, shoksesf
The Independentound in popular magazines a positive reflection of their social identity.
And in turn, popular magazines helped shape this emergent middle class in ways that
allowed them to feel at home amidst the sweeping social and cultural shiftgetkat

concomitant to the ascendance of corporate capitiliagazines positioned their

* The story of these changes is one that has become generally familiar autiugme,

and | will review it only briefly. In the latter half of the nineteenth centundustrial
America was born: the expansion of the railroads, the widespread use of the@kelegra
and telephone, the introduction of electric power, and other technological and
infrastructural developments enabled a boom in manufacturing that brought people in
vast numbers from farms into factories and shops, from rural areas into townseand cit
Furthermore, wealth and income became increasingly concentrated in thehands
industrial capitalists, and this growth in inequality led to great instahaith

depressions and labor conflicts occurring regularly throughout the last dextdte
nineteenth century.

At the same time that class difference was becoming increasinglyzpdlar
however, the changing economy gradually gave birth to a new class of workars, ofte
referred to as the professional-managerial class (PMC). These menatiefivorkers;
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readers as modern, savvy, and informed consumers of cultural goods, both observers of
and participants in the inevitable march of American progress: familiaithe culture

of the day, confident in America’s growing political and economic power, and fluent in
the latest fashions and technological innovations. Magazines offered readers a lens
through which to view themselves and a way to imagine a community of like-minded

citizens.

the writers, editors, and others who performed primarily creative mental talablevel
corporate managers; and their counterparts in government and other instituidasjpn

a small but increasing percentage of the workforce, and, by most measures, would come
to be the core of a recognizable middle class by the early decadesveénitieth

century.

Attendant with these demographic changes were major alterations to people’s
experience of everyday life: with the shift away from home production of clgtfuad,
and household goods, and the development of national corporate brands, the modern
consumer was born. Furthermore, the ever-growing production capacities of
manufacturers meant that there was as well an ever-growing need forankets:
industrialists quickly discovered the need to have an active role in the orchesifatot
just production, but also consumption. “Marketing” became an increasinglyicagnif
element of the corporate model, and the members of the PMC were in manjavays t
ideal target audience as potential consumers—upwardly mobile and intenested i
associating with the modern, the emergent middle class was well positionethéo def
itself in terms of new products and styles of consumption.

But this emergent middle class was not completely consumed by materialism
rather, a spirit of reform and civic-mindedness was also central to itogawgekthos.
Many of the issues that became central to Progressive Era reformsagearly taken up
by the middle class: interest in immigrant settlement and education, chilcatadbor
welfare, urban tenement housing conditions, and other such issues became widespread in
the early decades of the twentieth century, although this altruism was maoréaftenot
coupled with a certain moralizing condescension, even voyeurism, on the part of the
would-be reformers. Many scholars have characterized the Progressivat@gesizas
an ideological response to the anxieties created by the inequality and itystébili
corporate capitalism; and while much of the reform spirit was directed geitlerated by
the system, the reforms themselves were certainly not incompatible wiitaist
ethos, aimed as they were at achieving stability and quieting cries for morarpopul
risings rather than generating any fundamental change. In this chapteaddress
these cultural shifts as they informed and were informed by a developogyadt
modernist multiculturalism, as reflected in popular magazines.
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Autobiographical writing was a common discursive feature not jushef
Independentbut of many popular magazines, which regularly included memoirs by well-
known politicians, popular scientists, captains of industry, clergymen, writers and
respected commentators—figures presented to readers as worthy of@makatiaving
attained the cultural, social, or economic status befitting a range of middke-cl
aspirations and values. Indeed, Edward Bok (longtime editor of the highly successful
Ladies’ Home Journalattributed his magazine’s popularity at least in part to the frequent
publication of autobiographical writing; in his own autobiography, Bok says (speaking of
himself in the third person, as had Henry Adams):

On every hand, the question was being asked: “How is it done? How is such a

high circulation obtained?” Bok’s invariable answer was that he gave hisseader

the very best of the class of reading that he believed would interest them,tand tha

he spared neither effort nor expense to obtain it for them....As he knew [his

reader] to be fond of the personal type of literature, he gave her in succession Jane

Addams’s story of “My Fifteen Years at Hull House,” and the remarkable

narration of Helen Keller’s “Story of My Life”; he invited Henry Van Dykdjav

had never been in the Holy Land, to go there, camp out in a tent, and then write a

series of sketches, “Out of Doors in the Holy Land”; he induced Lyman Abbott to

tell the story of “My Fifty Years as a Minister.” He asked Gene ®maPorter to

tell of her bird-experiences in the series: “What | Have Done with Birdse

got Kate Douglass Wiggin to tell a country church experience of hers in “The Ol

Peabody Pew.” (374-5)
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Bok was not alone in recognizing that readers had an affinity for the autobiogkaphica
voice. Another of the first and most popular mass maga#ivesybody’sincluded
anonymous autobiographical essays as a regular feature: these pidtas, suc
“Autobiography of a Married Man,” “Autobiography of an Elderly Woman,” and
“Autobiography of a Business Man,” offered optimism and affirmation to readers who
may have seen such titles as descriptions of themselves or their lovédiihes.

successful and widely-circulating magazines similarly publisheda deal of first-

person material, ranging from humorous or moralistic sketches, to trawaives, to

entire serialized autobiographies—many with a straightforwardly ddactnspirational
tone. Magazine editors recognized the educational power of the autobiographical voice
asMunsey’smagazine put it in an editorial titled “The Charm of Autobiography,” “I
know a teacher who develops the character of his boys very largely by readingaihe
autobiographies of the world. He says that this form of literature is the nmoglaging
for the education of youth that has as yet been discovered” (614). As a feature of
magazines, autobiographical writing served a similar educative function, htlping
consolidate middle-class identity—linked to both fantasies of upward mobility, and
anxieties about social fluidity—by offering as models life stories ofairgncerity, of
financial success, of imperialist conquest, of achievement in science and agghnol

Such life stories reflected and helped shape the middle-class values aatibaspof

their readers.

®> These examples appeared in the February 1905, May 1906, and February 1907 issues,
respectively.
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But magazines also frequently included first-person narratives fronya ver
different class of people—from workers, immigrants, and others who were clearly
positioned socially below their readershigind not infrequently, such pieces proved
popular enough that they were parlayed (by ambitious authors or by shrewd publishers
into book deals; many now well-known autobiographers first published versions of their
works in magazines. Mary Antin'Bhe Promised Lan@912), for instance—considered
by many the Urtext of twentieth-century immigration narratives—wasnaiiyg
published as a series of five short pieces irAtitentic Monthlyin 1911; the journal’s
editor, Ellery Sedgwick, brokered a deal for the subsequent and wildly sutdmessit
publication by Houghton, Mifflin. Both Booker T. Washingtokup From Slavery
(1901) and Jacob RiisBhe Making of an Americaf1901) were first published serially
the previous year i@utlook Charles Alexander Eastmarrglian Boyhood1902) and
its sequeFrom the Deep Woods to Civilizati¢h916) began as a series of sketches
written for the influential children’s magazis. Nicholagwhich also published such
literary luminaries as William Dean Howells, Mark Twain, and F. ScatgErald). And
many writers who may not have gone on to publish full-length autobiographies

nonetheless had their autobiographical magazine pieces republished in countless

® While such autobiographical pieces take on a particular function, | argue, in tegtcont
of the emergent form of the American mass magazine, their publication in pesddisal
a long history dating back to the earliest British magazines. Ben Yagodahaitkfe t
stories written by “those hanging on the lower rungs of the social lad@ee’ wot
uncommon: “Narratives by criminals, in particular, picked up on a longtime trend on the
other side of the Atlantic. As early as the late seventeenth centuryeamtcof various
kinds were telling their stories in the pages of several different Englisidmals,” and
apparently garnering their publishers heretofore unseen sales (76).
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collections and anthologies. For instance, Sui Sin Far, now considered by itiesyacr

be the foremother of Asian-American literature, frequently wrote autobiogedphic
sketches for magazines—including her widely-anthologized “Leaves fromeh&aM
Portfolio of an Eurasian,” first published in thelependenin 1909; and Zitkala Sa’s
“Impressions of an Indian Childhood,” “An Indian Teacher among Indians,” and others,
were published in thatlantic MonthlyandHarper’s Monthlyin the early 1900’s, before
being published as a part of her collected works in 1921 and later in many literary
anthologies.

While some such autobiographers became popular through their magazine
writing, others became notorious. Bol@urnal published an anonymous 1916 article
called “My Mother and I: The Story of How | Became an American Woman, twhic
narrated the author’s experience of immigration and life as an American Jexshta s
response that its author, E.G. Sterne, published it in book length (to much acclaim) the
following year. Sterne would go on to publish several more memoirs, and would later be
embroiled in a scandal around the veracity of her books when it was revealedsby her
that she was actually born in Pittsburgh to Welsh and German parents. $imilarl
Sylvester Long Lance parlayed a 132@mopolitararticle into his wildly popular
autobiography about growing up as a Blackfoot Indian, but he was later revealed to be the
son of former slaves from North Carolina—a revelation which brought the disavowal of
some of his patrons, and Long Lance’s eventual suicide.

In some cases, magazines and their writers were more straightfaiaut

designating fictional work as autobiography. For instance, Abraham CaftenRise of

27



David Levinsky(1917) was first published serially MicClure’sin 1913, under the title
“The Autobiography of an American Jew”; editors included a note indicatinghat
story was fiction, but emphasizing that its proximity to reality (however sidwy
racism that “reality” may have been) was what gave it value: “Levirssky fact, an
actual type; his story reproduces actual characters, occurrencesuatdrsttaken from
real life. And his intense and complicated struggle shows, as no invention could do, the
traits of mind and character by which the Jew has made his sensationally ogpespr
in the business world of America” (92-3). What cases such as Sterne’s, &oogs,
and Cahan’s all demonstrate about the use of the autobiographical is that, whether a
means for writers to get published or for editors to sell magazines, botly clearl
understood the currency of autobiographical writing and sought to use it to their
advantagg.

Certainly not all autobiographers published in magazines garnered the riecognit
(or infamy) of these examples; paging through back issues of any popular magagine
can find autobiographical pieces by countless writers who, like Fomoaley Ponci, have
long been forgotten. Nonetheless, magazines offered many culturally-niasgina
writers a venue for publication as autobiographers, reflecting a fasaimath cultural
difference that was a hallmark of modernist multiculturalism. And yet jteetbyir
frequency, such pieces seem to be ideologically aberrant in the context ail-geieeest

magazines aimed at a middle-class readership: while many of thesevesnatre

" Chapter two explores “fake” autobiographies at much greater length, dertinggtat
we can locate the social conventions and readerly expectations surrounding
autobiographical writing in part because we can observe the consequencesosken t
conventions or expectations are violated.
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clearly invested in the mythology of democratic possibility and American
exceptionalism, many others were critical, at least indirectly, of tyeeg®nomic and
social conditions that enabled the growth and cultural differentiation of the middte cl
What purpose, then, did these narratives serve? What cultural work did they perform,
and what was the impact of their circulation through this new medium? In thischapte
consider popular magazines as a unique venue for the wide dissemination of
autobiography. Moreover, | argue that its circulation among editorials,tesdveents,
travel articles, reviews, and other elements that magazines put into newifyroxim
performed very particular ideological work: as life stories became calitig®for mass
consumption, cultural difference took on a new currency for readers attengptiafjrte
their own identities in opposition to those of marginalized groups. As a medium for
autobiography, magazines engendered a complicated relationship betweendbesr rea
and the genre. In order to understand the significance of that relationship, we need t
take a brief excursus through magazine history, to explore the relationship ¢faaimea

engendered with their readers more generally.

My Magazine, Myself
In the years surrounding the turn of the twentieth century, magazineatimoul
increased exponentially, and more people read magazines than had regukkbnpar

any other single medium in American histdhy\What was at the root of this

8 Richard Ohmann reports that total circulation of the genteel nineteenth-century
monthlies likely never topped four million; by 1890, circulation of new mass magazines
reached about eighteen million, and by 1905, it surpassed 64 million (29).
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phenomenon? Clearly, magazines offered something for which readers wereTdwger

1905 issue oT he Independergut it well, in some instructive comments that opened a

six-page preview of the upcoming theater season (complete with photoengravings of

titillating scenes from George Bernard Shaw'’s latest offering, the popstiiar new actor

and actress of the season, and the spectacular interior of New York’s Hippodrome):
Formerly the line could be pretty sharply drawn between playgoers and non-
playgoers, those who saw almost everything of any interest, and those who never
entered a theater. Neither class needed dramatic criticism. Now, hosveeey,
large and increasing proportion of the population go to see a few plays a year and
want to see the best. They do not want to waste their time, to waste their money,
nor to waste their minds and emotions on trash. They want...not a censor to
restrict their choice, nor a dictator to decide between good and bad, but a friend
who will give suggestions as to the merits of plays of all kinds, so that each
person can pick out those he would like to see when he has the opportunity. (923-
4)

The Independeistdescription of its own editorial presence—a culturally sophisticated

friend, at the ready to make informed suggestions—characterizes that whighunman

of-the-century mass magazines strove to cultivate. Their predecessmwsindteenth

century, publications aimed at an affluent leisure class for whom famihaithyhigh

culture was a birthright, spoke as to insiders, offering little editorialanthpresuming a
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great amount of shared cultural knowledgBy the last decades of the century, however,
publishers began to recognize a much broader potential audience for geeeeat-int
magazines: publications likehe IndependenmMcClure’s CosmopolitanandOutlook
offered access to this store of cultural goods to an emerging middle class] andrda
way that helped them to feel as though they were being gently educatedhather
patronized. Despite the fact that mosfok Independelstreaders would in factot be

able to travel to New York to see “The Walls of Jericho” hot on the tail of its smashing
London success, the magazine would give them fluency in such “talk of the theatrical
circles” (926).

While magazines did successfully appeal to a broad new audience by linking
themselves to the social aspirations of the middle class, there is more toryhe sthat
enabled their popular rise. Richard Ohman8etiing Culture: Magazines, Markets, and
Class at the Turn of the Centui3996) and Matthew SchneirovTine Dream of a New
Social Order: Popular Magazines in America 1893-191994) both usefully trace this
rise through the convergence of economic and social forces that ushered in the new
century; and both argue that the popular magazine in this era was arguably the first
instance of a truly national mass cultdteBeyond their aiming for and helping to define

a new kind of audience, turn-of-the-century magazines also had a new abgiiygho

® On the editorial presence in nineteenth-century American magazines, seieoSchne
chapters one and two and Ohmann, chapter one.
19 Ohmann makes a particularly specific and compelling case for consjitesiss
magazines as the first form of mass culture, which he defines as “volunparjesces,
produced by a relatively small number of specialists, for millions acrosstioa to
share, in similar or identical form, either simultaneously or nearly so;deftendable
frequency; mass culture shapes habitual audiences, around common needs @, interest
and it is made for profit” (14).
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this audience: technological developments in photoengraving, printing, and distribution,
along with the professionalization of advertising (which was developing outwirgyo
corporations’ need to find new markets) enabled them to reach a wider swath of
American homes than ever before. More specifically, in the mid 1890s magazine
publishers found that by broadening the appeal of their content and dropping their
subscription rates, they could vastly increase their circulation numbers, tioéeiryg a
new—and highly valuable—commodity to advertisers: a national audience ofaklati
well-off and eager consumers. And in return, advertisers happily provided enough
revenue to subsidize the magazines’ production ¢bsts.

Most historians of magazines agree on the narrative up to this point, and this
change in the model of magazine publishing is widely considered a “revolution.” Far
more contentious is the debate about the effects of this shift that made adveréising
major source of revenue for magazines. For Ohmann, magazines inevitalely gieap
formation of the middle class along ideological lines that were most conducive to
formalizing their roles as consumers:

A central need of people who became readers of [magazines] was to fix their

bearings in the fluid social space of that moment, and to do so to their social

1 Nineteenth-century magazines generally carried a scant dozen or sofpages
advertising, most of which promoted books from their affiliated publishing houses; the
new popular magazines, however, carried as many as seventy to ninety pages of
advertisements. From the perspective of magazine history, see Mott, intvodaot
Ohmann, chapter two; from the perspective of advertising history, see Frabielres
The History and Development of Advertis(@arden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, Doran, and
Company, 1929) and Jackson Le&@bles of Abundance; A Cultural History of
Advertising in AmericgNew York: Basic Books, 1994).
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advantage. Magazines that came into homes helped establish and announce the

social level of those homes. They also provided their readers with a range of

information and interests that linked them conversationally to other readkes in t

same circle of acquaintance, and culturally to like-minded readers across the

nation. In this they collaborated with the reconfiguration of social space and with

the new styles and meanings of consumption. (220)

Magazines played a key role in consolidating the new middle class by positiogiing t
readers as consumers surrounded by cultural wares, in both the editorial content and the
advertisements, helping them to feel empowered and at home in the new world of
consumer capitalism.

For Schneirov, however, Ohmann’s focus on magazines as an instrument of
hegemonic values does not allow for the agency of the writers, editors, and pulblishers
the magazines, who were frequently (explicitly or mofideologically aligned with
corporate interests. He notes, “Magazines became the ideal vehicledoahati
advertising, but they were also a national forum for an assortment of ideas—some fr
social reformers, others from journalists, editors, businessmen, and stie@fist
course,...not all ideas could be admitted; there were ‘invisible hegemonic’lBuits
within these limits there was ample room for diversity” (10-11). Indeed, iwiatme
most important thinkers of the Progressive Era were frequent contributors to popular
magazines, and some of the most widely-circulating magazines were knoivulgdyt
for their muckraking—most notabMcClure’s whose early publication of work by Ida

Tarbell and Lincoln Steffens defined it as a pioneer of investigative journalis@Iluké
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was certainly not the only editor who espoused a specifically progressitiegbol
outlook and truly worked to make his magazine a platform for what might genebausly
considered a new kind of social consciousness and reform.

While Schneirov is right to insist on a concept of hegemony that is perhaps less
rigid than Ohmann’s (one, he says, that refers to “a process, inherently contgplex a
contested, that is never fully achieved precisely because of the need fouhassa
incorporate new social developments”[10]), he does not fully acknowledge the power of
the new formal qualities of the magazines in delivering their diverse nesss#fignked
as they were by advertisements and presented as cultural products for carsumpti
want to suggest a way of understanding turn-of-the-century magazines arain@maga
readers that draws from both Ohmann and Schneirov, but recognizes the limitations of
each: rather than focusing on the idealism of the editorial content at the expense of
acknowledging the power of the new discourse of advertising and consumerism that
flowed through the magazines, or ignoring the magazines’ progressive potential by
conceiving of the editorial content as wholly saturated by the corporate aafehéa
advertisers, | try to imagine readers’ experience of magazinesyasid interaction,
involving both immersion and critical distancing. In the analysis that fo)lbtmg to
take the editors, contributors, and readers of magazines seriously and in good faith, but
also recognize that popular magazines, as a cultural form whose birth isabhéef@m
the economic and social upheaval of the late nineteenth century, embody the all-

pervasive changes to social relations rendered by the advent of corporatiésoapit
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For example, whatever their editorial content, it is undeniable that turn-of-the
century magazines hailed their readers in a radically newasagonsumersThe
magazines’ content was literally framed, in the dozens of opening and closinglpages
advertisements for products and services (in contrast to nineteenth-ceagayines,
which contained perhaps a few pages of notices for new books). They offered a riot of
images, slogans, and information, evoking a whole way of life as lived through
commodities. And as Ohmann has noted, much more than earlier magazines, the
heterogeneous editorial content mirrored this sense of the magazine (teue t
etymology) as a storehouse, “profusely and quite miscellaneously stogkkdultural
wares presented for consumption (223). Furthermore, the magazines presented
themselvess desirable commodities, enticing and elegantly produced, at once offering
information and entertainment to their readers and proclaiming the statushofies
whose coffee tables they graced.

What is fundamentally at stake here is what the new magazinds saidiabout
their middle-class readers; in an arguably more far-reaching and dywaythan any
media before, they offered a lens through which this new and increasingly poslestul
of people conceived of themsehas selvesin relation to others. While the editors,
publishers, writers, and advertisers of popular magazines did not explicitly takesep t
philosophical issues, they were nonetheless, in positioning themselves for aicaudie
engaged in ongoing negotiations about the meaning of middle-class selfhood.
Autobiographical writing, as a particularly potent vehicle for the ideologelbfiood,

was perhaps more explicitly implicated in such negotiations than most otherdiorms
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discourse. And the ubiquity of autobiography (in magazines and also in book form) at
the turn of the century was indicative of people’s grappling with new understandings of
selfhood and the relationship between self and society.

Many historians have examined the transformation of selfhood wrought by the
advent of corporate capitalism and, as Tom Pendergast points out, have done so in
relatively mournful tones: “Positing that the nineteenth-century individual eshjoye
natural relations with his or her property, community, and self, such critiosncbtitat
the disruption of those relations brought by the rise of consumer culture left the modern
individual estranged from ‘real’ selfhood” (7). And while Pendergast, like Schiarov, i
right to point out the typically idealistic tone of the magazines themseivesritrast to
scholars’ generally rueful take on the effects of the emergence of censapitalism), it
is an oversimplification to then assume (as both, to some degree, do) that the anxieties
and alienation that scholars have read into the ethos of the era are in the main
anachronistic. They fail to acknowledge that magazines’ idealistic taséself often a
symptom of greater unease and apprehension related to the place of the middieltla
amidst such slippery social, cultural, and economic terrain.

It is this apprehension that seems to characterize the place of autobiagraphic
writing by people outside of these magazines’ readership, as it chenedttibie
modernist multiculturalist spirit that magazines embodied. While the prestsgeh
different voices on the pages of middle-class magazines should in part be seen as an
inclusive, democratic gesture, in the context of typical magazine content anthene

often become something much less so: at best, the narratives are odditidsingpaken
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to the Coney Island Igorrote diorama that put individuals and groups on display to
represent groups as “educational” curiosities; at worst, they serve asgidabmarkers

for middle-class readers to more clearly differentiate “us” fromrfitfi¢ghe means to

achieve self-definition through the negation or trivialization of other perspeckiae
generally, though, autobiographical writing in magazines by people outsiderof thei
white, middle-class readership reflected a shift in the very notion of cuftdreudtural
difference—a shift that was at the heart of a burgeoning modernist multiGaityrand

that would in turn have a profound impact on the meaning and value of autobiographical

narratives.

New Magazines for a New Culture

While drama, literature, art, and scholarship had an important place in popular
magazines, they were by no means simply degraded versions of their geratsdnth-
century counterparts; rather, publications ke IndependenMcClure’s, andOutlook
were doing something altogether new. More than just offering accesshallihneed
ground of high culture, popular magazines charted the new social terrain érgedm
attendant upon the seismic economic and social changes ushering in the new century.
They offered their readers an image of themselves in relation to theirauitlene. And
what the new magazines reflected, at least in part, was that the notion of cediifineat
undergoing dramatic change.

Raymond Williams and others have traced the contemporary understanding of the

world “culture” to its roots in both the Frenclvilisation and the GermakKultur.
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Civilisation has long connoted arrival at the pinnacle of human development as manifest
in certain habits, customs, and standards of livi@yilisation is something to be

attained through generations of striving and refinement, not equally avadadle

Kultur, by contrast, is identified with the spiritual identity of a nation, with the lyistor

and way of life embodied in its peasafalk. While the American use of the term has a
long and knotty history, suffice it to say that through the nineteenth century, “culture”
was most strongly identified wittivilisation, with all its evolutionary and hierarchical
implications. But in the last decades of the nineteenth century, the German-born and
trained anthropologist Franz Boas developed a new sense of the word, one much more
akin toKultur as time- and location-bound. The Boasians stressed that “A culture was
not a universal history but a configuration of manners, mores, and beliefs peculiar to a
people...Each culture, in this sense, possesses integrity, and one more lgcpeates

of cultures in the plural rather than of a singular culture that confers diffegneiedeof

status upon broad divisions of humanity” (Elliot xiii). While bottilisation and

Kulture continued to inform understandings of group-based difference, the Boasian sense
of cultures gained currency in both the scholarly and popular imagination in theslecad
around the turn of the century.

With the introduction of the anthropological sense of cultures, then, came a
renewed interest in cultues difference; and yet, the connotations of the French sense of
the word were not wholly evacuated. Rather, it was no longer simply fluenayhin hi
culture that signaled one as “cultured,” but fluencgufturesplural. The decades

surrounding the turn of the century, then, saw a shift in what it meant to be cultured that
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reflected a nascent incorporation of the Boasian sense of culture—and thus the
ascendance modernist multiculturalism. Mass cultural forms fueled thenmhseape of
this shift in that they “collapsed the distinction between what would come to be known as
‘cultures’ and humanistic ‘culture’ into products of the culture industry” (Evans 7)
Magazines especially manifested this leveling: alongside more tradifitmaathe
ubiquity of local color fiction, travel writing, folklore, and the like on their pages—aot t
mention their Progressive Era interest in the conditions of such groups asammshnd
workers—bespoke an attention to cultural difference on the part of their readevaghat
altogether absent from nineteenth-century magazines.

In the 1905 issue dfhe Independerihat opened this chapter, for instance,
readers would have found not only a preview of the theatrical season, a cautious
examination of Tolstoy, several original poems, and a review of the laiesttant
literature to be published, but also an exposeé of the lives of immigrants in New Yprk Cit
tenements, a study of Japanese rice farmers in Texas, and an examination dththe hea
conditions in the Philippines, not to mention a wealth of advertisements for products
promising everything from superior cleaning power to sound investing. And while the
experience of encountering such disparate elements side by side is soteiive
take for granted, as Richard Ohmann points out, at the turn of the century, it was a fairl
novel experience: “We have become used to discontinuous forms, from vaudeville to the
flow of TV entertainment and news and commercials, so that such juxtapositions see

normal. The nineteenth century had already made them familiar to city
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people...Magazines brought them into the home, into the hands, before the eye&® (224).
The experience of reading a magazine, then, was about more than the sum ofteading i
parts. Rather, the juxtaposition of those parts put many different—often competing—
modes of discourse into relationships with each dth&o while the attention to cultural
difference in magazines signaled a shift toward a more egalitavthreativistic idea of
culture, it must be read in relation to other elements with which it coexisted on the

magazines’ pages.

The Independerand its Undistinguished Americans

It is in light of this shifting social terrain on which new ideas about selfhood and
otherness were formed and disseminated in the early twentieth centurywémttd
consider the publication of autobiographical narratives in mass magazines. Such
narratives offered middle-class readers what seemed to be transpahamti@imnages
of other social groups, a way to perceive, and therefore understand and contain,
differences that had become unmoored from their nineteenth-century foundations—
differences that marked the shifting contours of the very notion of culiure.

Independentespecially in the early decades of the twentieth century under the editorship

2 This was true of newspapers as well, but to a much lesser extent, as the vénigity of
content was more limited, and they were visually less complex.

13 Similarly, M.M Bakhtin notes the multiplicity of voices within the newspaperan
image of the distinctive chronotope of Dostoevsky’s novels); he says, a newspaper is
living reflection of the contradictions of contemporary society in the cres#s of a
single day, where the most diverse and contradictory material is laid outf(30).
Bakhtinian terms, the voices in a magazine, like the newspaper, are alregzhopal
and dialogic.
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of Hamilton Holt, took a particular interest in this brand of culture, and as such
positioned itself as more modern and progressive than many of its competitors. Founded
in 1848, the magazine began as a religious anti-slavery journal, but by the 1890s had
refashioned itself as a secular general-interest magazine. Like petitors, The
Independensought to broaden its appeal by avoiding highly partisan politics; each issue
included articles on current and historical events by respected public figggekrr
features on the arts, finance, and technology, poetry and fiction, an increasing atimbe
illustrations and photoengravings, and over thirty pages of advertising. The neégazi
publishers embraced the new model of production—cutting subscription costs by relyi
on advertising for revenues—that had come to be the industry standard during that
period; in fact,The Independerdnce boasted more advertisers than any other extant
magazine (Mott 375). While it is difficult to find reliable circulation numbBé&i/erner
Sollors places the magazine on par with (and politically in between) two ofdste m
well-know magazines from the efcClure’sandOutlook “The Independersgeems to
have functioned as a more liberal alternative to Lyman AbbOtitbook ..although it
was a more conservative organ tih&cClure’s Magazingwhich became identified as the
central muckraking journal at the beginning of the century” (xiv).

| take The Independdras my focus here in part because of this middle-of-the-
road status: the magazine clearly positioned itself to appeal to a very bdhexca. And
while the magazine, like its competitors, was very much embedded in the madtinery

corporate capitalism, Holt (like others of his peers, particuadgmopolitais Hearst)

4 The Independergtbsorbed two other magazines in the early decades of the twentieth
century, and reported circulation numbers vary widely in these years.
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was also fiercely dedicated to the notion of independent journalism. In particular, Holt
was enamored with the power and the democratic potential of the autobiographical voice
and the magazine published a large volume of autobiographical narratives, pirigula
people outside of its readership—immigrants, factory workers, sharecr¢ppéisit

himself put it, people “of the humbler classes in the nation” [i])—a cast of chesdhat
created a truly broad composite portrait. The short sketches, which Holt terfaleds,’

were so widely popular with his audience that he eventually gathered méweyrointo a
collection which he published in book form, under the Titke Life Stories of

Undistinguished Americansrhich was then itself published in two different editibhs.

!> The multiple meanings embedded in Holt's tiflae Life Stories of Undistinguished
Americansare indicative of the ambiguities surrounding the meaning and value of the
narratives as offered to readers. Firstly, “undistinguished” impliebg(iftly
pejoratively) that, while the individuals included in the collection have no particular
claim to distinction, their stories are still worthy of publication, and thus tiectioh
itself stands as an inclusive and democratic gesture. Indeed, the introductsothabte
one of the forces that accounts for the pieces’ popularity is a renewed imditesary
forms that emphasize “the importance of the average man” (3). In another sens
however, “undistinguished” implies that they are indistinct from each other, made to be
representative in such a way that their subjectivity is effaced and tinelyistas types.
The titles of the short pieces exemplify this second sense of the word: @zobdsced
by ethnicity and vocation (“A Polish Sweatshop Girl,” “An Italian BootblaclkyNegro
Peon”). In one instance, “The Life Story of A Syrian,” this indistinctivemnesterally at
play in the narrative construction; the editor notes, “The following chapteoinposite.
Three young Syrians of Washington Street, New York, each lent a part dé hesthe
making of it, in order that the story might be nearly representative of thegav&yaan
immigrant” (147). So while the introduction situates these forms squarelyténaay
framework (within a genealogy of novelistic writing), it nonethelessgmtsshe literary
interest of the short pieces as embedded in their potential ethnographic inteiregt, not
“This, after all, is the most profitable branch of nature study, the study of Haprens,
and of his wife, who, in this country at least, usually also belongs to the species’sapie
(3). Given that a large proportion of the narratives that follow are those of iamtsgr
the humor here, playing on the suspicion of foreigners as being potentially less than
human, also subtly undercuts the democratic promise the introduction intones.
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But the democratic impulse that may have been at the root of Holt’s interest i
publishing the “lifelets” at times inevitably got lost in the current of cdmgealiscourses
that flows throughout the magazine, as | will discuss; many of the magazind&saand
editorials make evident, for instance, that it was as Frank Mott has noted, “wholly
committed to the policy of ‘expansion’ and ‘taking up the white man’s burden’ (377).
And in the magazine’s advertisements, difference becomes merely part of an
aestheticized background to the promise of a consumer’s paradise.

What effect might the autobiographical narratives’ circulation among titber
elements of the magazine have had on readers’ experience of the narratisetvisn
How might the circulation of these narratives through the medium of mass megjazi
have influenced readers’ understanding or valuation of autobiography genef aitig?
general-interest magazine regularly brought autobiographicatimas#o larger
audiences than ever before, then it offers a significant venue through which torconside
the larger cultural work performed by autobiography; and in order to think through some
of these issues, | want to now turn to some of the narrative themselves and é¢kamine

in the context of their original magazine publicattén.

