Uniwersytet Jana Kochanowskiego
w Kielcach
Wydział Humanistyczny

Paulina Pietras

Budowanie tożsamości w amerykańskiej etnicznej
autobiografistyce kobiecej przełomu XX i XXI wieku

Praca doktorska napisana
pod kierunkiem
dr hab. Magdaleny Ożarskiej prof. UJK
promotor pomocniczy: dr Marta Mazurek, UAM Poznań

Kielce 2021

Jan Kochanowski University of Kielce
Faculty of Humanities

Paulina Pietras

Identity Formation in American Ethnic Women’s Life Writing
at the Turn of the 21st Century

A doctoral dissertation written under the supervision of
dr hab. Magdalena Ożarska prof. UJK
Auxiliary supervisor: dr Marta Mazurek, UAM

Kielce 2021

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 6

Chapter 1

Contemporary Criticism concerning Life Writing: Major Concepts, Categories and
Theoretical Approaches.................................................................................................15

Chapter 2

The Encounter Between the Self and the Other in the Context of the Bakhtinian
Answerability and the Levinasian Responsibility ......................................................... 61
2.1. Mikhail Bakhtin’s early essays. Answerability and its mature manifestation in
Dialogism ............................................................................................................ 62
2.2. The relation between the self and the other in Towards a Philosophy of the Act
(1919-1921; 1993), “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (1920-1923; 1990) and
Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1929; 1984) ................................................. 77
2.3. The encounter of the self and the other in Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and
Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961) ............................................................. 89
2.4. Answerability vs. Responsibility: the convergences and divergences in Bakhtinian
and Levinasian concepts of alterity .....................................................................99

Chapter 3

A Survey of the Most Prominent Concepts of Feminist Criticism in the Context of
Women’s Autobiographical Texts ............................................................................... 106

3.1. Women and the production of life writing genres: historical context ........106
3.2. Alleged differences between male and female life writing ........................ 115
3.3. Female self as fragmentary, fluid and discontinuous; relational and collective; and
focused on intersubjectivity ............................................................................... 136

3.3.1. Femininity and feminism ............................................................. 139
3.4. The situation of women in the United States between the 1980s and the early
2000s: a socio-historical background of the selected life narratives ................. 144
3.4.1. Second-Wave Feminism .............................................................. 144
3.4.2. Immigration policy, labor market, family life ............................. 148

Chapter 4
The Process of the Narrating Self’s Identity Constitution and Her Encounters with
Otherness in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984) ...................... 155

4.1. Introduction ................................................................................................ 155
4.2. The House on Mango Street (1984) as opposing the house of memory......157
4.3. Significant others in The House on Mango Street and the concepts of
Answerability/Responsibility ............................................................................. 166
4.3.1. Gender otherness .........................................................................167
4.3.2. Social class and racial otherness .................................................. 177
4.3.3. Linguistic otherness .....................................................................179
4.3.4. Otherness as the source of oppression .........................................183
4.3.5. Otherness in the domain of nature and magic ............................. 190
4.4. Conclusion ..................................................................................................195

Chapter 5
The Process of the Narrating Self’s Identity Construction and Various Forms of
Significant Otherness in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath (1992) ........................... 198

5.1. Introduction ................................................................................................ 198
5.2. Claiming Breath (1992) as a diary.............................................................. 201
5.3. Significant otherness in Claiming Breath and the concepts of Answerability and
Responsibility ....................................................................................................212
5.3.1. Art as the medium of the encounter between the self and the other 212

5.3.2. Internal alterity derived from the identity split into two cultural heritages
............................................................................................................... 220
5.3.3. External otherness........................................................................223
5.3.4. Feminism and SHEdonism .......................................................... 227
5.3.5. Traveling as a source of regained autonomy and pleasure .......... 230
5.3.6. Writing and teaching ...................................................................232
5.3.7. The Great Spirit as the other ........................................................ 245
5.3.8. Ethnicity ..................................................................................... 250
5.4. Conclusion ..................................................................................................254

Chapter 6
The Process of the Narrating Self’s Identity Constitution and the Notions of Collectivity,
Shared Experience, Answerability and Responsibility as Reflected in Firoozeh Dumas’s
Funny in Farsi (2003) ..................................................................................................256

6.1. Introduction ................................................................................................ 256
6.2. The encounter between the narrating self and the other in Funny in Farsi against
the background of the extended family ............................................................. 258
6.3. Particularity of experience .......................................................................... 278
6.4. Historical moment as an important factor influencing the relation between the self
and the other ......................................................................................................279
6.5. Oppressive dimension of otherness ............................................................ 286
6.6. Inner otherness ............................................................................................ 295
6.7. Language and linguistic alterity .................................................................297
6.8. (Problematic) feminism .............................................................................. 298
6.9. Conclusion ..................................................................................................304

Final Conclusions.........................................................................................................308
Summary ...................................................................................................................... 321
Streszczenie ................................................................................................................. 326
Works Cited and Consulted ........................................................................................ 332

INTRODUCTION
In 1Q84: Books 1 and 2 (2011), Haruki Murakami claims that “our memory is made up of our
individual memories and our collective memories. The two are intimately linked. And history
is our collective memory. If our collective memory is taken from us – is rewritten – we lose
the ability to sustain our true selves” (275). A similar thought is conveyed by Mahmoud
Darwish, who writes, “I don’t decide to represent anything except myself. But that self is full
of collective memory” (qtd. in “Poet of the Arab World”, theguardian.com). These two quotes
point to the fact that the process of identity construction of the self is inevitably dependent
upon various forms of otherness encountered by this individual subjectivity. Thus, the notion
of collectivity is a vital concept that should be considered in the context of studying the
process of the constitution of the narrating self’s identity in any autobiographical text.
The major aim of my dissertation entitled “Identity Formation in American Ethnic Women’s
Life Writing at the Turn of the 21st Century” is to study the process of identity construction of
the narrating self in the context of her constant encounters with significant otherness. The
relevance of this encounter to the process of forming the sense of self of the authors that I
discuss is examined against the background of two theoretical approaches to alterity,
epitomized by Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of answerability and the parallel (yet not identical)
notion of responsibility as proposed by Emmanuel Levinas. Those two concepts are strictly
connected with the notion of relationality, the recognition of an unavoidable interdependence
of two distinct subjectivities that are depicted as the self and the other. As Sidonie Smith and
Julia Watson emphasize in Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives
(2001), in an autobiographical text, the significant others remarkably influence the process of
the narrating self’s identity constitution since their “stories are deeply implicated in the
narrator’s and through whom the narrator understands her or his own self-formation” (65).
Hence, according to Smith and Watson, the multiplicity of potential others, who in a life
narrative affect the processes of self-narrating and self-knowing, points to the fact that there is
no possibility for the formation of the “I” that would express herself in a different mode than
as and through her others.

The notion of otherness is related to the sense of alterity, which is especially crucial for a life
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narrator who belongs to a cultural and ethnic minority. This is the case of all women authors
whose life narratives I analyze in this dissertation: Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango
Street (1984), Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath (1992) and Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi:
A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (2003). For all these authors, the majority of
American society – and thus the dominant model of socio-cultural identity, represented by the
male WASP standard, epitomize (paradoxically) the concept of otherness. In consequence, the
labels that may be applied to their “inextricably mixed identities” (Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 36) are mixed-race and diasporic (especially in Claiming Breath),
multicultural and migratory (as in Funny in Farsi) as well as minoritized and diasporic (in
The House on Mango Street). Furthermore, in the life narratives that I explore, the process of
identity construction of the narrating self is marked by double otherness due to the fact that
the subjectivities are both ethnic and female. The latter is essential for the major concern of
this dissertation since, as Mary G. Mason asserts, for women’s life narrators and their search
for identity (or the very ability to produce an autobiographical text), the encounter with
significant otherness is absolutely indispensable:

the self-discovery of female identity seems to acknowledge the real presence and
recognition of another consciousness, and the disclosure of female self is linked to the
identification of some “other.” This recognition of another consciousness—and I
emphasize recognition rather than deference—this grounding of identity through
relation to the chosen other, seems … to enable women to write openly about
themselves. (210)

In view of all that, my dissertation is divided into six chapters. In the first chapter, I provide a
theoretical background to exploring life narratives that represent various autobiographical
genres by conducting a survey of crucial concepts, categories and theoretical approaches
within contemporary life writing criticism. In my survey, I address the critical texts by, i.a.,
Sidonie Smith, Julia Watson, James Olney, Roger Rosenblatt, Philippe Lejeune, Robert
Folkenflik, Mary G. Mason, Michael Sprinker, Georges Gusdorf, William L. Howarth, Louis
A. Renza, Barret J. Mandel, Jean Starobinsky, Timothy Dow Adams, Paul DeMan, Kenneth
Mostern, Paul John Eakin, Françoise Lionnet, Louis Althusser, Michel de Certeau, Judith
Butler, Stephen Spender, and Robert F. Sayre. The first sections of this chapter discuss the
complexity of the autobiographical genres, the reasons for their immense popularity on the
7

publishing market, the very etymology of the term “autobiography,” and the formal
assumptions behind classifying a literary text as autobiographical. Then, I proceed to analyze
the historical development of autobiographical genres (starting from the eighteenth century),
crucial terminological distinctions (life writing, life narrative, autobiography as well as life
narrative vs. biography, novel and history), conditions that need to occur for autobiography to
emerge as a genre, and the peculiar autobiographical pact between the life narrator and the
reader. The next section of the first chapter delves into the controversies around the notion of
autobiographical truth, the complexity of memory (and its inevitable failures), Barrett J.
Mandel’s concept of ratification of the assertion as well as the reader’s assumptions. Then, I
consider the notion of referentiality as a crucial feature of life writing (and as a concept
relevant to the major concern of this dissertation). Finally, I inquire into the interrelatedness of
the five “constitutive processes of autobiographical subjectivity”: memory, experience,
identity, embodiment and agency (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 16).

The next sections of this chapter outline the complexity of the notion of bios, the concepts of
collective remembering, and collective sense of subjectivity (as lying at the basis of human
experience). Then, I address the relevance of significant otherness to women’s literary
creation and their experience in general, various theories of agency understood as the control
that a life narrator possesses over her narration as well as the notion of politics of agency,
relevant in the context of postcolonial studies. Next, I ponder the legitimacy of viewing life
writing genres as especially suitable for the analysis of the relationship between the self and
the other, which is the chief aim of this dissertation. The next section of the first chapter
considers the concept of the autobiographical “I” and its classification into categories: the real
or historical “I,” the narrating “I” vs. the narrated “I,” and the ideological “I.” Finally, I
comment upon the American origins of autobiographical genres (Puritan, travel, and war
diaries), and emphasize the importance of various forms of otherness (encompassing its
external and internal dimensions) for the constitution of the autobiographical subject’s
identity.

The second chapter of my dissertation is devoted to the investigation of the encounter
between the self and the other in the context of the Bakhtinian answerability and the
Levinasian responsibility. The former is analyzed on the basis of four texts by Mikhail
Bakhtin: “Art and Answerability” (1919; 1990), Toward a Philosophy of the Act (1919-1921;
8

1993), “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (1920-1923; 1990) and Problems of
Dostoyevsky’s Poetics (1963; 1984). Responsibility is addressed using Emmanuel Levinas’s
Totality and Infinity (1961; 1979) as well as Ethics and Infinity (1982; 1985). Answerability is
defined as the response to the other from within the particular, specific dialogic situation
(which is called an answerable act). Responsibility understood as the “movement of
response” towards the other is inscribed in social dialogue for the reason that functioning in
the society inevitably entails the necessity to respond to particular others. Both Bakhtin
(1895-1975) and Levinas (1906-1995) assume the primary status of the social dimension of
the concept of alterity over its purely philosophical or theoretical depiction.

In the second chapter of my dissertation, I present in detail the concepts of answerability and
responsibility as well as the convergences and divergences of the Bakhtinian and the
Levinasian thought concerning the relation between the self and the other. In the survey of
theoretical sources that I conduct in the second chapter of my dissertation, I use critical texts
by, i.a., Liisa Steinby and Tintti Klapuri, Caryl Emerson, Sergey Georgivevich Bocharov,
Deborah J. Haynes, Greg Nielsen, Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan, Georgii Gachev, Vadim
Liapunov, Michael M. Bell, Bender Courtney, Michael Gardiner, Karen A. Hohne and Helen
Wussow, Hwa Yol Jung, and Michael Holquist. The theoretical concepts that I outline (apart
from answerability and responsibility) are an answerable (or responsible) act, the ought
understood by Bakhtin as a moral obligation towards the other, the excess of seeing (or
perception), and the two-sided nature of answerability (the fact that the encounter with
otherness within an answerable act may be either contributive or harmful to the narrating
self). Then, I explore the Bakhtinian concept of the particularity experience and the onceoccurrent lived experience as well as finalization (or consummation) of the self. Furthermore,
I present the Bakhtinian classification of truth into istina and pravda, the notion of shared
plane between the self and the other, and the concept of polyphonic novel (and the related
notion of heteroglossia). Finally, I inquire into the Levinasian notion of radical alterity,
interpellation understood as “calling upon the other” as well as the Bakhtinian saying vs. the
Levinasian said.

The relevance of this theoretical survey is justified in three analytical chapters of this
dissertation, in which I apply successive concepts of the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian
approaches to close readings of particular excerpts from selected life narratives, which are
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relevant to the process of forming the narrating self’s identity in her encounter with otherness.
Furthermore, the aim of comparing and contrasting the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian
approaches is to examine the model predominantly adopted by particular life narrators in the
following analytical chapters. Therefore, I ponder whether the process of identity constitution
of the narrating self reflects the Levinasian (assuming the a priori ethical superiority of the
other) or the Bakhtinian (the encounter with the other is appreciated or dismissed in each
particular answerable act in respect of its potential contribution to the subject-self) approach.
Both Bakhtin and Levinas point to the fluxionary nature of subjectivity, which is referred to as
“yet-to-be” in the Bakhtinian thought, and “yet-to-come” in the Levinasian approach. Thus,
the discussion of both authors’ attitudes towards the encounter between the self and the other
is legitimate to use in the processual approach that is applied in the analytical chapters of this
dissertation (devoted to the process of identity formation of the narrating selves).

The third chapter of my dissertation offers a survey of the most prominent concepts of
feminist criticism in the context of women’s autobiographical texts that are relevant to the
interpretation of the selected life narratives in the three following chapters. I delve into critical
texts by, i.a., Judith Butler, Nancy Chodorow, Helene Cixous, Penny Summerfield, Mary
Eagleton, Carol Edkins, David Glover, Cora Kaplan, Luce Irigaray, Suzanne Juhasz, Caren
Kaplan, Cynthia Pomerleau, Susannah Radstone, Jacqueline Rose, Celeste Schenck, Elaine
Showalter, Patricia Meyer Spacks, Liz Stanley, and Carolyn Steedman. Firstly, I provide the
historical context of the relationship between women and their literary production (since the
end of the seventeenth century), and the alleged differences between masculine and feminine
life writing. Then, I proceed to outline the problematic existence of a stable legitimate
category of women as well as the theoretical concept of woman as the other. Finally, I address
the idea that the female life narration is supposedly fragmentary, fluid, discontinuous, and
more relational (related to the notion of intersubjectivity).
What is significant in the context of this dissertation’s major concern is the fact that feminist
criticism of the second half of the twentieth century has enabled women’s life narratives to be
formally recognized as a genre (the status they had been denied before). In this chapter, I
ponder the following theoretical concepts, which are relevant to the analysis of selected life
narratives in the analytical chapters: individual and collective dimensions of subjectivity,
women authors’ focus on relationality, and female as “other” or “lack” in relation to male as
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“same” or “complete.” Then, I outline the concepts of woman as the “anomalous” and
women’s voice as silenced (“mute”). Moreover, I comment upon the nature/culture opposition
(and the parallel body/mind binary opposition), woman as “hospitable welcome” (in the
Levinasian thought), and understatement as a tool used by women life narrators to project
their self-image. I also examine the equation of the male with the speaker (active) and
universal human being, and the female with the one spoken about, and thus particularized.
Then, I present the issue of homogeneity of the literary canon (its almost exclusive
composition of male authors), and the label of “writing of normative masculinity.” In the
subsection “Female self as fragmentary, fluid and discontinuous; more relational and
collective; and focused on intersubjectivity,” I examine the following concepts: the categories
of coherence and continuity of a personhood, the notion of composure, the fragmented model
of subjectivity as privileged by postmodern feminism, and multiplicity of women’s voices as
related to the Bakhtinian heteroglossia. Then, in the subsection entitled “Femininity and
feminism,” I inquire into the complexity of the notion of femininity, the adjective “feminine”
and the classification into good vs. bad femininity (epitomized by, i.a., blondes and brunettes,
and, what is especially relevant to this dissertation, white women and women of color). The
last subsection of the third chapter analyzes the situation of women in the United States
between the 1980s and the early 2000s, which is the period that constitutes the sociohistorical background to selected life narratives that are explored in the following three
chapters. The theme of patriarchal oppression and the desire to become liberated from various
restraints imposed on women is vital in The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and
Funny in Farsi. Thus, my examination of the development of the feminist movement,
especially second-wave feminism, is justified.