16 A note about sources: despite a thorough search, | was unable to locate an archive of
The Independeistrecords; and the Hamilton Holt papers focus almost exclusively on his
later career in university administration, rather than on his early caitbeFhve
Independentl have thus been limited to the published editor’s notes for information
about how the autobiographical narratives were obtained, and as | will discuss, that
process was certainly not transparent; nonetheless, at least one of ttieesatrat |
discuss—that of Rose Schneiderman—is verifiably consistent with other of her own
accounts of her life.
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Competing Currents
Fomoaley Ponci’s narrative, which opened this chapter, is a particularly
compelling example of magazine autobiography, both in terms of its content and the way
it interacts with other elements of the magazine. Ponci begins by describing hi
childhood, his marriage, and his village’s encounters with Spanish and American
colonizers; and throughout his narrative, he is careful to express an awarenkessof ot
views of Igorrote customs (acknowledging, for instance, the American disappfoval
their “headhunting” practices and answering it as with an unconcerned shrud:c&ha
we do? We have always done it” [780]). He criticizes Spanish colonial politics and
religious practices by demonstrating their absurdity within an Igorrotielwew:
We did not owe [the Spaniards] anything; why should we pay what they call
taxes? We let the Spaniards come because there is plenty of room [on the island]
for everybody... [A Spanish priest] told us that God had a son who died for us,
and that we ought to leave our God and go to him. But our Chief said: “We did
not want him to die for us. We can die for ourselves.” No, we will be true to our
own God, who has always been good to us. We never give him anything. How
could a man give anything to God? (781)
In Ponci’s narrative, the Spanish and the Americans are clownish (if dangegouess f
with bizarre ways, prone to inexplicable bouts of anger. His description of ascient
who visited his village reads itself as a set of field observations of ther\@diehaviors:
“All he wanted was beetles and bugs and birds and bats and snakes. He put them in

boxes and bottles...and spent days watching [them]...When he could get anyone to
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interpret for him he was always asking questions. He had a book and a liktkaatic
made a black mark, and when we told him anything he made black marks in the book”
(782). Ponci’s description of the abuse of the Igorrotes by the whites (“[The Rishnia
caught a few Igorrotes and were very bad to the, whipping them to make them work.
Some they whipped to death” [781]), interspersed with descriptions of their cjenti
geographical, and anthropological interest in the island and its inhabitants, ayisebar
violence at the root of these imperialist gestures of charting, classificand control.
His reverse-anthropological gaze becomes even more marked as Ponesnarrat
his travels to the U.S. He describes the visitors at Coney Island:
Great crowds of people came to see us every day and we show them how we live.
They are good people, but they do not look well. They all wear clothes, even the
children. It is bad that any one should wear clothes, but much worse for the
children. We pity them. They cannot be well...Perhaps they are ashamed
because they don’t look well with their clothes off. They are thin and stooping
and pale. That is because they work so much. | would tell them about our way of
life, if I could, because | feel sorry for them. (784, my emphasis)
Ponci, who has readily acknowledged the limits of his understanding of the whites he has
encountered, here nods to the limits of the whites’ understanding of Igorrote life. And
while he expresses admiration for the technological achievements he ersoutite
U.S., he also notes their irrelevance for him: “I have seen many wonders here,\oillt w

not bring any of them home to Bontoc. We do not want them there,” (784) going on to
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explain exactly why electric lights and cars and telephones are urengciesdife in his
village.

Ponci’s narrative is critical of the American perspective of the visito@oney
Island and the readers Bhe Independerif But the magazine’s treatment of the
narrative frames it in very particular ways. In the editor's headn@sitihenticity of
the account seems to be assured by the chief's simplicity and lack of decaragivade,
despite the obvious complications of translation; furthermore, his natural incapacity
objectivity and accuracy assures the editors’ and readers’ superior juidgfiide
genial exponent of the simple life who furnished the following article by talkiragigh
an interpreter...was a large, plump Filipino whose age was probably forty-eighwas$i
clad in two necklaces, two bracelets, some tattoo marks and a loin cloth...In regard to
figures he is quite impressionistic, ‘a thousand’ representing any large numpe)”’
The focus on Ponci’s physical form echoes the Coney Island-esque iméthst i
native” as spectacle, as do the photographs that accompany the piece in the magazine
they picture Ponci and his fellow Igorrotes in various “characteristic atit{d8e3)

against the backdrop of a village constructed for the Coney Island displayg(&ge fi

7 Given that Coney Island was primarily a working-class leisure zone, trativamay
also have served to confirm readers’ negative perceptions of the park’s wodssg-cl
patrons.
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QuickTime™ and a
decompressor
are needed to see this picture.

Fig. 1. Photographs accompanying “Views of an Igorrote Chiéfe’ Independeri9.2
(Oct. 1905): 779-785.

The photographs offer what appears to be a literal glimpse of the Igorrote way of
life. But they are in fact much more layered and complex: not just reprisestéut
representations of a representation—images of a people posing on a setteohistruc
portray a village. Ponci’'s narrative is similarly layered and completarg ®ld orally,
then filtered through a translator and a writer—what appears to be a first-heatt/aas
in fact three times removed. This sort of acknowledged artificiality wasuoe, very
common in the age of Barnum, Buffalo Bill, and Madame Tussaud; fin de siécle Americ

was a crucible for both the mass spectacle and the social sciences, and the/diar be
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entertainment and information was a blurry one. Magazines, like other purveyors of
modernist multiculturalism, rode this line, and were, as the editGosiopolitan
described, both “a power and a pleasure” (as quoted in Schneirov 1). “Views of an
Igorrote Chief” is positioned both as a curiosity and as an encounter with lthemnrea
amusement and an accurate portrayal of Igorrote life; its constructesiwespled with
a claim to authenticity, made all the more powerful by its deployment of the
autobiographical voice. The autobiographical voice offered what appeared to be a
transparent window onto another culture. And the power of that autobiographical voice
is undeniable—despite these myriad complications of representation, Poncitv@arra
offers an interestingly critical perspective on turn-of-the-centuryrioae

But that perspective is contained, literally and figuratively, througlediterial
apparatus of the magazine; its critical edge is severely blunted bwisamwhich the
editor’s note and the accompanying photographs position both Ponci’s physical body and
his narrative as a quaint curiosity. And not just the framing of Ponci’s narratouegh
the editor’'s note and the photographs would have impacted readers’ experience of the
narrative itself. The piece was of course just one of many elements@¢tibleer 1905
issue ofThe Independenand that issue was just one out of the many months that its
subscribers would read. Readers’ experience of any given piece was thdsieunbe
their additive, ongoing experience of the magazine as a whole, and Ponci’'s naraative
caught up in the many discursive currents that flowed through the magazine.

His was certainly not, for instance, the only piece in the magazine to discuss the

Philippines; of course, in 1905, the Philippines were on everyone’s tongue. Americans
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had enthusiastically backed this imperial adventure that, however bloody, resulted i
American rule of the islands until after World War Il. News from the Philigpine
regularly appeared in the magazine’s “Survey of the World,” and feature pieces
common. In the month following the publication of Ponci’s narrative, for exafipée,
Independenpublished an essay by then Secretary of State William H. Taft, enumerating
the reasons that the Filipinos were incapable of self-rule. Taft blamesaih@s’ current
woes primarily on the lack of “individual initiative and resourcefulness” (1017) on the
part of the Filipinos, noting that “We Americans have grown so accustomed tayapidi
development in our own country, and to the display of great individual initiative and
enterprise, that we are prone to expect results too rapidly in the Philippines” (1015).
This paternalistic tone is common to nearly all the magazine’s discussions of the
Philippines, and is representative of the discourse of imperialism in its patgrsiaht
upon the discourse of imperialism was a veneration for technological progeesante
issue in which Ponci offered his critique of Americans’ dependence on technology also
featured, for instance, “The Advance of the Trolley,” which offered diagrams and
photographs of the latest in trolley design and luxury (846-854), as well as “The
Impressions of an Aeronaut,” in which the popular French scientist Wilfrid de Fonvielle
discusses the contributions to meteorology, geography, and health made by amivances
ballooning (866-9). Technology and anthropology were also comfortable bedfellows on
the magazine’s pages: the next month’s “The Eclipse of the Sun in Egypt” (1028-35) was
part astronomy, part travel essay, and part ethnography, and, like Taft'swasce

accompanied by photographs of Americans formally posed against a backdrop of exotic
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natives. It is impossible to ignore the impact that all of this would have had onsteader
experience of Ponci's autobiographical narrative, which appears to be, in tluessidks
contexts, simply evidence of the Filipino’s childlike naivete.

Ponci’s autobiographical narrative was one of a great many authored by people
from social groups outside of the magazine’s middle-class readership to appisa
pages in the early decades of the twentieth century. The narratives createdyan unrul
chorus, often powerfully critical of the social and economic forces that enaflehtike-
class way of life. But like Ponci’s, all of these narratives were adrift ifldiaeof
discursive currents through which readers created meaning out of magare®s;
undeniably, the strongest of those currents combined to offer readers a po$gtr®ne
of their social identity, and served more often than not to tame, contain, or reframe any
criticism that the narratives made.

For exampleThe Independengublished dozens of autobiographical pieces by
immigrants, and the magazine’s discursive currents included varied, and often ngmpeti
views on the issue of immigration—an issue that, like imperialism, was fraitght w
anxieties about race and class. The immigrant life story was becoméng popular
form, and autobiographies such as Mary Antin’s and Edward Steiner’s topped legst-sel
lists and garnered great critical attention. Like Antin’s and Stsjreme of the
narratives published ihhe Independerdonfirmed the power of American culture and
the mythology of the “American Dream”™—an agreeable message to an emmidaig
class eager to distance itself culturally from the urban slums while mmamgtés

democratic ideals. The Polish immigrant Sadie Frowne’s “The Story of atSvop
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Girl” (September 1902), the Italian immigrant Rocco Corresca’s Bibgraphy of a
Bootblack” (December 1902) and Antanas Kaztauskis’ “From Lithuania to tleagzhi
Stockyards—An Autobiography” (August 1904) all frame their stories in terms of
education and methodical hard work—and, like Antin, they measured their success in
terms of their assimilation. Frowne’s story, for instance, dedicates tedgadaf space to

the painstaking listing of earnings and expenses, focusing on her careflityfmagaer

than the precariousness of life as a shopworker. While she mentions that she lsea mem
of a union and appreciates what the union has done, she quickly qualifies her appreciation
with a disavowal of socialism and anarchism. Despite the piece’s titleyedldittle

time is spent discussing the challenges of her work itself; and all of thesstomgtion is
sublimated into descriptions of her all-American courtship by another workémases
toward marriage. Frowne’s narrative thus presents a completely wadgoididrait of the

life of an immigrant factory worker—one that challenges neither the boundssfnda
gender, nor the pressures of assimilation.

Such a perspective was well suited to the mood of the country in the early decades
of the twentieth century, which saw a shift away from a single-minded focus on
immigration restriction to an exultation of America’s capacity to transfie
immigrant™® Although debate (public and legislative) around immigration continued to

rage, the relatively open immigration policies of the pre-World War | 1900sedl for

18 For a concise discussion analysis of the public discourse around immigration in this
era, see chapter seven of John HighaBtrangers in the Land: Patterns of American
Nativism, 1860-192%8" ed. Piscataway, NJ: Rutgers UP, 1988).
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an unprecedented surge of immigration, primarily from Eastern and Southern.Elirope
The magazine ostensibly reflects a liberal stance toward immoigras an editorial
published in December 1905 declared, “The admission of decent laboring men, whether
Chinese, Japanese, Irish, Italians or Hotentots, ought to be welcomed from the side
whether of political economy or humanity, and we regret the popular obsession on this
subject” (1414). And many of the immigrant narratives published in the magazine were
critical of the economic and social forces that worked against immigraimts uh.§.—
although these criticisms, as | will discuss, tended to appears as ddied i the
magazine’s larger tidal forces of American confidence and selfesaio.

Despite its proclaimed editorial stance on the issue of immigratia,
Independenseems to have done little to quell the “popular obsession,” and staunchly
anti-immigrant voices had a significant presence on its the pages, asdlweypttier
popular media. Two months after their editorial, for example, in February 1906, the
magazine published an article by James Davenport Whelpley, whose just-published book
The Problem of the Immigraft905) was receiving great attention. The editor’s
headnote hails Whelpley as “one of our best newspaper and magazine writerallgspeci
on industrial economics and political subjects” (261). In a tenor common not artg to
Independentbut also to the anti-immigrant discourse of the day generally, Whelpley’s
article employs the language of invasion and warfare to describe thé afriva

immigrants:

19 Early exceptions include the continuation of Chinese exclusion, along with the
exclusion of anarchists (after 1903).
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The country now attempting to control immigration is always on the defensive.
However well intrenched [sic] upon its own territory, it must await attack and be
content with repulsing the enemy. No victory, however great, can be followed up.
One repulse merely invites further effort. In brief, no defeat of the besiesge
final and the attempt of the United States Government [sic] to discrimmtte i
admission of aliens is a wearisome and unending struggle against the combined
forces of the alien army of the world. (261)

He describes the anti-immigrant cause as “fighting in a spirit opse#fervation for

ideals which [sic] would soon become hopeless of [sic] achievement if the coastry w

overrun by an indiscriminate horde often recruited from the scarcely humanwsuzal

strata of the Old World” (261-2). He calls the notion of “maintaining an asylurhdor t

oppressed of all the world”
buncombe and of the political variety. No nation comprising many millions of
people can justly maintain an open door for diseased, criminal, pauper or deficient
aliens, and all nations should be compelled by international sentiment to carry
their own burdens of this description. To dump these people on a foreign shore is
insanitary [sic] for the receiver of these objectionable goods, and certainly a
criminal evasion of responsibility on the part of the shipper. (261)

Ultimately, Whelpley calls for other countries to create stricigeation policies—to

keep the “objectionable goods” from ever leaving the factory, so to ép8akh bullish

commentaries, by authors who are lauded by the editors as “experts,” cemiaiati/the

20 Welpley's metaphor makes explicit the relationship between consumerism amdlcul
difference.
53



political force of the critical immigrant autobiographies, from which theoesigenerally

either withheld commentary, or framed through their introductory notes as quaint

curiosities or decorative tales (as in the case of Fomoaley Ponci'vegrramore like

the magazine’s works of fiction or other cultural fare than serious commetaayall,

like their nineteentlsentury predecessors, mass magazines prided themselves as being

purveyors of such fare; original fiction, poetry, reviews, and the like, took up a cignifi

number of pages in each issue, and “local color” was fast becoming high Ifeesiign.
Nonetheless, the autobiographical sketches do offer a counterpoint to views like

Whelpley’s. In the very same issue as his essay, for instance, the itoigbtd goods”

speak for themselves: at the end of the magazine, an autobiographical piece balled “T

Life Story of a Pushcart Peddler” appears. The peddler’s story, while tdlynia praise

of the opportunity offered in America, also offers some harsh criticism. Haskgi

narrative with a charming portrait of his life in Greece before emigyaginticed by an

adventurous brother who has traveled to America, he arrives in New York witht almos

nothing—not because of his own laziness or misdeeds, but because he has come from an

agrarian society where, as he characterizes, families and communiteginteally self-

sufficient, growing and making everything that they needed themsel¥eshad very

little money, and so little use for money that the currency might almost Blsavelbeen

the iron sort of our remote forefathers” (274). Interestingly, here money becaiges a

of antiquity, not of progress. And while he is not uncritical of life in Greece, he blescri

“Narrow as our lives might be considered by Americans, there was plenty tatntere

us...and considering matters from the standpoint of our wants and needs, we were
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certainly prosperous and happy” (275). His life upon arriving in the United States i
anything but, however. He describes his confusion upon undertaking work as a pushcart
peddler in trying to understand the system of graft through which the policeselxtort
money from immigrant merchants. His ignorance first leads to his beirsgcphy
brutalized by the police; soon, however, he learns that peddlers must pay to work the
“good places” in the city:
Push cart peddlers who pay the police make $500 to $1,000 a year clear of board
and all expenses, and actually save that amount in the bank; those who don’t pay
the police make from $200 to $300 a year. All the men in the good places pay the
police... .A policeman collects regularly, and we don’t know what he does with
the money, but, of course, we suspect. The captain passes by and he must know;
the sergeant comes along and he must know. (277)
The portrait he paints of the immigrants themselves stands in direct opposition to
Whelpley’s; he says “The Greeks are almost all doing well; there are narbeggl no
drunkards among them, and the worst vice they have is gambling” (278); moreover, he
portrays the pushcart peddler’s work as imbued with a sense of social conscioughess, a
offering something vital: “When the push cart men finish selling dear to theepedhl
plenty of money they go and sell cheap to the poor in the evenings. Plenty of fruit is a
fine thing for [their] health” (278).
The peddler’s success, and his contribution to society, happspgethe
American “way of life”: graft, as embodied by the corrupt police. Theawtabout

whom we learn nothing from the editor but that he gave his story through an interpreter—
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offers a portrait of his motivations, desires, and capacities that is in star&staat
Whelpley’s diatribe. And certainly, this juxtaposition was not an accident on ttihef pa
the editors. But if the pushcart peddler’s story was intended to be a defense in response
to Whelpley, that defense is undercut by the piece’s burial deep within the magwgzine, b
the anonymity of the author, and by the lack of any editorial commentary.
Nonetheless, like the Greek peddler’'s, many others among the narratives do offer
powerfully critical perspectives on life in America. Some of the most danpartgaits
come from the narratives of those whose work brought them in contact with the upper
classes: Agnes M. in “The True Life Story of a German Nurse Girl ¢Gdyr 1903),
Amelia des Moulins in “The French Dressmaker’s Life Story” (April 1904), hed t
anonymous author of “The Confessions of a Japanese Servant” (September 1905), all
criticize the concentration of wealth in America and the behavior of the uppger-cla
“aristocracy” in a supposedly democratic nation. As with Ponci’s narrativesvreswthe
magazine’s editorial apparatus often frames these stories intammaaiser that tames
their criticism by presenting them as quaint curiosities. For instarestdry of “A
Japanese Servant” is introduced thusly:
Those who have wondered what was behind the uniform politeness and
unreadable face of a Japanese servant will be interested in this very frank
confession of one...No alterations whatever have been made in the manuscript for
his occasional use of Japanese idioms and of bookish English makes his narrative

all the more personal and naive. (159)
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The piece thus stands in as a transparent window onto what is otherwise masked
by the naturally “unreadable” Japanese face; and, as in Ponci’s narrativepérfect
English offers assurance of both the narrative’s authenticity and theS'eagwgriority.
Nonetheless, the narrator offers some harsh criticisms of classcstiaiif in America
and the treatment of the underclasses by the wealthy. He describesstinetinat keeps
him from being able to find any work other than domestic servitude—the demands of
which make it all but impossible for him to attend school, which he says had been his
primary goal in immigrating. He narrates a series of miserableogmpht situations,
from his first position as a cook’s assistant for a woman who in essence held hine hostag
by withholding his wages, to his position as a butler for a haughty, wealthy New York
family whose obsession with their family lineage and stature deeply disappmt
“Before | came to this country | have told my uncle the boast of ancestommant
notion of Feudalism...l thought | rather worship Franklin and Emerson. Now | must say
that human nature is everywhere just same” (664). The narrator, quiteyliterpfied in
a script not entirely of his own making, laments the hollowness of the promise of the
American “self-made man.”

Perhaps surprisingly, some of the criticisms that narratives subh daganese
servant’s make actually sit comfortably with the magazine’s gesenate on issues of
class—particularly, its ambivalence toward the very wealthy. Ceridh@yattainment of
wealth is presented as a laudable aim and part of the American dream, argl reader
fantasies of upward mobility are clearly mirrored throughout the magazinendéono

one could ignore the magazine’s advertisements, which promised readers@edédss
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more luxurious, more refined, more modern, more stylish, more cultured through the

purchase of material goods (see Fig. 2).
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Fig. 2. A sample of advertisements from the December 1906 is3ure dhdependent
that appeal to readers’ desire for luxury, elegance, exclusivity, leadeulture.

And the reviews and commentaries focusing on theatrical and musical
productions of the world’s cultural centers, while discussing events that theajagtyn
of the magazine’s readers would never have the opportunity to attend, nonetheless gave
them access to the cultural conversations of the leisure class. Furthéhmaaonagazine
regularly printed photographs, biographies, and commentaries on the era’s notable
tycoons, like Rockefeller, Carnegie, and Morgan, and a great deal of covesagweva
to their philanthropic gifts. Particular praise was given to those captaindusitry who
could be held up for their fair dealings or honesty in accumulating their wealth
(something that was harder and harder to do in the era of Ida Tarbell and anfitis}st s
like Marshall Field, who, according to a July 1968ependengditorial published upon
his death, “beginning with nothing but his brains and his integrity, had accumulated a
fortune in a clean and honest way” (228). But criticisms oftisdeeds of the wealthy
were not uncommon, particularly of those whose wealth was inherited; as arakditori
called “Parasites of Society’—published just five months prior to the calet it
Marshall Field’s financial success—noted of this group:
Out of such come the vulgar parades and the moral scandals of Society. They are
the Smart Set, the rich fools, who have no business but to waste time and money
with shows and dissipation. They are themselves not real society, but its

parasites, of no service to true society, but a shame and disgrace to it, a venomous
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and corrupting sore to the company to which they are attached. They are in the

public prints, their fads and fancies, their Lucullus dinners and their lavish

expenditures, and their amours and liaisons are in the gossip of the street or the

ballroom. (288)

And even though the magazine frequently published admiring glimpses into the lives of
the wealthy, like the July 1903 article “Summer Life in Luxurious Adirondack CAmps
which featured a photo spread of the sumptuous summer “cottage” of the Vanderbilt
family, or the December 1905 article “Ward McAllister on Golden Weddings,Ehwhi
featured party-planning advice from “the greatest genius Americprbdaced for

planning social functions” of the wealthy, the moneyed life was also frequeedgmied

as morally dubious. A January 1903 essay summed this up: “Greater wealth and greater
luxury are now the special danger to the high ideals of life” (35). So the kinds of
criticisms made in “Confessions of a Japanese Servant” and other such narratives
ultimately served to bolster a middle-class image of its moral supgtiotihe wealthy,
despite the fact that much of what magazines offered to middle-class reademsdnm

their fantasies of upward mobility.

The magazine reflects a similar ambivalence toward the working ctaggously
liberal on labor issue3he Independergave a fair amount of coverage to strikes and
other union activities, and was generally sympathetic to the cause of svoigets. And
some of the magazine’s autobiographical narratives reflect such a stanostdnce,

“The Life of a Hungarian Peon” (September 1907) describes the coercion and

exploitation of new immigrants by the lumber industry, and, with a much maakrit
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tone than that of Sadie Frowne’s narrative published three years earlier, Ros
Schneiderman’s “A Cap Maker’s Story” (April 1905) offers a portrait of ¢nettle
working conditions of urban sweatshops. Given her rising stature within the labor
movement, the inclusion of Schneiderman’s narrative, which briefly discussesilgr fa
and childhood but focuses primarily on her early union involvement and organizing
activities, is particularly indicative of the attitude toward the causebof.l&Nonetheless,
there were limits to this sympathy, and those limits were generatijedan any
discussion of socialism: as one editorial framed the advocates of socidlistred of the
rich, including all who profit by the existing social order, is stronger than lotreeof
oppressed. We do not like to say it...but the fact can hardly be denied or concealed, that
to many of its most fanatical disciples socialism is a religion of hate” .(388yther
editorial remarking on the worldwide “drift toward socialism” and the “grmapolitical
interest of organized labor” in the U.S. notes, “Naturally, to cautious minds these
developments are disquieting, while to the capitalistic class they seeminggr{ad9).
Clearly addressing theadependens middle-class readers as those “cautious minds”—
sensible, with a belief democratic ideals, but ultimately politically coatge—the
essay goes on to criticize the attitudes of the “capitalistic clasffiéquossibility that the
U.S. could “drift blindly on into aégimeof purely proletarian socialism” (290).

This skepticism of socialism and latent fear of revolution was coupled with
criticism of the character of the urban poor—a criticism that undercut the pbwer
narratives like Schneiderman’s and others that portrayed life in the slumgydBsstng

that such poverty was a natural condition. This criticism was often couched in a
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Progressive-era discourse of reform which, like the discourse of imperialesrclearly

linked to a belief in progress and a fundamental faith in the soundness of the American
system and way of lifeThe Independenlike many other popular magazines in the early
decades of the twentieth century, embraced the muckraking mode of journalism; and
following the model of Jacob Riis, the inner-city tenement was a common target for
investigation. The October 1905 issue, for example, featured journalist Julooscd/i

“The Greatest Problem of Great Cities,” exposing in words and in photographs “the
under-world of the tenements.” Like Riidow the Other Half Liveghe reform spirit of

The Independerdrticle is at times undercut by its derogatory generalizations thatabeli
certain level of ambivalence about the inherent worth of the tenement inhabitantarand fe
of the unruly potential of the underclasses: Wilcox blames some of the conditions on “the
wandering character of the tenement class,” noting, “They are in parangpeojsic] of

any alternative; in part the disposition of the immigrant to squat where he lands and t
move up against his own kind where he finds them; in part a gregariousness which seems
conquerable with great difficulty...[their] spots have been nests of ignorance, agalise

of socialism and anarchy; they have been hopelessly impenetrable by democracy
Nothing could be done for them but to break them up” (906).

A piece similar in tone appeared just two months later, titled “The Tenement
House Family,” by Elsa G. Herzfeld who, according to the editors “has jugietmd an
exhaustive investigation of tenement house familid&/e.were so struck by the
monograph, that we asked her to give this composite photograph” (1520). Herzfeld opens

her essay, “A study of the tenement house family will at once suggesea clos
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resemblance between primitive and tenement house man...in the inefficiency, lack of
initiative, naive animistic habits of thought, and a sense of preternaturédrietee at a
time of good or evil fortune” (1520). The four-page description characterizesdla
lives, religious habits, and homes of the “average” tenement family, wighditéntion
given to cultural specificity (here, for example, is one of the more cuitsatisitive
passages of the essay, discussing tenement-dwellers’ religious)béieat emphasis
is laid upon an early christening in the Catholic home, as an unbaptized child will die
much more easily. In case of sudden death any one may rescue the child from the Evil
One. The warnings of approaching death are many. The belief in the Banshee is
widespread among the Irish residents. Ghosts are likely to deceive perstateptive
allurements. Dreams speak true” [1521]). Herzfeld’s descriptions of the ruadriess
tenement homes themselves, as reflections of their inhabitants, are péytpitated;
an editorial on American progress in the same issue points to the middle-clas®yome
contrast, as the pinnacle of civilization (ironically made possible by #gpofpoods
produced by working-class labor): “Today there is no one thing so perfect as the common
man’s house. Its spring-bed has more comfort than the state couches otlGrande.
Baseburners and furnaces keep him warm. A dozen books cost the price of a quarter of
lamb or a roast of beef. Ten square yards of news, printed in clear type ocbisedor
each morning for two cents” (1547).

The Progressive-era zeitgeist that fueled such exposés rendered the tenement
inhabitants nameless statistics; and, like so many of the magazine’sidisaunrents,

was thus in interesting tension with the many autobiographical narrativésehat
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magazine published by people outside of the magazine’s middle-class readerghip. At
root, this tension was a result of the fact that the magazine was attemptingyeienthe
nuances of a developing middle-class identity: one that valued wealth aidtasibly

as the product of hard work and individual initiative, while not questioning its basis in an
economic system grounded on inequality; one that held to the democratic ideals of
freedom and equality while working strenuously to distance itself cultdratly

immigrants and the urban poor; and one that projected confidence in the soundness of
the American way of life and the inevitability of American progressa farticularly

potent vehicle for the ideology of selfhood, autobiography played a significant role in
these negotiations, as they played out on the magazine’s pages.

To be sure, the inclusion of the kinds of autobiographical narratives discussed
signals a burgeoning modernist multiculturalism that, while very different the
multiculturalism of the turn of the twenty-first century, nonetheless sli@ranpulse to
“celebrate” (and contain) difference through representative figures.narratives
offered readers what appeared to be unobstructed glimpses into the lives obgiakn s
groups; and this apparent function of autobiography may have been at the root of what
magazine editors correctly perceived as readers’ real interest inagragidical writing.

But readers’ experience of the narratives was inevitably shaped by the ofatue venue
in which they were published: magazines, as a powerful new medium, appealed to
readers by offering them a positive image of themselves—in part, by bsing t
autobiographical narratives to differentiate their readers from theinas’gtoor,

foreign, or non-white authors. The narratives were overwritten by the largeratult
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scripts that the magazine offered, to such a degree that for many readecsititiems
must have been unintelligible. As Rebecca Harding Davis said in a review thakeappea
in The Independerafter the autobiographical narratives were published as a collection:
“There is in not a single one of these histories of life, a word of acknowledgment or
gratitude to the country which gave them the chance and the success. WhyWadkis?
there anything lacking in the gift?” (964)

The magazine’s content demonstrated a shift in what it meant to be “cultured.”
Twentieth-century magazines offered access to a storehouse of cultureynottbal
Arnoldian sense of traditional “high culture,” but also in the Boasian sense okesudisir
multiple and discreet. Further, as advertisements came to be increasinighf to
magazines’ production model (and therefore more central on their pages) ams reade
were increasingly hailed as consumers, there was a leveling effectamtkats of
magazines that rendered everything on its pages cultural products for consumption.
Thus, through the autobiographical narratives they published, life stories thesnsel
became commodities for consumption, and the problematic function of autobiography as
offering access to cultural difference against which readers could dedimsdlves was
enhanced. In the next chapter, | examine another venue for the circulation of
autobiography in the early twentieth century: best-selling books. Spdgificaxplore
what is demonstrated about the cultural function of autobiography through an

examination of the scandals that surrounded three “fake” autobiographies.
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Chapter 2

Passing as Autobiography/Autobiographies of Passing

In early 2008, a division of Penguin Books published Margaret B. Jboes’
and Consequences: A Memoir of Hope and Survalaut her childhood in South
Central LosAngeles. Jones, half Native American, half white, was pladkd foster
care system after being sexually abused at home, grew up among gahgrenand
eventually joined their ranks, running drugs and guns for the Bloods. Her insider’s view
of the streets during the height of the crack epidemic received resounds®y freNew
York Timegan a glowing review (Kakutani) as well as a feature piece in the “taoiche
Garden” section (Read); a national NPR call-in show ran an hour-long inteamigtw

discussion with Jones (“’Love and Consequences’ in South Central LA”), along with
several other shows that ran shorter features; and myriad other publicationsdéand me
outlets echoed their acclaim. Jones’ story, told in “colorful, streetwigd”awith “an
anthropologist’s eye for social rituals and routines” (Kakutani), clearly ekt g
fascination for critics and for the reading public.

The acclaim was short-lived, however. Just days later, Jones’ story wasdexpose
(by her sister) as a fake. Jones was in fact not Native American; shreewer abused

and was not raised in foster care; and the closest she came to gangland waswitbrking

several ex-gang members in a community outreach program. Margaret B. dsnes w
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actually Margaret Seltzer, a white woman raised by her biological paneaftfuent

Sherman Oaks, California. (Rich) The publisher immediately pulled all copiks of

book, and the same media outlets who just days earlier wrote with glowing praise for he
fascinating, poignant, authentic story leapt to express their outrage.

Seltzer is not, of course, the only memoirist in recent times to be so exposed—
such scandals have routinely provoked outrage in the reading public, perhaps of most
note recently James Frey, J.T. LeRoy and Greg MortetisBublic discussion of these
fakes has centered primarily on the foibles of the contemporary publishing indlisgy
criticisms to which these situations most often give rise—of unscrupulous publishers
failure to fact-check, of their uncritical embrace of anything thatoeamarketed as
memoir—are usually yoked to portraits of an industry in decline, desperatertiaimais
foothold in a new-media-saturated world.

But regardless of the current sustainability of the book publishing industry, fake
memoirs are not simply a byproduct of contemporary conditions. Rather, they have a
long and interesting history. And while every era has seen its own fakes, barne of

unique cultural moment with its own aesthetic, social, and economic pressures, when

%1 Frey’s 2003 memoiA Million Little Piecescreated perhaps the most talked-about
scandal, as it had been chosen for the Oprah book club, and Oprah subsequently gave
Frey and his publisher a very public thrashing on her show for his exaggerations and
misrepresentations regarding his drug addiction and criminal history; heBogn
identity created by the writer Laura Albert, who wrote several books suppdsesid on
LeRoy’s childhood history of prostitution, drug addiction, and homelessness, and who
was eventually exposed in 2005 because of inconsistencies in statements made by her
friend who “played” LeRoy for interviews and book signings; and most recently,
incidents from MortensonsBhree Cups of Te@006) his mega-hit about building
schools in Afghanistan, have been questioned—including his story of being kidnapped by
the Taliban for eight days—patrticularly in light of his use of the book as a promotional
tool for his non-profit organization, the Central Asia Institute.
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viewed over time they constitute a phenomenon that reveals a great deal abouaiathe
functions of autobiographical writing. That is, we can locate the social conventihns a
readerly expectations surrounding autobiographical writing in part becausa we ca
observe the consequences when those conventions or expectations are violated. Such
“scandals” create a space to explore larger questions: what desiregetieamtoes
memoir generate or quell for readers? How are the reading practicassiimg memoir
mediated by the relative identities of reader and author? And how do writargy cle
aware of these relationships, use them—whether consciously or not?

| trace here a particular genealogy within the history of “fakes, hogtw
Seltzer’s text can be seen as a cousin: novels that perform what lutabitegraphical
passing’—using the generic conventions of traditional autobiography as a device to
explore and manipulate the narrative construction of identity. | examinetwaritieth-
century works by James Weldon Johnson, Samuel Ornitz, and Edith Eaton—all of whom
wrote fictional texts that purported to be autobiographies and whose subjects pass
between racial, gender and class categories. | argue that the polésatireception
histories of these mock autobiographies reveal readers’ expectations abounbeiinge
identity: writers from outside of the cultural mainstream who traded on thegsopul
currency of autobiography frequently encountered the limits of what reagenslling

to accept as a rendition of a “real” Iffe.

22 Ironically, Seltzer's example demonstrates the inverse propositiorerseadre all too
willing to accept the ‘truth’ of her story, which (as some critics have notedraspeict)
traffics heavily in stereotypical, pop-cultural images of urban life.
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My slippage between terms here—from “fake” to “mock”—is not accidental.
Rather, | want to highlight the historical contingency of literary value. Athet may be
condemned as a fake in one era, fraudulently attempting to pass itselfoff as a
autobiography, may come to be valued much differently in another era. As diffasent f
about its publication history or the author’s designs fade into or out of historical memory,
or as critical fashion directs attention toward certain kinds of texts aircéttures of
texts, the moralizing edge inherent in the moniker “fake” is blunted. James Weldon
Johnson’Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Mafor example—published in 192&a
work of fiction—has, for most of its life since, been lauded as one of the most important
works of the Harlem Renaissance. Critics have until recently pagdditéntion to the
fact that the text was, by design, a “fake”: when he published it origimall912,

Johnson intended for readers to take it as an actual autobiogfaphy.

Moreover, | introduce the term “mock” autobiography because it contaifig use
nuances that are lost with the term “faké.”In one sense, the word “mock” simply
means a copy, “something which deceptively resembles something elsgtadion,
counterfeit, sham”@QED). This definition—the most akin to “fake”’—suggests that such
a text is modeled after autobiography, and presents itself as autobiographighbut

disparagement. In another sense, however, “mock” connotes a value judgmentgimplyin

23 Obviously, the political stakes are much different for Johnson'’s text than fpeiSel

and | do not intend to equate them; what | do intend is to demonstrate that those stakes
are never transparent, and further, that regardless of those stakes, both examielés

us something about readerly expectations regarding genre and authorigl.identi

24 Timothy Dow Adams similarly glosses the definition of “mock” in his &tiThe
Contemporary American Mock-AutobiographyCl{o 8 [1979]: 417-28).
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“a derisive or contemptuous act or utterance,” holding something up to scorn oeridicul
We might, then, think of the mock autobiography as mocking the conventions of the
autobiographical genre—or, perhaps more broadly, mocking the genre’s convegtionalit
(whether the reading public is in on the joke or no). These definitions are both closely
linked to a third sense in which we can read “mock”: as a literary prefix. As indble m
heroic or mock epic, which parody epic literature by replacing grandiosesoigéer

and heroic characters with the trivial and pathetic, the mock autobiography camlaes se
a caricature of the classical definition of autobiography as the narrativearftay man
looking back over his historically significant life.

Under this classical definition, perhaps best encapsulated by the early
autobiography critic Georges Gusdorf, autobiography “expresses a concerargecul
Western man, a concern that has been of good use in his systematic conquest of the
universe and that he has communicated to men of other cultures” (29); it allows man t
“take a distance with regard to himself in order to reconstitute himself in¢he bf his
special unity and identity across time” (35). But as Sidonie Smith arguésetfieso
often invoked in such self-expressive theories of autobiography

is not a noun, a thing-in-itself, waiting to be materialized through the text. There

is no essential, original, coherent autobiographical self before the momeift of s

narrating. Nor is the autobiographical self expressive in the senseishiieit

manifestation of an interiority that is somehow ontologically whole, seamless
and “true.” For the self is not a documentary repository of all experiergtakyi

running uninterruptedly from infancy to the contemporary moment, capacious,
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current, and accessible. The very sense of self as identity derives jaatiglox
from the loss to consciousness of fragments of experiential history. (iRg5ist
108)
The seamless self which appears to beotiggn of autobiographical narration under
Gusdorf's definition is ultimately aeffectof that narration. In an extreme sense, mock
autobiographies by their nature reveal this to be so—the self making the claim of
authorship is pure narrative effect. If classical autobiography bolstersntfaace of the
bourgeois individual, then, mock autobiographies can be seen as undermining the same.
The fictional narrators of these three mock autobiographies inhabit positions very
different (socio-culturally and metaphysically) from Gusdorf's peigéd “I.” The texts
were produced and circulated an early-twentieth-century milieu wharendrrators’
experiences of self did not square neatly with existing structures of undengta+adii
three challenged the idea that identity categories are stable andhieaisand therefore
presented an uncomfortably disorienting social vision to mainstream readingcasdie
But if these authors were mocking classical autobiography dutside othe tradition,
their texts were also positioned squanglthin other traditions of autobiographical
writing. By the early twentieth century, autobiography had become a vetiisbed
vehicle for the voices of marginalized peoples in the United States. SlaaBvesrand
immigrant life stories, for instance, were highly popular and had proved to be
commercially viable for publishers aiming at mass-market audienceh vrks also
often served as significant political tools for reform, the former for atoists and

rights activists arguing for the common humanity of African Americans,tenthtter for
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anti-nativist activists working against restrictive immigration landg #or social support
for new immigrants. Both the political and financial capital of such works traded on thei
perceived authenticity—readers were titillated by literary encosimih “real” lives of
people from groups with whom they had little actual contact.

Aside from their explicit political utility, as | argued in chapter one,
autobiography played a unique role for middle-class readers amidst the efngieai
instability of the early twentieth century, by offering access to apppirthentic
cultural difference through and against which readers could define themselves. Thi
created unique conditions for the reception of autobiographical texts: cleahgict
conceptions of racialized and gendered identity and national belonging impaat whic
voices are authorized to speak and to whom they can be made intelligible. But writers
(and publishers) were keenly aware of the peculiar cultural currency of @yrayiny in
the modernist-multicultural moment, and they utilized the form to intriguing ends. The
three mock autobiographies | examine, whose subjects “pass” betweety ident
categories, use the conventions of the form to manipulate conventional understandings of
race, class, and gender. The theme of passing that each text takes up suggests anothe
way to think about the mock autobiography: as a text that “passes.” These texts @rovide
unique perspective on the relationship between genre and identity, and the challenges
they presented to their audiences’ expectations is reflected in #pioechistories of all

of the works.
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Of the many texts that could be considered to perform “autobiographical
passing,® | focus on Eaton’s, Johnson’s, and Ornitz’s mock autobiographies for several
reasons. First, their narrators come from a broad spectrum of socio-coitatains,
and their voices vary widely in style and tone; and while | am obviously notptte a
comprehensive survey, taken together they demonstrate how autobiography could serve
as both a tool and a trap for a range of writers. Second, all three were originapedibl
anonymously, making them unique examples of the already vexed politics of pas$ing
of autobiographical authorship, as | will discuss. The publication histories of each of
these works serve to highlight how identity—both generic and authorial—is iteglica

guestions of value, in the authors’ own time and in ours.

Passing as Autobiography

The past two decades have seen the growth of a fascinating discussion gf literar
representations of passing, and before | examine the implications for peefie sexts’
investment in passing (both generically and thematically), | want to expiore
generally the politics of passing as it has been variously theorized. Myycglsss over
this perhaps familiar territory is in service of demonstrating, as veitluss, its specific
resonance with the politics of autobiographical authorship. Elaine Ginsberg notes:

The genealogy of the terpassingin American history associates it with the

discourse of racial difference and especially with the assumption of a eatdul

%5 Laura Browder'sSlippery Character¢Chapel Hill: U of North Carolina P, 2000)
provides a fairly extensive compilation of such titles, in the context of theyhator
“ethnic impersonation.”
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“white” identity by an individual culturally or legally defined as “Negra”ack
by virtue of a percentage of African ancestry. As the term implies, such an
individual crossed or passed through a racial line or boundary—indeed,
trespassed-to assume a new identity. (2-3)
The term has since been applied to the disguise of other elements of identitg that a
presumed to be “essential,” such as ethnicity and gender. As Giulia Fabi paifitheut
passer embodies the reality of cultural difference by containing dichotaattlesugh his
or her liminality is contingent on the existence of recognizably disthoctpg, it also
turns what was conceived of asatural opposition into &ocietalone” (5, my
emphasis).

On the most basic level, then, passing subverts the intimate relationship between
visibility and knowledge that runs so deep in Western culture: if visibility iapa &s
Michel Foucault says, that fixes subjects through the logic of hierarchical
categorizatiorf® then passing subverts those very logics. It disrupts the identity
categories on which systems of social recognition and cultural inteikgi@re
constructed and maintained, both blurring the carefully marked lines of race, gender,
ethnicity, and class, and demonstrating how they are mutually constitutiver (Ba).

If the passer can elide categorization by sliding from one identity to antitaer
ultimately she calls into question the notion of any “authentic” identity, and thstea
evidences the performative and contingent aspects of identity. Furthernsmiée de

potential danger, passing also has the potential to be intensely pleasurable and

%6 See Part 3, Chapter 3Dfscipline and Punish: The Birth of the Pris@ ed. New
York: Vintage, 1995).
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empowering for the passer: inherently playful, it opens up the space foversalft
determination and agency and allows for experimentation with many kinds ofietentit
(Ginsberg 16).

Of course, successful passing requires that its disruptions and subversions remai
hidden; but even if we are unwilling to grant that passing is actively subvatsiae no
doubt be seen as a form of passive resistance. The passer can cross smriahoice
boundaries that exclude or oppress, and access the rights and privileges accorded to
certain identities. Thus it serves as resistance against the sociallibwibat is so
often (and ironically) the experience of the visibly marked or “minoritizeddgainst
other very real physical or emotional dangers. Ultimately, then, passirgecseen as an
attempt to control the process of signification, the means through which otrets “re
and therefore respond to, one’s identity: passing provides a means of seifigndtem
hostile or indifferent readings.

But this control is gained at a price: the successful passer reliesanilitysto
manipulate stereotypes, to trade in the very essentialist identities frora wwapse
seeks to escape. Furthermore, passing risks making invisible and furtherrdgtredse
identities out of which subjects pass. Ultimately, then, passing can be seen tciald s
hierarchies in place. What may be liberatory for an individual may, in a leogeext,

prove to be a deeply conservative fofte.

2" Gayle Wald offers a useful overview of the literary-critical debdtastave developed

around narratives of passing, showing how critics have generally followed dresef t

two strands of thought: the passing figure is read as either an instrument ofizolog

critique or as a reiteration of normative scripts of identity (30-35). Liké&\W argue

that the deployment of passing as a narrative trope should not be ascribed with an
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These two faces of passing turn on the issue of secrecy: passing’s aasgabili
nature is only recognizable if the passer is revealed. Ironically, pdsstomes
politically suggestive only through its failure. Similarly, successfulipgsthe complete
disruption of social boundaries or identity categories, requires that on the siumaee, t
very boundaries and categories are never challenged. It would seem, then, that the
necessity of keeping the secret means that the havoc the passer wreaksssiveppre
exclusionary ways of maintaining identity-based hierarchies can be towteosly by
him. Of course, secrecy is not necessarily an all-or-nothing proposition, andhbies dut
examine here, for example, complicate this already vexed politics ofrepletgy by
revealing their supposed passing, but doing so anonymously.

Whether known only to the passer or to the world around him, passing is
ultimately about the ability to construct a readable narrative of self. Ye @sald
notes, “passing entails...not transcendence, but rather struggles for control over
representation in a context of the radical unreliability of embodied appedrésiceSo
while what is at stake in the ability to construct a convincing narrative atself
dependent on the socio-cultural location of the narrator, passing reveals idgelfityi
be a form of storytelling. Passing thus has a very suggestive connection to
autobiography, as a construction of self through text. And in many ways, autobiography
shares passing’s two-faced nature, both its destabilizing and conservatieatstat
opens up space for experimentation with the process of self-definition, while atrthe s

time relying for its generic legitimacy on some standard of documenitziny-ta

inherent political value, but can more productively be seen as an invitation togaterro
the politics of identity and authorship.
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standard against which, as | note, the author or text is always potentiaiyojuiespass
in the eyes of a reading public with entrenched ways of understanding whas @efine
legitimate identity.

So what, then, does it mean for texts to pass as autobiography, given
autobiography’s “radical unreliability” as a genre? What readepg&ations do such
passings trade on, and on what do their successful performance rely? Whagmgat
lost when a text passes that are revealed when it is exposed? What riskseéitgl be
come with that exposure? Such questions had very real implications for authors and for
texts that used autobiography as a means to explore the construction of idénbitigh
narrative—identities that may not always have rung “true” with the mgguliblic. | use
the works | examine here as case studies to examine the history of thishigade
explore the significance of the autobiographical to the modernist multicudtarafithe

early twentieth century.

The Ex-Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man

“I wrote the book to be taken as a true story....In it all, the absolute secrecy of the
authorship must be maintained. As soon as it is known that the author is a colored man
who could not be the character in the book, interest in it will fall. There must aleays b
in the reader’s mind the thought that, at least, it may be true” (gtd in Goldsby 257).
James Weldon Johsnon’s expectations foAki®biography of an Ex-Colored Mahere
expressed in a letter to his wife Grace after the book’s initial puloicati1912, were

clear. He recognized that the interest of the book lay in its approximation lidereal

77



the reading public had a hunger for authentic otherness, and his story promised a
provocative portrait of the African-American cultural landscape. But songetvent
awry in Johnson’s calculations; despite his success in maintaining the book’s
autobiographical ruse, it garnered very little attention and went quickly out of print.

Given its heralded place in the canon of African-Amerioeion, this publication
history has largely been ignored; but to réxdColored Marthrough the lens of its
initial 1912 publication, placing it within a history of mock autobiographies, troubles any
simplistic understanding of its authorship and reception. Johnson’s determination to
publish the novel as an autobiography and maintain its identity as such speaks to his
understanding of the racial politics of the literary world into which he wasgrihe
autobiography’s utter failure speaks to the ways Johnson'’s text challengedibisca—
both their expectations for autobiography and their understandings of racializeéty.ident
Ex-Colored Manwhich tells the story of a light-skinned African-American musician
who decides to give up his musical career to permanently pass as whitegdtalle
common earlier depictions of mulattos as somehow intrinsically corruptentisly
degeneraf& however flawed a character, his narrator is clearly a victim of ansysite
rigidly-defined racial categories, and one whose choices challenge thagiglen which
those categories are based.

Johnson was clearly sensitive to the dynamics among authors, texts, and readers,
and this played a major role in the decisions he made reg&tgi@plored Man

Jacqueline Goldsby has documented the lengths to which Johnson went to maintain his

28 For a discussion of nineteenth-century representations of mulattoes, sse Fabi’
introduction toPassing and the Rise of the African American Novel
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anonymity for the 1912 publication; specifically, she argues that it wamd|oe factor

in Johnson’s choice of the small firm Sherman, French, and Company as publisher. As a
poet, musician, and writer of several Broadway hits, Johnson had already gained a fair
amount of fame within African-American cultural circles, and while he thus ¢@eba to

the top black-owned firms, he worried that such a relationship would make thiec$ecre
his authorship a difficult one to keep. But the only African-American writers wtio ha
been published by mainstream firms were Paul Laurence Dunbar and CharlestiChes
(with Houghton Mifflin and Dodd Mead, respectively). Among the large, white-owned
firms, then, the publication of black writers was virtually unprecedented, and tleeofoic
Johnson’s ambivalent, alienated narrator most certainly did not fit the mold of the black
folk vernacular that gave Dunbar and Chesnutt’'s work its “local color” appealn Gise
limited choices, Johnson chose what he came to characterize, after muetidrustith

their lackadaisical handling of the book, as a “job printer for authors” (qtd in Goldsby
252); Sherman, French was willing to publish Johnson (giving him access to a white
audience) and to respect his confidentiality, but was less willing to imvaslyiactive
marketing. By all accounts, the book went nowhere.

While Goldsby'’s investigation of the circumstances surrounding the 1912
publication provides invaluable insight into the publishing conditions facing African-
American authors in the pre-Harlem Renaissance era, she leaves opggstimafvhy
anonymity was so important to Johnson. Why was keeping up the ruse of the text’s
autobiographical veracity significant enough to Johnson that it merited his dfaice

smaller, less enthusiastic publisher? First, Johnson was well awaeeatfallenges he
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would face in even reaching an audience with a work of fiction at that time. Looking
back over the era in a 1928 essay titled “The Dilemma of the Negro Author,” Johnson
notes: “The line of American Negro authors runs back for a hundred and fifty
years....But in all these generations down to within the past six years only seightor
of the hundreds have ever been heard of by the general American public or even by the
specialists in American literature” (378). By claiming the status of aagadyphy for his
book, Johnson gave it a much more auspicious lineage than that of African-American
fiction.

While African-American fiction at the time &x-Colored Mars publication
remained virtually invisible to the mainstream reading public, African-Adaer
autobiography, in the form of the slave narrative, had a popular readership dating back t
the eighteenth centufy.By the early 1900’s, hundreds of slave narratives had been
published in the United States, many in multiple editiding Interesting Narrative of the

Life of Olaudah Equiandor example, went through 36 editions in as many y&ahe

29 For the history of slave narratives in the U.S., see (among others) MaritmgSEine
Slave Narrative: Its Place in American HistoB)® ed. Washington, D.C.: Howard UP,
1988); Frances Smith Fost&¥itnessing Slavery: The Development of Ante-bellum Slave
Narratives 2" ed. Madison: U of Wisconsin P, 1994); Charles Davis and Henry Louis
Gates The Slave’s NarrativeOxford: Oxford UP, 1985); Stephen ButterfieBlgck
Autobiography Amherst: U of Massachussetts P, 1974); and Sidonie Swiliere I'm
Bound: Patterns of Slavery and Freedom in Black American Autobiograyéstport,

CT: Greenwood, 1974.)

30 Scholars and readers have recently questioned the authenticity of Equiano’s now

canonized narrative. Vincent Carrett&guiano, the African: Biography of a Self-Made

Man (2007), which challenges the story of Equiano’s birth and childhood in Africa, has

inspired an energized debate about the stakes and definition of autobiographieal truth

not just among scholars (see, for instance, his exchange with Paul Lovejoy in tiag¢ jour
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Narrative of the Adventures and Escape of Moses Roper from American Slagery
already gone through ten editions by 1856; Frederick Douglass’s 1845 narrative we
through seven editions in four years; William Wells Brown’s, four in justriss fiear'*
Slave narratives were popular in part because of their didactic elenhemt$requent
portrayal of religious conversions as well as scenes from Southern lifslgaee
narratives a spiritual and ethnographic interest for many reader$ieffoore, as Frances
Foster argues, the guise of educational value couched the narrativesosahsati
elements: they were the “pious pornography of their day, replete with haatéscaf
whippings, sexual assaults, and explicit brutality” (20). Like other ethbabegraphies,
they offered a white reading public an apparent glimpse into the lives of @sceand
mysterious “others.”

While autobiography proved to be a useful tool for the abolitionist movement—
slave narratives were sometimes published, and often circulated and publicized, by
abolitionist and rights groups—as implicit (and sometimes explicit) argsnianthe
humanity of African American¥’ it also became in many publishers and readers’ minds
the only legible model for authentic black authorship. The autobiographical was, for
Johnson, a way to gain access to a vastly broader tradition of publication andhigader
than that of African-American fiction. And indeed, as many critics have niexed,

Colored Mangestures frequently toward the conventions, images, and language common

Slavery and Abolitioyy but also among non-scholarly readers (as evidenced, for instance,
by the discussion among reviewers of Carretta’s book on Amazon.com).

31 Publication statistics come from Foster (22-3) and Starling (107-22).

32 See Foster (17-20)
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to slave narratives: Robert Stepto, Lucinda MacKethan, Valerie Smith, and Robert
Goellnicht have all pointed to the (often ironic) relationships Johnson creates ixt his te
to this rhetorical tradition.

While Johnson’s text traded on the currency of African-American autobiography,
his ambiguous, ambivalent take on racialized identity undercut the potential of that
appeal. Rather than one that confirmed prevailing understandings of black identity and
culture, the reality that Johnson portrayed rendered the color line meaningless, and
demonstrated the possibility (indeed, probability) that passing was a common
phenomenon and that blacks lived undetected amid white society. His depiction was a
challenge to the very notion of authenticity, and to prevailing understandingsabf rac
identity as fixed and immutable. And many reviews of the book, from both mainstream
and African-American publications, reflect discomfort with this challengile white
reviewers noted an ethnographic interest in observing “the inner life of tre,Nas the
book’s preface put it—scenes of gambling, cakewalking, jazz and ragtime penfas)
and racial violence were enjoyably titillating—many thought that the wenkipalated
readers into “ignoring the dangers of race amalgamation”; and SouthiEwees
particularly were less willing to believe in the truth of the narrator’'sessfal passing
(Goldsby 257). Furthermore, many black reviewers decried the book’s ambivalerd s
toward racial uplift and portrayal of “low-class” and “criminal” elenseim several cases
comparing it unfavorably with the “constructive optimism” and focus on self-

improvement of Booker T. Washingtorttp From Slavery”

3 From theNew York Agend theSpringfield Republicaras quoted in Goldsby, p. 258.
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While he never mentions the respons&xeColored Marspecifically, Johnson
describes his frustration with these kinds of critiques in “The Dilemma of theoNeg
Author,” where he characterizes the “double audience” of blacks and whitesaas a “t
horned dilemma” on which the African-American writer is impaled. Both groups, he
claims, have “some firm opinions as to what the Negro is, and consequently some pretty
well fixed ideas as to what should be written about him, and how” (379). Anything other
than a portrayal of blacks as either simple and docile, or vengeful and savage, would be
“straining the credulity of white America beyond the breaking point” (379); arehgi
their precarious social position, black readers rail against the portrdgybifiing but
their best points,” and are likely to accuse those who do of “being the prostitajaf[si
his talent and a betrayer of his race” (381). Written in the months following thésovel
second (and ultimately vastly more successful) publication, Johnson seemsliairtog r

the sting ofEx-Colored Mars original failure.

Troubling Reading ifex-Colored Man

How to account for the book’s failure in 1912, when African-American
autobiography had already proven so immensely popular, and the reading public was
hungry for authentic cultural difference? Why dide Autobiography of an Ex-Colored
Man make for such troubling reading? | propose that it is precisely because of thre way
which the text presents reading as a troubling act. The narrator’s glarggbility lies
in sharp contrast to the earnest tone conventional in many earlier Afrroanean

autobiographies, and defies the logic that gave ethnic autobiographies theiragppeal

83



transparent windows onto otherness—the narrator’s account cannot be taken simply at
face value. The text requires a more nuanced approach to reading black cultural
products, and also race more generally. The narrator’s passing blurs the taal of
demarcation and challenges the stability of “whiteness,” and furthermore, his
estrangement from and exploitation of black culture undermine the notion of an authentic
and inherent “blackness.”

In a convention standard to slave narratives, Johnson’s text opens with a preface
testifying to the text’s authenticity, authoritatively signed “THE RUBHERS—
although in fact, as Donald Goellnicht has shown, it was dictated to them almostwerbati
in a letter from Johnson (19). The preface encapsulates the ironic stance toward
racialized identity that Johnson cultivates throughout the text. Written in a quasi
ethnographic register, it promises a “vivid and startlingly new picture of omsij’
drawn in a “dispassionate, though sympathetic manner” (vii). Clearly aimeslhditea
audience, it claims that the book will offer “a composite and proportionate préseofat
the entire [negro] race” (vii). The voyeuristic tone of the language becomeasmgly
insistent, promising a “bird’s-eye view,” and a “glimpse behind the scenes ohta-
drama,” at its height, echoing Du Bois’ “ForethoughtTtoe Souls of Black Falk
published nine years earlier: “In these pages it is as though a veil had beerasidav
the reader is given a view of the inner life of the Negro in America, iatiedtiinto the
‘freemasonry,’ as it were, of the race” (vii). Ironically, though, as IBwoélt points out,
neither “THE PUBLISHERS” nor, as we come to learn, the narrator himseltlasn

any true “insider” status (19).
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The irony of the preface becomes pointed when, after offering the promisky to ful
reveal and make knowable “the Negro,” “THE PUBLISHERS” add, “These pages als
reveal the unsuspected fact that prejudice against the Negro is ergutiegsure, which,
in New York and other large cities where the opportunity is open, is actually and
constantly forcing an unascertainable number of fair-complexioned colorec peepl
into the white race” (vii). This statement serves to reframe the entif@cprby
undercutting any claims to knowledge that it has made: if blacks are living uedetect
among whites, then ultimately, it implies, racial difference mayribeadable and
unknowable. What the book offers a “bird’s-eye view” of, then, is not simply authentic
blackness, but rather a reality where absolute racial difference ieikpeked as
inauthentic.

A similarly ironic contradiction becomes apparent in the first paragraph of the
book proper. Using the discourse and tropes of confession—a rhetorical mode to which
autobiography is closely linked, as both promise to reveal the inner truth of their
subjects—the narrator opens suggestively:

| know that in writing the following pages | am divulging the great secretyof m

life, the secret which for some years | have guarded far moraitatean any of

my earthly possessions; and it is a curious study to me to analyze the motives
which prompt me to do it. | feel that | am led by the same impulse which forces
the unfound-out criminal to take somebody into his confidence, although he
knows the act is liable, even almost certain, to lead to his undoing; | know that |

am playing with fire, and | feel the thrill which accompanies that mssirfating
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pastime; and, back of it all, I think I find a sort of savage and diabolical desire to

gather up all the little tragedies of my life, and turn them into a practicalgo

society. (1)

Of course, the narrator’s anonymity renders his confession nmostsecrecy is

maintained; what is revealed is the phenomenon of passing. Johnson’s challenge to his
readers’ generic expectations is intertwined with his challenge toethy@ctations

regarding racialized identity: the autobiography ultimately makal ‘aeading” of its

subject impossible by withholding his name, just as it fails to reveal a porteaitrentic
blackness by demonstrating the instability of racial classification. Wetrhink, then,

of the narrator’s “practical joke on society” as being both his genre- aagassing. He
demonstrates that identity is not, in fact, as readily readable asveanltyeth-century
modernist multiculturalism would have.

Tropes of reading and misreading become central to the ex-colored man’s
narrative, and Johnson uses them to keep readers off guard: an adept musician and quick
learner of languages, he possesses an uncanny ability to interpret ancetiarsslaéral
manner, and at times the narrator seems keenly self-aware, an astuteraifdasy
surroundings; but at other times, he is clearly and tragically blinded by his own
prejudices and ignorance. Within the first few pages, he offers early menhaties
involve reading; in discussing his early music lessons, he notes,

My music teacher had no small difficulty at first in pinning me down to the notes.

If she played my lesson over for me | invariably attempted to reproduce the

required sounds without the slightest recourse to the written characters. Her
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daughter, my other teacher, also had her worries. She found that, in reading,

whenever | came to words that were difficult or unfamiliar |1 was prone g bri

my imagination to the rescue and read from the picture. She has laughingly told

me, since then, that | would sometimes substitute whole sentences and even

paragraphs from what meaning | thought the illustrations conveyed. (4)

Here, his (intentional) misreadings afford him a certain creative powese Tikeral
refusals to follow scripts are echoed figuratively in his eventual refaéalsch of the
various identities that he takes on over the course of the story, as he conscientadtssly
them to fit his changing ambitions and desires.

Many misreadings become evident in the narrators’ formative mereries
perhaps most significantly, in regards to his own identity. Raised by his light-dkinne
mulatto mother in a liberal northern town, his white father visits him only occasional
but as a young child, the narrator does not realize he is any different avhite
classmates, even joining them in their abuse of their “nigger” classmatesspass for
which his mother scolds him, but does not correct his understanding of his own social
position.

When he does discover that he is “colored,” after a teacher tells him to sihevith t
other colored children, he is utterly shocked, and he runs home to contemplate his image
in the mirror:

| was accustomed to hear remarks about my beauty; but, now, for the first time, |

became conscious of it, and recognized it. | noticed the ivory whiteness of my

skin, the beauty of my mouth, the size and liquid darkness of my eyes, and how
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the long black lashes that fringed and shaded them produced an effect that was
strangely fascinating even to me. | noticed the softness and glossiness okmy dar
hair that fell in waves over my temples, making my forehead appear wiateit
really was. (8)
His new recognition of his exotic features corresponds with his new understandiag of hi
place in the world: “And so | have often lived through that hour, that day, that week in
which was wrought the miracle of my transition from one world into another; fdr | di
indeed pass into another world” (9). This change he characterizes as “mocé\aibje
than objective”; he says, “I, myself, would not have so clearly understood [mylditte
had it not been for the presence of the other colored children at school; | had Idaahed w
their status was, and now | learned that theirs was mine” (10). Becomakg folathe
narrator, means learning to read his place in the world differently. But his tamdiang
of his absentee white father, of whom his mother says only, “Your father is one of the
greatest men in the country—the best blood of the South is in you,” remains hazy (8).
After one of his father’s rare visits, the narrator notes: “In my mind bxer the whole
list of fathers | had become acquainted with in my reading, but | could nafyclaiss.
The thought did not cross my mind that he was different from me” (16).
While literature has not furnished him with the tools to read his own complicated
familial situation, it has, he notes later, furnished the country with less @atguolj and
for white readers, perhaps more palatable, understandings of racializéty:itieog
cabins and plantations and dialect-speaking darkies are perhaps better known in

American literature than any other single picture of our national lifdedd, they form
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an ideal and exclusive literary concept of the American Negro to such an aatahig
almost impossible to get the reading public to recognize him in any othags€ta).
Such stereotypes clearly influence his own impressions of blacks in the South, however,
where he heads in a failed attempt to attend college after his mother diesitedly
notes that it was Harriet Beecher Stowdigcle Tom’s Cabirthat “opened my eyes as to
who and what | was...in fact, it gave me my bearing” [19]). He is “repulsedhay “t
unkempt appearance, the shambling, slouching gait and loud talk and laughter of these
people” (25); nonetheless, it is through his southern travels and particularly the
connections that he makes as a music teacher that he feels he makesdmsé'éntp the
race”: he says of his southern sojourn, “I had formulated a theory of what it was to be
colored, now | was getting the practice” (34). Race, then, is not an authentic and
fundamental element of identity, but rather a learned practice. The naraatr thés
racial identity by reading others, just as he learns to read Spanish while warking i
Cuban-operated cigar factory in Florida, and he becomes an adept practitioner’sf both.
After losing his job, the narrator decides to seek his fate in New Yorkv@igre
he is introduced to ragtime music. He quickly masters the form and gains fame as
performer for his interpretation of classical pieces—his adeptness withugioah
languages, and his ability to translate between them, is what makes him aal especi
novelty for audiences. But after his tangential involvement in a murder dsetdle

Europe with his wealthy white benefactor, where he discovers that he cavéine a

3 n fact, he becomes so skilled in the Spanish language that he is promoted to the
position of “reader” in the cigar factory, whereby he sits in the centeedattory
workroom, reading the news or installments of novels aloud to the workmen, adjudicating
arguments, and moderating debates and discussions. (34)
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enjoyable life passing for white. After several comfortable yeaasieénture, however,
and despite the entreaties of his practical benefactor, he is inspired to reherttoted
States and embrace black culture after hearing a German musician acgeaimtpret
one of his ragtime pieces into classical form:
| sat amazed. | had been turning classic music into ragtime, a comparasisgly
task; and this man had taken ragtime and made it classic. The thought came
across me like a flash.—It can be done, why can’t | do it? ... made up my mind
to go back into the very heart of the South, to live among the people, and drink in
my inspiration first-hand. | gloated over the immense amount of matéaal to
work with, not only modern ragtime, but also the old slave songs,--material which
no one had yet touched. (66)
His desire to reconnect with black culture intensifies, but is borne only out of personal
ambition, rather than, as he imagined as a boy, “wild dreams of bringingagidryonor
to the Negro race” (21). While he returns to the American South and submerges himself
in black life, he describes it always at an uncomfortable remove, readsgrit a
ethnographer would.
Ultimately, he witnesses a horrific act of racial violence that contpeigo
flee—both the South, and his newly re-adopted black identity: “A great wave of
humiliation and shame swept over me. Shame that | belonged to a race that sould be
dealt with...Shame at being identified with a people that could with impunity bedreat
worse than animals. For certainly the law would restrain and punish the malicious

burning alive of animals. So once again, | found myself gazing at the towergvof Ne

90



York, and wondering what that city held in store for me” (90). His interpretatitreof
event—as one that compels in him only shame that is directed inward ratherythan an
rage toward those responsible—is an emblematic example of Johnson’s dewgabiliz
method of critique: while the narrator is not portrayed simply as unreliable, his
“proclaimed loyalty to his ‘mother’s people’ is continuously undercut by his radiom
for and identification with mainstream white America” (Fabi 93), just asalifity at
manipulating his own identity is continuously undercut by his inability to be self-
reflexive at key moments.
The narrator finds great success as a white businessman in New York; End whi
he admits to feeling regret for abandoning the musical ambitions that he eqjtiates w
blackness, his marriage and children cement his commitment to maintaining leis whit
identity:
My love for my children makes me glad that | am what | am, and keeps me from
desiring to be otherwise; and yet, when | sometimes open a little box in which |
still keep my fast yellowing manuscripts, the only tangible remnants of sheghi
dream, a dead ambition, a sacrificed talent, | cannot repress the thouglafténa
all, I have chosen the lesser part, that | have sold my birthright for aomess
pottage. (100)
Despite all the outward trappings of great success—financial prosperigl,standing,
familial comfort—his unread manuscripts, like his undetected black identityagre t
signs of the social and economic implications of racism. And clearly, writing his

autobiography, for the ex-colored man, does not signal a move into complete self-

91



possession and true self-understanding (just as his anonymity does not allow aeade
complete portrait of the man). Johnson offers his readers enough of an ironic distance
from his narrator to recognize this fact, and to recognize that thereny dething
inherently “black” about him. Race, for the Ex-Colored Man, like ragtime maisic
Spanish, French, or German, is just one of many systems of notation that he lezads to r
and strategically use over the course of his narrative.