The fourth chapter ponders the process of identity constitution of the narrating self in the
context of her constant encounters with otherness, using the Bakhtinian answerability and the
Levinasian responsibility in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984). I delve
into The House on Mango Street’s structure (the text is fragmentary and consists of short titled
entries, or vignettes), its main identifiable themes around which different forms of otherness
are structured, as well as possible interpretations of particular encounters of the narrating self
and her others. I present Cisneros’s life narrative as an instance of positive ratification (to use
Barrett J. Mandel’s concept), one that uses the processual mode of memory and emphasizes
the notion of collective remembering.
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Because Cisneros’s narrative is focused on particular once-occurrent narrating self’s
experience, I aim to prove that the Bakhtinian answerability and an answerable act are
predominant theoretical tools that may be applied in the analysis of the encounter between the
self and the other. Nevertheless, I also point to several instances of the Levinasian
responsibility that are identifiable in Cisneros’s life narrative. In this chapter, I explore the
following issues: The House on Mango Street as opposed to “the house of memory” (Gaston
Bachelard’s notion), The House on Mango Street as Bildungsroman, the author’s emphasis on
multivoicedness, the sense of collectivity and the wish to detach oneself from that community.
Furthermore, I discuss the novel’s apparent simplicity, the desire for “a house of one’s own,”
the symbolism of the “house,” as well as gender identity interwoven with racial, class and
power relations. Then, I go on to inquire into various forms of significant otherness in
Cisneros’s life narrative in the context of answerability/responsibility: gender otherness,
social class and racial otherness, linguistic otherness, otherness as a source of oppression, and
otherness in the domain of nature and magic.
The fifth chapter of my dissertation explores the narrating self’s identity construction
influenced by the encounter with various forms of significant otherness in the context of the
Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility in Diane Glancy’s Claiming
Breath (1992). Firstly, I address the fact that the critical texts on Glancy’s prose and poetry are
scarce, which makes it even more justifiable to examine Glancy’s life narrative in the context
of this dissertation’s major concern. I ponder the fragmentariness of the text’s structure since
it relies upon a montage of dated diary entries, poems, titled undated prose entries and a micro
essay on Indian oral tradition. Then, I comment upon the prevalence of diary sections, which
justifies my choice to study Glancy’s text as a specimen of the diary genre. This approach
serves as the background against which the self’s encounter with otherness and its influence
on the process of the self’s identity constitution are examined in this chapter.
The theoretical context of discussing Glancy’s life narrative is the Bakhtinian concept of
answerability and the Levinasian notion of responsibility, which are both equally operative in
Claiming Breath. In the following sections of this chapter, I also apply Philippe Lejeune’s
concepts to the inquiry into Claiming Breath’s structure, such as Lejeune’s notion of “a blank
space” and discontinuity of the external structure of Glancy’s life narrative. I address the fact
12

that critical examination of the diary is comparable to a musical analysis through studying its
“internal morphology,” and I comment upon the nature of diary as “discontinuous, full of
gaps, allusive, redundant and repetitive, non-narrative” (Lejeune 170). Then, I address in
detail the excerpts that point to the narrating self’s focus on the particularity of her everyday
experience and her emphasis on the transitory present moment, which are both consistent with
the Bakhtinian thought. I address numerous excerpts of Glancy’s life narrative that are
compliant with Bakhtin’s idea that any lived particular experience is superior to its theoretical
description. Then, I proceed to present the Bakhtinian category of the ought as applicable to
the narrating self’s approach in Claiming Breath, and I point to the origins of the notion of
responsibility in Native American culture. I also examine the interconnectedness of repetition
of themes and phrases in Glancy’s text and Native American ceremonies. Then, I depict
particular instances of significant otherness that influences the process of the narrating self’s
identity formation in Claiming Breath. This section is divided into subsections, which analyze
artistic experience as the medium of the encounter between the self and the other, internal
alterity as derived from the identity split into two cultural heritages, and external otherness
(both contributive and oppressive). Then, I address the themes of feminism and SHEdonism
and the related issue of traveling as the source of regained autonomy and pleasure. Finally, I
investigate the themes of writing and teaching, the Great Spirit as the other, and the author’s
ethnicity.
The sixth chapter of my dissertation addresses the process of the narrating self’s identity
constitution against the background of the notions of collectivity, shared experience, the
Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility in Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in
Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (2003). Similarly to the life narratives
that I explore in two previous chapters, Dumas’s memoir depicts the process of constituting
the life narrator’s identity affected by double otherness (being both ethnic and female) as well
as constant encounters with external alterity. The latter are analyzed predominantly through
the lenses of the Bakhtinian thought, which is justified by Funny in Farsi’s focus on the
particularities of down-to-earth everyday life of an Iranian immigrant family in the US, the
notion of shared experience as well as the relevance of historical once-occurrent moment that
underlies the narrating self’s encounter with otherness. Furthermore, in Dumas’s memoir, the
Bakhtinian two-sided answerability is epitomized by the oppressive dimension of otherness,
and the concept of inner alterity is represented by the individual experience of the narrating
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self. I also apply the Bakhtinian concept of the excess of vision as well as the self’s
consummation or finalization to the analysis of particular excerpts of Dumas’s life narrative.
What resonates with the Levinasian approach in this case is the relevance of linguistic alterity
to the interpretation of responsible acts identifiable in Funny in Farsi.

Although Funny in Farsi has not received much critical attention, I present several critical
texts that examine the reception of Dumas’s memoir, its depiction of complex IranianAmerican relations influenced by political upheavals (2001 attack on the World Trade Center
and 2003 US invasion of Iraq), Iranian American identity and the features of narratives of
Iranian Americans. Then, I proceed to the investigation of the encounter between the narrating
self and otherness. For the purpose of this analysis, as before, I classify significant otherness
into several identifiable categories. The predominant other depicted in Funny in Farsi is the
narrating self’s extended family (which is culturally conditioned but also strengthened by
individual circumstances of Dumas’s familial relations), and the main character within this
category is Dumas’s father. Thus, I begin the analysis from the subsection entitled “The
encounter between the narrating self and the other against the background of the extended
family.” Then, I examine the particularity of experience and the historical moment as an
important background for the encounter between the self and the other. Next, I address the
oppressive dimension of otherness as well as a sense of inner otherness. I proceed to explore
the issue of language and linguistic alterity that is indeed one of the relevant themes depicted
in the memoir. Finally, I ponder the theme of (problematic) feminist awareness of Funny in
Farsi’s narrating self.

None of the selected life narratives has been translated into Polish. Therefore, due to the fact
that these texts are relatively unfamiliar to Polish readers, in the analytical chapters of this
dissertation I provide biographical notes of the authors, and I quote the relevant excerpts
extensively. The major concern of my dissertation, i.e. the discussion of the narrating self’s
identity formation in the context of her constant encounters with various forms of otherness,
and against the background of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility
is a novel approach which has not been applied to date. Such a depiction of the encounter
between the self and the other and its impact on the constitution of the narrating self’s identity
is innovative and thus offers a new perspective on reading autobiographical texts authored by
women of color in the US.
14

CHAPTER 1

Contemporary Criticism concerning Life Writing: Major Concepts,
Categories and Theoretical Approaches
Due to the popularity of life writing in the second half of the twentieth and in the early
twenty-first century, contemporary literary criticism concerning autobiographical works has
developed an extensive repertoire of concepts, alongside a variety of approaches to the study
of broadly conceived life writing. Hence, it is necessary to provide a survey of theoretical
issues relevant to my discussion of selected literary works in the following chapters. The
concepts outlined in the first chapter include crucial definitions and divisions within the area
of life writing studies, as well as several critical approaches to the notions of autobiographical
truth, memory, the autobiographical subject, experience, referentiality, agency and the
autobiographical. The notion of identity in the collective context and identity, always in the
state of becoming, will be presented from the point of view of literary criticism on life
writing. Furthermore, American origins of autobiographical genres will be presented in the
scope relevant to this dissertation. Finally, the concept of the other will be analyzed in relation
to the concepts of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility.

Let me begin by outlining the complexity of the autobiographical genres. In the second half of
the nineteenth century, German historian Wilhelm Dilthey defined the genre of autobiography
as “the highest and most instructive form in which the understanding of life comes before us”
(85-86). In the 1980s, James Olney states that, on the one hand, autobiography is “both the
simplest of literary enterprises and the commonest,” yet, on the other, it may be perceived as a
“very daring, even foolhardy, undertaking” (“Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 3).
The complexity of the genre is also emphasized in his statement that “there is the dual,
paradoxical fact that autobiography is often something considerably less than literature and
that it is always something rather more than literature” (Olney 24). Still in the 1980s, Roger
Rosenblatt bluntly asserts that “whatever else it may be, autobiography is the least reliable of
genres—one person in relation to one world of that person’s manufacture, which is that
person in macrocosm, explained and made beautiful by that same person in the distance,
playing god to the whole unholy trinity” (“Black Autobiography: Life as the Death Weapon”
15

169). The immense popularity of the genre on the publishing market may be justified by the
lack of formal rules that a prospective life narrator should obey. This scarcity of explicit
limitations or patterns provides one with relative freedom of writing an autobiographical
account of one’s life (Olney, “Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 3). Nevertheless,
literary critics’ growing interest in life writing genres in the second half of the twentieth
century has resulted in a number of assumptions, concepts, and models concerning
autobiography and its constituents.

The very etymology of the term autobiography is presented in Sidonie Smith and Julia
Watson’s Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (2001). Its roots
may be traced to ancient Greek and treated as the coinage of autos (“self”), bios (“life”) and
graphe (“writing”), a combination which may be literally translated as “self life writing”
(Smith and Watson 1). The writer of autobiography is situated in the peculiar position of
being simultaneously the observing and the observed. Then, Smith and Watson refer to
Philippe Lejeune’s definition of autobiography (included in L’Autobiographie en France,
1971) as “the retrospective narrative in prose that someone makes of his own existence when
he puts the principal accent upon his life, especially upon the story of his own personality”
(qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 2). Although the term first appeared in
English in the preface to a collection of poems by the eighteenth-century poet Ann Yearsley,
most critical texts point to Robert Southey’s anglicizing of the three already-mentioned Greek
words in 1809. As Robert Folkenflik observes in the introduction to The Culture of
Autobiography: Constructions of Self-Representation (1993), the terms autobiography and
synonymous self-biography appeared in the late eighteenth century simultaneously and with
no reference to one another in England and Germany (5). In “Autobiography and the Cultural
Moment” (1980), Olney points to the lack of clarity concerning what the first written
autobiography was: he enumerates The Autobiography of a Dissenting Minister by W. P.
Scargill (1834), Confessions by Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1760s), Essays by Michel de
Montaigne (the latter half of the sixteenth century), St. Augustine’s Confessions (the
fourth/fifth century A.D.) or Plato’s letter (the fourth century B.C.). The legitimacy of
classifying any of these literary productions as autobiography depends on the formal
assumptions (e.g. whether the author should call his or her work autobiography directly). In
the essay “The Other Voice: Autobiographies of Women Writers” (1980), Mary G. Mason
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points to another life narrative, written by a female author, The Book of Margery Kempe (ca.
1432), as “the first full autobiography in English” (209).
In his essay “Fictions of the Self: The End of Autobiography” (1980), Michael Sprinker
points to the fact that before the end of the eighteenth century, the labels under which life
narratives were classified included confessions, memoirs and journaux intimes. However,
long before the eighteenth century many other terms were already in use to refer to texts
containing “the writer’s refraction of self-reference” within the reflection on “history, politics,
religion, science, and culture”: these contained, apart from memoir, the life, the book of my
life, confessions or essays of myself (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 2). The birth
of autobiography as a concept “coincides with the beginning of what Foucault has called ‘the
anthropological sleep’ in Western culture,” the focus on and praise of individual self. While
Rousseau is often viewed as the first author of the autobiography in its modern form, Sprinker
suggests another candidate to this title, Giambattista Vico. Using third-person narration in his
Autobiography, Vico “effectively displaces himself as author from the hero of his narrative
and allows his personality, his selfhood, to emerge in the act of writing”. Situating himself
within the intertextual tendency, he produces a life narrative that is predominantly a “text
about texts, a book that originates in other discourses, an original work that cannot claim
originality in the sense of independence from other works” (Sprinker 326).
The genre’s growth in popularity in the early modern period was influenced by the prevailing
“concept of the self-interested individual intent on assessing the status of the soul or the
meaning of public achievement,” in other words – reflecting the figure of the Enlightened
individual, who combined self-interest, self-consciousness, and self-knowledge (Smith and
Watson, Reading Autobiography 2). Since the end of the eighteenth century still new terms
referring to the genre have appeared, such as testimonio, autoethnography, or
psychobiography. Due to such multiplicity of terms, first, crucial distinctions need to be made
between three extensive terms of life writing, life narrative and autobiography. Smith and
Watson suggest that life writing is the most general term and may be referred to “writing of
diverse kinds that takes a life as its subject” that “can be biographical, novelistic, historical, or
an explicit self-reference to the writer” (Reading Autobiography 3). Life narrative is a
narrower term, which is defined as “a moving target, a set of ever-shifting self-referential
practices that engage the past in order to reflect on identity in the present” (3). Life narrative
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includes autobiography (and the components of autobiographical acts: memory, experience,
identity, embodiment and agency), yet the latter is still more restricted and signifies,
according to Smith and Watson, “a particular practice of life narrative that emerged in the
Enlightenment and has become canonical in the West,” both terms most widely used and
“vigorously challenged in the wake of postmodern and postcolonial critiques of the
Enlightenment subject” (Reading Autobiography 3). The roots of the genre in the Western
Enlightenment are emphasized by Georges Gusdorf who, in “Conditions and Limits of
Autobiography” (1980), states that autobiography “seems limited in time and space: it has not
always existed nor does it exist everywhere … one would say that it expresses a concern
peculiar to Western man, a concern that has been of good use in his systematic conquest of
the universe” (29). The autobiographical practice, which is perceived as natural to individuals
immersed in Western culture (pondering upon one’s past, recollecting memories and narrating
one’s life), is thus not universal. Gusdorf notes that it requires a mentality peculiar to the
Western world, which internalizes, approves and promotes the praise of individualism, the
perception of oneself as unique expressed in presumptions such as “I count, my existence is
significant to the world, and my death will leave the world incomplete” (29).
As the title of Gusdorf’s essay suggests, for autobiography to emerge as a genre, certain
conditions need to occur. Gusdorf points to the moment (identified with the Copernican
Revolution) when humanity grasped the concept of history, and consequently conceived the
notions of the past, the present and the future, differences and similarities between those
temporal domains as well as between the “older” and present selves that need to be recorded
and conveyed in a life narrative. The underlying assumption implies that each individual’s life
and death matter and their personal testimony potentially contributes to the “common cultural
heritage” (Gusdorf 30-31). With leaving the mythic sphere of successive cosmic cycles and
entering the more autonomous sphere of history, mankind gathers responsibility and agency.
In consequence, an individual becomes “the historic personage” whose (auto)biography may
be situated among other historical items (such as monuments or statues) that serve to
immortalize their authors. While biography inevitably infers detachment of the observer and
the observed, or of the historian and his model, the emergence of autobiography is yet another
revolutionary event. In an autobiographical text, both “the artist and the model” are merged
(Gusdorf 31). This is the element of character, defined as “the image or self-portrait his [the
autobiographer’s] book presents,” which should be distinguished from the author since
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although they share the name, the time and space are different. Consequently, life narrator’s
knowledge inevitably surpasses the perspective of his or her hero. Nevertheless, the author
avoids revealing this excess of knowledge in order to maintain credibility of their life’s
account (Howarth 87).

Due to the controversies around terminology, it is worth mentioning three more distinctions
that Smith and Watson make, juxtaposing life narrative and biography, novel and history. The
first factor that differentiates life narrative from biography is the point of view: in the former
the subject writing about his or her own life needs to adopt a twofold perspective (both
internal and external), whereas in the latter, the scholar of others’ lives is restricted to a point
of view that is external to the subject. A life narrator as if confronts two lives – the external
(social and historical circumstances) and the internal, i.e., “the self felt from the inside.”
Smith and Watson observe, “the ‘inside,’ or personally experienced, self has a history. While
it may not be meaningful to an objective history of the times, it is a history of selfobservation, not a history observed by others” (Reading Autobiography 5). Accordingly, the
life narrator exactly knows the experience and makes an interpretation of the situation, in
other words, “writes her subjectivity” (5). Another significant factor is time and timing. For
obvious reasons, the life narrator’s literary production is limited to his or her life span
whereas the biographer in many cases embarks on writing the biography after the death of the
subject (or at least may continue writing afterwards). Philippe Lejeune points to this
difference of perspective as far as time is concerned in On Diary (2009), observing that
“keeping a diary is surfing on time. Time is not an objective, continuous thing that the diarist
tries to portray from the outside using tiny discontinuous brushstrokes, as a novelist would.
He is himself caught up by the movement he is sculpting, moving along with it, emphasizing
certain lines and directions, transforming this inescapable drift into a dance” (182). Therefore,
the life narrator is not only limited by time, but also governed and led by the unavoidable
discontinuity to which he or she tries to give a certain shape.

Smith and Watson point to different kinds of evidence that are engaged in writing biography
and life narrative. For biographers, the sources include mainly historical documents,
interviews, family archives, friends and relatives’ testimonies, etc. For a life narrator, the
chief source of evidence are personal memories. Furthermore, Smith and Watson notice
rhetorical acts that accompany the imaginative acts of life narrators, who use such tools as
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assertion, justification, judgment, conviction, or interrogation to appeal to the readers and
convey a certain version of the experience. Not surprisingly, biographies are almost invariably
written in the third person, while life narrative usually uses the first person singular. This
choice is justified by the emphasis on the individual experience of the person who, as Georges
Gusdorf states in “Conditions and Limits of Autobiography,” “believes himself worthy of a
special interest” and who “tends to think of himself as the center of a living space” (29). This
narrative mode “occupies a position between two extremes: narrative in the third person and
pure monologue” (Starobinsky, “The Style of Autobiography” 76). However, as Louis A.
Renza claims in “The Veto of the Imagination” (1980), if the lack of stability of self is taken
into account (i.e. the alienation between the past and the present subjectivity, the internal split
into the observed and the observing, the recounted and the recounting, etc.), the first-person
narration remains only a formal external feature as it actually becomes the third-person mode.
The autobiographer needs to confront “a unique pronominal crux: how can he keep using the
first-person pronoun, his sense of self-reference, without its becoming in the course of writing
something other than strictly his own self-referential sign—a de facto third-person pronoun?”
(Renza 278-279).

As far as the comparison between life narrative and novel is concerned, both genres share
features typically ascribed to fictional writing (plot, dialogue, setting, characterization, etc.),
and their proximity may be illustrated by the fact that, as Smith and Watson observe, there
were instances in which they overlapped. Such an overlapping of genres may be observed in
the nineteenth century, which brought the proliferation of novels presented as
autobiographical narratives, such as the life stories of fictional characters, e.g. Charles
Dickens’s David Copperfield (1850), Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847) or Fyodor
Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground (1864). The twentieth century saw the publication of
fictional novels that were nevertheless narrated in the mode of first-person autobiographies.
These included J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye (1951), Rainer Maria Rilke’s The
Notebook of Malte Laurids Brigge (1910), Thomas Wolfe’s Look Homeward, Angel (1929),
or Jamaica Kincaid’s Autobiography of My Mother (1996). Modernist novels of Thomas
Mann or Marcel Proust also “invoke tropes of autobiographical narration” (Smith and
Watson, Reading Autobiography 8). Georges Gusdorf discusses the novelist Francois Mauriac
who expressed the following claim, shared with other writers as well: “I think that every great
work of fiction is simply an interior life in novel form”. In order to show that this claim may
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be extended beyond the scope of literature, Gusdorf goes on to mention Nietzsche who states,
“little by little it has become clear to me that every great philosophy has been the confession
of its maker, as it were his involuntary and unconscious autobiography” (qtd. in “Conditions
and Limits” 46). In the essay “The Veto of the Imagination,” Louis A. Renza claims that
(referring to, i.a., Northrop Frye), “in selecting, ordering, and integrating the writer’s lived
experiences according to its own teleological demands, the autobiographical narrative is
beholden to certain imperatives of imaginative discourse” and in the process of transformation
from the factual domain to the domain of artistic creation – artifacts – it may be treated as “a
form of ‘prose fiction’” (269; emphasis original).