This vision of race, as refracted through a portrait of the alienatingsetie
racism, was clearly a challenge to prevailing understandings of blacknedsetHfdiack
and white audiences. So while publishing his book as an autobiography may have given
Johnson a way to connect immediately with his audience, a way to place his haxawit
tradition far more established and accepted that that of black fiction, his @tteg ever
the bounds of what his audience was comfortable with understanding as a real life. But
beautifully reprinted as a “classic” by a major publisher (Knopf) in 1927, Jorssaxt’
was received as “prophetic and consistent with the cultural nationalist agfethea
Harlem Renaissance,” a fact that Giulia Fabi reads as ironic giverx{@el&red Man’s
ambivalent relationship with and often condescending attitude toward Africamiéan
cultural practices (193). This new celebratiombé Autobiographyhus reflected
changes in attitudes toward race and racial difference—a new kind of appreicat
African-American cultural products that was nonetheless fraught, in wayaréhstill

evident in the celebratory atmosphere of contemporary multiculturalidmviksliscuss.
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“The Making of a Professional Jew”

“How | thrill to it—what people think. | am convinced this is the big thing in life,
there is nothing else; you are what people think you are....” So pontificates Meye
Hirsch, the narrator of Samuel Ornitz’s 1928unch, Paunch, and Jowl: An Anonymous
Autobiography A decade after Johnson’s initial publicatiorEs¢ Colored ManOrnitz’s
audience may have been somewhat differently attuned to the irony with which he
engaged another outsider tradition of autobiography—that of the immigranofije st
And unlike Hirsch, Ornitz himself was somewhat less concerned with the public’s
opinion per se—while the novel clearly demonstrates his political commitments, his
impetus for writing it was in large part financial (Ornitz devoted much of iinis to
social causes, and several failed business attempts left his youngifadirly financial
straits; as his biographer reports, “In a desperate bid to supplemem@aiger income,
he worked eighteen hours a day for three months to turn out his first novel” [Miller 209]).
The novel, the story of a Jewish gangster’s corrupt rise from the streesdstigious
judgeship and a home on “Allrightnik’s Row,” would create a “literary fugbfiller
209), and it was turned down by numerous publishers who feared being branded anti-

Semitic®

% 1n a letter to Stephen Wise, a well-known Reform rabbi who had condetanexth,
Paunch, and Jowlvhile acting as an “advisor” to the publisher Simon and Schuster,
Ornitz detailed one of these rejections: “Schuster congratulated me on havieg ome
of the finest books he had read in years. His staff of readers were excéptional
enthusiastic. But he knew the touchiness of your kind better than | did...He said it was
bad business for his house to become known as the publishers of what might be called an
anti-Jewish book. Do not waste praise upon him; he did not forgo profits. He was afraid
of losing them” (Letter).
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In fact, it appears that the book’s publication as an anonymous autobiography,
rather than a novel, was a calculated move on the part of its eventual publisher, Boni and
Liveright, who stipulated in their contract with Ornitz that they could publishstiel if
they chosé® Likely anticipating the possibility of controversy, their decision to publish
the book as autobiography, crediting Ornitz with having prepared the manuscript (its
subject having supposedly died five years earlier), was an attempt to coy off a
protestors: after all, how could readers criticize the presumedly trigifaot of a man’s
life story? Even over a year after its initial publication, Boni and Livefiglhthe need
to publish a notice reiterating the book’s generic status:

This work has roused so much comment and so many important men have been

pointed at as possible important figures in this book that it is time for us to

reiterate HAUNCH, PAUNCH AND JOWL is the history of a man who, as we
have already stated has been dead for five years. The material of GtAUN

PAUNCH AND JOWL is essentially autobiographical. It was organized and

written by Mr. Samuel Ornitz some years ago. The essential fact isré@ains

an autobiography. (Liveright)

However, altering its perceived generic status did nothing to quell contreversy
in fact, 1 would argue that it likely increased the scale of the controversy, whichy@ow
unintentionally, led to the book’s great popularity. As an autobiography, the text

received far greater and wider notice than it would have as a novel. Like Johnson in

% The signed contract reads, “It is understood and agreed by you that if we sovdesire
are to publish this book as an anonymous autobiography” (Contract).
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1912, When Ornitz pennddaunchin 1922, he had few literary ancestors—Jewish
novelists had gained minimal access to the mainstream press, and lesmdttant
mainstream audiences. Abraham Cahan’s 1894 A Tale of the New York Ghettas
a commercial flop, despite praise from the influential William Dean HoW@lgtmann
31); twenty-one years later, he received a small measure more atteniitve fieise of
David Levinskynow considered to be a foundational Jewish-American work. Other
novels published around that time, like Nathan KussEly&s Abys$1916) and Elias
Tobenkin’sWitte Arrives(1916) also yielded minimal attention (Miller xi). But Jewish-
American autobiographidsadgarnered great attention. Perhaps the most significant
example, Mary Antin’SThe Promised Landhad been published in 1912 by Houghton
Mifflin, and was an immediate runaway success and topped best-seller ligarfer

Antin’s book was praised in reviews for its literary merit, but (like other ethni
autobiographies) more especially for its sociological interest. As greaver described,
“[ The Promised Lanis] the record of the experience of a typical immigrant and her
family, and as such it is the more important. The woman who can write a book like ‘The
Promised Land’ is by no means an ordinary personality; but her experiencbssamodft
her family were very ordinary indeed, and it is in their ordinariness that treginarr
finds its greatest value” (“The Immigrant”). Another noted, “This vivid sterhée most
interesting contribution of the year to the immigrant problem. A rare documself-of
revelation which stirs and persuadelSe(v York Evening Sun

As was evident in the tone and contenTbé Independentvith “the immigrant

problem” looming larger and larger in the public imagination, readers’ ethnographi
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interests took on a new urgency. In 1914 Nteneapolis Morning Tribuneeported on
a sea-change in library circulation; “Minneapolis Readers Grow High &fonoted that
the subjects in greatest demand were “conditions of the laboring classese walfk,
social unrest, syndicalism, sex hygiene, sanitation, socialism and iatimgi noting
specifically that “a long list is continually waiting” for Antin’s book. Autobiqgjnées
like Antin’s, Edward Steiner’s, and other first- and second-generatiosldémericans
(along with immigrants of other ethnicities, like Edward Bok and Jacob Rirg) we
popular in part because they confirmed the power of American culture and the mytholo
of the American Dream. A twentieth-century Benjamin Franklin, Antin dernedesitr
that pluck and hard work, along with a dogged loyalty and admiration for American
culture, could overcome all obstacles—a message for which Allen Guttmann deems
Antin the foremost representative of the “cult of gratitude”—and an agreeabéageeto
an emerging middle class eager to distance itself culturally fronribla@ slums while
maintaining its democratic ideals. Antin measured her success in terms of he
assimilation, which fit the mood of the country in the early decades of the tithentie
century. As John Higham notes, those years saw a shift away from a sindesfocus
on immigration restriction to an exultation of America’s capacity to toamsthe
immigrant, with a new focus on welfare and reform (107)—a fascination exflecthe
report on Minneapolis libraries.

But as the numbers of immigrants increased exponentially in the decade leading
up to World War 1, especially the new Italian and Jewish immigrants froditéteanean

and Eastern European ports, this fascination was coupled with an increasing xenophobia,
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deeply tied to the history of black-white race relations: as Jim Crow toak &dild and
white supremacy was again legally and socially enshrined, one strain of popular
discourse warned that the new immigration added a new threat to the stabligy of t
racial hierarchy (Higham 166-7). Furthermore, many historians have notetditie
class’s discomfort with the increasing sense of class conflict thate@$tdm both the
political activism of immigrants as well as the emergence of newgablgower bases of
lower-class whites like the Farmer’s Alliance and the Populist Pattg.rdnewed
interest in immigrants’ lives was deeply tied to the history of race asd cblations and
the ideological struggles of white middle- and upper-class Americans hbamatineir
dominance.

So while the interest in immigrants often had a genuine and deeply felt
humanitarian impulse at its root, the fear with which it was coupled was congifste
varied in its expression. The impulse toward Americanization, spurned on by an
intensified nationalism during World War | and the anti-radical sentimenie gfdstwar
years, by the early 1920s took on a more distinctly racial bias; as John Higlaiiedes
the prevailing attitude of the period, “The racial danger was in the blood. Wtoy tr
change people who are biologically unchangeable?” (262) The early 1920&@vere t
flowering time of the pseudo-scientific racism that had been popularized bgdiadi
Grant’'sThe Passing of the Great Radiest published in 1916, and printed in new, well-
selling editions in 1921 and 1923; scientists from across the disciplines espoused various

versions of such racial philosophies, and “with such authority to sustain them, g is litt
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wonder that not only many eugenicists but also a broad segment of literate opinion in
America accepted the tenets of racial nativism as proved truths of Sdieigieam 276).
Into this highly charged atmosphere, Samuel Ornitz publistagehch, Paunch
and Jowlin 1923. Foreshadowing the tough-guy novels of the 1930s, Ornitz’s book
chronicles the rough-and-dirty life of a young Jewish man, born during his parents
Atlantic crossing to America and raised on the gang-ruled streets of Névg Yower
East Side. Smart and resourceful, Meyer Hirsch learns early how to “playntle¢’ gand
he works himself up through the ranks of the corrupt political boss system to become a
federal judge. He is, in many ways, the anti-Antin, and his portrait of the raigéés-
immigrant success story is an utterly ironic one. The many varied resporsgsrunty
demonstrate the ways that readers invested the autobiographical witltargrfi
Within Jewish cultural circles, the controversy that the text created/iviaally
unparalleled, and reached such a fever pitch that even the mainstream non-&sliash m
remarked on the row, focusing on the very strenuous, very public denunciations of the
book by several well-known rabbis (with headlines such as “Rabbi Assails ‘Haunch,
Paunch and Jowl’ as ‘Stinking’ Book” and “Rabbis Denounce Book on Jew”). At the
root of the rabbis’ criticisms was the notion of representation: if taken pseseatative
Jewish life, Meyer Hirsch’s created a somewhat less than flatteritr@ipoAs one
reviewer wrote ifThe Jewish Daily News
What was the Bowery a quarter of a century ago and what is it today? It is the
story of Jewish immigrant endeavor. Who drove out the boodle politicians from

the East Side if not the East Side? Who fought the grafting judges if not the East
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Side? Who rebelled against the shyster lawyers if not the East SideBowiill
and Liveright or any other publisher give to the world the true story of the East
Side? We doubt it. It is not in harmony with the new literature which wallows in
filth. (Bril)
And in a vigorous front-page denunciationTine Jewish Tribuneérabbi Samuel
Schulman wrote, “I hold that this book is a treacherous piece of work. It presents to the
Gentile world a picture of Jewish life in which the figures are gunmen, hagtafters,
hypocritical politicians and professional Jews, and in which whatever of the dieter
expresses itself in contempt for the religion of the fathers.”
Of course, not everyone in the Jewish press agreed with these sentiments. As one
reviewer noted, “What a relief, after the hordes of Longing Louies andivigay ettas,
with their sniffling outbursts in autobiography, to read a forthright, unsentiiretats of
life in New York’s ghetto by a writer who sees things as they are add fhem
sufficiently interesting to present them just that way” (Spitzer). ®tleaxd it not as a
condemnation of Jews, but of the American treatment of immigrants:
It is these smug, self-satisfied citizens who ought to flush red from ear vath
shame and disgrace when they read ‘Haunch, Paunch and Jowl'—yes, with shame
and disgrace, because instead of assisting the old, fine traditions of the imimigra
to blossom forth in perfect bloom in this Land of Promise—they allow them, with
astonishing indifference, to sink in the dirt and turmoil of the struggle for

existence. (Aidline-Trommer)
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Still others read it as a “vindication of Jewish ideals”: “A vindication bez#us proof
of the unutterable depths of moral rottenness which awaits one who tampers with those
ideals, to further his own selfish ends” (Weinstein). Furthermore, the book ez sdr
in several Yiddish newspapers, including the influential Commiusgen Freiheit
and it was staged by the radical Yiddish theater the Artef.

Unsurprisingly, many reviewers from the mainstream press did read the book
specifically as a window into “the Jew”: as a writer Tdre Portland Oregoniasaid,
“The Jew has long been an enigma for his combination of worldliness and spyrtualit
two qualities that do not ordinarily go hand in hand...Explicable heretofore only to
thinkers of profundity, this anonymous author has given the world a picture and an
explanation of value” (“Haunch”). And predictably, some did read it as an indictment of
Jews—a reviewer foFimecalling it “an arraignment of Jewry, heaving its stinking bulk
out of a diseased ghetto” (“From the Ghetto”), another fronN#we York Tribune
blaming Hirsch’s behaviors on his “Oriental” upbringing and education (Markum). B
others praised it for its titillating portrait of urban life more gengrdlhe New York
Timespraised it as “an extraordinary book, vigorous and vivid and racy”; and the
Chicago Sentineleported, “As the colorful and spicy tale unrolls before us, we are taken
behind the scenes in ‘chedorim,” gang fights, cabarets, bawdy houses, courtrooms,
strikes, political campaigns and any number of institutions and prostitutions that go to
make the gaiety and sadness of the life of New York.” Reviews in the neaimspress
reflect the (often arrogant) fascination with cultural differencewsat a hallmark of

modernist multiculturalism.
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“Lives in My Life”

Whether praising or haranguing Ornitz’s work, reviewers’ responses hinged on
the notion of representativeness: the autobiography was taken as a portralterwhet
truthful or distorted—of “the Jew,” and its proximity to or distance from the atithe
original, as imagined by each reviewer, is taken as its measure ofssuBtgthe nature
of the controversy belies the textual subtleties that are masked when angplyog
viewed as transparently representative. In fact, Ornitz’s text plays oerhaations of
identity and representativeness. Meyer Hirsch, while he gains the reputatiomdpr be
“the Shield of Israel in America,” makes it clear that his decisionsarhiize nothing to
do with any shared sense of identity or struggle; rather, any sense of comnasrgen
replaced by a ruthless capitalist drive for success.

Hirsch’s intense resistance to any impositions of an identity onto him dre firs
registered as an adolescent resistance to his family’s “old worldsldeess, even as he
recognizes in it a certain power. He rails against the “love name” his motkdbuse
him—Ziegelle or “little goat”—eventually ordering her to never use it again, despite its
deep emotional and metaphorical resonance (his mother reveals that a goat nursed hi
after he was born during their crossing to America, thereby keeping henwaien she
was unable to produce milk). And he says of his Uncle Philip, of whom he is both
embarrassed and in awe:

He intimidates: not he, but his way of speaking Yiddish. It is not just Yiddish—

gutteral, jargonish, haphazard; but an arresting, rhythmical, logical
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language..Yiddish, the lingo of greenhorns, was held in contempt by the Ludlow

Streeters [Hirsch’s childhood gang] who felt mightily their Americani¥ et

even the gang fought shy of making fun of the green Uncle Philip. (14)

Hirsch’s uncle Philip, the most significant figure in his formative yeanboelies
most clearly the brutal American focus on individual success: his is Antin’gyiaumt
drive stripped of its lofty idealism and spiritual sheen. Philip is presentgdosaals a
driven intellectual who rejects the ideas of his Leftist companions and embarksbn w
he sees as the only path to success in America: exploitation. He vows to beat the
German-Jewish garment bosses by taking advantage of non-unionized immigrant
workers, and his success (coupled with his greed and spiritual emptinessgl#yeba
ruthless capitalist ethos behind the quest for the American Dream that sisistiunany
immigrant autobiographies.

But Hirsch’s story offers a somewhat more complex version of this critrguiée
he achieves the same level of success as Philip, he does sabandgningany sense
of community or shared identity, but ratherdaggeratingandexploitingit, becoming,
as he quips early on, a “Professional Jew.” Like Johnson’s narrator who celelsrates hi
ties to African-American culture for personal gain, Hirsch uses hiskieess as a
political tool, playing on the sympathies and desperation of new Jewish imraityaget
clients as a young lawyer, and later to get votes and donations as a polittiean. T
identity-based alliances that Hirsch forms are explicitly linked to thien exploitation
of capitalism—he uses a populist message, which serves as a form pislsisg, to

mask his own greed and gain at the expense of “his people.”
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Hirsch begins his career, however, in entertainment, first performihgawit
managing a group in whose “racial comedy” (as Esther Romeyn terms thiomode
performance, common to early twentieth-century America) he sedggoease for
success, then managing the hugely successful club, Lavelle’s, in which theyeibe
primary act. The song-and-dance act that makes Hirsch’s group fanleds'Raddy
Reilly Does the Jewish Wedding Dance,” involves a dancer in costume as an orthodox
Jew telling jokes and performing a fast, impressive combination of an giahdgi a
Russian-Jewish wedding dance as the band oscillates between the twaf typisgc.

(The two lead musicians eventually become successful publishers of popular songs,
which they created [in a method reminiscent of Johnson’s narrator’s] by “pickirtge
tuneful bits from the works of the masters [which they] wove into ragtime [AB€-

151].) Hirsch describes how ethnic impersonation becomes the club’s mainstay: “W
found that Lavelle’s receipts swelled as we attracted the respecit#sdas, who spent
as lavishly as they were proportionately shocked. They wanted to see timellife a
excitement that they imagined was a continuous phantasmagoria of depravisg,lice
and murder” (151). Hirsch begins using actors in the audience playing caricatures of
racial types—namely Italians and Chinese—to perform fights, hold-ups, andreiude
Romeyn demonstrates, such performances fed the bourgeoisie’s hunger for the
“authenticity” of which urban life (embodied in racial types) became a leen as their
theatricality revealed them to be, instead, “authenticity effectsi)(xkiirsch’s career is
thus launched by his facility with, and recognition of the currency of, the manipulation of

supposedly fixed identities.
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While Hirsch seems to feel no genuine connection to the community of Jewish
immigrants in his native Lower East Side, he does express ambivalencedigdanh)
for the one Jewish character who appears to be passing as a Gentile. Hitsdhianek
Crane, a psychologist and associate of one of his childhood friends, and his response is
pointed:
Where did he get the bang-up snobbish name—doesn’t go with his facethe
spot | disliked him, this Lionel Cranee (Harvard matriculation) plain, vulgar,
Lazarus Cohen. Like velvet rubbed the wrong way, sickeningly soft, creepily
irritating, was his meticulous, modulated speech with its heavy Harvard altcent
cloyed. Inconsonant inim, not his by right, therefore an affectation, I felt, as
were his distinguished manners.” (191)
Hirsch’s distaste for Crane is tied, as he readily admits, to Crane’s heingject of
affection of a woman with whom Hirsch is enamored, but it nonetheless seems to be
paradoxical given his own manipulations. However, his distaste is also cledry t
Crane’s views on the “Jewish Question,” on which he pontificates at gredt (engt
four pages of text). In his sermon—the only moment in the book in which the issue of
Jewish identity is taken up as such—Crane advocates for intermarriagentpificthe
saving tonic of new blood”:
The Jews will create a Jewish Question in America as long as theycclimgr
bizarre Jewishness. What calls immediate, curious attention to the Jews...his

outlandish ways and attire—his beards and ear-locks...He is always themepell
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foreigner, his slovenly, baggy clothes, or his overdressed, bejeweled, flashy

appearance; his blatancy and vulgarity...” (198)
And while Crane unwittingly criticizes Hirsch personally by haranguied'Professional
Jews” who are responsible for “usury, faginism, receiving stolen goods, corrupting
officials, procuring, brothel-keeping, labor-sweating” (a virtual regdihHirsch’s
resume), Hirsch seems more annoyed by the racism that is at the root of Crane’
assimilationist ideals (despite the fact that Hirsch’s early casea performer traded on
these same kinds of racist stereotypes). Ultimately, Hirsch’s discowitbrand dislike
of Crane seems to be connected with what he sees as Gramalpassing, and Crane

indeed lives up to his cynical expectations:

| had a sneaking feeling that giving Crane a good job and a chance to mix with the

higher-ups, he would play the game, and forget his crusade against the

Professional Jew and his theory of intermarriage as a saving tonic fonika Je

race. And | wasn’t far from right, for Crane sought eagerly the job of estady

a social settlement under the patronage of the exclusive Fifth Avenue Temple.

(260)

If Hirsch represents a cynical vision of identity-based alliancesn gihat he uses
his Jewishness strategically for exploitative aims and individual gawnchdoes
demonstrate other structures of affiliation that appear to avoid the chargesall/
leveled by the narrative’s implicit critique: namely, a sort of trans-esou@l activism,

as embodied by the character of Esther, and socialism, as embodied by thercbhract

Avrum. Avrum, one of Hirsch’s childhood friends, becomes a devoted socialist and union
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activist, and despite their differences, he remains one of the few chanabteescapes
Hirsch’s criticism, and his earnest sermons on workers solidarity a¢hoss knes
manage to avoid Hirsch’s cynical reinterpretations. But he can apparentlyfuonty
as an abstraction, as he disappears midway through the narrative to travel the country
setting up workers’ education programs. Esther is a beautiful, selfless neighbarhood g
whom everyone (including Hirsch) worships. She regularly surfaces to punctsot’slir
self-focus, however, she, too, all but disappears as a character by the milldle of t
narrative. When Hirsch learns of her marriage to an Irish millionaire détotocial
causes, he begins to question in earnest his life choices; he becomes depressed, gets
drunk, and spends the night at a whorehouse. The narrative ends with Hirsch (who has
become very fat, hence the nickname from which the book draws its title) beed call
from a fantasy about his new mistress by his wife Gretel to come to dinner:

“Come, Meyer, come and eat. | got something you [Bedampfte brust und

patate lahtke$ (Potted breast and potato pancakes.)...l heave my great bulk and

waddle towards the dining room...Again, Gretel sings..."Tell me, life, tell me,

what'’s it all about; tell me, life, what's it all about?”...

What—

It smells good.

Gedampfte brust und patate lahtkes— (300)
Hirsch’s focus on his earthly appetites is ultimately impenetrablelbyeslection.

If, for Mary Antin, success means “Americanization” and shedding her Jewish

identity, for Meyer Hirsch, success means strategically playing onderatity. Hirsch’s
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ruthless focus on material wealth, and its attendant spiritual emptiness offegque of
the capitalist impulse at the root of the American Dream that clearlyaksopi® the
political Left (like theFreiheitand Artef). But middle-class readers, like the middle-class
clientele who flocked to Hirsch’s club to see staged authenticity, seemmzlisodn the
narrative as an authentic portrait of “The Jew” and of the seedy undesbeHyan life,
and to ignore the ways that the text parodies such a reading. Many Jewiskergview
similar to black reviewers dix-Colored Manand reflecting the precarious position of
Jews (as of blacks) in early twentieth-century America, condemned theavadtk focus
on corruption, greed, and violence, and thus its unsuitability as a representatsle Jew
text. Ornitz’s agreeing to publish the work as an autobiography may have bought its
commercial success; but his frustration with these kinds of reviews led heveal
himself as the book’s author in order to respond to tHe®nitz's original subtitle for

the text, “Lives in My Life,” indicates his more nuanced approach to identityuligoiy-
constructed, and that approach is intimately linked to the text’s polititigluer But the

subtitle with which his publishers replaced it, “An Anonymous Autobiography,” redde

37" See Henry S. Rodman, “The Truth About ‘Haunch, Paunch and JdeWigh
Tribune22 Feb 1924, 3). Ornitz went on to write two more novels and a play, none of
which were achieved commercial success, and much of his later career was spent
(reluctant) Hollywood screenwriter. He remained committed to soaiedes, however,
and devoted a great deal of time to them: he worked to improve prison conditions and he
was an advocate for children’s rights; he worked to free the Scottsborotgoysrked
with Theodore Drieser and John Dos Passos to investigate the labor conditioris of coa
miners in Kentucky; and he was a vocal opponent of fascism and anti-Semitism. He
became one of the group later known as the Hollywood Ten, which challenged the House
Un-American Activities Committee, and he was imprisoned for a yearrafiusing to
say whether he was a member of the Communist party when called to tekiiy b
HUAC.
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that political critique unintelligible for many readers, who happily (or unhgpibien

took the book simply as a window onto authentic Jewish life.

The Trouble withMe

Now considered an “autobiographical novel,” Winnifred EatdMés A Book of
Remembrance/as published anonymously in 1915 to an immediate flurry of speculation
about its authorship. Clearly anticipating public skepticism about the textsraigity,
the publishers included an introduction by Eaton’s friend, the popular novelist Jean
Webster. In the same convention made familiar by slave narrativelotivegon drew on,
Webster confirms that while names of people and places have been changedihlaé text
follows “is pure reporting; the author has not branched out into any byways of style, but
has merely told in the simplest language possible what she actually reradir(thgr
Clearly engaged with the dynamics between readers, texts, and authoms)&tht
published over a dozen novels under the Japanese-sounding pen hame Onoto Watanna,
one of which was adapted for Broadway and film, along with many short stories and
essays in such magazinestae CentunandHarper's Monthly*®

Eaton’s choice to pass as Japanese in her authorial identity should be read in the

context of the brutal anti-Chinese sentiment that was widespread in the Unitsd Sta

%8 The Winnifred Eaton digital archive at the University of Virginia repoAscbrding

to the testimony of surviving family members and Winnifred Eaton herself, the numbe

of her periodical publications may have neared or surpassed a hundred works. However,
scholars until now have only located twenty short stories and about a dozen non-fiction
pieces.” Many of those, along with biographical information, are housed in theirearchi

at http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/eaton/.
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during her lifetime. While public support for restrictive immigration lawgéneral
waxed and waned in the decades surrounding the turn of the twentieth century, anti-
Chinese sentiment was consistently high, as codified, for example, by theeChines
Exclusion Act of 1882, which was renewed in 1892 and again in 1902 (Gabaccia 37).
Matthew Frye Jacobson describes anti-Chinese agitation, inaugurated throagtbtedr
labor on the West Coast in the mid-nineteenth century, as “unique in the history of
American nativism for the consistency of its violence, for its success inrcgpthe
major workers’ organizations as well as both political parties, and ultyn&telits
success in winning legislation that singled out one group for total exclusion” (81). The
Japanese, on the other hand, were seen as less of an economic and cultural threat because
of their relatively small numbers in the U.S.; and in the era of American ertipse
were admired for what was seen as their “noble” military prowess @6)f Through
her novels and stories, which dealt primarily with Japanese and JapaneseaAmeric
characters, Eaton was able to capitalize on the reading public’s fascinahdhewexotic
while escaping the particular vitriol aimed at Chinese Americans.

Eaton was the first writer of Asian descent to publish a novel in the U.S., and the
first to reach a mainstream audience with her writing. But unlike the work shshaabl
as fiction,Me makes only muted references to the protagonist Nora’s ethniditiyke
Johnson and Ornitz’s “autobiographies,” Eaton’s most definitely doesngage with

any tradition of self-consciously “ethnic” writing, but rather organize# iseund the

39 Eaton’s decision to adopt a Japanese identity has, in this context, been invested with
varied moral significance. See Nguy&ace and Resistan¢®xford: Oxford UP,
2006), for a thorough discussion of Eaton’s life as variously figured within Asian-
American studies.
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narrative form of the romance—given her previous publication success, she did not need
to use the autobiographical form to access a mainstream reading public, as they did;
instead, she used it to attempt to escape the narrow scripts that her suacess as
“Japanese” writer gave her, presenting a narrator whose mixetieatzge is

constituted in much more subtle ways. Despite these facts, her narrator’s (diyppose
obvious) ethnicity became central to the reading public’s response to the text.

Given the text’s anonymous publication, and its author’s literary celebrity via he
pseudonymous identity, it is no simple question to ask who “Me” is, as readers
immediately did. BuThe New York Timefor example, which responded to calls for an
“investigation” into the text’s authorship, confidently speculated that Eatorheas t
author ofMe several months after its publication. The linchpin of their investigation,
emblematic of many other reviews of the work, consists apparently in the ethni
identification of Nora, the protagonist, with the suspected author: the articlaiprec
“[the author’s] secret is loudly revealed in almost every chapter, farasireot conceal
the glow of pride she feels in being half Japanese” (74). As proof, the atiéseci
scene where Nora kisses the sleeve of her would-be lover, a behavior wagshrised to
be “the custom of her country” (74). Furthermore, in what appears to be a blatant
misreading, they note, “the ways of the Nippon come to the surface when she tells how
strange she looked in even fashionable garments, for the charm of the women of the land
of the wisteria is much obscured even by the best of the Occidental modes” (f4). (N

says, despite the fact that she was “odd looking” and “not pretty,” “when | begarat
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fine clothes | must have appeared quite well, for | had all sorts of compliméts pa
me” [184].)

When Nora alludes to her novel being adapted for Broadidey Times
surmises:

That no writer who was half Japanese would have neglected Japan for local color

is self-evident. This brings on the almost irresistible conclusion that taicre

of ‘Me’ is none other than the author of ‘A Japanese Nightingale,” a novel which

in 1903 was dramatized and produced as a play both here and in London...The

book must have been written by Mrs. Winnifred Eaton Babcock, whose pen name

is Onoto Watanna (74).

After finally revealing Eaton/Watanna as the author, in case furthermation is
needed—not of her authorship, but of the identity of which that authorship is clearly an
expression, the article concludes, “She is distinctively Japanese in appganahice
Japanese rather than in American costume the charm of her personality isliyore f
revealed” (75).

ForThe TimesEaton/Watanna'’s ethnicity, as transparently communicated
through Nora, functions as the guarantor of her authorial authenticity—and, not
incidentally, of her interest as an author. The textual clues that are reatkds ke
author’s ethnic identity are the key to uncovering and confirming Eaton/Watanna’s
authorship—Fhe Timesteading, serving itself to properly clothe her in Japanese
costume, “more fully reveals” the author’'s essential “personalitytihiEity, then, is the

signifier that takes the place of her missing proper name to fulfill whap Rbjeune has
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called “the autobiographical pact”(13)—that is, it is that which allows thedebe: t
legibleasautobiography. (For Ornitz and Johnson, of course, the self-conscious ways
they challenged the conventions of ethnicity were precisely what made the
“autobiographiesillegible as such to the reading public.)

Significantly, The Timesrticle says less about Eaton’s text than it does about the
ethnographic publishing conditions in which that text was produced and first circulated;
serves as a confirmation of the readerly capacity to reveal the truth of thésauthor
identity through the apprehension and fixation of her otherness. But Eaton’s treatme
identity should be seen as far more complex Ham Timesteading would suggest. She
demonstrates—in the self-conscious performativity of her own pseudonymity and
anonymity, and more specifically through her narratdviéa—the relationship between
how we construct narratives of self and how we understand others’ readings of us. While
her text lacks the self-conscious social critique of Johnson’s and Ornitzsbits,
perhaps unconscious disruptions of the ideological investments entailed in the
autobiographical and romance forms merit examination. The anxiety in the text
surrounding ethnic (and gendered) identity, made illegibl€HgyTimesinterpretation,

embodies the tensions of modernist multiculturalism.

RereadingMe/ Retracing the (Il)legible
In claiming in her introduction that Eaton had not “branched out into the byways
of style,” Webster attributed to her text the impossible. Eaton’s textycleies on

established literary conventions in order to construct its narrative—a techinagumeany

112



critics have noted has a long history in autobiogrdfhylost recognizably, Nora’s story
follows the trajectory of a traditional romance plot: after experienzisgries of

unwanted advances from various men, she is rescued from a particularly lecherous
employer by the wealthy, sophisticated, older Roger Hamilton, with whom she promptl
falls in love. Their potential romance stumbles over many obstacles, most obviously
Hamilton’s secrecy about his life. But while Nora’s emotional struggle isveotteally
redeemed through marriage to Hamilton, neither is she condemned to death; rather, the
story closes, as it opened, with her striking out independently in search of new
opportunity.

Into this narrative, Nora’s ethnic difference figures very ambiguously, if in
interesting ways—despifehe Timestlaim that it is “loudly revealed”; and when she
does allude to it, it does not stem from “pride,” as the article suggests: Nola@amsyC|
would have given anything to look less foreign. My darkness marred and crushed me”
(166). She attributes her foreignness to her mother, who “was a native of adat-dist
land” (3); and she clearly sympathizes with her mother’s hardships, notingehat t
romance of her youthful life as a performer had been “squeezed out” by the
socioeconomic hardships she encounters in North America, where “she never got over

the feeling of being a stranger” (3). But Nora chooses to emphasizesr hier father,

0 sacvan Bercovitch, for instance, has examined the adaptation of the jeremiad by
writers of autobiography through the nineteenth centling (American Jeremiadand
Joanne Braxton has studied how black women autobiographers’ manipulation of
conventional forms offers the opportunity for critiqidack Women Writing
Autobiography: A Tradition Within a Tradition
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an artist and an imperialist “adventurer” in his youth; as a girl of sevendeéenplating

her impending move to the West Indies for a job with a local newspaper, she remarks
Was | not the daughter of a man who had been back and forth to China no fewer
than eighteen times, and that during the perilous period of the Tai-ping rebellion?
Had not my father made journeys from the Orient in the old-fashioned sailing-
vessels, being at sea a hundred-odd days at a time? What could not his daughter
do? (5)
Nora’s self-identification with her imperialist father is confidr®y her “genuine

thrill of excitement” upon landing in Jamaica. Her first impressions of thedsl|

resonate on an ethnographic register:
Everywhere | looked were negroes—men and women and children, some half
naked, some with bright handkerchiefs knotted about their heads, some gaudily
attired...Women with heavy loads on their hands on their shaking hips, and
chattering in a high singsong dialect (I didn’t recognize it for Englisinsat)f
passed me. Some of them looked at me curiously, and one, a terrifying, pock-
marked crone, said something to me that | could not understand. (20-1)

Her excitement is soon tempered; if she finds unsettling the women who returadaer ga

she is terrified by actual interaction: “I started screaming wheha feand on my

shoulder, and looking up in the steadily deepening twilight, | saw a smilinggceach

my own, and the face was black!” (21) As if terrorized by the black face asaa ofi

her own otherness, the incident sends her running to the captain of the ship on which she

sailed, and she quickly finds herself within the protective (if always threbtéoid of
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white femininity. However, that identification is anything but stable. Wheniishe f
meets her roommate, she notices “the yellowness of her skin” and wonderstitlibe

possible that she, too, were ‘colored™ (28); but the roommate quickly welcomes her wit
a warning: “You'd better look out...There’s only a handful of [us] white women here,
you know. We don’t count the tourists” (31).

Nora’s new employer informs her, by way of guiding her professionahact
that while many of the blacks on the island are wealthy and hold positions of power, there
is “a fine line drawn between them and the native white people” (32). Her exposure to
the island’s oppressive racial polarization impels her further identificafitbrwhite
femininity, and the trauma she seemed to experience through her initiakexpdn the
face of a threatening blackness is intensified when she meets Mr. Burlveeddilay and
powerful member of parliament about whom she is supposed to report. Shocked to find
he is black, she is “filled with a sudden panic of almost instinctive fear” (40¢ara f
which completely “robs” her of “all physical and mental powers” when, weeks kat
smitten Burbank proposes and attempts to kiss her (54-5). Burbank’s seemingly mild
entreaty—but one that stands as the ultimate transgression of her (alreatiynidul,
because not-quite-white) femininity—is rendered in the emotional regfsterape, and
the incident ultimately sends Nora fleeing back to the U.S., where, aftealsater
romantic snafus, her entanglement with Hamilton begins.

While Nora strenuously posits her neutrality on issues regarding raoceingai

that she is “as far from feeling [race prejudice] as any person in the wétlj"and

occasionally commenting on her own status as “colored,” her terror of blackness is
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matched by her unequivocal admiration for “white” beauty: she remarks, “®hd tlpe
| adored” (41). While this is clearly the root of her attraction to Hamilton, &llyor
Southern gentleman, she recognizes that he sees her as a “curiosityin@d; he
often describes her as his “find,” his “discovery,” as the object of his “stteand
“fascination” (240), and while she concedes to his demands in order to maintain his
attention, she continually bristles at his desire to control her dress and éanyttibut
offering her love or physical affection. If her foreignness seems to be raiothef his
attraction, Nora also recognizes it is being at the root of the ultimate iimipysef their
romance; her hopes are finally crushed when she finds a picture of his lover:
She was all the things that | was not, a statuesque beauty, with a form like Juno
and a face like that of a great sleepy ox. Beside her, what was 1? Womenn like he
were the kind men loved. | knew that. Women like me merely teased their fancy
and curiosity. We were the small tin toys with which they paused to play. (349)
Like Harriet Jacobs, whose rewriting of the scripts of sentimental fictiowsh critique
of their reliance on “the platitudes of a morality that erases the sjigesfiof a slave
woman'’s experience” (Smith “Performativity” 101), Eaton’s subversion of therroena
plot highlights its construction on an unacknowledged foundation of white femininity.
Outside of the romance narrative, Nora finds another fate; woven into the
romance narrative is the story of Nora’s struggles as a writer; anthé thought of her
writing that allows her to reframe her image of Hamilton’s lover:
No, no, she was not better than I. Strip her of her glittering clothes, put her in

rags over a wash-tub, and she would have been transformed into a common thing.
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But I? If you putmeover a wash-tub, | tell youwould have woven a romance,

aye, from the very suds. God had planted in me the fairy germs ke .

(350, italics original)

And in the midst of Nora’s mourning her failed romance, her friend Lolly urges her,
“You canwrite...You have a letter in your pocket addressed to posterity. Deliver it,
Nora! Deliver it!” (355, italics original)

But rather than signaling an unambiguous movement into self-possession and
autonomy, writing, for Nora as for the Ex-Colored Man, remains a space oftedntes
affiliations and identifications. She says of her writer sister, “a gfil more real talent
than I...She is dead now, that dear big sister of mine, and a monument marks her grave
in commemoration of the work she did for my mother’s country” (194). In comparing
herself to her sister, she equivocates about the means to her own success, at one point
noting, “My success was founded upon a cheap and popular device...Oh, | had sold my
birthright for a mess of pottage!” (153-4). Although she doesn’t specify Wwagtdheap
and popular device” is, her citation of the closing lines of Johngartabiography
published three years earlier, connects it at least obliquely to raciadgpaExactly what
her “birthright” is, in this case, is strenuously maintained as ambiguous—but ahg cle
laments the narrow scripts through which she has been able to find success.

AlthoughThe Timeauses the (il)legible traces of Eaton/Watanna'’s ethnic heritage
to construct, through Nora, a portrait of the author as an authentic representatiee of
land of wisteria,” we might readle as a testament to the very impossibility of such a

modernist-multicultural reading. When Nora first introduces herself byoivay
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describing her parents, she notes, “I mention these few facts merely wsHikilgy of

their proving of some psychological interest later” (4). Nora’s emphasigeon t
psychological highlights the contingency of her self-identification. Raltiaera given
identity that can be apprehended and fixed within specific structures of cultaainge
the text offers traces of a self-identification that slides betweeteméss and otherness,
femininity and masculinity, as she negotiates her relationship to the world aoddss

to the varied ways others read h&fe stands not as the crowning achievement of an
individual who has achieved lived success and thorough self-reflection, but rather one
ironically marred by its narrator’s blind spots and prejudices, a document aftthadt
identity is not a fixed given, as modernist multiculturalism would have it, but an ongoing
negotiation and struggle.

The tendencies of modernist multiculturalism persist; Linda Trinh Mosémmaut
of the afterword to the 1997 edition M, says that Eaton’s “textual silence” regarding
her Chinese ancestry makes it “difficult to rédd as an autobiography” (358). That
Moser shares this impulse to attribute Eaton’s autobiographical authority to aal afow
her ethnic identity is striking, given her awareness (urltke Timepof Eaton’s highly
self-conscious manipulation of her ethnic identification. Moser’s perspestive i
emblematic (in a more muted contemporary way) of how, as the histories of Johnson,
Ornitz, and Eaton’s texts show, writers who troubled common perceptions of identity
often ran aground against the hard reality of the era’s modernist-multicldigial The
production and circulation of autobiographical texts was embedded in a network of

ideological assumptions and anxieties regarding genre and identity—manicbfaxe
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recapitulated today in the seemingly vastly different atmosphere of conteynpora

multiculturalism, as | will discuss in chapter four. But first, | will exae the cultural
work of autobiography in a very different, early twentieth-century pedagjoggtting:

workers schools.
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Chapter 3
Factory Meets Faculty: Autobiography and Worker’s Education at the

Bryn Mawr Summer School for Women Workers

A group of girl students are sprawled at ease in a semi-circle on timelgnee
close to the Science Building. The teacher, who is a jovial young man, apparently
well versed in literature and who inspires everyone with his emotional gaiety,
reads to the group. Twilight stealthily extinguishes the crimson sunset on the
horizon. Snowy cloudlets are drifting by in the distance. Only the teachers voic
pierces the hushed atmosphere...The group comprising various nationalities is
given an insight into the history of their adopted land. Now and then, the
instructor injects some commentary or defines a baffling word, until theigin |
calls a halt to his activity. The girls stretch their limbs carelesslyf coming out
of a daze. They were evidently in a trance and are now once more coming back
into contact with the physical world. A miner’'s daughter, somewhere in the
centre, barks out choppy sentences about returning to a sweat shop at the end of
the course. The words fall heavily on all the girls, and, one by one, they stroll
along sadly to their temporary quarters.

Pauline Salant, Bryn Mawr Summer School class of 1929

Many of us feel that the Negro problem is a tremendous one, and we feel so
helpless in regard to it that we take the easiest way out and shut our eyek to muc
of the real suffering....[But on my first day at Bryn Mawr] the girl in Room 13
reminded me of the fact that nearly 90% of the Negro population were workers,
and the workers are the masses. Therefore we need only to unite our forces and
we will bring about a betterment of conditions for all. | am glad my sistdest
called me into her room that day. She set me thinking in an entirely different
direction...l have then to thank Bryn Mawr for putting me on the right track. |
have Bryn Mawr to thank for making me race and class conscious.

Marion Jackson, Bryn Mawr Summer School class of 1926

In the early twentieth century, progressive-era ideals—and particliargnergy
around women'’s social activism and feminist groups’ interests in ameigtat
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injustices related to industrialization—Iled to the flowering of the Araarlabor

education movement. One of the earliest and most successful programs was the Bry

Mawr Summer School for Women Workers, which was inaugurated in 1921, and which

joined later with the School for Workers in Industry at the University of Wisoarsil

the Vineyard Shore Workers School on the Hudson in upstate New York to form the

Affiliated Schools for Workers. Each summer for fifteen years, eightpéchoindred

young working women from around the country left the factories and shops that defined

their daily existence for the idyllic suburban campus of the elite BrynrNlaNege.

These women were part of an educational experiment that deeply affectdiddebeand

the lives of the educators with whom they worked. Unlike other workers’ education

programs, which focused primarily on vocational training or training for lalganizers

and activists, the Affiliated Schools offered non-vocational liberal arts-study

particularly Bryn Mawr, which was widely considered the flagship humamsbgram

for women workers, and which became the model for many subsequent programs. As the

opening epigraphs of this chapter demonstrate, the women’s experience at Bnyn Maw

was both an idyllic, almost dreamlike suspension of their often grueling wgrkeaes,

but one that for many of the women had a very real psychic and material impact.
Founded by M. Carey Thomas, then president of Bryn Mawr College, the Bryn

Mawr Summer School was inspired, in large part, by the thriving British Wsorke

Education Association (WEA), in which members of Thomas'’s intellectual andsactivi

English family were involved. Bryn Mawr’s program emulated the WEA and other

British models in its use of established (capitalist) institutions and netwarkadncial
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and organizational support—a fact which may have ultimately led to the schoolfgyclosi
in the 1930s, when faculty and worker-students became more radicalized and clashed
with the College’s administration, which was mounting an endowment campaign that
would rely on wealthy investors (Heller 27-8).

The school’s curriculum changed continually over the years; influenced by
developments in progressive, labor, and adult educational theory, the administrators a
faculty were animated by a belief in education as a vehicle for socrajeh@/ithin their
pioneering curriculum, faculty experimented broadly with course content and
pedagogical methods, but English and economics remained the interdisciplinarincore
fact, for much of the school’s life, the program’s core courses were tautgdrng of
two instructors, comprised of an English professor and an economist (Heller 206). While

English and economics were thus put crucially into relationship with each other, both

“1 Early on, students and labor groups expressed deep skepticism toward the school, both
about the utility of its liberal-humanist approach for addressing laborsisané about its
larger aims and sympathies, given Bryn Mawr’s status as an elite (ast)l iglstitution,
and given that the faculty was drawn exclusively from the academic sktabht and
not from the labor movement. In a narrative report on the school, its director Hiltka Smi
claimed that despite this hesitancy, the school’s record quickly spoke for mskeléer
groups were happy to ally with the school once the activism and achievement of its
graduates became evidewWdmen Workerg5-7). But the school’s records also
demonstrate that its faculty and administrators gradually voiced more openh, direc
sympathies with the labor movement, revising the mission statement numeresisotim
address the school’s utility regarding the aims of the movement; devotfrtgdakats
on its main policy-making committee to worker representation; and lateingeaident
demands to hire Marxist scholars for the faculty (Heller 19-20, 206-7, 244-45).
Nonetheless, some students continued to note an ideological disconnection between
ideals and actions: as student Celia Friedman put it in an essay reflechiegsummer
at Bryn Mawr, “What | do miss in Bryn Mawr is a real proletarian atmospkdreh |
expected to find at Bryn Mawr, the institution for industrial girls where a we'rker
ideology is so essential. | find instead the prevailing bourgeois traditions anthsust
which are contrary to all the teaching in the classes.”
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because of the structure of the team-taught core course, and, as lougkdisecause of
the contextualized approach that English instructors took generally, the sttdglish

did not simply serve to demonstrate economic ideas; as Hilda Smith, the schoal’s long
serving director, put it, “The members of the English Department, which incluaiéd w

in composition, literature, and public speaking, were unanimous in their statement that
English should be taught for itself primarily, and not merely as a tool in an efmsom
course” (71). The students clearly valued the instruction that they receizedlish,

both for giving them access to the pleasurable experience of reading andgensiwr
their skills of observation and analysis; but also for giving them broader insigtihe
problems of class and power relations, beyond the personal and local circumsiainces t
circumscribed their daily existence as workgrs.

The school’s faculty was committed to education that took as central the workers’
own experience—an idea that continued to gain currency within adult education, and
which remains one of its most widely-accepted tenets. This commitment led to
egalitarian relationships among students and faculty, to a high level of student

representation within the school’s administration, and to experiments with deimocrat

teaching methods in the classroom. Another crucial way that workers’ exgenwasc

“2 The significance of literature for radical pedagogy was also incoppsiaing
recognized among progressive children’s educators in the 1920s and 1930s. Changing
ideas about the nature of childhood and the possibilities for social transformation (as
opposed to social reproduction) through education led to a widespread reconsideration of
the nature and function of children’s literature. For analysis of how these cliadges
(and were fed by) trends in the children’s book publishing industry and shifts in the
country’s broader political contours, see Julia L. Mickenbleegrning from the
Left:Children’s Literature, the Cold War, and Radical Politics in the United Statew
York: Oxford UP, 2006).
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made central to their education was through the widespread use of autobiography as
teaching tool. Writing and reading each other’s autobiographies gave studemig com
from diverse circumstances a way to locate commonalities and differanoag #eir
experiences, and to see their own experiences in the context of other working women'’s
lives. Student autobiographies thus gave instructors an invaluable tool through which to
contextualize the work that students did in the classroom; historian Rita He#ler not
Instructors...had to compensate for students’ inadequate educational background,
and their long absences from classrooms. In addition, they faced a dizzying mix
of occupational, national, geographical and social backgrounds. Cultural and
ethnic heterogeneity prevailed even within intellectually homogonous groups. The
one common denominator came to be the workers’ life experience. Job-connected
issues and autobiographies were basic to the Economics and English classes.
(210)
At least as much as their writing, it was tieadingof the autobiographies that
served a crucial educational function. Students became critical readeris oivinand
each others’ autobiographies—as Andrea Hourwich, a Bryn Mawr teacher who edited a
collection of the students’ autobiographies callédn a Woman Workdd 936), put it,
“Such a process points up valuable happenings, and out of a collection of those a basis
for group action may be formulated.” Similarly, as | will discuss, autobpbyravas
fundamental to the way that students were encouraged to read literature moattygene
“Both students and subject matter [were] studied and situated in terms of a laocahInat

and/or international context, given political dimensions, and related to an economic base
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associated with discursive power struggles” (Hollis 5). As a pedagagatathen, and
within the interdisciplinary framework of English and economics, autobiograply w
used to examine the relationship between individual experience and the social and
historical context in which it is embedded, and as the basis for social action.

In this chapter | examine the model behind English studies in the Bryn Mawr
school, particularly its pioneering interdisciplinarity and its focus on therialate
conditions from which literature emerges and that it reflects. The roleaifiagtaphy
specifically was crucial—students were encouraged to produce autobiograghtes a
read their own and each other’s autobiographies, as well as published autobiodmaphies
a range of authors, in ways that were grounded in an analysis of these material
conditions. In my previous two chapters, | looked at how, for middle-class readers of
magazines and best sellers, autobiography served as a tool through which to understand
and contain cultural differences that seemed to threaten a newly consolidialtig m
class identity. For working-class readers at Bryn Mawr, however, dnbea lens
through which to analyze and develop class consciousness in a way that did not confuse
or conflate it with racial or ethnic difference.

The students and faculty did not ignore cultural differences—to do so would have
been impossible given the range of backgrounds that the students brought with them, as
well as the range of literature that they read (which, as | will discuss, would be
considered multicultural even by today’s standards). In fact, it was due emdsmon the

part of some students that the summer school began admitting African Americans in
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1926% In their English courses, they were encouraged to be self-reflexivethbaut

own identities and their prejudices toward others; for example, a common English

assignment, versions of which were used by instructors Ellen Kennan, Grace Hawk, a

Elinor Goldmark Black, among others, prompts students with these questions:
“What instances of prejudice have you met in your life? Would you object to a
Chinese girl as a working partner? Would your objections reach to any other race?
Are you as sympathetic with the forelady’s troubles as with those of yolmgor
partner? Can you listen with equal patience to a Republican, a Democrat, a
Socialist, a Communist? A Protestant, a Catholic, a Jew, a Mohammedan, an
athiest? Are you conscious of having acted on prejudice yourself? Have you
conquered any of your prejudices? Are you trying to conquer any now? Have you
any that you do not wish to conquer?

That the students grappled with these questions continually is evident; as Ada Franssens

student editor of the school literary magazstep and Schogput it in her editor’s note

to the 1931 issue of the magazine, “From our study of English...we have learned to

analyze a man [sic] for his true values and not what he seems to be. The ignoedance a

43 See Heller 70-73; this was a highly contentious issue among students, school
administrators, and the larger Philadelphia-area community. Helletissanavidences
the many dialogues that surrounded this decision: “Here were black factoryzwdre
were recruited for and admitted to residential study on a Main Line Calé&gpus
during the socially inert Coolidge era. The surrounding community, the site of the
legendary play and film ‘The Philadelphia Story,” was an enclave of vadiwvesal
conservatism. The black women’s presence on campus affected local mores. [The loca
movie theater bowed to the Summer School’s pressure to desegregate its Beating.
Mawr College matriculated its first black undergraduates after the labhoolstid so.
Laboring women in the twenties rarely worked alongside blacks. Only 3% of female
factory workers were black and they labored in largely segregated worRd[a@es
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prejudice which was embedded in the hearts of some of us has entirely disappeared a
in its place we find understanding.” While Franssens’ statement may be somewhat
idealistically overreaching, ultimately, as many of the student autopioigsal discuss
demonstrate, the students did attempt to put issues of cultural difference, aficbipec

gender-, and race-based oppression, into relation with the power dynamics disoapita

Autobiography and the Bryn Mawr Curriculum

The widespread pedagogical interest in autobiography at Bryn Mawr rdftbete
school’s student-centered orientation, which was at the heart of much of its innovati
As mentioned above, the school’s curriculum was informed by the progressive @uucati
movement, and particularly by John Dewey, who believed that “a teacher’s raviatsat
are not his discipline but rather his students’ attitudes and mofi/&y’the 1920s, such
ideas were gaining wide currency in adult education; and the British ldbcateon
movement had long focused on the links between education and the “real world,” putting
students’ experience (particularly their work experience) at thercaftee curriculum

(Heller 204). While teachers at the Bryn Mawr school were clearly atpy these

“ Dewey says, “When engaged in the direct act of teaching, the instructor needs to ha
subject matter at his fingers’ ends; his attention should be upon the attitude and response
of the pupil. To understand the latter in its interplay with subject matter iadhisvthile
the pupil’s mind, naturally, should not be on itself but on the topic in hand...the teacher
should be occupied not with the subject matter it itself but in its interaction with the
pupil’s present needs and capacities. Hence simple scholarship is not enough. In fact
there are certain features of scholarship or mastered subject matterytatsetft—
which get in the way of effective teachinglessthe instructor’s habitual attitude is one
of concern with its interplay in the pupil’s own experience” (212).
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movements, they largely invented, experimented with, and revised their own very unique
pedagogy and curriculum. From informal, discussion-based classes, where sttdents s
around long tables rather than at fixed desks, to the focus on qualitative rather than
guantitative evaluation of the students, to equal students representation on all school
committees, the Bryn Mawr faculty’s then-radical approach to pedagabgavernance
anticipated many educational reforms that would come to be widely accepted, in both
adult and post-secondary education, later in the ceftury.

Given the significance accorded by the faculty to the students’ own experience, it
is perhaps not surprising that an autobiography came to be standard as the fsist Engl|
assignment, and was used by many English teachers throughout the sersdetey= A
time teacher Amy Hewes described, “If they did not know it already, [therf@um
School] teachers soon found that the most fruitful beginning was the student’s own
experience. Classes in English often started with the writing of autoplogsa (216);
another teacher, Alice Hansen Cook, noted that the faculty agreed on the importance of
such an assignment, emphasizing that it was “something that we all did” (qtdlign Hol
62). While the assignment varied from instructor to instructor and over time, the’school
curriculum files show that the version originated by the popular teacher ElferaKe
was widely used by other instructors, over many years. Kennan'’s assignksent as
students to respond to a series of questions, noting, “Don’t take any of these questions as
commands. Answer what you please.” The assignment is divided into five sections:

“Family and Background,” “Education,” “Work,” and “What do you do for fun?” And,

> See Heller, Chapter 5, for a discussion of the innovative classroom techniqugs at Br
Mawr.
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as Karen Hollis notes, while such categories represent a relatively baupgéern of
development, the questions they contain encourage the writers to take a taitical s
toward such an emplotment. For instance, the “Childhood” section asks, “What is the
first thing that you can remember? What do you remember that you wish you could
forget?” And the “Education” section asks, “What schools did you go to? What did you
fail to get [from school]? What did you get that you later found untrue?”

How did these essays fit into the broader study of English at Bryn Mawr? The
curriculum was altered and refined a great deal over the school'séfeaind curriculum
committee reports spanning the life of the school show evidence of ongoing engagement
with issues of interdisciplinarity, approaches to balancing subjects, andsadiostudent
self-analysis. For example, instructors debated about the best ways taénsegraelate
material from different courses, methods for encouraging deeper andraoatises of
texts, and the degree to which Marxism should be studied as such in the context of other
classe$® Despite changes, the interdisciplinary “unit” of English and economicsheas
program’s mainstay. All students were required to take that core course, athélectil
to take additional literature courses. English was among the most popular subjects
throughout the history of the school; Hilda Smith reported in 1929, “No student ever gets
enough, and the reiterated demand for ‘more English’ has become famiiraryat e

faculty meeting or curriculum committee” (137). The school’s directorsamndty were

“® The latter issue was one around which there weipkarly spirited discussion, as evidenced by
curriculum committee reports over many years fraenmid-1920s to 1930s. While there was apparent
student demand for the study of Marxism, some uiestrrs worried that students would get too bogged
down by its philosophical nuances, and Marx dog¢sappear on reading lists. However, students and
instructors did form a popular extracurricular Mam study group. And despite contentious debate, in
1933 the faculty voted to hire a Marxist scholaréaponse to a growing number of leftist studemiste
insistent demands.
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also firmly convinced of the value of literature in the worker’s curriculisyBmaith said,
echoing a statement made by the curriculum committee after the schaakgiral
summer, “literature should not be regarded only as a means of relaxation, and tharefore
luxury. It is a necessity for the intelligent understanding of life, and fordlaabn is
fundamental in carrying out the purpose of a workers’ school (73). Furthermore, in
Smith’s mind, as among the faculty, the study of literature and the litex@tyqiron of

the students themselves were intimately connected: “From the joy andhdliioni the
industrial worker finds in literature, one may foreshadow what her creaivessxon
might be, once released from the monotony and fatigue of the long day in the factory”
(119). Indeed, after the school’s first year, composition and literature wergreed

(with the later addition of public speaking); further, the composition assignments
frequently included creative elements. So the students’ reading of their owncand ea

other’s autobiographies was firmly rooted in the context of their wider studgrattiire.

The Social Function of Literature: Contextualizing the Bryn Mawr Approach
The Bryn Mawr faculty’s approach to literature departed in significagsviram
that of their contemporaries within and outside of the academy. A document produced by
the curriculum committee in the school’s first year, and reiterated in ratary
curriculum reports, explains the significance that was accorded thedftlitdyature at

greater length:
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A. To give some conception of the different types of literature...With guidelines
and some careful observation, the student should be able to establish for herself
some sort of standard according to which she may measure the literatieadshe r
through the rest of her life.

B. To show literature not only as a stimulus to imagination, and appeal to the
emotions, a thing of beauty, but as the vehicle for the ideas and ideals which men
live by—in short, when the thinking it codifies is sound and fine, as a guide to
life.

C. To show literature as a reflection of the steady march of man, the medium
which bears witness to improvement in social conditions, a yearning for reform,
and an increasing recognition of the rights of the working man. With this point of
view, literature becomes, instead of something dead and buried in books, a living
sentient thing, keenly sensitive to changing opinions, itself the voice of men who

have struggled themselves, or barring that, have a sympathetic eye taggeestr

This description is noteworthy for several reasons. First, the literdass@om is

presented as the site for the inculcation of literary taste, and litésatatee is presented

in terms of beauty and moral soundness—ideas that reflected the prevailing

(conservative) sentiment of academic English departments. This ipperia

surprising, given that all of the faculty members were drawn from the a@adem

establishment.

But these ideas take on a new cast when viewed along side the actual retsding lis

from the summer school’s literature courses, which bore little resemhtatiuese
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common in traditional college literature classrooms, where the studyrafuite was

quite narrow; as disciplinary historian David Shumway describes, the slaedding

list that emerged in the academy as American Literature became cadifedobject of
study, for example, was quite homogenous, confined to a narrow list of authors, “all of
them white men, most of them from New England and almost all of them of English
ancestry. [This reflected the fact that] American literature had longuederstood as

the expression of a homogenous American culture defined against the alien cultures of
immigrants, blacks, and Native Americans” (124). And nowhere was Bryn Mawr’s
departure from the traditionally narrow view of literature more marked than inesours
that focused on American literature, such as those of the popular teacher Jaan Carte
whose ever-developing syllabus and attendant materials were used as mogsis by
Bryn Mawr teachers and were published by the Affiliated Schools under thEhigle
America: A Study of Literature Interpreting the Development of AmericanzZaian

The publication was distributed widely to workers’ education groups, and while it is
impossible to know if or in what way it was used, to be sure it communicated a version of
American literature to an audience of working-class readers and edutetbwas very
different from the one generally sanctioned by the academy. The syllabissieptdor

its attention to “folk” literature and its implicitly inclusive definition biet “literary”
text—would be considered “multicultural” even by today’s standards. Alongesitie t
from what the academic establishment was coming to consider the Amemcen(bg
Nathaniel Hawthorne, for instance), the syllabus included collections of Natieeam

stories and poetry, works by Joel Chandler Harris, Mary Antin, James Weldon Johnson,
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Anzia Yezierska, and Abraham Cahan, as well as works by contemporamy|itadicals
such as Waldo Frank. Other Bryn Mawr teachers’ syllabi reflect a siatitation to
diversity; For instance, Ellen Kennan, another long-time teacher, who taughécthat
focused primarily on American literature but also included European works, offers a
section just on autobiography, where Ben Frankisobiographysits next to Booker
T. Washington’dJp From Slaveryand Peter Kropotkin’Memoirs of a Revolutionist

But what is perhaps more significant than the surprising diversity of theeumm
school reading lists is their innovative approach to teaching the literatubhe dcademy,
as Shumway notes, teaching methods in English in the first decades of thettwenti
century typically consisted of two approaches: “lectures on historical backgroaodds, a
the reading aloud of literary works, accompanied by brief celebrat@nyeations”
(192). But at Bryn Mawr, the democratic teaching methods inspired by the siggres
education movement and the labor education movement (class periods that were almost
exclusively discussion-based, less formal relations between profassiostudents, and a
focus on the students’ experience) were combined with an approach to literature that
viewed it, as the curriculum committee’s document describes it, as “a livitigrde
thing, keenly sensitive to changing opinions,” bearing witness to changingahate
conditions and offering a useable site for the analysis of contemporaryretatiains.