However, according to Renza, the presence of fictional techniques that may be traced in a life
narrative is the evidence of autobiography “borrowing from the methodological procedures of
imaginative fiction,” and not the genre’s being based upon the “immediate requisites of
imaginative discourse” (“The Veto of the Imagination” 269). The two crucial aspects that may
nevertheless form some generic boundaries between the life narrative and the novel may be
traced in Philippe Lejeune’s “The Autobiographical Pact,” and these are the “vital statistics”
of the author (date and place of birth, etc.) and an implied contract between author and
publisher attesting to the truth of the signature, which is shared by the narrator, and, at the
same time, the protagonist (8). Furthermore, Smith and Watson again imply that there is a
temporal distinction between the two genres. Novelists, similarly to biographers, are
somehow free to locate their narratives at any time (in the past, present, or future), whereas
life narrators are not only restricted to their own life span; they also need to “anchor their
narratives in their own temporal, geographical, and cultural milieux” (Reading Autobiography
9). In order to sustain the novel’s plausibility, novelists need to comply with its world’s
coherence. Life narrators, on the other hand, become liberated from such a necessity because
they “inevitably refer to the world beyond the text, the world that is the ground of the
narrator’s lived experience” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 9). The
autobiographical act is self-reflexive and self-critical since “the autobiographer can discuss
and analyze the autobiographical act as he performs it: St. Augustine, Montaigne, Rousseau,
Henry James are forever talking about what they are doing even as they do it” (Olney 25).
This freedom of expressing self-reflection upon one’s literary production is not shared with
the novelist, who is constantly constrained by fictional verisimilitude and any attempt to
“comment on, theorize about, analyze and criticize” their fiction requires externalizing the
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narrator from the work and results in surrendering “a large part of … privileged status as the
creative consciousness in which this fiction comes into being” (Olney 25).

Barrett J. Mandel refers to the peculiar pact between the author and the reader when he
ponders two crucial factors which distinguish life narrative from fiction: the author’s intention
and the reader’s expectations. The former, in a proper autobiography (i.e. excluding
autobiographical novels) aims at conveying the presumption that “this happened to me,”
which is the intention that should be consistently sustained in the autobiography. The readers
hold certain expectations about the genre before they start reading a literary piece, and if those
expectations are not met, the readers experience the sense of having been cheated since “one
wants to know whether the book is one or the other [fiction or autobiography]: it makes a
difference in terms of how the book is to be read” (Mandel, “Full of Life Now” 53). The
reader’s response approach is prominent throughout Mandel’s essay. Accordingly, the literary
work’s “completeness” is derived from the reader’s satisfaction. Its lack (equaled with the
fallacy of the dichotomy between fiction and nonfiction) is ascribed to neglecting the reader’s
expectations about the generic label of a given text. The very fiction and nonfiction
dichotomy is, furthermore, not legitimate as far as the notion of truth is taken into
consideration. Mandel states that the desire to make their texts credible is shared by life
narrators and novelists, and it is the reader who decides on the implicit “kind of truth” in an
autobiographical or fictional text at the moment of selecting one of them. Therefore, the
motivation and needs of the particular reader is treated as superordinate to critical generic
labels as well as to fiction and nonfiction boundaries. As Mandel explains, “the autobiography
(as a genre) embodies truth when the reader seeks confirmation of his or her own perceptions
of reality in terms of those experienced by another mortal; the novel (as a genre) embodies
truth when the reader seeks to satisfy his or her need for confirmation that there is value in
playing, fantasizing, creating shape and order for their own sake” (55). Possessing the prior
knowledge that both “fiction” (novels, poems, plays) and “nonfiction” (autobiographies,
history, biographies) contain truth and falsehood at the same time enables the reader to gain
satisfaction from the reading process as well as from the authority to “give them each room
enough to change into what they have to become,” or, in other words, to actually “participate
in the creation of the validity of the form.” The loss of the reader’s satisfaction is not rooted in
detecting the falsehood of the life narrative (e.g. at the factual level) but rather in recognizing
the author’s usurpation to possessing the ultimate “truth”: Mandel admits, “I lose satisfaction
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the moment I sense that an author thinks he has the truth and forgets that he is at least as
wrong as he is right, that his work contains as much fiction as reality, that he is playing as
much as speaking in earnest, constructing as well as intuiting” (56-57; emphasis original).

The third distinction Smith and Watson explore in Reading Autobiography concerns life
narrative and history. The first factor that differentiates those two genres is the level of
objectivity or neutrality of its content. While the main goal of historical accounts should be to
present objective facts, autobiographical narratives inevitably offer highly subjective “truth.”
Rhetorical acts performed by life narrators as well as arbitrariness of their choices, reflected,
e.g., in the fact that the events presented are not necessarily of universal collective
importance, distinguish their literary production from the writing of historians, who are
expected to depict “the moments of shared experience,” crucial in the “collective time of a
society” (Jeremy D. Popkin, qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 11). The
position the authors adopt differs as well: the historian’s point of view should remain external,
which is unattainable for the life narrator. Indeed, to sustain the neutral objective perspective,
historians must detach themselves from the historical account they provide, whereas life
narrators need to occupy the central position in their life stories. The wider socio-historical
background is relevant only in the context of its contribution to the individual life narrative
(Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 11).

The theoretical distinction between historical writing and life narrative is crucial for the
reason that literary works that are explored in the following chapters may be classified as life
narratives that nevertheless approach historical accounts in their depiction of socio-historical
background as one of their chief motifs. Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi (2003) investigates
the complexity of Iranian-American political relations; Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath
(1992) at many points alludes to the contemporary political situation of Indigenous
Americans; and The House on Mango Street (1984) by Sandra Cisneros depicts racial
relations between the white and Latino communities in the 1980s Chicago as well as the
awakening of the author’s feminist consciousness within second-wave feminism.
Nevertheless, the features that distinguish those life narratives from historical accounts that
examine the same issues are a different point of view, different priorities, and striving for the
subjective as opposed to the objective “truth.”
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The very notion of truth is certainly a controversial, or at least ambiguous, concept in the
theoretical discussion of life writing. One of the main reasons for its ambiguity is the fact that,
as Smith and Watson claim, autobiographical narration cannot be “read solely as either factual
truth or simple facts” due to the fact that “as an intersubjective mode, it lies outside a logical
or juridical model of truth and falsehood” (Reading Autobiography 13). In his essay “Full of
Life Now” (1980), Barrett J. Mandel asserts that the autobiographical consciousness (“that
consciousness which thinks about itself—its present, past, and future”), while separating its
part as an object of attention, as if naturally “aspires to obscure the truth of one’s actual
being” (49). The basis of autobiographical act—the internal split into the observer and the
observed thus forms a foundation for the primary aberration of truth. Mandel distinguishes
between the truth of memories one holds in one’s individual consciousness and the truth of
the written account, which is the product of verbal depiction of one’s life story (“Full of Life
Now” 50). Given the controversies, the inclusive definition of autobiographical truth that
Smith and Watson propose is “an intersubjective exchange between narrator and reader aimed
at producing a shared understanding of the meaning of a life” (Reading Autobiography 13).
The discovery of the latter is, according to Mandel, one of the main motivations to write an
autobiography, which is aimed at attaching importance to individual life. Hence, the
significance of the narrator’s life originates from the written form his or her account adopts
and “it is the only meaning there can be for a subject” (Mandel 64).
However, although the notion of “truth” is treated as a fundamental issue in the process of
differentiating autobiographical narrative from biography, novel, and history writing, it is not
clear what the readers expect the author to be potentially truthful about (here, Smith and
Watson enumerate their biographies, experience, historical moments they live in, social
communities they are members of or even the norms of the literary genre of autobiography
itself). As far as the factual domain is concerned, Gusdorf claims that “in autobiography the
truth of facts is subordinate to the truth of the man, for it is first of all the man who is in
question,” so the categories of truth and falsity should not be treated as tools to measure the
significance of any given autobiography (“Conditions and Limits” 43). Jean Starobinsky
shares this stance in “The Style of Autobiography” (1980) when he claims, “no matter how
doubtful the facts related, the text will at least present an ‘authentic’ image of the man who
‘held the pen”’ (75). Moreover, Gusdorf adds that what is most needed is the critical approach
that would go beyond the aspects of the “literal accuracy of the narrative” as well as its
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“artistic value” in order to examine its “innermost, private significance by viewing it as the
symbol, as it were, or the parable of a consciousness in quest of its own truth” (44). In
confrontation with the inevitable lack of completeness of the life which constantly escapes
autobiographer, he or she needs to employ a narrative “design,” hence producing a text
“whose references appear to readers within an aesthetic setting … rather than in terms of their
nontextual truth or falsity” (Renza, “The Veto of the Imagination” 270). As a result, this
necessary shift of the reader’s as well as critical focus diminishes the significance of judging
what the “objective truth” of the life narrative is or even makes such attempts futile. In his
Confessions, Rousseau expresses an optimistic claim that while recollecting memories, “no
doubt it will be necessary to struggle against failures of memory and temptations to fudge the
truth, but a sufficiently strict moral alertness and a basic good faith will make it possible to
reestablish the factual truth” (qtd. in Gusdorf 40). Indeed, as Gusdorf notes, “most authors
who recount themselves ask no other questions: the psychological problem of memory, the
moral problem of the impartiality of the self to itself—these are not insurmountable
difficulties” (“Conditions and Limits” 40).

Nevertheless, taking into account the achievements of modern historical methodology, one is
conscious of the inability to gain direct access to the past subjectivity, which is then naturally
manipulated by all the subsequent experiences and memories. Such a “historian of himself”
assumes the “unity and identity of his being” which are as if taken for granted, while it is
impossible to combine the life narrator’s past and present identities (Gusdorf 40). The
unavoidable “failures, gaps and deformations” of memory are, according to Gusdorf,
preconditioned neither by biological determinants nor by accident, but they are often the
result of a conscious choice of the author. The latter is motivated to convey his or her past in a
rectified form in order to “gain acceptance,” thus creating a reality that is “private”
(“Conditions and Limits” 42). In consequence, the autoportrayal is never a reflection of the
individual as seen from the outside, and even the inner perspective provides the image one
wishes to have or have had, not the exact (or objectively “truthful”) representation of the self.
Moreover, the notion of the truth of the life is, actually, not of a different nature from the truth
of the piece of writing, the fact which is manifested in the case of great artists who seem to
have subordinated their living to their autobiography (here Gusdorf gives the examples of
Goethe, Baudelaire, Gauguin, Beethoven, Byron and Shelley). If “the life, the work, the
autobiography appear … like three aspects of a single affirmation, united by a system of
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constant intercourse” (Gusdorf 48), then the boundaries of factual truth and the truth of the
account are even more difficult to pinpoint and more elusive. In the context of the following
analysis of the process of identity construction in selected life narratives, it is worth looking at
the ways in which encounters with various forms of otherness contribute to this procedure of
“deforming” the narrated past and idealizing the past self that is narrated.

The issue of truth becomes even more complex when acts of deliberate lying are taken into
account, as Timothy Dow Adams suggests in Telling Lies in Modern American
Autobiography (1990). The motivation of such acts is not necessarily the authors’ dishonesty
for it may include conscious presenting “inconsistent or shifting views of themselves,” testing
the reader or attempting to imply the paradoxical “truth” of experience itself. John Sturrock,
in his essay “The New Model Autobiographer” (1977), asserts that the clarity of the meaning
of the concept of autobiographical truth is also blurred by claims that an autobiographer is
inevitably autobiographical (52). Stanley Fish resonates with this standpoint when suggesting
that a life narrator cannot be accused of lying due to the fact that

he is his subject, and his performance, complete with the quirks and blindnesses of his
personality, is not a distraction or deviation from the story of his life but an extension
of it. Autobiographers cannot lie because anything they say, however mendacious, is
the truth about themselves, whether they know it or not. Autobiographers are authentic
necessarily and without effort. (“Just Published: Minutiae Without Meaning”)

A similar claim is made by Mandel who expresses a belief that, since language is necessarily
“rooted in human being and culture,” and lies are obviously conveyed through language, they,
too, are “anchored in being and contain the possibility of their own revelation.” Consistent
lying may paradoxically lead to the discovery of some truth about the life narrator. In this
fashion, the multiplicity of autobiographical lies results in revealing an autobiographer as
“one who means something other than what he says.” Hence, as Mandel states,
“autobiography is a passage to truth because, like all genuine experience, it rises from a
ground of being that transcends one’s memories, petty lies, grand deceptions, and even one’s
desire to be honest” (“Full of Life Now” 63-64). In the same essay, Mandel introduces a vital
concept of ratification of the assertion—the decision to convey a particular version of the past
event in the written form of a life narrative. The assertion belongs to the domain of the past,
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whereas the process of ratification is conducted in the present. Lying is then the consequence
of the negative ratification, in which “the being does not choose or ratify what the ego is
alleging it has done” and “the mind creates the illusion of cause and effect. The being ratifies
the illusion by letting it stand for reality” (Mandel 65). Another level of negative ratification
results in creating a double illusion. Such “an illusion of an illusion” results in the reader
recognizing the incompatibility of the author’s experience and the account, when “the ego is
in conflict with the truth” (Mandel 66). In the analytical chapters, I will aim to determine
which mode of ratification (positive, i.e., expressing the acknowledgement of the narrated
past, or negative, i.e., attempting at idealization of the past) is operative in the depiction of
otherness in the selected life narratives.

Apart from ratification, Mandel addresses the presence of a number of various assumptions
that inevitably underlie the reading of autobiography. These assumptions may concern the
nature of the genre itself, its relationship with literature in general, literary style, the author’s
set of moral values and beliefs as well as more general assumptions about “culture, society,
religion … life itself; about feelings—one’s own and others … one’s body and soul” (67).
The assumptions form a “horizon” between the actual life narrative and the underlying,
implied beliefs. The truthfulness of the text depends on the extent to which the narrator’s and
the reader’s horizons overlap. Interestingly, it is the reader who plays the active part in the
whole process due to the fact that he or she “projects truthfulness from his or her own body of
assumptions or … allows the text to manifest itself at the level of the truth” (68). The reader’s
satisfaction is rooted in the experience of identification with the autobiographical subject to
the point of merging of subjectivities. Mandel classifies this experience as Zugehorigkeit
(“belonging”) and defines it as the moment of recognition our “subordination and obligation
to shared truths … larger than ourselves” (69). A similar point is made by Stephen Spender
who claims that the writer’s individual experience transforms into universal. In this way, the
author of an autobiographical text abandons his or her status of the observed (by others), and
becomes “a new and revealing object,” surpassing observation (117). Here, the perspective of
the other is essential: welcoming this other subjectivity in one’s horizon results in the creation
of the novel perspective, which requires the presence of an external otherness that modifies
one’s “sense of self” (Mandel 70). Consequently, Mandel clearly points to the immense role
that the encounter with the other plays in the constitution or transformation of the life
narrator’s identity which is the concern of the following chapters. It seems that taking the
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presence of the relevant others into consideration contributes to sustaining the “truthfulness”
of the account since “dishonest autobiographers … falsely interpret events and omit others
altogether in such a way as to create a false version of reality” (Mandel 71). This aspect of
examining truthfulness will be of primary importance for the subsequent parts of this study.
The concept of truth in life writing is intricately connected with Lejeune’s concept of the
autobiographical pact, which assumes the necessary identification of the author’s name on the
front cover and the name of the protagonist (the “identicalness” of the name of the authornarrator-protagonist). In “Autobiographical Pact”, Lejeune states that although the
autobiographical pact manifests itself in several forms, what all of them seem to display is the
“intention to honor” the signature of the life narrator (13-14). The pact is not a formal
contract, but it is of rather ephemeral nature and is based upon the reader’s attitude of trust.
Olney notes the practical usefulness of the method, but also points to Lejeune’s hesitation
when he states:

with such a definition [of the genre] as this and with the tools of graphs and tables in
hand, the critic can readily determine what is and what is not an autobiography and can
analyze at great length the work certified as generically genuine. In his final chapter
Lejeune escapes somewhat from the self-imposed rigidities of generic definition when
he makes the point that one should not think of a specific genre as an isolated or
isolable thing but should think in terms of an organic system of genres within which
transformations and interpenetrations are forever occurring. (“Autobiography and the
Cultural Moment” 18)
In “Autobiography as De-Facement” (1979), Paul de Man challenges Lejeune’s concept by
claiming that, to some extent, all texts are autobiographical and autobiography is merely a
trope, i.e. a “figure of reading or of understanding,” and not “a genre or a mode” that could be
easily distinguishable by meeting the requirements of the pact (921-922). Kenneth Mostern in
Autobiography and Black Identity Politics (1999) observes that, in fact, de Man and Lejeune
both situate public practices and institutions at the basis of the definition of autobiography.
Furthermore, they are both united in “offering a position opposed to those who presume that
autobiography is defined by its manner of representing life,” i.e., “without regard to
referentiality” (36). Their approach to the definition of autobiography is institutional, i.e., it
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assumes the existence of authoritative figures or institutions that label a text as
autobiographical (Mostern 31).

Referentiality as a crucial feature of life writing is discussed by Paul John Eakin, who in
Touching the World (1992) states that a mistake committed by poststructuralism is to assume
that “an autobiographer’s allegiance to referential truth necessarily entails a series of
traditional beliefs about self, language, and literary form” whereas “most autobiographers
these days certainly know … that autobiography is a kind of fiction” (30, 50). Thus, life
narrators use autobiography as the trope despite being aware of illusiveness of language in
order to express the widely held truth by documenting their references to reality (Mostern 38).
This interest in the referential domain should be shared with the reader, whose identification
with autobiographer— the so-called “proto-autobiographical tendency” (Eakin 36) lies at the
bottom of his or her interest in autobiography. The reader is invited to invest his or her own
experiences and feelings in the text, in order to “fill in the blanks, to supplement its world,”
(Renza 275) a mechanism which is legitimate both for fiction and life writing. In the view of
deconstructive thought, the authorship is no longer a stable construct that could be ascribed to
the author’s name on the front page: critics such as Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, and the
Tel Quel group all propagated the priority of what Jean Thibaudeau called “textual, nonsubjective ‘I’ as the creator/originator/producer of a discourse” (qtd. in Sprinker 324).
Smith and Watson distinguish between five “constitutive processes of autobiographical
subjectivity”: memory, experience, identity, embodiment and agency. Memory is naturally the
fundamental source of any retrospective narration as well as the “authenticator of
autobiographical acts” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 16). Bearing in mind the
fact that the past events cannot be fully replicated in the present, “memories are records of
how we have experienced events, not replicas of the events themselves” (Daniel Schacter, qtd.
in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 16). Lejeune makes a similar claim about the
diary, which cannot possibly encompass the wholeness of the diarist’s existence, “resuscitate
the past, or read a person’s fate;” instead, it just “sculpts life as it happens and takes up the
challenge of time” (On Diary 173). The inevitable discontinuity is not an accusation, though:
a diary is not a mirror, but a filter, whose selectivity is the source of the genre’s value (On
Diary 179). In this manner, the content of any life narrative is inevitably a montage of
fragmentary pieces of memories, creatively re-organized and reconstructed. As Barrett J.
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Mandel states, “memories do not make an autobiography; they constitute what William Earle
… calls ‘the autobiographical consciousness”’ (‘Full of Life Now” 49). Mandel opposes the
assumption that autobiography is treated as a recollection of memories: he defines it as an
“artifact, a construct wrought from words” (49). If the memories are pictures appearing in
one’s consciousness, then, according to Mandel, the truth of experience is not “in these
pictures, but behind them,” as the pictures serve to prevent self-discovery as a part of
evolutionary mechanism of survival (51; emphasis original). The patterns of the process of
remembering, people responsible for gathering collective memories, the culturally and
socially privileged as well as undesirable ways of memorizing are, according to
developmental psychology, adopted in childhood. As follows, each culture or nation
possesses a certain set of rituals of remembering, which may be either manifested in the
“texture of memory evoked in autobiography” or resisted by its author (Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 16-17).

As far as the relationship between memory and history is concerned, Smith and Watson
mention James Olney’s classification of models of memory in St. Augustine’s Confessions:
the archeological and the processual. The former is a spatial pattern in which the remembering
subject may decipher memories from subsequent layers, whereas the latter is a temporal
model, imagined as a process taking into account the ever-changing nature of self and
“memorial configurations” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 17). The processual
model stands behind the claim that is made by Barrett J. Mandel as well when he states that
“the past is always an illusion because it never really existed: it has always been an illusion
created by the symbolizing activity of the mind. The past must be created afresh” (63). In
view of this claim, the archeological work based upon examining the already existent layers is
not at all possible. Furthermore, because the processual model is of dynamic nature, that is the
pattern that accompanies the formation of identity, which is the main concern of the following
chapters.
In “Some Versions of Memory/Some Versions of Bios: The Ontology of Autobiography”
(1980), James Olney presents the relationship between the life story that is the content of an
autobiographical account and the “faculty of memory” which is responsible for giving shape
to this content. Olney challenges the literal reading of bios as “the course of life, a lifetime”
which would belong to the domain of the past: in the transformation from “is” into “was” in a
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life narrative, the “unique moment of the present slips into the huge abyss of the past,” and
this movement requires the presence of “a new and entirely different order of reality from that
informing the present” (237). Olney refers here to Heraclitus’s idea of lack of any “stable,
unchanging, timeless reality” as opposed to Plato’s concept of ever-lasting stable Ideas and
notes that, actually, the ambition of a life narrator is to approach this Platonic domain by
“bringing his bios to be included among ta onta [existing things]” (238; emphasis original).
Such dimension of bios may be attained if the limited understanding of the concept as only
“individual history and narrative” is abandoned for the sake of a number of broader
interpretations of bios as, i.a., “spirit, or vital principle, or the act of consciousness, or
transcendent reality, or a certain mode of living, a certain set of personality and character …
consciousness, pure and simple, consciousness referring to no objects outside itself … as
participation in an absolute existence far transcending the shifting, changing unrealities of
mundane life … as the moral tenor of the individual’s being” (239). Such a reading of bios
enables one to reach the atemporal perspective that switches from the “horizontal” (from the
present into the past) into the “vertical” one (from consciousness down into the unconscious).

Olney outlines three possible strategies that the autobiographer may adopt to solve the issue
of bios being entangled either in the “perpetually past” or “perpetually present.” The first is
exemplified by Richard Wright who “employs memory in a fairly ordinary but nevertheless
creative sense.” The second is represented by Paul Valery who, quite radically, “abandons
memory altogether”, and the third, used by W. B. Yeats, “transforms it [memory] out of all
recognition” (Olney 240). The first strategy assumes that bios is a process approaching the
present, the wholeness of which is available for the life narrator to grasp and compose until he
or she decides to intervene and stop the process when it is completed. Retrospectively, a life
narrator is able to trace the shape of the process he or she has constantly but unconsciously
been forming. This approach requires a twofold interpretation of bios as both “the course of a
life seen as a process rather than a stable entity and the unique psychic configuration that is
this life and no other” (241). Memory here is a peculiar tool that enables the life narrator to
ponder upon the past as the process always in the state of becoming that is gathered into the
“present-as-being,” which would become Platonic ta onta (“phenomenological, eternal
present”) as well as the final goal (or telos) of the past. Olney points to the complexity of the
present perspective attempting to recreate the past self—this act assumes “imagining into
existence another person, another world, and surely it is not the same, in any real sense, as
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that past world that does not, under any circumstances, nor however much we may wish it,
now exist” (241). Again, the idea of the past as forever being an unattainable illusion is
reflected. Roland Barthes expresses a parallel view in “To Write: An Intransitive Verb?”
(1966), where he states, “when a narrator [of a written text] recounts what has happened to
him, the I who recounts is no longer the one that is recounted.” The recounting part cannot be
identified with the writing self, either since the latter is defined by Barthes as “an interiority
constituted previous to and outside language” (qtd. in Renza 276). Barrett John Mandel in
“Autobiography—Reflection Trained on Mystery” (1972) conveys an idea of the past being
forever shaped and reconstructed by the present as he states, “as long as I live, my past is
rooted in my present and springs to life with my present … I cannot fully give my past to the
page because it flows mysteriously out of the incomprehensible moods of the present. And as
new moods come upon me, my past comes upon me differently” (qtd. in Renza 272).

The second strategy that Olney outlines, the one exemplified by Paul Valery, presupposes that
the meaning of bios may be equaled with the consciousness that is “pure and untouched by
either time or history.” As a result, such consciousness does not distinguish between past,
present, or future, and is not preoccupied by socio-cultural or socio-historical content.
Therefore, its perception is limited to being “conscious of being conscious.” Such an
interpretation of bios may abandon the faculty of memory altogether in the process of creating
an autobiographical text. The latter will hence be deprived of any “historical, biographical, or
narrative content,” which gives it the status of what Olney calls l’autobiographie pure: “if it
[autobiography] means anything at all, [it] means only itself” (Olney 242; emphasis original).

The third strategy replaces the faculty of memory in the traditional sense with the concept of
anamnesis, which is described in Platonic terms as “the recollection or intuition from within
this life of forms viewed and known perfectly in eternity between this life and an earlier one.”
The autobiographer adopting this strategy is referred to as the “autobiographer of the higher
world of forms, paradigms, and archetypes,” as he or she aims at tracing the Platonic Ideas
behind the elements of reality or “the Bios behind the bios—the archetypes … behind types”
(Olney 243; emphasis original). Yeats, the representative of this strategy of the interpretation
of bios, notices the element of internal otherness both in the faculty of memory itself (which
is “a faculty of remembering, balanced and inverted by a faculty for forgetting”) and within
the autobiographical subject, who may be both the lower man and the higher man (Plotinus’s
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terms), the self and the antiself, i.e., the man and his daimon (Yeats’s concepts). Those two
constituents of subjectivity are condemned to ever-lasting “complicated dance of antinomic
opposites” which enables the autobiographer (here Olney refers to Yeats) to

obliterate memory—traces of this world so that he may recall the forms of another
world; he forgets what passes in time so that he may remember what does not pass in
eternity; and misremembering, with a fine disregard, the names, dates, and places of a
merely individual life, he seeks to embody in the archetypal portraiture and the
anecdotal artistry of the Autobiographies the very essence of being, purified now of
what he in one place calls the “accident and incoherence” of existence. (Olney 260)

Clearly, practices and rituals of remembering are culturally and historically dependent. Smith
and Watson evoke the example of Leslie Marmon Silko (b. 1948), who is a “narrator at a
crossroads of competing understandings of memory,” these of a “dominant modern mode and
an alternative indigenous mode” (18). In Storyteller (1981), Silko “interweaves personal
narratives with stories not strictly her own” in order to document native cultural heritage and
become a “creative and reverential voice bridging multiple cultures” (Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 18). Similar patterns may be observed in both Diane Glancy’s
Claiming Breath (1992) and Mary Crow Dog’s Lakota Woman (1990), which suggests that
this feature is, possibly, inherent in life narratives by authors of mixed racial origin. Both
fragmentary and discontinuous, memory is always contextual: immersed in certain
surroundings (sites) as well as historical and cultural circumstances. Therefore, specificity of
the memories evoked in an autobiographical narration refers both to the “time of writing and
the contexts of telling” as well as to the political background (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 18-19). Smith and Watson introduce the notion of the “politics of
remembering – what is recollected and what is obscured,” a phenomenon which assumes the
reading influenced both by the necessity of taking into account a broader socio-historical
perspective and possibly rebelling against the prevalent ideological mode.

In the context of my pondering the significance of otherness in the formation of identity in
selected life narratives, the concept of collective remembering is crucial. As Smith and
Watson observe, on the daily basis, individuals constantly find themselves involved in
numerous kinds of “communities of memory” (religious, racial, ethnic, or familial). This
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process affects sites, techniques, technologies, tools (the memory theaters, traditional writing,
typewriters, computers, etc.) that are available to particular remembering subjects. Smith and
Watson stipulate that “oftentimes life narrators incorporate multiple ways of accessing
memory, multiple systems of remembering, into their narratives. Some of these sources are
personal (dreams, family albums, photos, objects, family stories, genealogy). Some are public
(documents, historical events, collective rituals)” (Reading Autobiography 20). Smith and
Watson mention the example of Art Spiegelman’s Maus: A Survivor’s Tale (1980) (including
documentary evidence from the death camps accompanying private story of the author’s
father’s deportation) and Vertamae Smart-Grosvenor’s Vibration Cooking, or the Travel
Notes of a Geechee Girl (1970) (African-American recipes interwoven in communal stories).
A similar pattern may be observed in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath, in which the author
expresses her native heritage through numerous poems which are intertwined with prose
entries, and devotes final entries to presenting Indian oral tradition. However, collective
remembering is not restrained to the “acknowledgement of social sites of memory, historical
documents, and oral traditions” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 20). Smith and
Watson emphasize the interdependence of the self and the other in the process of collective
remembering when they claim, “memory is a means of ‘passing on,’ of sharing a social past
that may have been obscured, in order to activate its potential for reshaping a future of and for
other subjects. Thus, acts of personal remembering are fundamentally social and collective”
(20-21). This collective context of conveying personal life stories is essential for the analysis
of the process of identity formation of particular autobiographical subjects in the next
chapters.

Smith and Watson point to the connection between memory and materiality, which is
implicated either in the medium by which the memories are conveyed (e.g., sound, text,
garment) or the corporeality of the human body (the nervous system). The importance of
senses cannot be underestimated, either (canonical examples of St. Augustine’s stealing pears
and their “sense-awakening qualities”, or Marcel Proust’s madeleines and their smell).
However, what is essential for the discussion here is the implication of memory and trauma.
The latter is represented by obsessively returning memories that do not vanish with time and
whose fragments perpetually disturb one’s consciousness. The depiction of traumatic
memories in life narratives facilitates the process of telling about the long-repressed events,
such as the Holocaust, torture, disability or sexual abuse. Such written practice may serve a
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therapeutic purpose on account of the fact that verbal expression of trauma leads to
unsilencing the events that were previously silenced (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 21-22). In the case of Sandra Cisneros, the trauma concerns narrating sexual
harassment she was the victim of in childhood; for Diane Glancy those long-repressed
memories include oppressive marriage; and Firoozeh Dumas depicts several instances of body
shaming and silencing she suffered. Furthermore, the cathartic result is not necessarily limited
to personal experience because the therapeutic effects may be exerted on the readers as well.
Such “narrators of trauma” may approach their autobiographical writing as “acts of collective
remembering, offering readers a possibility of community in identifying with their stories”
(Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 23). This willingness to provide communal
identification is best exemplified by Sandra Cisneros, who in the introduction to The House
on Mango Street includes a dedication “To the Women,” but such an attitude is shared by
other authors of life narratives I shall be analyzing as well.

Experience is another constituent of autobiographical subjectivity, and, like memory, it is of
collective rather than personal nature, being entangled in the communal domain as “an
interpretation of the past and of our place in a culturally and historically specific present”
(Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 24). Writing autobiography, is, in Gusdorf’s
terms “a second reading of experience,” which is more truthful than the original one due to
richer perspective a life narrator has. The immediacy of present experience prevents the
individual from proper evaluation and reflection, which becomes possible through gaining the
perspective of different time and space of the moment of narrating the lived past. This
“passage from immediate experience to consciousness in memory, which effects a sort of
repetition of that experience, also serves to modify its significance. A new mode of being
appears” (Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits” 38). In “Some Principles of Autobiography”
(1980), William L. Howarth adds to this by stating that while a life narrator is immersed in
present events, he or she is incapable of grasping their cause and effect relationship or the
sense of their continuity. It is through writing an autobiographical text that the author reworks
the immediate experience: he or she “artfully defines, restricts, or shapes that life into a selfportrait—one far different from his original model, resembling life but actually composed and
framed as an artful invention” (Howarth 86). Gusdorf claims that experience is “the prime
matter of all creation, which is an elaboration of elements borrowed from lived reality”
(“Conditions and Limits” 45). However, autobiography normally strives to limit the amount
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of change that occurs in the transition from experience to imagination. Indeed, in “The
Evidence of Experience” (1991), Joan W. Scott states that it is a process crucial for the
construction of subjectivity, emphasizing that what an individual perceives as subjective is, in
fact, inevitably entangled in socio-historical context. As a consequence, Smith and Watson
define experience as “the very process through which a person becomes a certain kind of
subject owning certain identities in the social realm, identities constituted through material,
cultural, economic, and interpsychic relations.” Any label that is given to a person (such as
gender, age, occupation, ethnic origin) always precedes experience. Hence, subjectivity of a
life narrator is perceived through the lenses of “particular kinds of experience attached to [his
or her] social statuses and identities” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 25).

As Smith and Watson explicate, experience is naturally discursive, as the experiencing subject
is constantly immersed in discursive regimes (Michel Foucault’s notion), through which
identity is formed and interpreted. The process of legitimizing life events as experience is
dependent upon historical and cultural “transformations of collective history.” Although there
are types of human experience that seem to remain outside the language-discourse governance
(e.g., bodily feelings, spiritual or sensory impressions, illnesses), through writing a life
narrative, they are unavoidably dependent upon the valid discursive patterns. Experience
naturally requires interpretation from a life narrator, who obviously uses the patterns of
discourse that a given culture provides. Moreover, the very act of sharing the personal
experience serves the role of appointing to the narrator the authority, which may be either
implicit, as in the case of well-known public figures as authors, or explicit, when the
previously mute author gains the right to express themselves publicly. Authority, both implicit
and explicit, implies truthfulness, authenticity and justification of producing and publishing
the life story. However, the authority to narrate is highly unstable. Unless the author is a
widely-recognized public figure, he or she must constantly confront readers’ skepticism,
resistance or disbelief that may lead to hostility. Hence, what is crucial is the reader’s trust in
both the verisimilitude of the presented experience and the reliability of the narrating self
(Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 26-29).
The wholeness of experience forms a kind of “personal mythology” (a term used by Ernst
Bertram in Nietzsche: Attempt at a Mythology (1918), qtd. in Gusdorf 48), which is based
upon “leitmotifs”: this way of the interpretation of the life narrator’s experience replaced
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chronological order, which was perceived as external and illusory by the precursors of
Formgeschichte in 1940s (Gusdorf 48). The concept of theme is introduced by William L.
Howarth in his essay “Some Principles of Autobiography” (1980) as one of three strategic
elements of any autobiography (next to character and technique). Howarth states, “theme
may arise from the author’s general philosophy, religious faith, or political and cultural
attitudes. His theme is personal but also representative of an era, just as other literary works
may illustrate the history of ideas” (87). This perspective that transgresses the private sphere
naturally assumes the crucial role of the others in the formation of the autobiographical
subject’s identity. Such an approach will be useful for my close reading of Sandra Cisneros’s
The House on Mango Street, Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath as well as Firoozeh Dumas’s
Funny in Farsi. In each of these three life narratives, the integral experience of the narrating
self may be traced in the investigation of various identifiable themes or motifs the author
depicts, one of them being the depiction of the external as well as the internal (the split inner
self) dimension of otherness.

Georges Gusdorf locates the collective sense of subjectivity (which unmistakably presupposes
the decisive role of otherness) at the basis of human experience, pointing to the fact that the
focus on one’s individual self is the “late product of a specific [Western] civilization,”
whereas “throughout most of human history, the individual does not oppose himself to all
others; he does not feel himself to exist outside of others, and still less against others, but very
much with others in an interdependent existence that asserts its rhythms everywhere in the
community” (“Conditions and Limits” 29; emphasis original). Thus, pondering the
constitution of identity in the collective context, i.e., in the relationship with various forms of
otherness (which is the chief concern of this dissertation), may be an act of examining the
original, and potentially the most natural, locus of human thought and experience.
Collectivity and significant otherness are often ascribed to women’s literary creation and their
experience in general, which is deemed as divergent from these represented by male life
narrators. Mary G. Mason claims that female authors use different patterns than those
established by “prototypical male autobiographers, Augustine and Rousseau,” whereas they
still follow the “archetypal models of Julian, Margery Kempe, Margaret Cavendish, and Anne
Bradstreet.” Mason asserts:
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the dramatic structure of conversion that we find in Augustine’s Confessions, where
the self is presented as the stage for a battle of opposing forces and where a climactic
victory for one force—spirit defeating flesh—completes the drama of the self, simply
does not accord with the deepest realities of women’s experience and so is
inappropriate as a model for women’s life- writing. Likewise, the egoistic secular
archetype that Rousseau handed down to his Romantic brethren in his Confessions,
shifting the dramatic presentation to an unfolding self-discovery where characters and
events are little more than aspects of the author’s evolving consciousness, finds no
echo in women’s writing about their lives. (210)

Mason states that for women authors and their search for identity as well as their very ability
to produce an honest autobiography, the encounter with otherness is absolutely crucial:

the self-discovery of female identity seems to acknowledge the real presence and
recognition of another consciousness, and the disclosure of female self is linked to the
identification of some “other.” This recognition of another consciousness—and I
emphasize recognition rather than deference—this grounding of identity through
relation to the chosen other, seems … to enable women to write openly about
themselves (210).
For Julian of Norwich and Margery Kempe, the other is “a divine being who is Creator,
Father, and Lover.” Julian creates a total identification with the suffering Christ (using firstperson narration), while Margery Kempe relies on third-person narration to speak to a Christ
whom at some points she treats as her child, and at some other, as her bridegroom. This
dualism of roles (or vocations) that Kempe assumes (“the wife-mother” and “pilgrim-mystic”)
reflects the duality of “women’s perception of themselves as maintaining two equally
demanding identities, worldly and otherworldly, both of which, however, are ultimately
determined by their relation to the divine.” Margaret Cavendish, the first female author of a
secular life narrative parallels her self-portrait with that of her husband, and although she
“does not exactly subordinate herself to her husband’s image, she obviously identifies herself
most sharply when she is identifying him too” (Mason 211). Anne Bradstreet’s spiritual
autobiography is derived from the Puritan tradition, so it inevitably focuses on the community
and collectivity, possessing, at the same time, subjective uniqueness or, as Mason calls it,
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“singleness of focus.” Both Bradstreet’s prosaic and poetic literary productions present the
reconciliation of the private and collective dimension of the author’s consciousness. The sense
of authorship was, according to Mason, a decisive factor for these four female authors to tell
their stories and thus achieve “self-discovery and self-expression … through ‘other’
reference” (213). Interestingly, this focus on the recognition and appreciation of the role of
another consciousness in the process of self-examination (or even, as Mason calls it, “selftranscendence”) may be treated as rebellious towards the prevailing tradition of the genre that
has been “obsessed” with individual self and somehow desired to “escape that obsession” at
the same time (235). Female authors, focusing on the other’s crucial role in the formation of
subjective consciousness and identity, may have succeeded in the latter. In this context,
Sandra Cisneros, Diane Glancy and Firoozeh Dumas, who in their life narratives all focus on
intersubjective relationships within the encounter between the narrating self and the other
definitely fit into the pattern of “escaping” the traditional autobiographical fixation on the
individual self.