As one English teacher, Rachel Dunaway Cox, describes on her syllabus, the goal
of the course is to understand how “artistic expression—and especially literary
expression—has its roots deep in the economic structure out of which it has come...the

ideas set forth in books are and must be identified with the way people earn thgjr livi
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and those ideas represent the way in which that work affects the thought and action of the
people engaged in it.” In the school’s official literature, in curriculum cotamieports,
and on individual course syllabi, the links between literature and the materiai@osndit
of its production and consumption—and the value in examining those links—are
emphasized. And from the evidence available, students appear to have made and
appreciated those links. In a 1925 postmortem report, instructor Helen Lockwood sums
up the experience in her classroom: “I am sure that [the students] have been reade to f
that English and economics do not occupy fields carefully fenced off from each other.”
And in a 1926 issue of the student maga8hep and Schoalevoted to the value of
reading, one student, Rose Kruger, notes, “Our studies have now brought us to the point
where we realize that great literature is inseparable from the pbétid social changes
of the period in which it was produced” (4). Other student essays demonstrate alnuance
understanding of the politics of literary production; in her essay “Proletatenature,”
for instance, student Gay McNamara argues for the need for such litenatimg;
This sort of literature has been criticized from the standpoint that it is
‘propaganda.’ Admitting that, |1 would say that the most of literature, tiirect
indirectly, is also propaganda. A novel will present the solution of some problem;
it will teach some moral; at least it will picture a certain way ohtivor thinking.
All of this definitely influences the minds of readers. (19)
McNamara demonstrates an engagement with the debates of the day among left
intellectuals, and goes on to critique Upton Sinclair for the “crudeness” nbhéds,

tracing a trajectory for the literary development of proletariarSére concludes, “This
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literature will live and thrive as long as existing conditions continue....Crastditt will
spring up again, for it is the expression of our present day, the literature of the workers of
our time” (19).

The idea of the inseparability of a work of art from the material conditbris
creation—that a work’s meaning is crucially grounded in the economic andired=a
in which it is produced—may be more commonplace, if not universally accepted, today.
But this was certainly not true in the wider literary establishment of the 1920s,
particularly within the academy, which was increasingly taking over ttieatriunction
of earlier men of letters as American Literature was becominplisstad as a discipline.
Even as American Literature came to be an established object of study, into the 1920s
the focus of the academic establishment was still on traditional liteistory; the
methods promoted were, as Gerald Graff puts it, primarily suited to “such sasks a
preparing editions, establishing a critical bibliography, investigatmdgraerpreting
sources, and solving problems of authentication and attribution” (137). And even as
criticism made inroads in the academy, it bore no resemblance to the pratatcult
criticism that was being promoted at the summer school; rather, it wasteon against
earlier biographical and historical scholarship, and as such, it was adisiaterested in
authors, readers, and cultural or historical context—a relative of what would become
New Criticism, with its focus on the formal and aesthetic qualities ofrarjtevork. By
the time the first anthologies of American Literature were publishegke{lafor use in
colleges and universities) in the late 1910s and early 1920s, the focus of research in the

academy was beginning to shift, as Shumway puts it, from “biography and background t
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oeuvre and text,” with an increasing tendency to focus on “major” authors, and yirtuall
no attention given to contemporary authors (195). Given that the professors at the
summer school all came from the academic establishment, the collectiven pinakie
focus on literary works’ material context on the part of Bryn Mawr facultgnsarkable.
Furthermore, while the summer school faculty may have taken inspiration from
contemporary literary radicals working outside of the academy (manyarhywduch as
Frank, Upton Sinclair, and Randolph Bourne frequently appeared on their syllabi), the
radicals offered little by way of a unified approach to literature that dmukinployed in
the classroom. As literary historian Daniel Aaron notes, “They agreed onahtreir
antipathies and honored in common a certain number of spiritual ancestors if they
differed in their aesthetic standards and in their political and social ddals” Some,
such as Max Eastman (perhaps the most widely-recognized of the eraty ligeticals),
developed radical political critiques, but remained surprisingly conservattheir
literary tastes and conflicted about the relationship of art to politicsewthiers, such as
those most closely associated with little magazines, “had [less] integaditical or
economic questions and [were] revolutionist only in literary matters” (Aaron 4vtedJ
by their increasingly critical stance toward the academy’s growiigence, these
disparate intellectuals “all held some genuinely radical politicalviebut for the most
part they lacked a political program. And since their politics developed out of their
experience of literature and not the reverse, the literary radicals did ndhbaweans to

offer a political analysis of literature” (Shumway 54).
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So Bryn Mawr and its affiliates were truly a crucible for the approatitetature
that they promoted in their curriculum and classrooms. Such an attitude towatdréger
and the need to read literature for what it can tell us about the material @asmditiour
own and others’ lives and the power relations that structure those conditions gives us a
rich context through which to understand the women’s autobiographies themselves. The
Bryn Mawr faculty’s interdisciplinary approach combined reading, vgiéind economic
critiqgue into one enterprise in an innovative way that presented the studyatfifiteals a
worthy pursuit in and of itself, but broadened both the definition of literature and the
ways of describing the utility of the “appreciation” of literature. The wose
autobiographies, which challenge traditional definitions of the literary both in thei
subject and form, lend themselves to just the kind of reading that was promoted at the

summer school.

Literary Work(s)

In her essay “Working/Women/Writing,” Lillian Robinson makes a case for
reading texts like the women’s autobiographies as literature, despitéatinerabsence
craft or skill—their apparent lack of sophistication, reliance on clichés and
sentimentality, problems with logic, sentence structure, and diction. And haidlagree
with Robinson’s prescriptive premise that the “best feminist literataréiat which
“narrates mass experience,” and that the best role for feministseritis to celebrate

“that which is basic [over] that which is marginal, what is common [over] what is
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exceptional,” | nonetheless agree with her conclusions (229). In order to redikéexts
the women'’s autobiographies, says Robinson, we do not “have to ‘relax our standards.’
Instead, writing like this can force a reevaluation and a reordering ofstevs#ards and
turn them on their heads. And this sort of process, this sort of reading, tells us sgmethi
we urgently need to know” (252-3). Robinson’s approach echoes that of the summer
school, where literature (whether the “official” literature listedanrse syllabi or the
literature produced by the students themselves) offers a venue for urgeelfand s
reflexive cultural criticism that does not discount the cultural significaheeiting

based on aesthetics, subject matter, or authorial identity.

The women’s narratives are moving and often sharply self-reflexive, ofiecimg
insight into their own social and material contexts; and taken together, theg offe
compelling exploration of class, identity, and cultural production. As noted e#rber
editor of the published collectidrAm a Woman Worketescribed a similar utility in the
narratives, linking the kind of analytical reading to which the narratives lencéas
with the possibility for social action. Further, it is not simply their utiidywhich the
editors praise the narratives, but also for their uniqueness as (partioutaiéyn) literary
products: “In the ideas of old fashioned English teachers, some of the accounts are
perhaps not English—at least as it is taught in old fashioned schools—though to a
prejudiced view the English in these stories is infinitely preferable” (1)

Paula Rabinowitz describes how the editors’ arrangement of the narratives unde
five separate headings (“Getting a Job,” “Life in the Factory,” “Open Shops and

Company Unions,” “Trade Unions and Organized Shops,” and “On Strike!”) provides a
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“narrative structure for the developing class consciousness of the women” {4sB
Rabinowitz notes, this story of developing class consciousness does not overwrite the
particularly gendered experience of the women workers; rather,
| Am a Woman Workdobcuses on the special concerns of women workers—
segregated labor pools, sexual harassment, sexist unions, the double day—as well
as on their differing senses of commitment to work, family, and each other; by
doing so, the book discloses the unspoken content of a sector of the working class
whose voices were not articulated by official Party or union organizationg (or b
literary history and criticism). (24)
Similarly, | would argue that the narratives also offer insight into theswawhich such
experiences are particularly racially or ethnically marked, whétheirect
discrimination on the part of bosses or fellow workers, the enflaming of workers’
prejudices on the part of bosses to discourage workers’ solidarity, or the linkaigpof
and anti-racist activism.
While the autobiographies that were collectetlAm a Woman Workeare all
explicitly job-related narratives, the women also wrote autobiographicakpieeding
with more wide-ranging topics, from childhood recollections and family history, to
education and their social lives. The breadth of the material that the women drew on
demonstrates that neither class nor gender were exclusive keys toemiakggeneral

identity of the women workers, and that they drew on many sources of seffir@sgar
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and creatiorf’ The volume of autobiographical writing by students is striking— both
unpublished, in the course files of the School’s archives, and published, ifl anir
Woman Workerthen in the school’s literary magazibop and Schoglvhich was
given to each student and also distributed to other workers’ groups.

That these brief sketches offer just fragments of the women'’s lives spepkst, i
to the material conditions of their creation. Like Harriet Jacobs, who evemaiibéng
her freedom from slavery was only able to write Inerdents in the Life of a Slave Girl
(1861) in fits and starts when she could steal away from her servant’s duties (she
apologized to a friend to whom she sent an early draft of her manuscript for her
“unconnected scrawl,” noting, “I have been interrupted and called away so oftéri—tha
hardly know what | have written” [as quoted in Yellin 135]), the women eked out time to
write from their busy work lives. Even in the relative luxury of their weeks yat Brawr
(as compared to their daily lives as factory workers), virtually evement of their
waking lives was accounted for, the School's schedules show, with classegrsiyaly;
domestic chores, and organized extracurricular activities such as lemtgmagerences.

Unlike the autobiographer of George Gusdorf’s classical definition, these

*” Some of the narratives speak to the difficulty of reconciling this multiplifcit
instance, in her 1927 narrative “My Heritage,” student Emma Fickardt deskhabes
college-educated Russian-Jewish mother, who was forced to work in a tteory
immigrating to the U.S., and her German father who deserted from the navy at the
outbreak of World War | and who, despite his many artistic and intellectaatgal
worked only marginally happily as a machine repairman. This mix of ethnichakt
religious, educational, and class identities through which she has been const#tueed |
her puzzled as how to self-identify, and she closes, without offering any clear
reconciliation: “I would like to speak of these parts as a whole, but I find it siiges
and | have to choose between them for what | consider my heritage” (2).
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autobiographers lacked the leisure time necessary to “interpret a lifeatalty,” to
“reconstitute [themselves] in the focus of [their] special unity across’§35-8).

The short narratives gain force through their compilation in the School’s
publications. Their compilation highlights the autobiographers’ tendency toentreat
experiences and self-revelations in relation to others and to their social stiacges. As
Valerie Smith has described Jacolnisidents it is “not the classic story of the triumph
of the individual will; rather it is more a story of a triumphant ‘self-iratien™ (216-17).
Particularly when taken together, we see how the women'’s narrators,didtgsla
narrator Linda Brent, exhibit interdependence with other characters and muasebala
their radical or transcendental impulses with the reality of their sadésd, often
inscribed by race and gender—what can be read as an expression of a uniquely
heterogeneous class consciousness. The power of the compilation of these textual
fragments lies in their demonstration of the breadth of individual experience and
perspectives, even as they utilize highly conventional narrative modesilladisouss.
Furthermore, particularly ihAm a Woman Workewhere the narratives are organized
along thematic lines, the commonalities among the women’s experiencessifipgni
workplace conditions, brutal responses to strikes, and despotic bosses highlights the
impact of these material conditions across geographic, racial, and atbsic |

In publishing their narratives in the School’s literary magazine, along sidie/ poe
short stories, and book reviews, the women (and the magazine’s student-editdys) clear
claimed for them the status of literature. As Sylvia Cook describes in anismdlys

American working women'’s literary production, earlier models of working &rom
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literary magazines, from tHeowell Offering(1840-45) to Emma Goldmaniother
Earth (1906-18) were consistently accused of either failing to be adequédedyyi
because of the quality of the writing and their content, or of failing to be adequate
vehicles for the expression of class consciousness, because of an assufciation
“literariness” with bourgeois class values. But this perennial debate sidbped
writing women as in tension “between bourgeois literary selfhood and femadéaypianh
activism” (229) was perhaps less keenly felt by the Bryn Mawr autobiogsapiieo
understood their primary audience as their fellow students, and the teachansder
classes they may have produced the narratives—classes where thedidrtrg

political were presented as dynamically interrelated rather thancggposition.

Reading Bryn Mawr Autobiographers

The women’s autobiographies are at their most compelling when they succeed i
offering readers an understanding of their personal experience within mdacgd
context. Most of the narratives (published and unpublished) consist of just a page or two
of writing, some focusing on a singe incident or event, others offering a sumitlaey o
narrator’s life (or one aspect of her life). This piece, “Autobiographyiftenrby Loretta
Starr and published i8hop and Schoah 1925, uses a childhood memory as a jumping-
off point for a broader social analysis:

When | was eight years old, | first began to see that | would have no

opportunities to become rich and famous. | happened to be playing out in the yard
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one hot summer day. Around me were many children who were just as hot and
dirty as I. Some of the children got into a fight over some trifle and before anyone
realized what had happened the mothers of these children came out of hot and
dirty kitchen to straighten out the free for all.

Instead of smoothing matters out, the mothers succeeded in getting
themselves involved. Sharp talk developed, names were flung left and right.
During their squabble these women looked their worst. They were ugly. | was not
involved in the fight but stood on the sidelines. It suddenly came over me, what
an awful thing it would be for me to grow up and be like that! Then | began to
think, “Why, what chance would | have to grow up, | would also have to go into a
dirty factory, get married to some poor man, raise many kids as these women and
| can’t do much to stop this from becoming so.”

The portrait of the working-class families in the first two paragraphs sé¢haak
Norris’s (somewhat more harsh) portrait of the Ryers and the McTeaguekifda@97
story “Fantaisie Printaniére”; Mrs. Ryer and Mrs. McTeague, destaliject struggles
they both encounter to sustain their families’ daily existence, are unakleognize their
common experience of class- and gender-based oppression, and instead end up locked in
a violent feud about whose husband is more skilled at inflicting abuse. While Starr’s
piece offers little by way of artful narration—the narrator primaslis us what
happened rather than descriptivehowingus—the incident is nonetheless made
compelling because the reader senses the force of the narrator’'siozaéizgthe end of

the passage.
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Unlike Norris’ story, the narrator here recognizes the links between puablic a
private, between domestic and social problems, and especially between famiilg and t
reproduction of class. Eli Zaretsky describes how the development of industrial
capitalism led to the devaluation of the work of “housewives” and mothers, since it was
no longer seen as integral to the production of commodities; at the same time, however,
the family acquired a new significance as “the realm of personal life"th@primary
institution through which the search for fulfillment and personal happiness takes pla
As Zaretsky says, “Reflecting the family’s separation from commgudguction, this
search was understood as a personal matter, having little relation to théstapit
organization of society,” and the reproduction of the working class relied on the
maintenance of this split (49). The narrator’s discontentment with hey/fafajland her
recognition of its connection to the larger class structure of society, deateastre
illusory nature of the split.

We see the narrator as a child struggling to understand her conditions and their
effect on her family:

This [incident] had quite an effect on my life...I made a number of
attempts, during my childhood, to change the atmosphere at home. Being poor my
parents always worried about how to feed eight mouths. Of course being deprived
of certain necessities of life brought about very much unrest and discontent. |
wondered often how we could be happy....I thought for a while that if | carried

out the “Golden Rule” as was taught to me by nuns and teachers that the others in
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the family would do the same. My family thought | was crazy and | soon stopped
trying since it had no good effect on the others.
The narrator reveals the inadequacy of the moral framework that she is gigboaltts
make sense of the effect of material deprivation on her daily existence; pii¢ edsat
this moral framework would have her believe, she continues to doubt that it wags®eca
we were ‘bad’ that we had so much disagreement among the different members of the
family,” and she tries to understand her life instead by reading nearlgtlengrin the
small local library. As she begins to work outside of the home, we see snapshots of her
developing class consciousness:
Soon after | went to work, | joined the Industrial group of the YWCA. My
conditions in the factory began to affect me very much, more mentally than
physically. | could see that the bad relations existing in my family anceiatter
working class families were a result of the present system of sociely.ill
temper was a sort of release from their oppression in the factory. | kaeiv th
couldn’t change the whole system by myself and | couldn’t see any aaaniz
or group of people who were trying to change things. | think that this is what
made me feel my bad conditions more. During this period of mental unrest | did
very much reading....When | was nearly eighteen, the factory that | wasgor
in began to cut down on production and reduce wages. At that time | felt we
workers could do something to improve our conditions so | began agitation in the

factory for organization. | spent day and night in this work. | really begareltd fe
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had something to live for, that it wasn’t necessary to take things lying down, that
the thing to do was FIGHT!
While we don’t know the outcome of the initial organizing efforts in which she became
involved, it is clear that the “FIGHT!” with which the narrative ends is a much more
hopeful one than that with which it begins.
Other pieces make use of more sophisticated literary devices. Estbde <G
“The Right to Eat,” published i8hop and Schoah 1924, uses the third person voice
rather than the first person (although the original handwritten piece is iddlutiee
school’s archive of student autobiographies, confirming that it was in factnvast an
autobiography):

Three girls entered a popular cafeteria. It was lunch time and they met
together to enjoy the preciousness of friendships during the short space of time
which was theirs. They were young and gay, and very much like any other group
of girls save that two were dark skinned and the third white. All three of them had
so much to contribute to the enthusiastic planning of a week-end trip to a camp
which they were to enjoy in the near future.

What fun they had in choosing food that seemed most palatable and
nourishing, and oddly one could notice that their tastes in food didn’t utterly
differ. They received their checks and were making their way to a tabletwbe
bell-boys appeared and offered to help them with their trays. They were led to a

table in the far corner of the room, yet there were many empty tables tiheare
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center. One of the boys glared at the white girl as the three of them sat down to
enjoy their lunch and talk over their plans.

Very shortly after, the boy returned with a folding screen and, to their
confusion, partitioned them from the rest of the dining room. The girls objected to
this and one of them asked, “Why must we be screened in order to eat? | insist
that you remove the screen or let me see the manager.” To which the waiter
merely replied, “I am sorry, but our patrons would disapprove, and the
management is not in a position to lose their patronage.” They arose from the
table and demanded to see the manager. One of the girls spoke to him saying,
“We refuse to eat in a partitioned nook. Perhaps two of us are black, but we pay
the same price for this food as your white patrons; and we also need to eat.

They left the cafeteria and were not gay now, but humiliated and
discriminated against. And yet we have the right to life, liberty, and the pafsuit

happiness.”

Geller’'s use of third person narration has a remarkable effect: we cammotfikhe

author was the white woman or one of the black wotfi@resumably all working

“girls,” given “the short space of time which was theirs” for leisurey ibeitrait as

offered in the first two paragraphs focuses on the ways in which theyrarearkable,

no different from other working girls or from each other, as they innocenthgtak

pleasure in choosing their food and discussing their plans. Rather than the ctiaracter

individual race, the focus of the discrimination—and thus the reader’s attentitime—is

“8 Geller's application to Bryn Mawr shows that she was, in fact, white.
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cross-racial relationship between them. Indeed, it is the white woman wieodbject of

the only overt show of hostility, when she receives a glare from one of the bus boys. And
the waiter highlights the connections between the restaurant’s disconyipaactices

and their profits, noting, “Our patrons would disapprove, and the management is not in a
position to lose their patronage.” Their protests against the partition arenejistéhe
collective: “We refuse to eat in a partitioned nook. Perhaps two of us are black...but we
also need to eat.” And in the last sentence, the narrator’s voice makes a pshitrfal

this collective first person: “And yet we have the ‘right to life, libeayd the pursuit of

happiness.” The heavy-handed irony of the sketch’s close nonetheless emphasizes
productive ambiguity of the author’s use of the collective “we”; this intentional
ambiguity around the racial identity of narrator and the characters fdmgtaimilar (if
more complex) uses of ambiguity in such works as Toni Morrison’s “Recitatif.”
Another narrative, “Ambushed” (publishedStop and Scho@h1925), by Emily
Williams, similarly reflects on racism while presenting crossalaeilationships as a
given within workers’ groups. The piece opens with a stream of consciousness from the
narrator: “Saturday night | put the dishpan away with a sigh of relief. E\yrbdress
was pressed, my new shoes (I wonder if they’ll hurt), hose, everything laiddoesskd
quickly. It was already late; a final glance at the mirror, an extra dajugé (Ed will be
there) and | flew down stairs. | hope Frieda doesn’t get tired of waitiflge’ narrator’s
guotidian thoughts and observations (about her clothes, friends and romance, her

surroundings) continue as she describes arriving at a party for the opening of a new

workers’ center. But the tone quickly changes after a brick is thrown through the
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window; the reader is left without an explanation of the event just as the partgigmers
The narrator and the other partygoers struggle to regain their former ease and
lightheartedness, just as they “struggle furiously to keep time to thatstaattle” of the
band. But there is no hiding the “stiffness in everyone’s manner” after thred “toug
looking” men enter, demanding permits and ordering the band to quiet.

The first mention of race comes after the discomfort at the part insreaga “a
half drunken pool room bum [attempted] to start a fight with one of the Negro comrades.”
Then, as the party breaks up, a man spits at one woman in the narrator’s group, and yells,
“Dancing with niggers! And you call yourself a decent girl!” Thewgr begins to walk
on, but as the narrator describes, “We hadn’t taken very many steps before it became
apparent that we were hopelessly out numbered and would soon be surrounded by a
jeering ugly gang whose mood was becoming more threatening every montent.”
duck into an apartment and call the police as the angry gang continues to grow outside,
but even after several more phone calls, the police fail to arrive; the frienfis@ed to
simply hide until the gang tires of waiting, and then fearfully make theyrivome. The
piece ends, “The next morning Mrs. Sparks made some rather scathing rabmarkthe
hour at which I got in. | didn’t say anything.”

The piece reads almost like juridical testimony: the narrator offersalgsas of
these events—we don’t know, for instance, who the “officials” were, and if their
harassment was based in anti-labor sentiment, or in racism, or both; sintilarbffers
no speculation about who threw the brick through the window, or why the police never

come to disperse the angry mob. But she communicates the intensity of tkatiacid
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the fear of those involved compellingly. In fact, her reserve in terms of judgng t
various harassers and attackers highlights her and her friends’ innocdmesitnation
and compels the reader to see the irony in the judgments about “decency” made
(explicitly or implicitly) by the officials, the mob, the police, and even .NBigarks
(presumably her landlord). Unlike many of the other autobiographies, Willianis ntie
clear ideological conclusion; nonetheless, the immediacy with which she destemst
the links between class- and race-based hostilities is profound.

Many of the autobiographies that focus on work-related incidents shardax simi
emotional immediacy. Mary Anne Cassiani’s “My First Job,” publisheshiop and
Schoolin 1924 and in Am a Woman Workewalks us through the narrator’s
introduction to factory life—a sketch that, like many others that detail thehstarwork
or the first day in the factory, resonate with the experience of TheodoreDr&sster
Carrie?® Cassani describes:

With my heart pounding against my ribs as if it would suffocate me, |
approached the girl at the desk. In vain did | strive to find my voice. It was as if
some power held it back. With one motion | extended the newspaper and pointed
to the advertisement which read: “Girl Wanted.”

“Up one flight, the door on the right.” High and sharp came her voice as
she tried to talk above the metallic click of the typewriters.

Slowly I climbed the stairs; on the door the sign read Cutting Department.

As | entered it seemed to me the noise was absolutely deafening. On one side of

9 As | will discuss, Dreiser was popular reading amthe students, and his works also appeared as&ou
reading lists.
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the room were huge machines of iron. These machines swing up and down,
looking as if they would devour the men that stood before them swinging their
slightly bent bodies back and forth, back and forth, while they pressed the pedals
that controlled the giant machines.
The floor was littered with little half moons of leather. White leather,
brown leather, black leather. Girls too were there sitting at long benches,
hopelessness in every move of their hands, dejection in every move of their
bodies. It was then as | beheld them that a feeling of dismay gripped me. Would |
become one of these?
Cassiani’s focus on tHeumannessf her feelings—her anxiety, and the physical
sensations in which her fear manifests—is made poignant by the implicit ceanpsinie
creates through her description of the factory’s monstrous machines, and kiveemac
like qualities of the workers (like the “clattering automatons” of Cars&oe factory
[27]). The receptionist’s “high and sharp” voice blends with the “metallic cli¢khe
typewriters; inside the shop, the massive machines appear to control the wdnriers
operate their pedals: “These machines swing up and down looking as if they would
devour the men that stood before them swinging their slightly bent bodies backtand for
back and forth”; the women, too, appear completely worn down by their repetitive work,
“hopelessness in every move of their hands, dejection in every move of their bodies.”
Cassiani’s fear takes on a new cast in the narrative’s closing lines, \ukdeages her
readers at the precipice of an open question—no longer the anxiety of asking for work or

speaking with superiors, she now expresses fear for the survival of her own humanity.
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Sarah Gordon’s “A Typical Day in My Life,” published $hop and Schoah
1929, similarly demonstrates the materiality of her classed (and gendgredgpce,
highlighting the violence of factory life and the particularly precariousepievomen.
She says, “I have a habit of saying when | start out in the morning thatdiagitg war,
for war it is for a worker, in an unorganized trade especially. We must abeays the
defensive because we never can tell how our day will end; it depends upon the mood of
our employer.” The opening paragraphs present a thoughtful, observant narratotsvho ge
great pleasure from reflecting on her physical surroundings:
| start the day wondering why the car company was allowed to raise the
fare and was not made to add one or two cars so that the early morning passengers
should at least have a seat. But | have found that there is an advantage in hanging
on a strap shaking to and fro; it gives me an opportunity to observe my fellow
passengers.
I love to observe people’s faces; it is almost like reading books....I also
like to observe what people are reading, for almost everybody is reading on the
train....In the morning paper the average girl is reading the novel first, the young
man the sports page, the middle-aged business man turns to the stock exchange
news, and the elderly, tired-looking man tries to solve the crossword puzzle,
probably as a means of relaxation, but very few people read the editorials, or the
news of the day unless there is a big headline about a murder, a scandal, or a

society wedding.

152



But 1? | read all these people. Out of the train | come up to my shop, full
of impressions. | would be glad if | were given work and were allowed to work
my day through peacefully. But no!

The narrator’s powers of observation become a defensive weapon, as she goes on to
describe entering the shop and “reading” the faces of the boss, the foreman, and her
fellow workers, noting, “I instantly feel that there is trouble in the air.” ldeguage
continues to highlight the potential violence of the workplace, as she waits for the boss
temper to explode and for trouble to erupt among the workers: “I have a feeling@ts thou
| were sitting on a slumbering volcano, | can never tell on which side the ld\aeak
out.” The tension, as she finds out during her lunch break, has to do with “a split in the
organization”:
| come back to work usually under the impression of the argument started on the
street and am compelled to continue it, because half of the workers of our shop,
that is, the men workers, belong to the opposition and are responsible for the
break in our organization. These arguments take on very violent and in many
cases dangerous forms. It is a very difficult life for us girls in thesg dayhave
to fight our boss on one side, our union that should otherwise protect us on the
other, and we are crushed between the two.
The language of physicality that is used to describe the potential for \@aleher daily
experience in the shop well as the dangerous position of the women workers contrasts
sharply with the pleasurable physicality, linked to intellectual fulgiht) that she

describes finding after her workday is done:
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And then the evening! That much desired evening! | straighten up my shoulders,
walk out on the street, sniff some fresh air, and go eat in a place wharemeea
friends. We eat and talk about current events, and then we go to a lecture or a
meeting or to see some good play, or to the Symphony Concert according to the
day. This is the antitoxin which must counteract the poisonous effects of the day
in the shop.
Other pieces focus on the inhumane treatment of the bosses. “The Boss,”
published in Am a Woman Workeoffers one such fairly developed character sketch:

He enters the factory bringing with him an atmosphere of untiring activity.
His worst victim is the shipping clerk.

“Louie! What are you doing?”

“m—eh, 'm—eh—"

“All right—get through with it!”

“The next minute he’s at the blockers. “Who made this hat?”

The forelady approaches. “Is there anything wrong with it?”

“Isn’t there? Does it look perfect?”

Forelady: “It looks all right to me.”

“Is it just like the sample? Get the sample, get the sample.” Impatiently—
“Now listen! If the girl can’t make it right give it to someone else.”

“I don’t see anything wrong with the hat; it looks all right to me.”
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Now listen, I'm running this business. Do you want me to stay in
business? If the hats will keep coming out this way, I'm going to stop makisg ha
altogether.” As usual he has the last word.

“Louie! Get away from the girls. Look how you handle the hats. Watch
out, you big dope!”

A spry little man about 5 feet 4 inches tall, always doing something, even
too busy to take off his hat and jacket on the warmest days.

“Miss Bee, trim up these brim hats right away.” The next minute he’s
discussing business with his partner.

Now he’s near the cutter. “Did you get the material? Is it all right?rOrde
fifty more yards.”

Now he’s pressing. The chairlady is asking him to settle prices. “Just a
minute, just a minute.”

“When will you come in?” she insists.

“In a minute. Wait—in a minute. Louie, did you ship Baer’s order?”

“I'm packing it now.”

“Hurry up. Don't get lost.”

“Mr. T...,” the chairlady calls impatiently.

“All right—I'm coming. Louie, come here. Press those crowns and don’t

watch the girls.”
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In and out, here and there, sometimes the eye is too slow to follow his
movement. Sh! The boss is out, disappeared as fast as he appeared, and the hurry
and bustle disappears with him. (27-8)
While very little happens in this piece in terms of plot, its fast pace and beéevabl
dialogue create a vivid portrait of the boss and his effect on the roomful of workers. Hi
bustling performance offers his employees a pointed demonstration of his d@ittator
power, and the arbitrariness with which he wields that power is clearlyniligaiVhile
the conditions the narrator describes are not nearly as harsh as thosed &scother
autobiographers, the piece nonetheless demonstrates how power can be deployed through
casual abuses and mistreatment, and through the creation of confusion and anxiety. This
apparently nonchalant deployment of power clearly has very real effects evetlyday
wellbeing of the workers.

Elaine Herst’'s “From Now On, Girls,” published in the 1&iop and Schopl
similarly uses dialogue to paint a portrait of a typical workday, focusing qguotler
dynamics between the workers and the forelady in a hat factory. She begins:

In the morning girls come into the workroom slowly, one by one. Being
piece workers they are not compelled to come in at a certain time.

Stella, the forelady, at the top of her voice repeats for about the fifth time
the every day’s renewed order, “From now on, girls, take off your hat and coat
before you mark your name on the waiting list.”

On her table is a sheet of paper, on which we mark our names in the

morning if we have finished our work the day before, and also later when we
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finish our work, so that she will know who has finished in order to give them
work. But many times she does not notice the name, and if a girl doesn’t watch
her turn, she may be out of luck and not get any work at all. A few minutes later,
the forelady will say, “From now on, girls, no one should write the name herself.
When you finish your work, tell me!” But she is never there when the work is
finished, so we have to wait until she comes back.

Among the girls waiting to sign up for work, some are waiting for
ornaments.

“You must have it!” Stella will say.

“But | didn’t get it,” answers the girl.

“You must have lost it. Look good around. Maybe somebody took it,” and
at the top of her voice again, “From now on, girls, if you lose an ornament you
will not get another and you will have to pay for it.” A little while after,d#r
now on, girls, every ornament left over bring back to my table, and girls, don’t
take any ornaments home!” When | give her back an ornament, she repeats,
“From now on, girls, don’t take any more ornaments than you need!” There is no
way of taking any. It is she who put the ornament by mistake into the bundle of

work.

The humorous repetition of the forelady’s refrain of “from now on, girls” continues

throughout the piece, and while Herst quite successfully uses this repetitiomgpsa

mock the forelady, she also uses it to create a vivid picture of the continual dehoghaniz

pressure for productivity that the workers face, and the unjust (and often noalyensic
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measures used to ensure this productivity. The forelady marches aroundahg fact
“giving orders and constantly contradicting herself”; the narrator caageer dictatorial
power to Caesar’s, “able to rule and ruin the girls, whose lives are affgctet favor

or dislike.” After narrating a particularly racist, abusive exchangedmt the forelady

and a worker (presumably a recent immigrant) who is struggling withisBngnd whom
she demands go to school at the same time that she refuses to let her finish woek on ti
to attend classes, the piece closes, “During the eight months | worked witloten, |
wished she would go to school and learn a new verse. | was tired of ‘From now on,

girls.”” Despite the narrator’s humor, her fatigue after dealing wghtenonths of such
abuse is clearly evident.