Since the autobiographical act demands identification of the life narrator with his or her
reader, this identity is manifested both by identification and differentiation. The latter is
visible in binary oppositions, through which subjects gain identity in the community, and
which include gender, racial, ethnic, sexual, national, class, generational, familial, religious
and ideological labels. Due to the fact that the symbolic interactions that govern such
categories are discontinuous, history-dependent and “always in flux,” a meaningful identity is
equally unstable and context-dependent. If indeed autobiography “is condemned to substitute
endlessly the completely formed for that which is in the process of being formed” (Gusdorf,
“Conditions and Limits” 41), then the same applies to the life narrator’s identity, for “what
may be a meaningful identity, on one day or in one context, may not be culturally and
personally meaningful at another moment or in another context” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 33). Accordingly, autobiographical identities are inevitably “contextual,
contested, and contingent” (Joan W. Scott, qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography
33).
Olney expresses a similar view when he states, “by its very nature, the self is (like the
autobiography that records and creates it) open-ended and incomplete: it is always in process
or, more precisely, is itself a process” (“Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 25).
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Furthermore, the very procedure of self-examination also contributes to the alteration of
subjectivity, and the medium and product of this procedure, autobiography, is hence never the
complete and finished image nor it is “the fixing forever of an individual life: the human
being is always a making, a doing; memoirs look to an essence beyond existence, and in
manifesting it they serve to create it” (Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits” 47). The meaningful
change, e.g., conversion, entry into a new life, the operation of Grace, in the narrator’s life is
usually the very incentive to commence the process of writing an autobiography (Starobinsky
78).

Similarly to experience, identity is also immersed in language-discourse, or, to use Mikhail
Bakhtin’s notion, in social dialogue. The formation and modification of one’s identity are the
processes conducted in the realm of heteroglossia, the numerous voices and multiple
identities through which the subject gains consciousness (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 34). The dialogue is not limited to the social sphere (the dialogue with the
external other), but it is also conducted in the internal domain due to the fact that, as Gusdorf
states, “every man is the first witness of himself; yet the testimony that he thus produces
constitutes no ultimate, conclusive authority—not only because objective scrutiny will always
discover inaccuracies but much more because there is never an end to this dialogue of a life
with itself in search of its own absolute” (“Conditions and Limits” 48). Therefore, identity is
never fixed since it is “a ‘production’ which is never complete, always in process, and always
constituted within, not outside, representation” (Stuart Hall, qtd. in Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 34). However, so-called cultural identities are a definite set of
possible patterns embedded in cultural and socio-historical background a life narrator may
adopt. Smith and Watson claim that in the American realm, some identity patterns that the
culture has provided are “the sinful Puritan seeking the signs of salvation, the self-made man,
the struggling and suffering soul, the innocent quester, the ‘bad’ girl or boy, the adventurer,
and the trickster.” Still, life narrators often combine several models that are culturally
attainable, thus striving to present either the evolution or the interchangeability of their
multiple identity constituents. Smith and Watson point to the example of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau who, in his Confessions, “presents himself as an eager schoolboy, ‘a man of very
strong passions,’ a wicked sensualist, a thief, a true philosopher, and ‘an old dotard’.” The
strategies of life narrators to deal with the multiplicity of identity and, often, its conflictual
nature include thematizing or denying this conflict, as well as obsessive “working to conform
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their self-representation to particular identity frames” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 34-35). In Claiming Breath, Diane Glancy chooses to thematize the
juxtaposition of her former identity of mother/housewife limited by familial bonds and the
liberated traveler/poet/resident who has gained the freedom to express her creativity as well as
the agency over her own life. Similarly, in Funny in Farsi, Firoozeh Dumas becomes liberated
from her domestic duties and the social role of solely a mother and wife, and starts a
successful writing career with the publication of her memoir.
This hybridity of identity is “not additive, but intersectional” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 36), which means there are no universal patterns of identities that would
simply pile up, as each identity is embedded in the specific socio-historical and cultural
circumstances. The terms referring to such “inextricably mixed identities forged from
histories of oppression” that Smith and Watson depict are: mixed-race, marginal, migratory,
diasporic, multi-cultural, minoritized, mestiza, and nomadic. Those labels (apart from mestiza
and nomadic, which are not applicable) will be useful in the discussion of Claiming Breath
(especially in the context of mixed-race and diasporic identities) as well as Funny in Farsi
(migratory, multicultural) and The House on Mango Street (diasporic, minoritized). The sense
of identity that is constantly in the state of becoming may be troubling for the author of a life
narrative. The process of composing and interpreting past events results in the discomforting
discovery that “the more one senses that the images of the mind (including all components of
one’s personal past) are in a constant flux, the more one’s sense of reality may be threatened”
(Mandel 71). Nevertheless, this sense of permanent incompleteness is inevitably entangled in
the autobiographical enterprise. The lack of wholeness is natural since the completion of bios
would mean the death of the author, so the end of the story is forever inaccessible (Olney,
“Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 25).

Although it has long been assumed that a life narrator is a free human being who is an agent
in charge of his or her own life, the issue of agency and the way it is claimed, practiced and
narrated is in fact much more complex. The governance of discursive systems over memory,
experience and identity applies to agency as well. Theories of agency needed for my further
analysis are those of Louis Althusser, Michel de Certeau, and Judith Butler. One of the chief
representatives of Marxist literary studies, Louis Althusser has claimed that an individual
subject is inevitably the subject of ideology, which is understood as the prevailing set of
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socio-cultural patterns established and imposed by the dominant social class. Such subjects
are coerced by state institutions into following certain models of behavior or beliefs and
adopting a particular identity. The coercible activity of such institutions is not explicit, and, as
a result, subjects who are immersed in various social, educational, artistic, or familial
institutions do not recognize the immersion’s effect on the formation of their identity. As a
result, the “false consciousness” is developed – the subjects “collude in their own lack of
agency by believing that they have it” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 43).
Subjectivity that is conditioned by ideology as well as the notion of false consciousness is
relevant in the analysis of the formation of identity in such life narratives as, i.a., Mary Crow
Dog’s Lakota Woman, in which the autobiographical subject confronts the community of a
Catholic missionary school, considerably marked by Christian ideology. Furthermore, Sandra
Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street, Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath and Firoozeh
Dumas’s Funny in Farsi all depict the influence of patriarchal ideology on the formation of
the narrating self’s identity.
Louis Althusser presents his theory of agency in an essay “Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses” (1970). Althusser asserts that “ideology represents the imaginary relationship of
individuals to their real conditions of existence” (256) as well as “to the relations of
production and the relations that derive from them” (258). In making the equation between
ideology and illusion/allusion, Althusser points to the fact that although ideologies primarily
constitute an illusion that does not directly correspond to reality, they necessarily “make
allusion to reality, and … they need only be ‘interpreted’ to discover the reality of the world
behind their imaginary representation of that world” (256). Althusser claims that ideology is
far from reflecting the real world (meaning that it is forever hidden by the system), but it
represents only the relationship of individuals to the domain of the real (a concept somehow
parallel to Lacanian imaginary order). The constant and inevitable immersion in ideology is
due to the individuals’ reliance on language as the tool which constitutes what is perceived as
real. Thus, various ideologies are just representations of the imaginary, and not the objective,
reality. Althusser contends that “ideology has a material existence” (258) as it always “exists
in an apparatus, and its practice, or practices” (259). The latter imply certain actions or
patterns of behavior (e.g. rituals) through which ideology may manifest itself. Those actions
adopt the form of performances that show the individual’s relation to the ideological
institutions themselves as well as to other subjects immersed in these institutions. In the
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analysis of Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath, I will address the issue of the narrating self
using the male pronoun to refer to the universal human being (although she expresses her
awareness of the political incorrectness of such practice). This may be interpreted as a
linguistic (and behavioral) pattern, through which patriarchal ideology exhibits itself. In the
analysis of Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi, I also point to linguistic manifestations of
patriarchy, epitomized by verbal instances of body shaming the narrating self experiences.

The issue of subjectivity and, consequently, possible agency is developed in the part of
Althusser’s essay entitled “Ideology Interpellates Individuals as Subjects.” The existence of
subjectivity within the domain of ideology is, according to Althusser, vital because “there is
no ideology except by the subject and for subjects” (261). The paradox of the interdependence
of the subject and ideology is emphasized with this explanation: “the category of the subject is
constitutive of all ideology, but … the category of the subject is only constitutive of all
ideology insofar as all ideology has the function (which defines it) of ‘constituting’ concrete
individuals as subjects” (Althusser 262; emphasis original). Althusser points to the fact that
taking the existence of subjectivity for granted is also ideologically-dependent: “the
‘obviousness’ that you and I are subjects – and that that does not cause any problems – is an
ideological effect, the elementary ideological effect” (262). The guarantee of possessing the
status of “concrete, individual, distinguishable and (naturally) irreplaceable subjects” is the
procedure of recognition (itself also a product of ideology), including the activity of writing
and reading as well (263). Recognition is realized in encompassing and generally
acknowledged rituals, such as uttering “hello” on a street that is almost invariably correctly
recognized by the interpellated individual. The fact that the nature of this kind of social
interaction is not perceived as ideological supports the idea of the power of ideology that
“never says, ‘I am ideological”’ (265). The product of recognition—subjectivity—is assigned
by ideology and is not time-dependent and as such it pre-exists the material existence of
individuals as explicated by Althusser:

Thus ideology hails or interpellates individuals as subjects. Since ideology is eternal,
we must now suppress the temporal form in which we have represented the
functioning of ideology, and say: ideology has always-already interpellated individuals
as subjects, which amounts to making it clear that individuals are always-already
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interpellated by ideology as subjects. This ineluctably leads us to one last proposition:
individuals are always-already subjects. (192; emphasis original)

The apparent contradiction is based upon the fact that, on one hand, the procedure of entering
ideology and hence becoming a subject is presented as temporal, cause-and-effect relationship
(e.g., the act of directing “hello” towards an individual and their recognition of themselves as
addressee happens in chronological order). On the other hand, Althusser claims that the
“becoming-subject” process is not time-dependent and that it occurs even before the
individual is born: “that an individual is always-already a subject, even before he is born, is
… the plain reality, accessible to everyone and not a paradox at all.” Accordingly, even before
the child is born, “it is certain in advance that it will bear its father’s name, and will therefore
have an identity and be irreplaceable. Before its birth, the child is therefore always-already a
subject, appointed as a subject in and by the specific familial ideological configuration in
which it is ‘expected’ once it has been conceived” (Althusser 265). The freedom that is
guaranteed to the subject in the process of interpellation is illusory and aimed at tricking the
individual into “submit[ing] freely to the commandments of the Subject … (freely)
accept[ing] his subjection … mak[ing] the gestures and actions of his subjection ‘all by
himself’”(Althusser 269). In such an encompassing and total immersion in ideology, there is
not much place for the emergence of agency. Nevertheless, in my close readings of selected
life narratives, I will present the process of the narrating selves’ (re)gaining their agency,
understood as control over narration and their own lives, by detaching from and rebelling
against the dominant patriarchal ideology.
Interestingly, the very concept of “free will,” which is so natural for the understanding of the
Enlightenment individual is itself the product of the dominant discourse of the late eighteenth
century, which assumed subjects to be understood as “intellectually mature and free to make
their own choices” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 43). Rereading this view led
to such arguments as that of political theorist Elizabeth Wingrove who claims in
“Interpellating Sex” (1999) that “agents change, and change their world, by virtue of the
systemic operation of multiple ideologies” (qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 43). This multiplicity is the source of constant reconstruction of both the
subject and ideological systems, so “in that reconfiguration new possibilities emerge for
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knowing oneself as a subject and for understanding a system” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 43).

Michel de Certeau depicts the plausibility of reconfiguration of subjectivity patterns imposed
within the boundaries of ideology in The Practice of Everyday Life (1984), in which he
postulates that the two domains of professional life and leisure are no longer separate, but
rather that they “flow together, repeat and reinforce each other” (29). As a consequence, the
classification of patterns of activity and behavior according to their location (the domain of
work or the domain of entertainment) is no longer valid. The border line that still exists
between the two refers to, according to de Certeau, “the modalities of action, to the
formalities of practices” as they “traverse the frontiers dividing time, place, and type of action
into one part assigned for work and another for leisure” (29; emphasis original). De Certeau
distinguishes between transverse strategies and transverse tactics that one may employ in
order to oppose the patterns enforced by the system/ideology, but he emphasizes the fact that
despite some differences, none of them are location-dependent (29). One of such subversive
strategies is exemplified by la perruque (“the wig”) that is defined as “the worker’s own work
disguised as work for his employer” (25) that is different from pilfering (nothing is actually
stolen) or absenteeism because the employee is present at the workplace. Practicing la
perruque contributes to the lowering of the sense of alienation between the producer and the
product of his or her labor as well as to the humanization of work. De Certeau explicates:

The worker who indulges in la perruque actually diverts time (not goods, since he uses
only scraps) from the factory for work that is free, creative, and precisely not directed
toward profit. In the very place where the machine he must serve reigns supreme, he
cunningly takes pleasure in finding a way to create gratuitous products whose sole
purpose is to signify his own capabilities through his work and to confirm his
solidarity with other workers or his family through spending his time in this way. (2526; emphasis original)
Through the use of such “popular” tactics, the ideological order is “tricked by an art” (de
Certeau 26; emphasis original). A similar procedure may be operational in the process of
identity construction that would surpass the pattern superimposed by the ideological system
and through such a transgression would contribute to the subjectivity’s regaining of agency.
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According to de Certeau, the rebellious potential is located in the intersection of two levels,
one being the system (e.g., the factory) and the other – the creative element of, for instance, la
perruque. The interdependence of these two levels is expressed by de Certeau who states that
“these styles of action intervene in a field which regulates them at a first level … but they
introduce into it a way of turning it to their advantage that obeys other rules and constitutes
something like a second level interwoven into the first” (30). The example of an individual
who employs such a strategy in the process of the (re)construction of identity is a North
African living in Paris who “insinuates into the system imposed on him by the construction of
low-income housing development or of the French language that ways of ‘dwelling’ (in a
house or a language) peculiar to his native Kabylia. He superimposes them and, by that
combination, creates for himself a space in which he can find ways of using the constraining
order of the place or of the language” (de Certeau 30; emphasis original).

This exemplification clearly points to the fact that the strategy is not place-dependent:
“without leaving the place where he has no choice but to live and which lays down its law for
him, he establishes within it a degree of plurality and creativity. By an art of being in
between, he draws unexpected results from his situation” (de Certeau 30; emphasis original).
Such a space “in between” which is the source of agency is not only location-independent but
may as well be provided by formative linguistic networks, which, “for … Jean-Francois
Lyotard … spawn unexpected moves and countermoves” and thus “hold strategic potential for
the formation of new sociopolitical subjects” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 4344). Agency interwoven in the ideological system and striving to transgress it (in de Certeau’s
approach) as well as the potential to gain agency hidden in the linguistic domain (Lyotard’s
view) will be essential for my analysis of Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi, Sandra
Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street as well as Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath. In each of
the selected life narratives, linguistic alterity is one of identifiable themes around which the
narrating self’s encounter with otherness is structured.

In Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (1990), Judith Butler asserts that
in the discussion of identity, the category of “gender identity” does not constitute a
subcategory, but should rather be viewed as precedential to the category of identity itself
because “‘persons’ only become intelligible through becoming gendered in conformity with
recognizable standards of gender intelligibility” (16). The concept of personhood and the
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notion of agency, which is the implication of the former, have traditionally been given
“ontological priority” over the numerous social roles through which the person becomes
visible and meaningful. Both sociological and philosophical discourses assign the sociocultural context to the domain of externality. The latter is somehow detached from the
constitutive personhood located, by contrast, in the domain of internality and formed by, i.a.,
“consciousness, the capacity of language, or moral deliberation” (Butler 16). In Gender
Trouble, Butler aims to subvert the conventional philosophical premise that locates the
process of constitution of “personal identity” in the examination of “what internal feature of
the person establishes the continuity of self-identity of the person through time” (16). The
shift of focus is transferred to the analysis of the role of “regulatory practices of gender
formation and division” in the constitution of identity as well as in the maintenance of its
internal coherence over time. “Identity” in such an approach becomes a “normative ideal”
rather than a “descriptive feature of experience” (Butler 16). Furthermore, Butler claims that
the category of “coherence” and “continuity” of “the person” are socially imposed and
maintained rather than internally developed and sustained by an individual (17). Apart from
being socially dependent, gender identity is performative considering that it is through
performative acts (i.e., “doing”) that gender constitutes the identity pattern which it is
supposed to impersonate. The significance of performativity in the construction of identity is
emphasized by Butler when she contends that “the ‘doer’ is variably constructed in and
through the deed” (142). Butler explicates that “there is no gender identity behind the
expressions of gender; that identity is performatively constituted by the very ‘expressions’
that are said to be its results” (24-25). The gendered body is performative as well since it “has
no ontological status apart from the various acts which constitute its reality.” The “integrity”
of the subject is constituted by the so-called gender border control between the domain of the
inner and the domain of the outer, the former being regulated as a function of the latter—the
“interior essence” governed by the public social discourse (Butler 136; emphasis added).

Butler stipulates that agency cannot be treated as a property of subjectivity located in the
domain that would be prior to the socio-cultural discourse in which it is immersed (an attitude
corresponding to what Louis Althusser discards in “Ideology and State Apparatuses,” i.e.,
mainly the presupposed subjectivity’s independence from or pre-existence before ideology).
Such an approach implies numerous paradoxes. Butler explains:
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The question of locating “agency” is usually associated with the viability of the
“subject,” where the “subject” is understood to have some stable existence prior to the
cultural field that it negotiates. Or, if the subject is culturally constructed, it is
nevertheless vested with an agency, usually figured as the capacity for reflexive
mediation, that remains intact regardless of its cultural embeddedness. On such a
model, “culture” and “discourse” mire the subject, but do not constitute that subject …
This kind of reasoning is based upon two false presumptions that “(a) agency can only
be established through recourse to a prediscursive “I” …. and (b) that to be constituted
by discourse is to be determined by discourse, where determination forecloses the
possibility of agency. (142-143; emphasis original)

The description of categories through which feminist theories strive to describe identity
usually includes such predicates as skin color, sexuality, ethnicity, social class or
“ablebodiedness.” Nevertheless, the list never is and cannot possibly be complete, and its
unavoidable incompleteness is marked by “etc.” at the end. The fact that the “horizontal
trajectory of adjectives” that symbolize the “positions striving to encompass a situated
subject” inevitably fails to be exhaustive points to the sphere of excess that substantially
restrains any stability or finality of the identity (Butler 143). Comprehensible identity—the
“intelligible assertion of an ‘I”’ – is regulated by rules based upon repetition. Butler states that
“when the subject is said to be constituted, that means simply that the subject is a
consequence of certain rule-governed discourses that govern the intelligible invocation of
identity” (145). Signification is located within the domain of compulsory repetition and
agency is potentially situated in the “possibility of a variation on that repetition” (Butler 145).
The individual is unable to encompass the multiplicity of imposed social roles. This inability
results in the subjectivity’s potential of reconfiguration and transformation of those enforced
patterns and, hence, gaining agency. Butler claims:

The injunction to be a given gender produces necessary failures, a variety of
incoherent configurations that in their multiplicity exceed and defy the injunction by
which they are generated. Further, the very injunction to be a given gender takes place
through discursive routes: to be a good mother, to be a heterosexually desirable object,
to be a fit worker, in sum, to signify a multiplicity of guarantees in response to a
variety of different demands all at once. The coexistence or convergence of such
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discursive injunctions produces the possibility of a complex reconfiguration and
redeployment; it is not a transcendental subject who enables action in the midst of
such a convergence. There is no self that is prior to the convergence or who maintains
“integrity” prior to its entrance into this conflicted cultural field. There is only a taking
up of the tools where they lie, where the very “taking up” is enabled by the tool lying
there. (145; emphasis original)

The notion of agency that is derived from performativity of the subject will be crucial in the
inquiry into the constitution of identity in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath and Sandra
Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street. Both texts are significantly marked by emancipatory
traits and as such should be studied from the point of view of feminist literary criticism.
Furthermore, in the analysis of Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi, the theme of gaining
feminist awareness is also essential.

In the context of postcolonial studies, the issue of the politics of agency is necessary to be
outlined. Formerly colonized subjects have long suffered from repression and devaluation of
their indigenous culture, exacerbated by the enforcement of the colonizers’ language, beliefs,
and set of moral values. For such subjects, life writing has often been a tool to rebel against
colonial oppression (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 45). Paradoxically, the very
medium of liberation, autobiography, not only derives from the colonizer’s culture, but also
promotes the celebration of Western self-made individuals, whereas the colonized subjects
naturally expressed themselves in the collective context, using the oral medium of expression.
Here a genre such as autoethnography needs to be employed in the presentation of the cultural
agency of postcolonial subjects. In “Resisting Autobiography: Out-Law Genres and
Transnational Feminist Subjects” (1992), Caren Kaplan concedes that such an out-law genre
“mixes

two

conventionally

‘unmixable’

elements—autobiography

criticism

and

autobiography as thing itself” (208). As a result, “politics of location” becomes possible to
trace. As Kaplan explains, “these emerging out-law genres require more collaborative
procedures that are more closely attuned to the power differences among participants in the
process of producing the text. Therefore, instead of a discourse of individual authorship, we
find a discourse of situation; a ‘politics of location”’ (208). The latter is operative in Diane
Glancy’s Claiming Breath, which substantially refers to the power relations between Native
Americans and white settlers.
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Gaining agency does not equip the autobiographical subject with the exclusive governance
over an autobiographical act. Consequently, the constituents of an autobiographical act
include various forms of otherness, such as coaxers, producers of the story (autobiographical
“I”’s), the others of autobiographical “I”’s, addressees, and consumers/audiences. Other
constituents that Smith and Watson enumerate include sites, structuring modes of self-inquiry,
patterns of emplotment and media. The coaxer (also referred to as the coercer) is “any person
or institution or set of cultural imperatives that solicits or provokes people to tell their stories”
(Ken Plummer, qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 50). Smith and Watson list
possible circumstances, situations and places in which personal stories are “elicited in the
contexts of social institutions”: these may include the realities of political speeches,
communal confessions, family gatherings, hospital waiting rooms, filling out standardized
forms, or following the procedure to join a particular group (association, church, fraternity,
etc.). Coaxing may be traced in such canonical examples of life writing as St. Augustine’s
Confessions (God in need of the author’s confession) or Benjamin Franklin’s Autobiography
(friends’ letters asking him to write a life story).

The legitimacy of treating life writing genres as especially suitable for the analysis of self and
other relationship has been justified, i.a., by Smith and Watson who claim that “life narratives
are always symbolic interactions in the world. They are culturally and historically specific.
They are rhetorical in the broadest sense of the word. That is, they are addressed to an
audience/reader; they are engaged in an argument about identity; and they are inevitably
fractured by the play of meaning” (Reading Autobiography 49-50). In the case of immigrants’
life narratives, they may fit into the pattern of “stories of assimilation” that serve to legitimize
the author’s sense of belonging to American society (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 53). A particularly representative example here would be Firoozeh Dumas’
Funny in Farsi: an autobiography clearly conveying the elation of a successful acculturation
into American society. Smith and Watson comment upon cases in which life narrators aim at
rationalizing their past life decisions and “setting the record straight” (Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 53). This approach may be illustrated by Diane Glancy, who in the
very act of writing an autobiographical piece attempts to explain her choice to divorce and
abandon the previously held social role of a silenced wife, mother and housewife. Former
slaves, immigrants and women all belong to the previously silenced group who, by writing
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their own stories, “can rise from the status of the unknown and inarticulate and can thus relate
that story to others and to the stories of others” (Sayre 167; emphasis original).

Smith and Watson claim that when the life narrative is produced by more than one individual,
coaxing is an inevitable element of the procedure. They distinguish between cases in which
two or more people produce their own versions of the shared experience (doubled
autobiographical narratives) and “ghostwritten” or “as-told-to” narratives. In the case of
collaborative narratives of Native Americans, at least two people are involved in the
production of the story. Usually, the life narrator “tells a story through interviews or informal
conversations” with the ethnographer, whose role is to collect and organize the primary
material (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 54). Representative of this case is, i.a.,
Lakota Woman by Mary Crow Dog, edited by Richard Erdoes, who acts as the co-author of
the memoir.

Another constituent of an autobiographical act, the site of storytelling, may be understood
literally as a physical place existing in reality, but it may also be interpreted as “a moment in
history, a sociopolitical space in culture” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 56).
The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros emphasizes the significance of the
storytelling site in the very title and Mango Street may indeed be labelled as a “multilayered
matri[x] at which coaxing and narrating take place” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 56). Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath points to the relevance of various sites
of storytelling since while the narrating self travels from town to town, she acknowledges the
influence of the location’s peculiarity on her encounters with others. Similarly, Firoozeh
Dumas emphasizes the importance of geographical location for the way she was treated by the
others (e.g., in the coastal town of Newport Beach, the narrating self’s ethnic alterity was
overgeneralized and misconstrued as Mexican). The site is not only the geographical location
that affects the life narrative, but also one that represents the whole set of expectations about
the content of the stories being told and the background for the development of the subject’s
identity. On the other hand, this influence may as well be reciprocal, because, as Gusdorf
concurs, modern psychoanalysis has claimed the vital role of human agency in structuring the
external reality: “it is his [the autobiographer’s] intervention that structures the terrain where
his life is lived and gives it its ultimate shape, so that the landscape is truly … ‘a state of the
soul”’ (“Conditions and Limits” 37).
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Olney points to the vital shift modern criticism has made from the focus on bios to the focus
on autos, i.e., from the life to the self. He mentions three fundamental presuppositions that
governed the earlier critical approach. The first assumed the identification of bios with the
course of a lifetime (or a vast part of a lifetime) exclusively. The second assigned to the life
narrator the ability to narrate their life in an objective, neutral manner comparable to the
historian’s account. Finally, the third presupposed that “there was nothing problematical
about the autos, no agonizing questions of identity, self-definition, self-existence, or selfdeception … and therefore the fact that the individual was himself narrating the story of
himself had no troubling philosophical, psychological, literary, or historical implications”
(“Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 20). This assumed neutrality of autos, which as if
did not modify bios made possible the classification of autobiography as a subcategory of
biography. Due to the fact that neither the autos nor the bios is a “completed entity, a defined,
known self or history” at the beginning, the very act of writing – the autobiographical act – is
the medium through which both the self and the life mingle. However, according to French
critics such as Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes or Jacques Lacan, when the
literary text is written, the self that was non-existing at the beginning becomes immersed in
the text and sustains no connection to the author whatsoever. As a consequence, there actually
never exists an identification between the autobiographical subject and the author of a life
narrative (Olney 22).

The peculiar relation between the narrator of an autobiographical text and the person whose
name appears on the cover as the author of this life narrative is strictly connected with the
concept of an autobiographical “I” that Smith and Watson discuss using four classifying
categories. These are the real or historical “I”, the narrating “I” vs. the narrated “I”, and,
finally, the ideological “I.” According to Chantal Mouffe (“Feminism, Citizenship, and
Radical Democratic Politics”, 1992), the real or historical “I” may be defined as “the
articulation of an ensemble of subject positions, corresponding to the multiplicity of social
relations in which it is inscribed” (qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 59).
However, readers do not gain access to this “I” through the life narrative, which is narrated by
another category, the narrating “I.” While the historical “I” has much more extensive
experiential history (mainly the whole lifetime back into the past), the experiential history of
this “I” is limited to the story she is sharing. The narrating “I” is in no sense stable or
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coherent; in fact, it “speaks in tongues or heteroglossia … These voices can include the voice
of publicly acknowledged authority, the voice of innocence and wonder, the voice of
cynicism, the voice of postconversion certainty, the voice of suffering and victimization, and
so on” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 60). The narrating “I” of Claiming
Breath, for example, uses, i.a., the voice of a traveler, a visiting poet, a divorcee, a mother of
adult children, a woman of mixed racial origin, and a liberated single person who has recently
gained feminist consciousness. As Smith and Watson suggest, one cannot treat the speaking
voices and the narrator as completely synonymous notions, for “the narrator is a composite of
speaking voices, the “I” a sign of multiple voices” (60). The narrated “I”, according to
Françoise Lionnet, may be treated as the “subject of history”, while the narrating “I” is “the
agent of discourse” (Autobiographical Voices 193). As follows, the narrated “I” is the
protagonist or the “version of the self that the narrating ‘I’ chooses to constitute through
recollection for the reader” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 60). Due to the
inevitable lack of possibility to obtain direct access to the narrated “I” (who may be, for
example, the childhood incarnation of the narrating “I”), the narrating part is limited to merely
“representing the meaning of that narrated experience” (Smith and Watson, Reading
Autobiography 61). In their life narratives, Sandra Cisneros and Firoozeh Dumas substantially
refer to their childhood and adolescence experience from the point of view of an adult self.
Hence, in my analysis, I will point to this past self as the “narrated self,” and to the adult one
as the “narrating self.”
Finally, in Paul Smith’s view, the ideological “I” may be referred to as “the concept of
personhood culturally available to the narrator when he tells the story” (Discerning the
Subject, qtd. in Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 61). The ideological dimension of
subjectivity should be taken into account in the analysis of the subject’s relationship with the
others as it encompasses, among other factors, “the relationship of the person to particular
others and to a collectivity of others” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 62). Due to
the multiplicity of ideological patterns of personhood that are at stake for any given life
narrator at any historical moment, they may adopt different strategies to handle this issue –
either emphasize the heterogeneity or to modify the narration in such a way that it supports
the prevailing ideology (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 62). Smith and Watson
use the plural form and outline not the ideological “I”, but the ideological “I”s, which they
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refer to as “possible positions for autobiographical narrators to occupy, contest, revise, and
mobilize against one another at specific historical moments” (Reading Autobiography 63).
In “Autobiography and the Making of America” (1980), Robert F. Sayre points to the fact that
the discovery and colonization of the new land was naturally accompanied by various
autobiographical forms. Colonial chronicles and settlers’ narratives that serve as
representative examples here are William Bradford’s Of Plymouth Plantation (1651) and John
Winthrop’s Journal (1630-1649). Importantly, the life writing forms had preceded other
forms of literary creation. Sayre notes, “in the eighteenth century, before Americans had
written any plays, novels, or much poetry of distinction, a number of them wrote uniquely
interesting diaries and autobiographies: the diaries of Samuel Sewall and William Byrd, the
Journal of Sarah Kemble Knight, the Personal Narrative of Jonathan Edwards, the Journal of
John Woolman, and Crevecoeur’s Letters from an American Farmer” (146). Moreover, Sayre
enumerates American literary classics that are autobiographies – i.a., Franklin’s (1791),
Thoreau’s Walden (1854), The Education of Henry Adams (1907) – and claims that
“autobiography may be the preeminent kind of American expression. Commencing before the
Revolution and continuing into our own time, America and autobiography have been
peculiarly linked” (147). Interestingly, Sayre recognizes the tendency to identify
“autobiography in American with America,” which results in the priority the author gives to
his or her being an American over being a life narrator: “an American seems to have needed
to be an American first and then an autobiographer” (147; emphasis original).

This prioritization is equally reflected by the fact that American autobiographers usually
present their lives in the context of the “national life or national ideas.” The concept of
America being an idea rather than land or nation is exemplified by Scott Fitzgerald, whose
words Sayre quotes, “France was a land, England was a people, but America, having about it
still that quality of the idea, was harder to utter—it was the graves at Shiloh and the tired,
drawn, nervous faces of its great men, and the country boys dying in the Argonne for a phrase
that was empty before their bodies withered. It was a willingness of the heart” (qtd. in Sayre
149). As Sayre comments on Fitzgerald’s statement, “we may not agree with Fitzgerald that
‘willingness of the heart’ is the idea, but we can agree with his broader perception. From the
times of Columbus, Cortez, and John Smith, America has been an idea, or many ideas” (150).
Sayre outlines some prominent representatives of different American ideas in life narratives.
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Benjamin Franklin is mentioned as praising the American success, Walt Whitman as the
anonymous poet who praises “life, liberty, and pursuit of happiness,” and Henry Adams as
“the stereotypical Jew,” who, “while being the racial opposite of the Boston gentile is also a
product of ancient patriarchy, indeed, the very one on which the Puritan patriarchy in some
ways modeled itself” (162). The latter defined the true American, who “would get a sensible
education in mathematics and foreign languages from a public school, would not live in
Europe, would become a scientist or engineer, and would be expedient rather than idealistic in
his private and public life” (Sayre 164). Similarly to Adams, other privileged Americans (e.g.
Henry James, Edith Wharton, Robert Lowell) rejected the restrictions of upper class life. In
this manner, they “offend[ed] or risk[ed] offending one of the basic pieties of close-knit
bourgeois society, privacy, which is deemed so essential to keeping the secrets of family
business and to hiding scandal” in order to convey the conviction, again connected to one of
American ideas, that an American lifestyle should be marked by freedom and openness to
adventures (Sayre 165). Their symbolic rebellion reflects the fundamental dichotomy of the
idea of liberty and individual fulfillment standing in opposition to narrow-mindedness,
conservatism and conformity. Sayre juxtaposes the popular theme of upper-class traveling to
Europe with the constantly recurrent theme of escaping: slavery, the South, or abroad (165).
This universal American theme of migration and traveling as the means of liberation from
oppression will be crucial for the analysis of Funny in Farsi (the narrator traveling from Iran
to America and the way back for several times) as well as Claiming Breath, whose narrator
treats the opportunity to travel across the States as a way to liberate herself from the
oppression of unsuccessful marriage and confining family life.

The origins of the autobiographical genres as well as its contemporary development show
both the everyday, commonplace nature of the content and the link with the cultural heritage
of the American nation: Sayre mentions

Puritan diaries, seventeenth- and eighteenth-century travel narratives, the Indian
captivity narratives and the “biographies” and “autobiographies” of notable Indian
chiefs, the countless success stories of businessmen and celebrities, the protest stories
of exslaves and victims, the tales of pioneering and the “Americanization” of
immigrants, the deceitful apologies of scoundrels and rogues, the utterly artificial
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“True Confessions” in magazines of romance and pornography, the formulae of highschool year-books, photograph albums, curricula vitae, and Who’s Who. (147)

Those latter examples clearly show that autobiography is not only a significant genre of timehonored tradition, but that it has been transformed into an industry. The genre has also gained
more egalitarian nature in the twentieth century. Sayre mentions Gertrude Stein who claimed
that “slowly the history of each one comes out of each one … Sometime then there will be a
history of every one” (qtd. in Sayre 148). Thus, the critical interest cannot be limited to
classics and masterpieces anymore and the authors previously neglected in the canon (as in
the case of women of ethnic origin other than WASP and not belonging to upper-class) should
become objects of a proper research they deserve.

The memoirs I examine in the following chapters have all been authored by the inhabitants of
the US, although all of the authors’ identities diverge from the male WASP standard, assumed
to be the prevailing and dominant model of socio-cultural identity. Therefore, their life
narratives are compatible with what Smith and Watson claim in relation to autobiographical
acts which “have always taken place at conflicted cultural sites where discourses intersect,
contradict, and displace one another, where narrators are pulled and tugged into complex and
contradictory self-positionings through a performative dialogism” (Reading Autobiography
109). The choice of genre is not accidental, either, and is supported by the fact that
“autobiography—the story of a distinctive culture written in individual characters and from
within—offers a privileged access to an experience (the American experience, the black
experience, the female experience, the African experience) that no other variety of writing can
offer (Olney, “Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 13). The fact that I investigate the
process of the constitution of identity (that Smith and Watson call “subject-in-process”) in the
context of the encounter with the other draws on such features of the discussed texts as
“discontinuities, openness, mobility, transcultural hybridity” (Reading Autobiography 109).

The choice of American authors may be justified by the fact that, in the Americas, the genre
has become extremely popular, or even “endemic.” The proliferation of new courses on life
writing offered by American institutions of higher education is the result of the assumption
that, in order to “understand the American mind in all its complexity,” students need to “read
a variety of American autobiographies,” which will also provide them with a wider
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perspective on other texts (fiction, drama, and poetry) written by the same authors (Olney,
“Autobiography and the Cultural Moment” 14). As G. Thomas Couser notes in Memoir: An
Introduction (2012), another factor that contributes to the popularity of life writing is the
contemporary literary market that is especially thriving as far as the genre of memoir is
concerned (3). Furthermore, contemporary fascination with life writing mirrors the prevailing
ideology of self-made man, and producing a memoir creates a chance to challenge the stable
categories assigned to subjects (man/woman, white/black, able/disabled, etc.) and to
“reassemble various pieces of memory, experience, identity, embodiment, and agency into
new, often hybrid, modes of subjectivity” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 109).