Other pieces similarly demonstrate the workers’ victimization byathigrary
wielding of power. “The President Visits the Mill,” published iim a Woman Worker
first describes tobacco worker’s frenzied half-day preparations for an wectpesit
from the company president. The piece closes:

The next day, when the President came through he had several other men
with him, some wearing diamond stick pins and rings which cost thousands of
dollars. The President did not look at the cigarettes; he merely looked over the
floor. When one of those very important looking men stopped at one of the
cigarette machines that was making fourteen hundred cigarettes a minute, he

found just one bad cigarette before the girl that was catching could getttsit. (I

nothing unusual for a cigarette machine to run a bad cigarette in a short time.)
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This man showed the bad cigarette to the President. The President called the
foreman and had the girl fired.
This girl had a mother and a little sister to take care of on $11 a week. The
men went on their way to another floor, while the girl trudged home with the
news that she had no job. (47)
The abruptness with which the incident occurs and the piece ends emphasizes the
despotic hold that the workers’ experience the bosses to have over their lives. The
scenario that the narrator describes echoes that of the furnace-tendéWeéltegm
Rebecca Harding Davis’s “Life in the Iron Mills,” whose life is drametjcand
instantaneously changed by a tourist visit to the mills by the owner andditayve
friends. Davis describes Wolfe’ fascination with the men, echoed in many of the
women’s narratives: “He seized eagerly every chance that brought hinoimézcwith
this mysterious class that shown down on him perpetually with the glamour of another
order of being. What made the difference between them? That was the mystery of his
life” (27). When one of the visitors to the mill later reads about Wolfe’s sentete
nineteen years of hard labor for a theft he actually did not commit on the night of the
visit, he notes casually, “Scoundrel! Serves him right! After all our kindhessight!
Picking Mitchell's pocket at the very time!” (50). Davis’'s emphasis highdidgin cruelty
of his nonchalance: “His wife said something about the ingratitude of that kind oépeopl
and then they began to talk of something else. Nineteen years! How easysthat wa

read! What a simple word for them to utter!” (51-1).
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The bosses, similarly mysterious in their power and thoughtless about the impact
they have on the workers’ lives, breeze in and out of the women’s narratives; guesent
caricatures, chimerical, or otherwise larger-than-life or unreal,rtbegtheless create in
an instant profound emotional and material effects on the women'’s lives. In “My
Clothing Shop,” the boss’s cigar smoke takes on a metaphorical significance for the
almost mystical power that the bosses hold over the workers:

Suddenly all is quiet. The smell of cigar smoke is strong upon the air. This
smell is a warning that the owner of the shop is near. You can always smell him
before you see him....He walks up and down past the girls, who are working
swiftly now. No one talks except when spoken to by the boss.

He picks up garments, inspecting each one separately and closely, looking
for bad work. Everyone holds her breath for fear that it is her work he is looking
at. If he finds work that is poor, his temper explodes...When you can no longer
see or smell him, the atmosphere changes. (30-1)

As in “The President Visits the Mill” (and in Davis’s “Life in the Iron Milisbosses
wield a seemingly arbitrary, thoughtless control; they embody the foaeadial system
in which the characters find themselves powerless to control or alter tisaimsiances.

While it is relatively unlikely that any of the women had read Davis’s story
which was initially published in 1861 in the gentdédhntic and fell into obscurity in the

twentieth century until Tillie Olsen brought it back to the attention of liteselnplars in
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the 1960s? there was a great likelihood that many of them had encountered such writers
as Norris and Drieser, both of whom appeared regularly on Bryn Mawr syllabi, and who
appear to have been popular reading among the women even prior to the summer school.
The women'’s applications to Bryn Mawr, which asked what books and periodicals the
women had read recently, indicates that while their reading experiened wédely,

Dreiser was one of the most popular writers among those who made claimerémy’lit

reading (along with Tolstoy, Dostoyevsky, Jack London, and Upton Sinclaister

Carrie or An American Tragedgppeared on almost one-third of the more than one

hundred applications | randomly surveyed; some women also indicated readingnégft-wi
periodicals such as tidew Masses which writers such as Dreiser regularly appeared.

It is not surprising that Dreiser’'s sympathetic portrait of the nztnd moral
struggles would have held great appeal. Ruth Barraclough has shown how Thomas
Hardy's Tess of the D’Urbervilleserved as a similar touchstone for the movement of
literature into the lives of working-class wom&rshe says that for many readers,
“particularly those of the newer reading public, lower middle-class amkinvgaclass
females of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it wasfaa@&ncounter
Tess” (64). Barraclough quotes Edith Hall, who wrote about reddisgn her

autobiography of servant life in the 1920s:

0 Unlikely, but not impossible: Olsen herself repokt| first read ‘Life in the Iron Mills’ in one fathree
water-stained, coverless volumes of boitidntic Monthlysbought for ten cents each in an Omaha
junkshop. | was fifteen” (157).

>1 Barraclough analyzes South Korean working women'’s autobiographies, examining
how they draw on conventionalized narratives from working-class literatthigihe
specific framework of the sexual politics of 1980s and 1990s South Korea.
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This was the first serious novel | had read up to this time in which the heroine had
not been of ‘gentle birth,” and the labouring classes as brainless automatons. This
book made me feel human and even when my employers talked to me as though |
wasn’t there, | felt that | could take it; | knew that | could be a person iavamy
right. (64)
Hall's description speaks to the role that literary discourse plays in thé smasruction
of identities. It resonates with what Helen Lockwood, an influential sumcheok
teacher, described that literature could do for workers; through literaterdestbribes,
workers “found their way to a large world beyond their own narrow horizon...They saw
their work in relation to the whole of humanity. They learned to speak of its glory or of
its contrasts, between their destiny as toilers and that of the people makitsygbitheir
expense” (230). Bryn Mawr’s worker-autobiographers clearly drew on thdinesréhat
they had read, and through which they found meaningful ways to frame their own
experience.
More specifically, the same kinds of melodramatic devices that Hardy raneD
drew on, and that are evident in the women’s narratives, were common to much working-
class literature of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth centAsd2eter Brooks
describes, melodrama developed in distinctly different ways in France, Enghahd,
America; French melodrama was “written for a public that extended frerower
classes, especially artisans and shopkeepers, through all sectors of tieectagigland
even embraced members of the aristocracy,” whereas in England and America,

melodrama “seems to quickly have become exclusively entertainment for #re low
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orders” (xii). Brooks notes that it is the latter association that garnelednanma its
pejorative connotations, but argues that the “melodramatic mode”—one of “high
emotionalism and stark ethical conflict that is neither comic nor tragic’endadmental
to modern literary representation across cultural fields. (13)

The melodramatic mode flourished precisely because of its ability totberve
representational needs of vastly different readers and writers, and to andat®m
range of ideological positions. Certainly, those women whose applications énitiatat
their reading was limited to pulp-romance magazines sucbwasStoryandCupid’s
Diary were also exposed to melodramatic narrative devices, if in a less ovetilyafipli
charged milieu than those reading Dreiser. But regardless of the diffenerices
sophistication with which the melodramatic was deployed among thesettexay, have
served a similar psychological function for readers. Martha Vicinus gasdfor the
importance of melodrama as a “psychological touchstone for the powerless”agho fa
circumstances not of their making and beyond their control. (“Helpless” 128).

In the Bryn Mawr women'’s narratives, the use of the melodramatic heggtite
feelings of powerlessness that surround the characters’ experience, ramelic
narrative techniques were often coupled with explicitly political messag#ss, they
shared much with the tradition of popular English working-class novels that Vicinus
describes, which was

built upon stereotyped characterization and plotting. Authors consciously broke

away from the character development and unified action found in the bourgeois

novel in order to emphasize the political implications of a situation. Readers were
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expected to identify with the hero only as a typical honest-hearted working man
[sic] who embodied their best characteristics. A great many dramatic defatl
the hero in order to document as fully as possible the oppression of the working
class. The courage of the hero combined with his many misfortunes focuses the
anger of the reader against those in power....Psychological analysis giyvés w
a political analysis of why good people are trodden down by circumstances. This
fiction first quickens the reader’s existing anger, and then channels it toward a
political outlet. (ndustrial Musel14-15)
While the women’s autobiographies typically focused on one incident or event, they
nevertheless share with Vicinus’s characterization a lack of individuedatiea
development in favor of a focus on “emotionally-charged action combined withieffect
analysis,” focusing on the relationship between personal oppression and pdidingé c
(115). The rallying conclusions of many of the women’s narratives demonsisate t
combination of drama with a political message. Mary Tomassi closes herveanahe
1924 issue o8hop and SchoglWhat a hateful life | lead! No! | cannot be discouraged; |
must live, learn, and teach the truth” (12). Thelma Brown’s 1926 narrative, in which she
describes an experience of coming-to-class-consciousness while wiedkmgn upper-
class neighborhood through a slum, closes suggestively and simply, “Then | got mad”
(13). And Loretta Starr, whose 1925 narrative began this section, closes, “besgaly
to feel | had something to live for, that it wasn’t necessary to take thimgsdgwn, that

the thing to do was FIGHT!” (15).
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Many of these autobiographers were affected profoundly by their exgeaén
Bryn Mawr. While no comprehensive survey of matriculants has ever been done, the
limited information that was gathered about the women’s experience8afteMawr
demonstrates that they found what they learned about themselves, each other, and the
subject matter they were taught to have been invaluable. The school commissmned t
surveys of its former students, in 1929 and £93sd historian Rita Heller surveyed
surviving students in a 1984 study. In all cases, the students frequently describe, i
various ways, experiencing a transformation of self or coming-to-conscigusfges
Heller summarizes:
The Bryn Mawr Summer School caused its students to reflect on their collective
identity as working women. They came to realize that, although divided by
occupation, region, religion, race and union affiliation, they were all vulnerable to
the same impersonal and harsh economic forces. The program instilled a sense of
class solidarity. The women became conscious, too, of feminist issues: of
women'’s secondary economic, political, and social status. They began to
appreciate the fact that foremen dominated them at work, their families tghtrol

them at home and that employers and unions generally abused or excluded them.

®2Helen D. Hill, The Effect of Bryn Mawr Summer School as Measured in the Activities
of its StudentgNew York: Affiliated Summer Schools for Working Women, 1929);
Florence Hemley Schneidd?attersn of Workers Education: The Story of the Bryn Mawr
Summer Scho@Washington, D.C.: American Council on Public Affairs, 1941).
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The students also began to understand the role-modelling process, being

conscious of their mentors’ work and life styles. (131)

Among the survey respondents, the women reported high levels of activism in labor
unions and other social justice organizations, and several of them rose to thevexecuti
levels of large unions. Many became involved in starting new workers’ clagses

majority of the students found ways to continue their education—not just in technical or
vocational courses, but especially in liberal arts courses—some earning lmahelor

even graduate degrees. And while the extant information is not comprehensive enough to
allow definite causal links to be made, the anecdotal evidence provided by the survey
responses is powerful. The women’s experience at Bryn Mawr enriched theiarise
made them aware of the limitations—and possibilities—of their personal Gtances

and their communities, of their own prejudices and blindnesses, and of the structural
relationships among gender-, race-, and class-based oppression.

Through its pioneering curriculum, the Bryn Mawr Summer School offered
students an approach to literature from which contemporary multiculturalisch coul
benefit. As | will discuss in the next chapter, contemporary multiculturatigimere
class disappears as a fundamental lens for analysis, and race andydiboarite
depoliticized categories into which authors and texts are forced—shanadédying
ideology with the modernist multiculturalism that was proffered in magaaimé®€est-
sellers, as discussed in the previous chapters. In those venues, autobiognagihgs a
tool for middle-class readers to understand and contain cultural differencesdhed to

threaten a newly-consolidating middle-class identity. For student restd@rgn Mawr,
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however, it became a lens through which to analyze and develop class consciousness i
way that did not confuse or conflate it with racial or ethnic difference, but fatihe

class, race, and gender into relationship with the material conditions through fngyich t
are inscribed. Rather than an ossified document providing “evidence” of cultural
difference, then, autobiography (and literature in general) was thus ekssrar more

dynamic, a “living sentient thing” demanding active and critical anafysm its readers.
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Chapter Four
Coda:
Graphic Multiculturalism:

Rethinking the Place of Autobiography in Contemporary Literary Pedagogy

Over the course of the twentieth century and into the twenty-first, the predence
autobiographical writing on the U.S. cultural landscape has grown. Within the world of
new media, blogs, personal websites, social networking sites, and other diyiied ver
the multimedia production of the autobiographical have multiplied. YouTube’s slogan
commands: “Broadcast Yourself”; Facebook invites us to continually revise andnei
ourselves for an audience of hundreds or (not uncommonly) thousands of our “friends”;
and personal blogs, by some estimates now numbering over 112 million in English
alone> offer a venue for us to serially publish our autobiographies nearly simultaneously
with our lived experience.

The increased interest in the autobiographical is also evident within traditional
media: in 2009, thélew York Timesalled memoir “the dominant genre of contemporary
literature” (Scheussler). The unceasing proliferation of memoir sakegén print has
become completely commonplace, and that critics and that commentators sdyroutine
mark the growth of new kinds of memoirs is surprising only because therdsatyac

enough memoirs being published to make any of them legitimate categoriesn§canni

>3 1n 2008, Technorati (the largest blog search engine), reported to be trackig pxer
million English language blogs, 99 percent of them personal blogs, and the vast majority
of them coming from North America.

168



the “Memaoir/Autobiography” section of any large book store, one will likely find

sections for dog memoirkéx and the City: A Memoir of a Woman, a Man, and a
Dysfunctional Dog; A Big Little Life: A Memoir of a Joyful Dog; The Dog Diet, A

Memoir: What My Dog Taught Me About Shedding Pounds, Licking Stress and Getting a
New Leash on Lije“momoirs” (Mamarama: A Memoir of Sex, Kids, & Rock 'n' Roll; As

Good as | Could Be: A Memoir of Raising Wonderful Children in Difficult Times; She

Looks Just Like You: A Memoir of [Nonbiological Lesbian] Motherhpémbd memaoirs

(Baked Off!: Memoirs of a Pillsbury Bake-Off Junky; Trail of Crumbs: Hunger, hode

the Search for Home; Comfort Food for Breakups: The Memoir of a Hungry Garig
memoirs [nside the Crips: Life Inside L.A.'s Most Notorious Gang; Monster: The
Autobiography of an L.A. Gang Member; Always Running: La Vida Loca/Gang Days in
L.A), and stunt memoirs (or, more pejoratively, “schtick liRpading the OED: One

Man, One Year, 21,730 Pages; Bird Watching Watching: One Year, Two Men, Three Rules,
Ten Thousand Birds; Helping Me Help Myself: One Skeptic, Ten Self-Help Gurus, and a
Year on the Brink of the Comfort Z9namong myriad other$. And traditional
autobiographies, penned by politicians, successful entrepreneurs, celamdiegiters,

still routinely top the best-seller lists (The currblew York Timetop-ten list, as | am

writing, includes Keith Richard’s recent autobiography, Condoleeza Rice’s rawim

>4 By Lee Harrington (2007), Dean Koontz (2009), Patti Lawson (2006), Evelyn
McDonnell (2007), Susan Cheever (2001), Aime Klempnauer Miller (2010), Steve
Gieger (2009), Kim Sunee (2008), Marusya Bociurkiw (20€9lton Simpson (2006),
Sanyika Shakur (2004), Luis J. Rodriguez (2005), Alex Horne (2010), Ammon Shea
(2008), and Beth Lisick (2009) respectively. This is just a small sampling of theime
sub-genres that are recognized by critics and booksellers as such.
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about her parents, afdhe Autobiography of Mark Twaijust republished in an
“unexpurgated” version).

That this flood of autobiographical publications has engendered a nearly equal
torrent of criticism is not surprising—at least since Jean-Jacques Rowtectively
secularized the genre with the 1781 publication of his scand@lmfessions
autobiography has routinely been accused of being at best narcissistitfaisng,
and at worst malevolent or fraudulent. And the nature of these criticisms ngedha
very little in the last two hundred years. As the critic William Gass patatscathing
indictment of the genre, publishedHiarper’sin 1994 (as this most recent tide of
autobiographical publications was beginning to swell), “Are there any motivésefor
enterprise that aren’t tainted with conceit or a desire for revenge ishdow
justification? To halo a sinner’'s head? To puff an ego already inflated pety5445).
The writer Daniel Mendelsohn (himself the author of a memoir) put it simii&dybit
more playfully, in a receriflew Yorkenrticle: ‘Like a drunken guest at a wedding,
[autobiography] is constantly mortifying its soberer relatives (philogdmktory,
literary fiction)—spilling family secrets, embarrassing old friendsetivated, it
would seem, by an overpowering need to be the center of attention.” But other
critics, such as the writer Fenton Johnson, have offered a less unflattering
appraisal of the situation: the memoir boom, says Johnsamt“a product of the
self-obsession of a selfish, me-first generation; it is evidence otditpemple’s
recognition that the written word has replaced the story told by the wirgexsfiour

means of establishing and preserving cultural memory” {¥8gther it is seen as the
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natural evolution of human expression, or as evidence of the decline of meaningful self-
examination and communication in the society of the spectacle, the ubiquity of
autobiography comes up more routinely in public discussions of the contemporary
literary landscape than any other topic. We are fascinated by our femtivdh our
own stories.

Interestingly, nearly all of the commentary about autobiography focuses on
production, rather than readers’ seemingly insatiable appetite for it—igie ask, as |
have tried to do in previous chapters, what cultural function such trends serve as they
reflect and produce certain kinds of readers. And equally as significant akigsdef on
the blogosphere and bookstore shelves, but not nearly so scrutinized, is the role that
autobiography now plays in literary education. Despite what a recent Modern gangua
Association publication called “The enormous place autobiographical writingphzes
to occupy in literary studies” (“Approaches”), this new centralityreasived virtually
no critical attention. But, as | will discuss, autobiography’s presence iatioe @and
curricula is deeply significant, and deserves examination and reconsideratio

Evidence the growth of autobiography studies as an academic subfield: it has only
been perhaps three decades since autobiography has been widely accelegitirasta
object of academic inquiry; since then, autobiography studies—like its object—has
boomed. Countless essays and monographs, anthologies, conferences, associations, and
its own journal A/B: Auto/Biography Studigfave generated a huge volume of
intellectual work within the subfield. Much of this work has been devoted to

“recovering” autobiographical texts and developing and interrogating autaplog
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theory. To a more limited extent, autobiography studies has taken up the material
histories of autobiography, that is, the history of the production and circulation of texts
and the commodification of genres within economic an cultural systems of exchange.

As yet unexamined, however, is the cultural currency that autobiography has
come to claim within literary studies more broadly—particularly, its legéd position
in the classroomThis position cannot be explained merely by the growth of academic
autobiography studies, nor by the contemporary popularity of the genre. Rather,
autobiography’s privileged position is much more closely linked to the ascendance of
multiculturalism: since literary studies’ “multicultural turn” in the 1980sl 1990s, the
autobiographical has served as a crucial marker of value because of itsydapaci
enhance the sense of an unmediated relationship between the text and the satyal ident
of the author.

Autobiographical writing is thus mobilized within literary studies as it,was
other venues, in the early twentieth century: to fix and contain identity decticef of a
(fixed and contained) culture. In the previous chapters, | have examined this @tidlem
relationship between reading practices around autobiography, and ideas aloait cult
difference, as each developed in the early twentieth century in the Unites. SReaders
from an emerging middle class, forging a self-definition during an era of sbhaiage,
were attempting to locate themselves amidst a rapidly alteringaudndscape, as, for
example, African Americans continued to migrate to northern cities, new namisg

continued to arrive from far-flung countries, and the working class continuedvwaagrb

> British theorists like Regenia Gagnier, Mary Jean Corbett, and CarolyStéagiman
have taken up issues such as these, particularly from a feminist-matstaaidpoint.
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become more visible. Autobiographical writing, in widely-read books and popular
magazines, offered middle-class readers not just successful models teebuilatso a
way to understand, and situate themselves in relation to, these other social groups. | ha
thus argued that readers looked to autobiographers as representatives of medginali
social groups, and looked to these writers for truths about those groups. And while
readers undoubtedly experience and understand texts differently, | have argusdghat t
production and circulation within a broader field of cultural production inevitably shaped
the reception of those texts. Autobiographers often found themselves competing with
other powerful cultural narratives, and they risked being dismissed or accused of
inauthenticity if they challenged these narratives. While readegsrdgrbrought their

own experience, ideas, and judgment to autobiographical texts, it is impossible ¢o ignor
the power of the cultural apparatus through which they were produced and edrctiiat
impact of reviews, editorial commentary, scandals, and other elements of thal cultur
landscape in which they appeared framed and circumscribed the ways thia reade
approached and understood texts; as Michel de Certeau describes it, whike aeader
active, creative agents in their own right, the producers of culture hold the pbwerf
position through which they “give form” to social practices (166). Readers do not
encounter texts in a vacuum, and the same channels that facilitate reeckEss’ta texts
also shape their encounters with texts. This is no less true today: forobettanse,

James Frey’s (highly fictionalized) memdirMillion Little Pieceg(2003) would never

have been the object of such fiery spite on the part of readers (nor sold so masly copie

had it not been for Oprah’s powerful effect on creating the terms of the scandatin w
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it was enmeshed.

Oprah aside, at the turn of the twenty-first century, more than any other single
cultural entity, the university has the broadest reach in shaping readershtars with
literary texts. While in 1950, the U.S. system of higher education consisted of 1,851
colleges conferring bachelor’s degrees on just over 400,000 students annually, today
there are more than double that number of institutions, attended by over fiftaen mill
students; this means that over half of all American eighteen-year-dléster a college
English classroom (Bryson 17-18). And attendant to these demographic shifts has been
an increase in the university’s cultural capital as the arbiter aitjtéaste and judgment:
as David Shumway argues in his genealogy of the field of American Litey@reating
American Civilizationover the course of the last century, the university has come to
claim the cultural authority that once belonged to publishers, editors, and tikes.
William Dean Howells, many of the most powerful early-twentieth-cgnttitics not
only were not affiliated with universities, but had never attended one eitherjgucs f
through their institutional positions with magazines and publishing houses, hisyoricall
claimed authority over questions of taste and value (Shumway 50). My previous chapters
offer examples of how they collectively (though not in any organized semgejl e
educate the public in habits of reading. But the university has taken on this fungtion as
has grown in cultural influence: as more and more middle-class Americans began
attending college, the university came to be seen as the primary point oftadbess
cultural capital that literature offered (Shumway 123). The literatussrdam has, in

turn, become increasingly significant in terms of its capacity to imbt® weth value.
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In this sense, the contemporary literature classroom has become the ldhes for
creation of middle-class reading practices; thus literary educatios @lpgmary role in
setting up expectations for how texts should function within a social field. And current-
day debates in education in fact recapitulate the anxieties enatiiedwvder popular
culture amidst the emergence of the middle class in the fluid social spacdinfdbe
siecle. The reading practices surrounding autobiography that | havenegamthe
context of the early twentieth century continue to inform literary pedagodgaply
problematic ways. Namely, the notion that the autobiographer can—and should—stand
in as a representative of a marginalized social group has played a dentral (
unacknowledged) role since the expansion of the canon and the growth of multicultural
literary education. What this indicates is that there is a significgritdaween
institutional practice and theoretical developments that have given us mhugh ric
frameworks for thinking about the relationships not just among texts, authors, and
readers, but among literary education, cultural diversity, and democracy. The
multiculturalism that has been most readily incorporated into literaryestiglstill
deeply tied to the modernist multiculturalism that | have explored in previdears,
haunted by outdated notions of identity, difference, and pluralism that ignore th&mater

realities through which they are structured.

The Trouble with Multiculturalism (or, Aren’t We All Multicultural Now?)
Multiculturalism is no longer quite the tinderbox it was in the 1980s and 1990s,

when firebrand cultural critics from both the left and the right battled it out on tjes pa
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of theNew York Timeand theNVashington PostFollowing William Bennett’'s infamous
1984 National Endowment for the Humanities report entitled “To Reclaim a y,égac

which offered scathing criticism of the humanities’ “abandonment” of thesiclagorks
of Western Culture,” such polarizing figures as Allan Bloom, Stanley Figind.
Cheney, and even Jesse Jackson helped to shine a very public spotlight particularly on
college English departments. Both sides offered doomsday scenarios for thefftitere
humanities and American society at large, should the other win; and while coinserva
attacks on multicultural education certainly have not ceased, multiculbariadis been
thoroughly institutionalized, in various incarnations, in most colleges and une®rsiti
across the country—even filtering down to high school curricula. This is certaialynt
English departments: by 2007, tNew York Timesould conclude, “Today it's generally
agreed that the multiculturalists won the canon wars” (Donadio). Literanguarhave
readily been expanded to include women writers and writers of color, as wellkas wor
that entail a broader conception of the “literary” text; this expansionpsyaident in
anthologies, syllabi, and course offerings. And, as Michael Berubé points out, these
changes have been particularly marked in the field of American literathese the
accepted canon was somewhat less stable to begin with (Donadio).

Yet it is this ready incorporation and institutionalization of multicultsralthat
is perhaps the biggest threat to the democratic impulse behind multicultural, refoitm
signals that multiculturalism has in fact posed very little challenge to nuddeaching;

that is, the focus on thententof the canon has come at the expense of more engaged

examination of how weresentthat content, particularly in terms of how we approach (or
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don’t approach) relationships among authors, texts, and readers within the &dgeoffi
cultural production and social reproduction in the classroom. As the popular press
indicates, the success of multiculturalism has been manifested almlosivetyg as
expanded reading lists.

In part, this is due to the slipperiness of the term itself. In her expansive 2005
study examining how the abstract concept of multiculturalism has been put irttogorac
and institutionalized in English departments across the country, sociologist Bethan
Bryson examined a range of universities—researching department pokeesnmg
curricula and course offerings, and conducting extensive interviews with nasfess
Bryson found that, across all of the institutions she examined, “despite the ominous
power often attributed to multiculturalism [in the public debates], Englishgsofe
found the concept to be vague and unworkable, so they changed it. They tamed it, and
molded it to fit within their everyday routines...English professors used their
organizational structure as an interpretive frame to make sense of nwiéilsin and fit
it into their existing work lives” (22). And the most common version of multiculsmali
to emerge defined it as “an attempt to make literary canons represent tinal Guéadth
that exists within the U.S. population” (38). Thus, Bryson found that in practice,
multiculturalism has been incorporated in the discipline of English (both from the
perspective of individual professors and from an institutional standpoint) pyiraaril
canon expansion. Fewer than thirty percent of the professors whom she interviewed

talked about multiculturalism as impacting their teaching methods or modes, asdoppose
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to more simply their text selection: “The question of what they taught tookdemoe
over how they taught it” (49).

This may seem altogether unsurprising and unproblematic—for those interested in
democratic education, isn’t a more broadly “representative” canon a good tthieg? T
answer, according to some critics, is not necessarily. By assumingdhetgansion of
the canon indicates that literary studies have arrived at some multicideaklwe miss
the mark: as Henry Louis Gates has said, we cannot be content with “the natidip|mf
authorized subjectivities, symbolically rewarded in virtue of being méyedeprived”
(215). | agree with Gates and others who have called for a reinvigoration of
multiculturalism, versions of which have been described as “criticalsutigent” or
“polyvalent” multiculturalism, by the Chicago Cultural Studies Group, Henrgu,
and Robert Stam and Ella Shohat, respectively. | aim to add to this conversation by
making explicit, and challenging, the role that autobiography has played icutiutal
pedagogy. By contenting ourselves with a modernist multiculturalism trestrpse
literary works according to the “representative” social identitigbaf authors, we do a
disservice to our students and to the texts and authors we teach. Further, we miss the
opportunity to reconfigure literary studies as increasingly relevant fowtray-first

century.

Autobiography and Canon Expansion
Autobiography has been central to the project of multiculturalism-as-canon-

expansion in a way that has generally gone unrecognized. The most commomargume
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for the study of previously-excluded texts—what | would call a modernist-
multiculturalist argument—grounds its critique in the desire to make the canen mor
representative, which implies that we should teach certain texts becauseattee
visible the African-American experience or Asian-American culturéhis context, the
autobiographical has served as a crucial marker of value because of ityydapaci
enhance the sense of an unmediated relationship between the text and the satyal ident
of the author. The invocation of autobiography appears to allow access to the authentic
multicultural experience.

And indeed, autobiographical texts hold a more central place than ever before in
literary curricula. In part, we can attribute this to the increasegtue of
autobiography as a legitimate object of literary study, and to the increigeétcance
accorded to autobiographical forms like the slave narrative. But ther@veamore
significant link between the presence of autobiography in the classroom awcdlaurri
changes made in the name of multiculturalism. In the most recent editionNdrtio@
Anthology of American Literaturghe anthology most widely used in American
Literature classrooms), about twenty percent of their authors are included as
autobiographers—a figure double that of the anthology’s initial publication in 1979; and
this figure doesn’t include other forms of personal writing, like lettedscharies, whose

incidence has also increas8dThis increase in the incidence of autobiographical writing

*% The contents of an anthology—even one as widely used as the Norton—clearly

provides only a very limited portrait of what may be taught in literaturerdams. But

unfortunately, | have been unable to locate any comprehensive source of moreéf direct (

ephemeral) evidence; despite a broad search of print and online sources, and inquiries

with organizations such as the National Council of Teacher of English, publicsticms
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in theNorton coincides with its editors’ attempts to remake the anthology’s image as
more multicultural, in large part in response to appearance of the groundbrdekim
Anthology of American Literatuyevhich according to editor Paul Lauter was first
published in 1989 as “symbol and a tool” for teachers who where interested in
“broadening our view of the authors and texts worth thinking about” (Lauter)i&ath,
in turn, had been in large part inspired by Lauter’s earlier colleR#monstructing
American Literaturg1983), in which he published sixty-seven American Literature
syllabi. According to Lauter, these syllabi represented a radicaltdepéfnom the
standard teaching of American literature, which was still dominated by mhit New
England writers (and the New Critical values they were presumabiyasee
demonstrative of). In his introduction, Lauter specifically noted that the syllabi
“regularly make greater use of autobiographical writatdeast by minority writers and
white womeh(xxiii, my emphasis); and the collection’s contributors frequently comment
on their inclusion of autobiographies, pointing to them, for instance, as “socially and
historically representative,” or “representative of rich and poor, male aradeebfack,
Indian, and white” (133, 136).

Lauter and other early champions of multiculturalism adopted a model of
curricular reform that reflected the modes of organization of 1960s and 1970s New Lef
coalition-building and activism—modes that, as sociologist C. Wright Mills detin

an open letter in 1960 in which he coined the phrase “New Left,” moved away from the

asRadical Teacherand individual colleges and universities, | have been unable to find
any useable archive of syllabi. (For example, the syllabus archive to whadrtthé most
direct access, at the University of Minnesota, dates back only to the early 2@00s, a
contains syllabi by only a handful of instructors).
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traditional “old left” focus on labor issues and on class as a framework facalolit
analysis. Inthe U.S., the various groups associated with the New Left promoted
participatory democracy, civil rights, and women'’s rights, in non-classgd, by

making claims for specific kinds of (heretofore disenfranchised) public isntAs

Grant Farred describes it, “Having rejected the Old Left’'s narrow pdinoeof politics,

the New Left expanded it to include—and provide a precedent and a platform for—
modes of oppositionality that would, in the 1980s, be construed as struggles over
representation and identity” (630). The identity politics of the 1980s, including
multiculturalism’s demand for the representation of previously excluded groups,iwas he
to the culturally based political opposition of the 1960s and 1970s.

My intention here is not to criticize Lauter; tReconstructing American
Literature project and théleathwere crucially transformative and brought well-deserved
attention to many significant texts that had previously been unstudied (just derttiy i
politics of the 1980s generally did crucial work in politicizing culture). Big firecisely
because of the significance of Lauter’s work that | use it here to denteristka
autobiography was mobilized, in a way that was only tangentially and ualtyitic
acknowledged, in the project of multicultural reform. This model of multicultumaés-
canon-expansion requires us as teachers to perform some tricky pedagogicastics:
if the aim is to somehow create a truly representative image of Americasitjiver
will never be able to add enough non-canonical texts to our syllabi (or even whole
courses devoted to non-canonical literature) to achieve that goal. Further, such an

approach communicates to students that texts and authors can (and should) stand in as
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representatives of a given social group—and that thergii®@anesso the life of a
social group; it ignores the problematization of identity categories, déispifact that so
much theoretical work of the last four decades has done just that.

A multicultural pedagogy premised on such a model constrains the ways that
students can understand authors and texts, and also oversimplifies the processes of
identity formation and representatidnMoreover, it assumes that there is some clear
relationship between the representation of marginalized groups on lisgtatyi and the
greater enfranchisement of such grotifBut as John Guillory asks, what exactly is the

nature of this relationship?