Those novel patterns of subjectivity are inevitably created through the encounter with various
forms of, equally multiple, otherness on account of the fact that collectivity and relationality
of the autobiographical “I” is a crucial aspect according to, i.a., Nancy K. Miller, Paul John
Eakin and G. Thomas Couser. In general, the basic distinction may be made between
“insignificant” others who are merely actors of the life narrative but do not affect the selfconsciousness of the narrator in any important way, and “significant” others whose “stories
are deeply implicated in the narrator’s and through whom the narrator understands her or his
own self-formation” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 65). Those textual others
may include historical figures, who may be presented as role models. The significant other
may also be a family member or friend externalizing a particular model of selfhood,
“idealized absent Other” (secular or spiritual), or the internal other, who may manifest
themselves by, i.a., the shift of narrative mode (first-person narration to third-person, and vice
versa) or by direct textual references to the split identity. The latter will be especially relevant
for the investigation of Claiming Breath by Diane Glancy. The concept of internal otherness
is also depicted in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street and Firoozeh Dumas’s
Funny in Farsi. In both life narratives, the narrating self reports the narrated self’s wish (in
the case of Cisneros) or decision (in the case of Dumas) to change her first name, which is
connected with a sense of internal alterity (I analyze these issues in detail in analytical
chapters devoted to each of the selected autobiographical texts). The significant others
epitomized by family members are prevalent in Funny in Farsi, and in each of the selected
life narratives, it is the figure of the (m)other that is significant for the narrating self’s identity
formation.
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Internal otherness underlies the very basis of any autobiographical act. In the identification of
the narrator and the narrated self which one encounters one’s mirror image, inverting the
natural direction of attention. Such an encounter is both alluring and scary for, as Gusdorf
asserts, “‘the image is another ‘myself,’ a double of my being but more fragile and vulnerable,
invested with a sacred character that makes it at once fascinating and frightening.” Gusdorf
goes on to state that the invention of a mirror was a disruptive moment in human experience
due to the fact that nature seems to have prevented this double reflection from appearing to an
individual and, “according to most folklore and myth, the apparition of the double is a death
sign” (“Conditions and Limits” 32). As Stephen Spender remarks in his essay “Confessions
and Autobiography” (1980), the concept of internal otherness is intricately connected with the
dichotomy of the autobiographer’s public persona and private persona, the former being the
reflection as “others see him—his social or historic personality—the sum of his achievements,
his appearances, his personal relationships,” the latter treated as “himself known only to
himself, himself seen from the inside of his own existence” (116). This dimension of
subjectivity is highly subjective as this inside self’s history may be deemed completely
insignificant in the larger socio-historical context. Such a life story is limited to being solely
the “history of himself observing the observer, not the history of himself observed by others”
(Spender 116). Extracting the inner self and making it an object of examination is inherent in
art, the essence of which is “that opposite is related to its opposite” in the process of subject
becoming an object, “the chaotic the formal, the unique the generally shared experience”
(Spender 117). Louis A. Renza points to the alienation the author of a diary or journal
experiences when reading the previous entries whose “genesis, original urgency or
meaningfulness” were depicted by another consciousness of the past and hence unattainable
version of the self. As Renza puts it, “written by ‘another,’ in this case himself, the journal
writer’s previous thoughts can return to him with that Emersonian echo of alienated majesty”
(274). This alienation results from perceiving the autobiographer when he or she writes as one
“with an empty or discursive ‘self,’ and ‘I’ never his own because it makes present what
remains past to him” (Renza 278). Eugene Ionesco in Fragments of a Journal (1967)
expresses this lack of ability to recount one’s life to oneself (the only possibility being
recounting it to others) as he states, “there’s no such thing as the impossibility of
communication except in a single case: between me and myself” (qtd. in Renza 278).
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Jacques Lacan, in his “return to Freud,” questioned and challenged the transparency of the
Cartesian cogito (which was parallel to Sartre’s moi and the percipio in Husserl and MerleauPonty) by stating that the self never exists in isolation from the other. The latter’s presence is
necessary for the intersubjective dialogue which itself enables the very emergence of the
subject. In The Language of the Self: The Function of Language in Psychoanalysis (1968),
Lacan states:

The condition of the subject S (neurotic or psychotic) depends on what is being
unfolded in the other A. What is being unfolded there is articulated like a discourse
(the unconscious is the discourse of the other) – a discourse whose syntax Freud first
sought to define for those fragments of it which come to us in certain privileged
moments, dreams, slips of the tongue or pen, flashes of wit. (qtd. in Sprinker 324-325)

This interdependence of the personal self and the other is strictly related to the relationships
between texts—intertextuality—for every text is the “product” of the latter, a “weaving
together of what has already been produced elsewhere in discontinuous form.” Similarly,
“every subject, every author, every self is the articulation of an intersubjectivity structured
within and around the discourses available to it at any moment in time” (Sprinker 325).

The importance of various forms of otherness for the constitution of the autobiographical
subject’s identity is emphasized by Smith and Watson who note that perceiving the narrating
self as unique and independent from others’ influence is erroneous because “no ‘I’ speaks
except as and through its others” (Reading Autobiography 67). Starobinsky shares this claim
by stating that the “I” is “confirmed in the function of permanent subject by the presence of its
correlative ‘you,’ giving clear motivation to the discourse” (77). The choice of female authors
of life narratives I will discuss in the following chapters is motivated by their interest in this
collective context of the constitution of self-consciousness and identity, but also by the fact
that they challenge the traditional generic assumptions of autobiography, as performed
“implicitly or explicitly by a certain variety of western, primarily male, writers” (Mostern 41).
It would probably be a mistake to claim that female identity is somehow blurred in the
collectivity for the reason that “women’s identities are still individual identities; it’s just that
these identities are better understood through the invention of a language of privacy to
supplement publicity” (Mostern 42). The counterhegemonic position Kenneth Mostern
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mentions while analyzing life narratives written by non-WASPs entails Doris Sommer’s
assumption that “western autobiography produces the illusion of singularity, when in reality it
speaks the raced, classed, gendered, or otherwise collective identity of western subject” (45).
Mostern enlarges on this view and postulates that “African-American autobiographies are
generally … the constant and conscious negotiating of the ‘I’ with a variety of racialized
engagements” (45). I believe the category of African-American racial identity Mostern
mentions may be applied to any identity other than WASP, whose subjectivity is always in the
state of becoming, and constantly “negotiated” in the encounter with the other. Moreover,
women, as Sidonie Smith observes in Subjectivity, Identity, and the Body (1993), need to
constantly “struggle to become a subject” (qtd. in Mostern 47). Consequently, their life
narratives may be treated as “a location in which they may illustrate the process of subjectformation, the complicated nature of the ‘I,’ more clearly than the men who presume, and thus
naturalize, the process of subjectification” (Mostern 47). Judith Butler’s Gender Trouble
expresses a corresponding belief with reference to Simone de Beauvoir’s claim that “one is
not born, but rather becomes a woman” and infers that woman is therefore a “term in process,
a becoming, a constructing that cannot rightfully be said to originate or to end. As an ongoing
discursive practice, it is open to intervention and resignification” (33).
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CHAPTER 2

The Encounter Between the Self and the Other in the Context of the
Bakhtinian Answerability and the Levinasian Responsibility
According to Smith and Watson, the great variety of potential others who influence the
process of “self-narrating” and “self-knowing” suggests that there is no possibility for the
existence of the “I” that would express itself in a different mode than as and through its
others. Thus, the notion of relationality is strictly connected with dialogism, which I
investigate in the context of Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of answerability and the parallel (yet
not identical) Emmanuel Levinas’s notion of responsibility. The former is analyzed on the
basis of four texts by Mikhail Bakhtin: “Art and Answerability” (1919; 1990), Toward a
Philosophy of the Act (1919-1921; 1993), “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (19201923; 1990) and Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics (1963; 1984). The latter is explored using
Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and Infinity (1961; 1979) as well as Ethics and Infinity (1982;
1985). Responsibility, understood as the “movement of response” towards the other is
inscribed in social dialogue because functioning in society inevitably entails the necessity to
respond to particular others. Answerability is defined as the response to the other from within
the particular, specific dialogic situation (which is called an answerable act). Both Bakhtin
(1895-1975) and Levinas (1906-1995) assume the primary status of the social dimension of
the concept of alterity over its purely philosophical or theoretical depiction. What is the major
discrepancy between the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian thought as far as the concept of
alterity is concerned is the fact that Levinas privileges the other as a guarantee of the stability
of ethical conduct of the subject (self). On the other hand, such stability is identified with
finalization of the self (or, in other words, its consummation by otherness) by Bakhtin, whose
understanding of subjectivity assumes its constant openness for dialogue. One of the primary
divergences between those two philosophical thoughts is the notion of excess (of knowledge,
vision, perception), which Levinas ascribes to the other and treats as a tool preventing a sense
of loss. Bakhtin situates the excess on the part of the self and condemns the other to being
incessantly substitutable by the subsequent others.
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In this chapter I consider in detail the concepts of answerability and responsibility as well as
the convergences and divergences of Bakhtinian and Levinasian approaches to the self and
other’s relation. The relevance of this theoretical discussion is justified in the following
analytical chapters, in which I will examine the model adopted by particular authors of the
chosen life narratives, i.e. whether the process of identity constitution of the narrating self
reflects the Levinasian (assuming the a priori ethical superiority of the other) or the
Bakhtinian (the encounter with the other is appreciated or dismissed in each particular
answerable act in respect of its potential contribution to the subject-self) approach.

1. Mikhail Bakhtin’s early essays. Answerability and its mature manifestation
in Dialogism
In the “Introduction” to Bakhtin and his Others: (Inter)subjectivity, Chronotope, Dialogism
(2013), Liisa Steinby and Tintti Klapuri write that in the theoretical framework of the socalled Bakhtin Circle (including P. N. Medvedev and V. N. Voloshinov), intersubjectivity
“refers to the individual’s involvement, in any given encounter with interlocutors, in a process
of speech production based on a variety of socially determined discourses” (xiii). Steinby and
Klapuri mention the connection between Bakhtin and German philosophy, yet they do not
treat this as an instance of contradiction between the depictions of subjectivity presented by
German idealism and social determinism. This is because “in German philosophy, from
Johann Gottfried Herder, the Romantics and Wilhelm von Humboldt to Dilthey and Scheler,
the individual subject is in no way a self-sufficient atom or monad” (Steinby and Klapuri xiii).
Bakhtin’s writing may thus be treated as a legitimate source of self/other interdependence on
account of the fact that although his chief interest were linguistic and cultural philosophical
concepts, still “his primary interest was in the individual as an ethically acting subject”
(Steinby and Klapuri xiv). Although some literary critics argue about the validity of early
writings of Bakhtin (e.g., Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson in their Mikhail Bakhtin:
Creation of a Prosaics (1990) find them insignificant), Steinby and Klapuri affirm that
Toward a Philosophy of the Act is a crucial source to conceive both the notion of
intersubjectivity and the canonical concepts of polyphony and dialogism (xv). Out of multiple
domains that are depicted in Toward a Philosophy of the Act, ethics is recognized as the
prevalent branch of philosophy that was meant to govern the whole piece since
62

Toward a Philosophy of the Act was meant to be the introduction and beginning of the
first part of the magnum opus … The work on aesthetics was to be the second part,
while the third and fourth parts were to deal with the ethics of politics and with
religion, respectively. The project as a whole thus comprises different fields of
philosophy, organized under the ruling perspective of ethics (Steinby and Klapuri xv).
If real or concrete human act entails, according to Bakhtin, “the act of an individual
participating in a concrete situation or ‘event’,” the latter is, significantly for the purpose of
this dissertation, understood as “an encounter between human beings” (Steinby and Klapuri
xvi). Steinby and Klapuri mention Craig Brandist’s claim included in The Bakhtin Circle:
Philosophy, Culture and Politics (2002) that the Russian equivalent of event (sobytie) also
holds the meaning of co-being. Accordingly, for Bakhtin, this concept “is closely connected
with the joint experience of two or more subjects” (Steinby and Klapuri xvi). Steinby and
Klapuri emphasize the debt Bakhtin holds to thinkers who dealt with the self’s encounter with
the other as another subject, such as “Herder and Friedrich Schleiermacher, through Hegel, to
for example Dilthey, Cohen, Martin Buber and Scheler” and assert that “Bakhtin’s emphasis
on the ethical aspect of an encounter with the other is particularly strong: being in the world
with other human subjects means for Bakhtin first and foremost that we are obliged to show
responsibility or answerability towards the others” (xvi; emphasis added).
In the “Introduction” to the Russian edition of Toward a Philosophy of the Act (1993), Sergey
Georgiyevich Bocharov emphasizes the significance of the concept of answerability while
stating that Bakhtin’s first published article was indeed entitled “Art and Answerability”
(1919). The latter marked Bakhtin’s entering the intellectual circle “in the immediate postrevolutionary years” (Bocharov xxii). As Deborah J. Haynes asserts in Bakhtin Reframed
(2013), Mikhail Bakhtin’s early essays (especially “Art and Answerability”) introduced the
concept of answerability to explain the sense of the relation between the self and the other.
The interdependence between the aesthetic and the ethical domains (later on developed in a
book-length essay “Author and Hero,” in which Bakhtin constantly shifts between the
fictional categories of hero/author and the ethical, non-fictional notions of self/other) is
present in answerability because
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art and life answer to each other much as human beings answer each other’s needs and
inquiries in time and space. Answerability was his [Bakhtin’s] way of naming the fact
that art, and hence the creative activity of the artist, is always related, answerable, to
life and lived experience. For him the idea that we are answerable, indeed obligated,
through our deeds is the basis of the architectonic structure of the world and the basis
of artistic creativity. (Haynes 51; emphasis original)
Both Toward a Philosophy of the Act and “Author and Hero” are works in which Bakhtin
strives for the reuniting of two domains: the aesthetic and the ethical. In The Norms of
Answerability: Social Theory Between Bakhtin and Habermas (2002), Greg Nielsen notes that
such an answerable act

includes any thought, deed, or sign that is both once-occurrent and open-ended. The
act is composed of a two-sided form of answerability that includes both a special
reference to the uniqueness of the action and a more general moral reference that
situates the act as an emotional-volitional orientation in the actors’ entire life history
(as a non-alibi in being) … If I am indifferent toward the once-occurrent-whole, or if I
am pretending to be someone I am not, then the fact of my uniqueness and
answerability are severely jeopardized. (36)
Indeed, in “Art and Answerability” Bakhtin emphasizes that the “unity of answerability” is
the factor that enables an individual to sustain the inner coherence of his or her subjectivity’s
constituents. Nevertheless, a person should sustain the incessant necessity to stay responsive
to the other because “all of his constituent moments must not only fit next to each other in the
temporal sequence of his life, but must also interpenetrate each other in the unity of guilt and
answerability” (Bakhtin 1-2). Steinby and Klapuri clarify the motivation of Bakhtin’s
examining art (in “Author and “Hero”) as the domain or background more suitable for
comprehending the intersubjective relation than any rigid theoreticism. Due to the fact that in
the Bakhtinian thought, art is interested in “concrete individuals participating in concrete
events,” it may recompense the lack of the ability to encompass such individuals on the part
of the abstract philosophical theories. As Steinby and Klapuri remark in their “Introduction”
to Bakhtin and his Others. (Inter)subjectivity, Chronotope, Dialogism (2013), this shift of
interest into the area of art does not preclude the depiction of ethical relations, but serves the
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complementary role to this depiction. This is because it is solely through art that the
wholeness of subjectivity is conceivable, so “the ethically acting concrete individual is most
completely presented in the arts” and “thus art is … a realm of culture which is able to deal
with the ‘double nature’ of man, who as a natural being is determined but whom we
nevertheless consider as an autonomous ethical subject” (Steinby and Klapuri, xvii-xviii). As
Erdinast-Vulcan elucidates in Between Philosophy and Literature. Bakhtin and the Question
of the Subject (2013), “for Bakhtin, the ‘aesthetic’ is not confined to textual or artistic
production; it is also a powerful psychic modality, an I-for-the-other mode of being, which
enables the subject to see itself as a whole, contained and framed by the eyes of an
internalized author” (77; emphasis original).