" Shelley Fisher Fishkin discusses these tendencies among literarysftipai@nerally
in her essay “Desegregating American Literary Studies,” where sharegtexts that
have not been given critical attention because of assumptions that “whéeswiriite
books focused on white protagonists (where issues of race, if present, remaelyelat
peripheral); meanwhile black writers write books focused on black protag(minstse
issues of race are omnipresent and central)” (121). Fishkin calls for a sk#trtg
and critical practice, focusing on “transgressive texts” that disrupage e
correspondence between author and textual content that would locate and limit the
meanings of race within recognizable, established parameters of reptiese Fishkin’'s
compelling exploration of how certain kinds of critical attention are accoodegttain
kinds of texts not only highlights the importance of attending to heretofore ¢gnore
“transgressive texts,” but also gestures to new ways of readingisstaltexts.

*8 There is little evidence that this is kind of relationship exists even within thersitjve
an American Council on Education study recently reported that across neariyaalty
groups, post-secondary educational attainment have dropped in recent years (Ryu 1).
Nonetheless, Cary Nelson makes a compelling argument that the content of &ggntho
or syllabus matters more than Guillory seems to suggest: “The priorigdpdec
multicultural representation in the classroom helps persuade students about itiysoprior
multicultural representation on the faculty and in the student body. The admissiags poli
embodied in the anthology makes an implicit comment on the admissions policy
appropriate to the institution as a whole. Nor is it much of a leap to make a connection
with the nation’s admission policy—its immigration statutes and their mixed dind sti
politically contentious history of openness and racism. The problems of ethrat, raci
and gender representation in an anthology devoted to a nation’s history or its
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There is no question that the literary curriculum is the site of a politicetiqea
but one must attempt to understand the politics of this practice according to the
specificity of its social location. The specificity of the political heaanot mean
simply a replication of the problem of ‘representation’ in the sphere of demeocrat
politics, and therefore it cannot mean simply importing into the school the same
strategies of progressive politics which sometimes work at the léggslavel.
(8-9)
There is a clearly a lag between the institutionalized practice oicoitutralism and
theoretical developments that have given us much richer frameworks for thinking about
the relationships among literary education, cultural diversity, and demotieye
found Guillory’s call to reexamine the nature of the “political” in the contextiofaular
reform particularly productive for rethinking multicultural pedagogy, bexaesshifts
the terms of the debate from speaking about the canon as representing or failing to

represent social groups to speaking about the historical distribution of culipital. €a

literature...speak quite directly to questions about representation in public debate and
legislative bodies. Anthologies empower students to make these connectiohgrwhet
not teachers choose to make them explicit” (30).

But the anthology (or, say, the survey course syllabus) by their nature appear t
offer authoritative, adequate representation, despite its very impdgsdmid it is, to my
reading, Nelson’s “whether or not” that Guillory takes issue with. It is @ldmg explicit
of the connections between cultural production and social reproduction that needs be
central to the multicultural literature classroom.

* Guillory’s argument shares a major premise with that of Walter Benn Blghahich
he has elaborated rhe Trouble With Diversit{2006), among other places: both are
critical of the fact that class generally disappears as a lens tgsignaithin
multiculturalism. But as critics of Michaels such as Michael Rothberg haed,not
Michaels takes this premise in an unproductive direction when he uses it to turn an
analytic distinction between class and, say, race and gender into a normlaaienra
His insistence, for instance, that race is merely a distraction fr@®s, adgores, as
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What such a shift illuminates is that literary pedagogy can intervene kiggnasible

the processes and institutions through which this history has been enacted-rdpyasaki
central an investigation of texts in relation to histories of literacy, brateflged.
Multicultural pedagogy can far more productively approach texts in relatitwe tactess
to the means of literary production and social reproduction—not simply the social
identity of the author. At best, such an approach requires a level of setivigflen the
part of readers—not in an essentialist or individualist manner, but in a way thatsexte
from the particular to larger questions of society and history—that makes it possibl
literature to alter our orientation to the world, to trolgveus.

What is clear, then, is that pedagogical reform needs be concerned with not just
the content of the syllabus, but with the particular ways that content is accorded
significance; with not just making a set of texts more inclusive, but with making
methods for teaching those texts more expansive. Students are not interestedilh, nor w
they find useful, the same kind of cultural capital gleaned from traditionakyitera
studies—that is, knowledge of a stable canon of texts, no matter in what diverse imag
we remake that canon. Rather, multicultural pedagogy should be focused on tdeehing t
critical and flexible reading skills that allow for analysis of the meamasithrough
which culture is created and transmitted, and of the power dynamics with whieh thes

mechanisms are inflected.

Rothberg puts it, the “ineluctable intermingling and intersectionality oktbasegories
in practice” (308). Guillory’s focus on access to cultural capital allowthéor
consideration of how elements of social identity mediate the reproduction oflinegua
that is, how cultures directly implicated in social inequality.
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All of this is not to argue that we should devalue autobiographical texts, or that
autobiography is not useful in the literary classroom. On the contrary, given the
representational baggage with which the autobiographical has historically bd@dsa
as | have explored in the previous chapters, autobiographical texts can provide
particularly compelling explorations the imbrication of genre and identity in the
multicultural classroom. By treating autobiographical texts not siapheflections of a
given social group, but as embedded in the dynamics of cultural production, we offer
students a way to understand the relationships among texts, authors, and readers as
dynamic and demonstrative of the power relations that structure our expelnetnee.
remainder of this chapter, I will focus on Miné OkubGitizen 1366(01946), as a case
study of an autobiographical text that | have found remarkably useful fomig¢tkise
issues on the multicultural literature classroom. In so doing, | hope to concretel
demonstrate in the pedagogical utility of situating a literary texti@ioa not just to the
social identity of the author, but to larger issues of cultural production and social

reproduction.

Graphic Multiculturalism: Miné Okubo’€itizen 13660n the Literature Classroom

| first encountered Miné Okubo’s stunning graphic ment@itizen 13660while
preparing to teach a course in Multicultural American literature. | hadises syllabi
for similar courses, and when | first encountered it, | was immedielt@lymed by its wit
and sensitivity, and by its pedagogical potential. Okubo’s line drawings and spsee pr

interact in surprising and rich ways, and their seeming simplicity batiesnotional and
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intellectual sophistication that troubles boundaries between the personal and ited,polit
between the textual and the historical, and between libratory visibility and appress
surveillance.Citizen 1366Qvas the first published personal account of the Japanese-
American internment during World War I, and as | researched the texdépanation to
teach it, | found that it has had a fascinating publication and reception history,
interestingly reflective of various moments of public negotiation with the kisfahe
Japanese-American internment: portions ofGitezen 1366Qvere first published, oddly,
amidst scathing anti-Japanese propaganda in a wartime issagwfemagazine, and
while as a book it had only a brief life after the war, renewed interest brought it
republication after Okubo testified in 1981 congressional hearings examining the
possibility of reparations for former interne&sudents found this history as interesting
as the text itself, and it broadened our discussion by allowing us to consider the text not
just as an isolated aesthetic object, nor a simple historical or ethnographiccdadom
as enmeshed in fraught economies of cultural produddibizen 13660s a rich source
for literary analysis, but also for an analysis of the cultural work theg pexform in
relation to readers, writers, and the institutions that mediate accessdolsheftiteracy.
Textually and extratextually, the@jtizen 13660aises profound questions about the
relationships among political, cultural, and aesthetic representation.ri aftamique
opportunity to explore these representational layers in the multiculturatuite
classroom, which tend to be masked within multicultural pedagogy, where tielxts a
authors are often uncritically burdened with represeritingxperience of a particular

social group.
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Citizen 13660n particular, and graphic memoirs in general, provide a deeply
engaging entree for students into these questions of representation. As a géa® tha
only in recent decades begun to receive mainstream recognition and respectpnand eve
more recently begun to receive attention by scholars, the graphic memainsemah
and largely untapped pedagogical resource. From classics like $i#rESA Contract
With God(1978) and Art SpiegelmanMaus(1986), to more recent works like Joe
Sacco’sPalesting(2001) and Marjane SatrapPersepolig2004), and little-known
works like Okubo’sCitizen 13660many graphic memoirs explicitly address questions
around narrativity, self-reflexivity, and the ethics of representing forathide
complexity of readers’ engagement with graphic narratives is pgitadjg useful for
several reasons, particularly in encouraging critical approaches tioqsesised by the
multicultural paradigm of literary studies.

Clearly, graphic memoirs are not the only examples of such “problem” texts—that
is, texts that themselves thematize and illustrate the complexitigsrafy production
and representation. However, | have found them to be a particularly useful way to open
up exploration of these issues in the classroom: in this digital age where visual and
textual literacies are increasingly interconnected, students aneagabable to engage
the image-text interaction in a highly sophisticated manner; and teachingctioenso
critically is ever more crucial. They clearly see the comic forrnaceessible one—an
accessibility which, in fact, causes even those who are fans of comics tasvpresence
in a literature classroom with some skepticism. In this sense, the gemmreatically

forces the question of its literariness: students reckon immediately witianssabout
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“high” and “low” art, cannon formation, and the relationship between institutions and
culture. Students themselves initiated discussions about how judgments of &tetary
cultural value are formed—questions that are, as | have noted, central tahunic
pedagogy, but that are often obscured by the appearance of adequate representation
created by institutionalized multiculturalism.

If traditional multiculturalism privileges a tidy image of diversatyd positions
texts and authors as representatives of discrete, clearly defined ¢@tapsc memoirs
like Okubo’s potentially provide the space for a challenging ethical encowititer
otherness. Itunderstanding Comi¢sScott McCloud attributes the intensity of readers’
engagement with graphic narratives to several factors. Defining catyd@as “a form
of amplification through simplification” (36), McCloud says that “when you ethier
world of the cartoon, you see yourselfThe cartoon is a vacuum into which our identity
and awareness are pulled...an empty shell that we inhabit which enables us iottravel
another realm. We don’t just observe the cartoon, we become it” (36). Describing the
cartoon image of himself that he uses to narrate the text, he says, “I'nlijustvaice
inside your head. A concept. You give me life by reading this book and by filling up’
this very iconic (cartoony) form” (37). McCloud echoes Marshall McLuhan who
identified comics as one of the only “cool” forms of popular media—that is, media tha
commands audience involvement through iconic forms. So the style of the images
creates the space for an almost unconscious empathy with the charatierstanyt, and
thus the potential for students to identify intensely with others’ experiencesydrowe

different from their own.

188



Advocates of multicultural education have long championed literature’s tapaci
to engender such empathy, recognizing its significance to democratiguialo
Nonetheless, there are dangers in the empathetic response to literature, too:

The uninterrogated identification assumed by the faith in empathy is founded on a

binary of self/other that situates the self/reader unproblematicajiydge. This

self is not required to identify with the oppressor, and not required to identify her

complicity in structures of power relations mirrored by the text. Rathes. s#ti

feeds on a consumption of the other. (Boler 258)

A focus on empathy risks engendering a kind of cultural tourism in which the ideals of
respect and tolerance ultimately foster an atmosphere of dangerousiyicieed
indifference—the last thing we want as teachers of literature is fadard to think that,
because she read and felt deeply akbtizen 13660she gets the experience of the
internment and can move on, ultimately unaffected. And as students are ever more
explicitly positioned as consumers, the risk of their educational experieasésg them
thus unmoved becomes more significant. The challenge, then, lies in effedtivaling

a text in relation to a broader history of cultural production, to whatever degrelel@ossi
given the limits of any given pedagogical situation; and in a relatedfashifostering
ways of reading texts like Okubo’s that don’t lose the valuable connectiondcreate
through empathy, but that also require us as readers to be self-reflexivdyte aoa

own response to the text (be it discomfort, anger, guilt, or disinterest), anddo try
understand how we are all implicated in the social forces that inscribe ideatitie

power relations.
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FramingCitizen 13660n the Multicultural Literature Classroom

In a one-semester survey course, little can be done to provide any comprehensive
background on the internment; however, the goal of puBitigen 13660n the context
of larger currents of cultural production and consumption is crucial. Examining
significant moments of the text’s publication and reception history is one produuative a
efficient way that | have found to do this. In its original publication, her workeshte
visual conversation with the intensely dehumanizing anti-Japanese propaganda common
in the U.S. wartime media. The routine portrayals of Japanese as monkeys oinnsects
publications as mainstream as tew York Timeand theSaturday Evening Post
contrast starkly with the everyday, human emotionality of Okubo’s charactasmsn Be
opportunity to page through the April 1944 issu&oftunemagazine in which her
drawings first appeared, entitled “Japan and the Japanese: A Military Aeavelust
Defeat, A Pacific Problem We Must Solve,” many of my students were shocked by
blatant anti-Asian racisfff. But it is easy to express outrage or shock; what's more
challenging, and what | tried to encourage in discussion, is analysis of hoadikat r
coexists with the magazine’s clearly stated democratic ideals, andnldomwhg this kind

of contradiction, in different incarnations, continues to be perpetuated in U.S. &tlture.

% Of course, the end of the war did not mean the end of such sentiment: two years later,
Okubo collected her internment illustrations in book form, and while her contacts at
Fortunehelped her publish the book through Columbia University Press in 1946, it was
largely ignored. In a 1982 interview, Okubo describes, “It was so difficulhgatti
published. At that time anything Japanese was still rat poison... it wastoeafigon

after the war. Anything Japanese was a touchy subject” (Gesenway 74).
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Over and over again, the special issuEatuneportrays the Japanese as
naturally and inherently evil and degraded; the magazine’s clearly stattohe politics
connect the ability to defeat Japan with the capacity to render Japan and theelapane
legible—to make clearly visible what was once obscured by “hazy” impresssThe
Japanese, as evidenced by their military and economic aggression, are ribewhat
seemed through the lens of pre-war American Orientalism; as one axjpitging the
“paradoxes of behavior that have twisted the Japanese mind for centuries” notes,
“Paradoxes...are key to the temper of the Japanese. On one hand, the Japanese keep to
extremes of restraint; on the other they explode in extremes of excess” TI8)
inscrutability, as the editors frame it, is what makes the Japanesealpdyt pernicious
enemy, and what necessitates their task as one clearly framed in teintergf “It is
our task to understand [the Japanese], and this task is not only for specialists. We have a
war to win; here the determination of civilians is as important as the plans foalgener
We have a peace to organize; here the knowledge of citizens is as importanbégyhe a
of experts” (121). This imperative for the everyday citizen to recognizgaiigerous
character of the Japanese exemplifies the paranoia and racism that wasnsogiace
in the public discourse of the day.

The trope of making visible (and hence comprehensible), enacted through the
issue’s maps, population statistics, photographs, timelines, surveys, sociologigaés,
and psychological exposes, was one that became all too efficacious in the thes of

West Coast Japanese in America, who found themselves the objects of scrutiny

%L Initially, some students vociferously defended the U.S. internment, but their
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immediately after the bombing of Pearl Harbor, and were subjected to a corgpuls
hyper-visibility through their internment soon after. Here, the production of riaadal
racial difference in the realm of the public imagination and in the realmioiabff
government policy were mutually constitutive. But the position of Japanesacameis
one that the magazine struggles to negotiate, and Okubo’s illustrations accapeaiy
editorial that addresses the American internment. While the brief dftsdei, Nisei,
Kibei”) is sympathetic to the mental, emotional, and financial toll suffeyethe

internees, ultimately (if circuitously) editorializing against inteemt) it is fractured into
eight sections, spread over 110 pages—almost literally lost in a sea darnesde
sentiment. There is a clear contradiction between the racist logic of gazima's goal

to make visible the “twisted Japanese mind” (123), and its stated aim of making visibl
the injustice of the internment—an injustice based in that same racistAogievhile

the editorial against the internment does attempt to suture the gap between the
magazine’s insistence on naturalized racial difference and its ideal efseailiv
citizenship, what's more compelling is the way that Okubo’s accompanyinigatioss

are utilized to do the same. As the editors alert us to in their note, “All the dsaavidg
paintings in this issue are the work of artists of Japanese extraction” (4jactaleed
presence of these artists serves as an attempt to blunt the magazine’'ssbiatssian
racism; the artists stand in as both evidence of the magazine’s demoaratititpeand
proof that the “twisted” Japanese mind can be “remade” into something knowable and

controllable. Indeed, the editors make a point of describing one artist as@poidrker
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“for the democratic cause,” and specifying that another’s drawings af dapdbitter”
and “angry” (4), lest readers be confused.
The editors describe Okubo:
American-born, an M.A. in art of the University of California, she has held
several exhibitions of her paintings at the San Francisco Museum of Art. In 1942,
when all people of Japanese blood were rounded up, Miné Okubo was sent to
Topaz (Utah) relocation center. There she became staff artist oflthe lit
homespun camp magazifegk a copy of which was later seen bgrtunés art
editors. Miss Okubo’s drawings of camp life exactly suited our purdéseune
found her still at Topaz, but free to leave. At our invitation, she came to New
York with a portfolio of 235 drawings, from which we took our pick. (4)
In one brief paragraph, the editors deftly manage the potentially threatersegqeef a
Japanese-American voice. They simultaneously legitimate Okubo by listing he
American institutional affiliations and render her domesticated by tesgfirekas “the
little homespun camp magazine.” But perhaps more strikingly, she is denied dicglpoli
agency through her illustrations, as the editors describe taking their pickifeavings
which suitedheir purposes. The visibility of Okubo and the other artists of Japanese-
American descent thus serve to mask the magazine’s violently contradicttiospdhis
vexed notion of visibility as it relates to race and power is one that I've founcueaty
useful as a way to frame our encounter W@ttizen 13660n the classroom: how, we can
usefully ask, does Okubo’s work itself negotiate questions of visibility? Howadoes

understanding of its original contextkortuneimpact the way we experience her text?
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This issue of visibility also provides a link back to those theoretical questions that
| hoped to pressure throughout my course: what do we expect an author or a litekary w
to make visible about history, or about the life of a social group? What is therrstéb
between literature and social identity? How can we read in order to avoid making
problematic assumptions about these relationships? By their nature, graphic novels
continually unsettle the tendency to read a text as transparently “making”wiséle
experience of a social group: through the non-mimetic quality of the imagesrseae
constantly reminded of the artist’'s presence. Okubo takes this further, ofiahyact
portraying herself in the act of drawing a scene, making us aware of hectaughand.
In fact, one of the first things that students often notice abuizen 13660s that with
just two exceptions, the Okubo character appears in each of the nearly 2Qtidhstr
even in scenes we might guess she did not actually witness first hand. San wWigle
preface to the 1983 edition she presents her work as an act of documentary (she says,
“Cameras and photographs were not permitted in the camps, so | recorded eyanythin
sketches, drawings, and paintings” [ix]), she also explicitly challengestkienotion of
documentary objectivity.

But Okubo clearly saw the creation®@itizen 1366Gs an act of “bearing
witness,” and her testimony along with the book’s submission to the Congressional
Commission on Wartime Relocation and Internment of Citizens in 1981 marks her
work’s involvement in another interesting project of making-visible, this timeragipa
an emerging Asian-American cultural nationalist politics. Okubo’shesty expresses a

new demand for visibility: she told the Commission, “I believe an apology and some
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form of reparation is due in order to prevent this from happening to others. Textbooks
and history studies on this subject should be taught to children when young in grade and
high schools. Many generations do not know that this ever happened in the United
States” Amerasial?). This call for visibility was answered on several fronts: In 1983,
the Commission released its report, which recommended redress payments tossurvivor
and found that “the broad historical causes which shaped these decisions were race
prejudice, war hysteria, and a failure of political leadershlpsijce Denie®); that same
year, the University of Washington Press, a strong early advocategrbthth in Asian-
American studies, republish@itizen 13660and the text has since become a part of a
range of school curricula, such as my own.

But regardless of whether congressional hearings can actually bolsyaily
achieve the goal of adequately redressing historical oppression, theitdéerlassroom
is an altogether different context in which to encounter a text. We cannot sakelyp
a text as making visible cultural difference, or oppression based on the perceptian of
difference, nor can we assume that a text’s presence in our classroom agmbucal
effect analogous to a legislative hearing. Presenting this historicabmarhthe text’s
life in the classroom engendered usefully self-reflexive discussion abogatskass:
how was the use of Okubo’s text to simply make visible the injustice of the irgetnm
politically advantageous in this context? Should we read the text differéialyand
why? Such questions acknowledge the historical utility of identity-basedcpplithile
at the same time inviting students to see the text as a location through which to

interrogate the processes of identity formation and representation,trethdo see the
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text and its author as transparently representative. Tddiiadn 1366Gimply as
evidence in the classroom limits the scope of the political project of oitutialism.
Further, it obscures the nature of the political within the text itselftiigithe way we
read possibilities for resistance to systemic questions of justice andoejuistis

ignoring practices of everyday forms of resistance and valorizing publiitysas a
libratory force. To reafitizen 1366@as clearly or unproblematically aligned with such

a politics is to ignore the text's nuanced exploration of these very issues.

The Politics of Visibility inCitizen 13660

While a detailed analysis of the text itself is not the focus of this chapier,
wish to finish with a discussion of some elements of the text that | found paRjicular
useful in the classroom in unpacking these ideas around visibility and represehtation.
have already mentioned the ubiquitous presence of the Miné character as one way that
Okubo troubles any sense of narrative transparency. Not only does she continually make
evident her own role as narrator, but she also makes readers aware of adilselves
Spiegelman, Sacco, Satrapi, and other graphic memoirists, Okubo olisethiesreader
and is consciously observbg the reader. We are constantly directed not only by the
frame of the illustration, but by the focus of the Okubo character’'s gaze. And some of
the most powerful moments in the book come when her gaze is aimed directly at the
reader (as, for example, when she looks angrily over her shoulder at the mesader i
image whose caption describes the epidemics of dysentery that resuhetiédrcamp’s

polluted drinking water). In class, | opened discussion of the text proper by asking

196



students which drawings or moments they were particularly drawn to. blgyitzany
pointed to these moments when the Miné character looks directly at thermghiti
different moments laughter, guilt, or empathy; that unflinching gaze pushémits of
readers’ engagement with the text and requires us to analyze our own emotional and
intellectual responses.

The high level of reader engagement is an element not just of the visualf style
particular kinds of images; rather, as Scott McCloud argues, it is built intortiie ¢
form itself. He examines the role of “the gutter” in comics—that is, theedpeteveen
panels—describing how “comics panels fracture both time and space, offergugd,ja
staccato rhythm of unconnected moments” (67). Built into their form, then, is the
requirement that the reader deliberately and voluntarily fill in the blahissreader
engagement “is comics’ primary means of simulating time and motion” (69)eaasn
that necessarily highlights the constructed nature of the narrative intec@une activity
that proved useful during our classroom discussion was to have students choose a series
of panels that they find compelling and examine the relationship among them to ask how
they each affect our understanding of the others: why did Okubo choose to illustrate a
narrate these particular moments, and what effect do they have togethen3tdrare,
the text’s opening panels offer a compelling exploration of the connections hetwee
power, visibility, and race. The Miné character is at home on the day the Japankse bom
Pearl Harbor, and below the image of a cozy domestic scene, she descripgsthear
news on the radio over breakfast with her brother: “We were shocked. We wondered

what this would mean to us and the other people of Japanese descent in the United
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States” (8). The next three drawings bring issues of visibility to thederthe gazes of

the non-Japanese in the drawings become increasingly suspicious, hostile, aed intens
foreshadowing the institutionalized surveillance that follows. And as readsrs, w

made keenly aware of our own gaze. First, we see the Miné character ondhestow

a newspaper vendor shouting headlines about the recent declaration of war agamst J
She is hunched over the newspaper, the only Japanese on the crowded sidewalk. One
man looks suspiciously over his shoulder in her direction. The next image shows the
Miné character with the paper spread before her on the table. She looks dirbetly a
reader with a distressed and puzzled gaze, and the bits of text surrounding #e? (A J
A JAP,” “SEND THEM BACK TO TOJO” [10]) suggest both her own mental turmoil
and the sentiments that were “in the air” after the bombing. The accomp#exting
describes the spreading paranoia and the policies it began to spawn. Finallyt the ne
image shows us the inside of a crowded train or bus through its window. The Miné
character sits in a boldly patterned shirt, uncomfortably gazing off todbe She is
surrounded by white passengers with pursed lips and harsh stares clearlyg dirbete

She notes, “The people looked at all of us, both citizens and aliens, with suspicion and
mistrust” (12), and then goes on to describe the institution of the voluntary evacofati
people of Japanese ancestry. The passage ends, ominous in its mattesoé&fd€irt
March 27, 1942, voluntary evacuation was halted and the army took over, to bring about
a forced and orderly evacuation” (13). Interestingly, while the Miné deariache

obvious object of scrutiny in the illustration, she is positioned slightly to the sidine At

center of the illustration is the passenger with perhaps the most disapptawing s

198



compositionally, the reader’s gaze is directed to the passenger'ssmpref scorn,
rather than to that scorn’s object.

The relationship between text and images is one of the most pedagogically
provocative elements of graphic memoir; often it functions as a way to interseveral
different narratives, and students analyzed how specific panels uses thidtimrneto
create meaning. Okubo’s written text is generally emotionless, ghafoaivard, factual
account of events, as when she describes her and her brother’s initial evacuation from
their home in Berkeley: “We tagged our baggage with the family number, 13660, and
pinned the personal tags on ourselves; we were ready at last. Our friends takeeus
to the Civil Control Station. We took one last look at our happy home” (22-3).
Juxtaposed with this text are the deeply expressive images; thelabkecon the
Okubos’ faces, and the Miné character’s tears, highlight the personal trenlredd®d in
these historical events. Okubo matter-of-factly describes the processanithieer
brother’s relocation from their Berkeley home to the Tanforan Assembly Centanin S
Bruno (a racetrack where the stables were hastily and incompletelyptraadfinto
living quarters), during which their name was replaced with the number 13660. The
presence of the family number, on their luggage and on tags pinned to their persons,
serves as an ever-present visual marker of their dehumanization, and makedfeident
irony in the juxtaposition of “citizen” and “13660” in the book’s title. My students were
quick to note when Okubo uses irony in this way, as in one drawing of the camp’s post

office, surrounded by fences and prison-like barracks, which is accompanied by the
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comment that “Letters from my European friends told me how lucky | was toéarice
safe at home” (61).

Visual repetition is one dfitizen 1366& most powerful devices, and | found
that asking students to identify different ways that Okubo uses repetition generat
discussion about the text’'s most significant themes. In the illustrationdeiiat both
her time at Tanforan and then her later move to the Topaz Relocation Center in Utah, the
ubiquitous presence of armed soldiers, watch towers, and barbed wire fences serve
constant reminders of the internees’ status as objects of official surgejlias do the
searches and medical examinations to which they are frequently subjested. Al
ubiquitous, and signaling another kind of mandated visibility, is the presence of the other
internees; the constant crowds and long lines resulting from the inadeqildiesfac
engender an absolute lack of privacy that Okubo often notes pointedly. One illustration
depicts a maze of bunks and personal items, through which the Miné charactextt gazes
man playing solitaire. The text reads, “Nearly four hundred bachelors were hotlsed i
grandstand ‘dorm.” They slept and snored, dressed and undressed, in one continuous
public performance. Some built ‘walls of Jericho’ of sheets or blankets” (63). Inesinot
instance, she describes, “Many of the women could not get used to the communsty toilet
They sought privacy by pinning up curtains and setting up boards” (74). The iiturstrat
depicts the Miné character walking past a row of women in partiallyipagd stalls, the
hopelessness of their attempts at creating privacy with scraps of clotoaddnirrored
in the abject expressions on their faces. Students’ observations of these kindstimfrrepet

offered a way to connect this sort of formal surveillance with the informal dancsl
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depicted in the book’s opening panels and ask, what are the different ways thaidahe vis
is used to constitute the object of oppression?

Similarly, my students were highly attuned to the different modes ofarsesin
the text. Beyond the attempts to create privacy (including her own nailing ofeantjna
sign to her door [83]), Okubo depicts other every-day strategies of resisianaedated
visibility. She describes that at Tanforan, “Curfew was imposed, and roll zsiheld
every day at 6:45 p.m. Each barrack had a house captain who made the rounds to check
on us twice a day” (59). The accompanying illustration shows a shame-faced “house
captain” with pen and checklist, while the Miné character, seated at a téble wi
paintbrush in hand, looks at him over her shoulder while sticking out her tongue. Okubo
next describes, “Day and night Caucasian camp police walked their béatsthe
center. (‘Caucasian’ was the camp term for non-evacuee worker.) Thegmibe
lookout for contraband and suspicious actions” (60). The illustration depicts the Miné
character peering around the corner at a guard who is himself peeoiagwitidow. In
these instances, as in the moments when the Miné character looks directigatére
Okubo depicts an inversion of the gaze, where the watchers become the watched and the
power relations implied between observer and the observed are challenged.

Within the text, the everyday strategies of resistance-to-vigibile contrasted to
strategies of macro-political resistance, toward which the Miné deaeqresses at
least ambivalence and at most disdain. She describes, for example, the diffiolilt s

issues that the internees faced when they were forced to respond to a Idialty oa
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It brought about a dilemma. Aliens (Issei) would be in a difficult position if they
renounced Japanese citizenship and thereby made themselves stateless persons
Many of the Nisei also resented the question because of the assumption that their
loyalty might be divided... [The form] was long and complicated. The questions
were difficult to understand and answer. Center-wide meetings were held, and
the anti-administration rabble rousers skillfully fanned the misunderstandings.
(175-6)

The accompanying illustration depicts a “rabble rouser” on a stage in froneafad s

people, sobbing and gesturing into the air, and eliciting tears from others in the

audience—uwith the exception of the Miné character, who is standing in the corner

holding her nose and rolling her eyes. She continues, “Strongly pro-Japaneseiteade

the camp won over the fence-sitters and tried to intimidate the rest. In the end,rhoweve

everybody registered. On the basis of the answers... the ‘disloyal’ wdig Weaded

out for eventual segregation and the ‘loyal’ were later granted ‘leave robearathe

right to leave camp, find a job, and ‘relocate.” (177). Here a group of men holding
planks of wood like rifles approach another man who appears to be quite fearful; the
Miné character walks through the group, sticking her tongue out at those doing the
intimidating. While Okubo fully acknowledges the challenge of negotiatirsgthe
decisions, swearing loyalty is presented here as a strategic movéaivatople
mobility and the chance to restart their lives; for those who would deny thegloliti

efficacy of such personal resistance in favor of a more publicly visibledlhas

masculinist and coercive) resistance, Okubo seems to have little regard.nite afe
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these images and their text made them challenging for students to fully andergon

first reading them, but they also opened up rich discussion; questions around the need for
and efficacy of cultural nationalism, the nature of alliance and resesiarice face of

complete political and economic disenfranchisement, and the ethical ambith@tes

things entail, all came to the fote.

Citizen 1366Mffers no straightforward moral, no tidy closure. After going
through the laborious bureaucratic preparations to relocate, Okubo describes leaving t
camp:

| was nowfree | looked at the crowd at the gate. Only the very old or very

young were left. Here | was, alone, with no family responsibilities, anigge

had chained me to the camp. | thought, ‘My God! How do they expect these

poor people to leave the one place they can call home?’ | swallowed a lump in

my throat as | waved good-by to them...There was only the desert now. My

thoughts shifted from the past to the future. (209)

The ambivalence that marks the text is not neatly resolved. There is no dlbare&br
remembrance or memorialization—the text resists this response, evenay it
existence testifies to the importance of standing as a witness to hiSitrgn 13660
confronts (and forces readers to confront) the violent and scarring history of the

internment, but refuses to take on the project of suturing the American sg#;iasa

%2 Similar opportunities to discuss the nature of the political/resistanceokeBd.
Washington, Richard Rodriguez, etc...
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Fortunemagazine and the commission hearings did. Similarly, multicultural pedagogy
cannot simply aim to redress of the unequal distribution of cultural capital through
adequate visibility in the classroom of texts by members of marginalizead gmoups.

Like its modernist predecessor, contemporary multiculturalism has been furidbioe
American embourgoisement. The magazines and best-sellers of mydpstrsh
demonstrated the role that autobiography played in the deployment of modernist
multiculturalism in relation to the growth of the middle class; today, asgeo#ducation

is now a primary index of middle class belonging and as autobiography has becane mor
significant in literary education, it continues to play a similar role. Bainulticultural
literature classroom should be focused on investigating the very politics ofydentit

formation and representation.
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