In the Bakhtinian thought, both artistic experience and involvement in a dialogue are of
epistemological value. Haynes claims that “ultimately, discourses with the self, with others
and with events, shape the dialogical fabric of human experience in the larger world. Dialogue
is therefore epistemological. Only through dialogue do we know ourselves, other persons and
the world” (55-56). Indeed, dialogue (and answerability as its earlier manifestation in
Bakhtinian texts) is the only medium through which life may be grasped because, as Bakhtin
firmly asserts in Toward a Philosophy of the Act, “life can be consciously comprehended only
in concrete answerability. A philosophy of life can be only a moral philosophy. Life can be
consciously comprehended only as an ongoing event, and not as Being qua a given. A life that
has fallen away from answerability cannot have a philosophy: it is, in its very principle,
fortuitous and incapable of being rooted” (56). Bakhtin contends that, although art and life are
two separate domains, it is an individual human being that combines them through his or her
“unity of answerability” (“Art and Answerability” 2). It is worth noting that the concept of
unity as the desired state of the inner self in later Bakhtinian texts will be replaced by
subjectivity always in flux, escaping finalization (or consummation). As Daphna ErdinastVulcan remarks in Between Philosophy and Literature: Bakhtin and the Question of the
Subject (2013), the Bakhtinian subjectivity is one always in flux, deriving from “the concrete,
historically situated person” (25). Furthermore, the Bakhtinian
subjectivity … is neither a foundation nor a fixed locus of certainty; it is neither a
singular focused viewpoint nor a reflected whole object either under the … gaze of the
authorial other or in the mirror of its own objectifying gaze … Unlike the reflected
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image, the refracted subject is never quite securely grounded, as its contours—volatile,
scintillating, fluid—emerge out of a process of interlocution. (Erdinast-Vulcan 96;
emphasis added)

Toward a Philosophy of the Act is an unfinished philosophical essay by Mikhail Bakhtin,
originally written in 1919-1921, and first published in Russian in 1986 by S. G. Bocharov
under the title K filosofii postupka. This “unfinished ethical magnum opus” (Steinby and
Klapuri, “Introduction: The Acting Subject of Bakhtin” (2013) xiv), was supposed to be the
vital part of the larger philosophical project meant to be devised by Bakhtin. As such, it is
focused on the issues broader than answerability itself, though the latter is “the leading
category in this projected treatise” and the concept of non-alibi in Being as an image-concept
is “the distinctive concretization” of it. The non-alibi refers to the human being’s lack of the
right to “an evasion of that unique answerability which is constituted by his actualization of
his own unique, never-repeatable ‘place’ in Being; he has no right to an evasion of that onceoccurrent ‘answerable act or deed’ which his whole life must constitute.” Furthermore,
Bakhtin “develops a critique of ‘fatal theoreticism’ in the philosophy of that time (in
epistemology, in ethics, and in aesthetics) and opposes to it, as a task to be accomplished, the
‘answerable unity’ of thinking and performed action” (Bocharov xxii-xxiii). The criticism of
theorization is connected with the attempt to overthrow the Kantian model of subjectivity. In
the Foreword to Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Michael Holquist asserts that Kant’s thought
was intensely explored by Bakhtin while the latter was writing Toward a Philosophy of the
Act (ix). Indeed, Daphna Erdinast-Vulcan (2013) claims that in Toward a Philosophy of the
Act, Bakhtin “sets out to replace the formal, abstract, and universalist Kantian system with an
alternative phenomenological conception of ethics, to explore the actual ‘ethical moment,’
both in the sense of a vector within a dynamic event and as that point in time when the
encounter with the other takes place” (Erdinast-Vulcan 24). Caryl Emerson also points to the
anti-Kantian current in Bakhtinian thought. Emerson remarks that Bakhtin, unlike Kant,
acknowledges that the self is capable of grasping the other. This process is not
comprehensive, but nevertheless serves as the point of departure to conceive the self’s own
consciousness (Foreword to The Norms of Answerability: Social Theory Between Bakhtin and
Habermas (2002) xiii).
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In “Bakhtin” (1999), an essay included in Critical Essays on Mikhail Bakhtin (ed. by Caryl
Emerson), Georgii Gachev points to additional motivation that justifies the Bakhtinian shift of
focus from universality and abstraction (inherent in theoretical approach) into singularity,
particularity and concreteness (in answerability). Gachev observes that Bakhtin’s incentive
was to question the concept of “communality,” which in the Russian culture implied merging
of particularized individuals into a greater whole, such as God or homeland (46-47). Bakhtin’s
desire to replace over-theoreticism with the lived, particularly experienced answerable act is
therefore manifested in the seeking to retrieve the pure and immediate particular experience at
the moment of its occurrence (Holquist x). In “Bakhtinian Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’
Sociology” (1998), Courtney Bender adds still another explanation for Bakhtinian rejection of
theoreticism:

the position Bakhtin articulates in Toward a Philosophy of the Act grew from his
concern that individuals in modern society feel no responsibility for their own lives
and actions. Bakhtin pins his critique on neo-Kantians and Russian Formalists, both of
whom draw a distinction between unethical, prosaic everyday life and the ethical,
cultural and rational realms by privileging theoretical or aesthetic thinking over
prosaic, participatory thinking … Bakhtin then attempts to reconcile prosaic life …
and cognitive or theoretical thinking … in a concept of the answerable act.

The responsibility Bakhtinian ethical self holds towards the other is derived from its
participation in the event from a unique and irreplaceable site while both theoretical and
aesthetic approaches, in their universalism, detach an individual from the answerable act. In
consequence, responsible action is restricted and for this reason, Bakhtin rejects any external
authority that would dominate individual answerable subject (Bender 187-189).

Although it was somehow contradictive to strive for an escape from theoreticism through
founding a new theory of the concrete act, Steinby and Klapuri suggest that Bakhtin dealt
with this paradox by delving into literary studies and aesthetics. It was the arts where he
“found the closest substitute for the longed-for new ‘first philosophy”’ (xvii). Steinby and
Klapuri affirm that what accompanies the Bakhtinian rejection of theoreticism is perceiving
ethical concepts as inevitable interwoven with intersubjective relations: “the real individual’s
concrete being-in-the-world together with others” (xx; emphasis added). Furthermore, the
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focus on the individuality of experience is accompanied by the rejection of theoretical
generalization.

Toward a Philosophy of the Act begins from the assertion that there are two domains (or
worlds as Bakhtin calls them) – of culture and of life – that “have absolutely no
communication with each other and are mutually impervious.” The domain of culture is of
theoretical, objective and stable nature that is opposed to the domain of “the never-repeatable
uniqueness of actually lived and experienced life.” Although the two worlds constantly
encounter each other and are necessarily confronted, “there is no unitary and unique plane
where both faces would mutually determine each other in relation to a single unique unity”
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 2). Here the notion of answerability is introduced,
and the concept is further divided into subcategories of the special answerability and the
moral answerability. Both concepts are complementary and serve as a “unitary plane” that
would enable an act to encompass both domains of “its content” (that belongs to culture and is
managed by special answerability) and “its Being” (that belongs to life and involves moral
answerability). Bakhtin asserts that the interdependence of special and moral answerability is
the unique medium of encounter between the domains of culture and life (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 3).

What is worth emphasizing is the fact that answerability is valid only in the context of
particularity of a unique individual act/deed as opposed to any unitary or universal system.
Individual context, and particular circumstances of the event are crucial considering that, as
Steinby and Klapuri observe, the Bakhtinian subject is not understood as a social construct.
Instead, such subjectivity is pondered as “an ethically acting subject in a concrete human
situation” (xvi). Bakhtin places the autonomy of the subject only in the presupposition that it
is a feature necessary to make morally valid choices – but those ethical choices should always
be considered in the particularity of the context of real intersubjective relation (Steinby and
Klapuri xvi). As Bakhtin claims:

as a performed act, a given thought forms an integral whole: both its content/sense and
the fact of its presence in my actual consciousness—the consciousness of a perfectly
determinate human being—at a particular time and in particular circumstances, i.e.,
the whole concrete historicalness of its performance—both of these moments (the
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content/sense moment and the individual-historical moment) are unitary and
indivisible in evaluating that thought as my answerable act or deed. (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 3)

The individual dimension of a particular act is separate from and, consequently, superior to
the theoretical synthesis for the reason that

the theoretically valid judgment, in all of its constituent moments, is impervious to my
individually answerable self-activity. Regardless of the moments we distinguish in a
theoretically valid judgment—such as form (the categories of synthesis) and content
(the matter, the experiential and sensuous given) or object and content—the validity of
all these moments remains completely impervious to the moment constituted by an
individual act—a deed performed by the one thinking. (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy
of the Act 4)
In “Bakhtinian Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’ Sociology” (1998), Courtney Bender admits
that

Toward a Philosophy of the Act focuses much attention on the unique locations of
individuals and their acts. This attention, nevertheless, should not lead to the mistaken
notion that the self is complete or even possible as a construction outside concrete
relations with other people. [In Bakhtin’s view], answerability invokes the necessity of
a dialogue between two people who come into an event with specific horizons of
meaning, and who then act to answer others’ actions. (Bender 190; emphasis added)
In their “Introduction” to Bakhtin and his Others. (Inter)subjectivity, Chronotope, Dialogism
(2013), Liisa Steinby and Tintti Klapuri state that the category of the ought, understood as
“the obligation to perform an ethically responsible act” (xvi) is crucial for understanding the
Bakhtinian idea of moral duty which the subjectivity holds towards the other. According to
Bakhtin, the category of theoretical truth is inferior to the category of moral value of the act
and the subsequent moral obligation of its fulfillment. Therefore, as Bakhtin explains:
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the ought arises only in the correlating of truth (valid in itself) with our actual act of
cognition, and this moment of being correlated is historically a unique moment: it is
always an individual act or deed [postupok] that does not affect in the least the
objective theoretical validity of a judgment, an individual act or deed that is evaluated
and imputed within the unitary context of a subiectum’s once-occurrent actual life.
(Toward a Philosophy of the Act 5; emphasis original)
Hence, answerability in the context of a unique, individual life provides the “validity of the
ought,” i.e. the legitimacy of aesthetic, scientific and ethical duties. Bakhtin claims:

there is no aesthetic ought, scientific ought, and—beside them—an ethical ought; there
is only that which is aesthetically, theoretically, socially valid, and these validities may
be joined by the ought, for which all of them are instrumental. These positings gain
their validity within an aesthetic, a scientific, or a sociological unity: the ought gains
its validity within the unity of my once-occurrent answerable life. (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 5)
Then the definition of the ought is provided. Bakhtin writes that it “is a distinctive category of
the ongoing performance of acts or deeds or of the actually performed act … it is a certain
attitude of consciousness, the structure of which we intend to disclose phenomenologically”
(Toward a Philosophy of the Act 6).

Not only the lived experience of an individual human being, but also the broader notion of
historical moment is superior to any theoretical and thus abstract system of thought and
values. Bakhtin asserts that any content or meaning that is separated from the lived act itself is
incongruous for a human being immersed in his or her historicity. In consequence, one is
incapable of grasping one’s “actual self” and “life … in the world” that is constructed solely
by theoretical schema, and disconnected from “answerable and individual historical act”
(Toward a Philosophy of the Act 8-9). Furthermore, answerability is necessarily spontaneous,
applicable in the particular moment of an individual existence, and inapplicable within the
stable, a priori given theoretical frames in view of the fact that
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any kind of practical orientation of my life within the theoretical world is impossible:
it is impossible to live in it, impossible to perform answerable deeds. In that world I
am unnecessary; I am essentially and fundamentally non-existent in it. The theoretical
world is obtained through an essential and fundamental abstraction from the fact of my
unique being and from the moral sense of that fact–as if I did not exist. (Bakhtin,
Toward a Philosophy of the Act 9; emphasis original)

Indeed, answerability accompanies the condition of a living human being, to which any
theoretical assumptions should be adjusted as secondary because

a theory needs to be brought into communion not with theoretical constructions and
conceived life, but with the actually occurring event of moral being—with practical
reason, and this is answerably accomplished by everyone who cognizes, insofar as he
accepts answerability for every integral act of his cognition, that is, insofar as the act
of cognition as my deed is included, along with all its content, in the unity of my
answerability, in which and by virtue of which I actually live—perform deeds.
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 12).

This resonance of the particular cognitive self with the historicity of the unique event and
other subjectivity is necessary for the encounter between the self and the other to take place.
Bakhtin writes:

it is only in correlation with me myself—the one thinking actively—and as the
actually performed act of my answerable thinking that such a system [of mutual
answerability between the self and the other] comes to participate in the actual
architectonic of the actually experienced world, as one of its constituent moments; it is
only then that such a system becomes rooted in the actual and valuatively operative or
valid uniqueness of that world. (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 58)

Time and spatial planes are also dependent upon the individual cognitive self. Moreover, in an
answerable act the individuality of the subject should be coordinated with the individuality of
the object, and thus the latter should be recognized by the former:
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the category of experiencing the actual world, actual Being—as event—is a category
of uniqueness or singularity. To experience an object is to have it as something
actually unique or singular, but this singularity of the object and of the world
presupposes its being correlated with my own uniqueness or singularity. Everything
that is universal and pertains to abstract sense also acquires its real heaviness and
compellentness only in correlation with actual uniqueness. (Bakhtin, Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 44)

In the reflection upon aesthetic contemplation, Bakhtin emphasizes the uniqueness and
superiority of the self over the object that cannot, to use the term introduced later on in
“Author and Hero,” consummate the subjectivity as the other. This is because “I empathize
actively into an individuality and, consequently, I do not lose myself completely, nor my
unique place outside it, even for a moment. It is not the object that unexpectedly takes
possession of me as the passive one. It is I who empathize actively into the object:
empathizing is my act, and only that constitutes its productiveness and newness” (Bakhtin,
Toward a Philosophy of the Act 15; emphasis original). Bakhtin differentiates between pure
empathizing and aesthetic empathizing. The former entails merging of subjectivities of the
self and the other and, in consequence, depriving the self of her “own unique place in onceoccurrent Being.” The unification of the self and the other in the act of pure empathizing
impoverishes Being (one participant instead of two) and is rendered as impossible. Bakhtin
observes that “if I ceased to be unique, then this moment of my not-being could never become
a moment of my consciousness; non-being cannot become a moment of my consciousness;
non-being cannot become a moment in the being of consciousness—it would simply not exist
for me, i.e., being would not be accomplished through me at that moment” (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 16).

Greg Marc Nielsen points to the concept of pure empathizing as not only unethical, but also as
the act distorting proper communication. According to the Bakhtinian thought, what should
replace pure empathizing is sympathetic co-experiencing. The latter, while sustaining the
fundamental boundaries between I-for-myself and its experience, enables the self to surpass
such zones and thus reach the other (Nielsen 39-40). Aesthetic empathizing is not perfect,
either, since if both the self and the other are participants of the event that know each other
(and the own selves) thoroughly, what they need to comprehend is the nature of what unites
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them. Therefore, both the self and the other are expected to accurately recognize their “place
and function” in the “ongoing event of Being” (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 1517). The notion of aesthetic architectonic that Bakhtin introduces later on in Towards a
Philosophy of the Act goes even further considering that in this architectonic the “I” does not
exist but is limited to the role of affirming the existence of the others:

this is a world of unique others who issue or proceed from within themselves and a
world of Being that is valuatively correlated with them. These others are found by me;
I myself, the one and only I, issuing from within myself—I am fundamentally and
essentially situated outside the architectonic. I partake in it only as a contemplator, but
contemplation is the active, effective situatedness of the contemplator outside the
object contemplated. (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 73; emphasis original)

In this fashion, the aesthetic architectonic is opposed to the actual architectonic of the
actually experienced world of life, which provides both the self and the other with the position
within (inside) the system.

This emphasis on the singularity of actual event precedes further criticism of formal ethics
which perceives the ought as a theoretical category and which, by assigning theoretical labels
to this ethical duty, underestimates the individuality of a deed. Therefore, according to
Bakhtin, the moral obligation should be treated as conditioned by individual circumstances of
the event in its once-occurrent and thus irreplaceable historicity (Toward a Philosophy of the
Act 25). Furthermore, “any universally valid value becomes actually valid only in an
individual context” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 36; emphasis original). Here Kantian
categorical imperative is opposed as demanding the universal norm that could be applied to
nonuniversal deeds. As Greg Marc Nielsen remarks, what is the foundation of the Bakhtinian
ethics is understanding intersubjective relations as singular and dismissing any formal
(theoretical) frames of the ought. Toward a Philosophy of the Act presents ethics that is of
personalist nature because it “focuses on the self taking responsibility for action that unfolds
as an event of being” (Nielsen 37).

Consequently, answerability belongs to the domain of the inner perception of the unique
isolated experience, the perception that is attainable only for the participant of the performed
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act. Such a subjectivity is able to conceive not only the “unitary context” (as in the theoretical
approach), but also the “concrete context, an ultimate context,” to which it refers both its own
sense and its own factuality, and within which it attempts to actualize answerably the unique
truth of both the fact and the sense in their concrete unity. At this point Bakhtin specifies the
role of answerability of the actually performed act, which is

the taking-into-account in it of all the factors—a taking-into-account of its sensevalidity as well as of its factual performance in all its concrete historicity and
individuality. The answerability of the actually performed act knows a unitary plane, a
unitary context in which this taking-into-account is possible—in which its theoretical
validity, its historical factuality, and its emotional-volitional tone figure as moments in
a single decision or resolution … The performed act has, therefore, a single plane and
a single principle that encompasses all those moments within its answerability.
(Toward a Philosophy of the Act 28)

Therefore, answerability is absolutely necessary for the effective encounter of two very
distinct subjectivities, each entangled in their social, historical and individual circumstances:
planes. Answerability as such provides the only possible site for the encounter between the
self and the other. This aspect will be crucial for the examination of the self’s encounter with
the other, which is the major interest of analytical chapters of this dissertation. The
subjectivity that comprehends and utilizes answerability efficiently is provided with some
additional epistemological abilities as far as grasping the essence of the other subjectivity is
concerned. Such a person

intuits their inner lives as well as desires; he understands both the actual and the
ought-to-be sense of the interrelationship between himself and these persons and
objects—the truth [pravda] of the given state of affairs—and he understands the ought
of his performed act, that is, not the abstract law of his act, but the actual, concrete
ought conditioned by his unique place in the given context of the ongoing event.
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 30)
and, furthermore, “that content … does not fall into my head like a meteor from another
world, continuing to exist there as a self-enclosed and impervious fragment, as something that
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is not woven into the unitary fabric of my emotional-volitional, my living and effective,
thinking-experiencing, in the capacity of an essential moment in that thinking-experiencing”
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 33). Thus, answerability is as if naturally available
for the human subjectivity. It is worth noting here that Bakhtin juxtaposes two types of truth:
istina, i.e. the universal truth derived from knowledge and pravda, the concrete truth derived
from the particular answerable act. In the self and other relation, the latter stands for the
“choice of love rather than knowledge … or perhaps it is the kind of supremely ethical
knowledge that does not entail finalization and allows the other the freedom of loopholes and
agency” (Erdinast-Vulcan 204).

Answerability is attainable, and as such should be constantly applied by the self encountering
the alterity. The former should undoubtedly be unconsummated and should not be merged
with the latter. Such a unique and not finalized self nevertheless needs to remain constantly
open, i.e., answerable to the moral obligation one holds towards the other. Bakhtin asserts
that answerability is of incessant and ubiquitous nature. As he stipulates:

It is in relation to the whole actual unity that my unique ought arises from my unique
place in Being. I, the one and only I, can at no moment be indifferent (stop
participating) in my inescapably, compellently once-occurrent life; I must have my
ought … My uniqueness, as compellent non-coinciding with anything that is not I,
always makes possible my own unique and irreplaceable deed in relation to everything
that is not I. That I, from my unique place in Being, simply see and know another, that
I do not forget him, that for me, too, he exists. (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 41-42;
emphasis original)

The intercultural dimension of the encounter between the self and the other, which is
applicable to the intersubjective encounter in each life narrative that is explored in the
following parts of this dissertation, entails the answerability that may be either oppressive or
contributive. As Nielsen observes, “like the murderer in Dostoevsky’s novel, the question,
‘How I should act?’ needs to be worked out with the reflexive knowledge that I act according
to both my imaginary but not fictional subjectivity as well as to my image of another’s
subjectivity. However radically different the other’s experiences may be they can respond
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with answers that are potentially harmful or supportive” (149; emphasis added). Furthermore,
in this procedure of two-sided answerability:

the question becomes, How should I act toward this other unique axiological position
and how can we gain access to each other’s traditions, languages, or lifestyles in order
to consummate an interpersonal encounter? … In dialogue the response of another in
anticipated, and, in this sense, included in the reflection of the actor who speaks and
acts. Unlike in monologue, where I assume I have the last word, in dialogue there is no
final word. Rather, I must adjust myself to ideas and to concepts as they present
themselves. (Nielsen 149)

In Totality and Infinity, Levinas also refers to the intercultural encounter between the self and
the other within the shared community when claiming that

pluralism implies a radical alterity of the other, whom I do not simply conceive by
relation to myself, but confront out of my egoism. The alterity of the Other is in him
and is not relative to me; it reveals itself. But I have access to it proceeding from
myself and not through a comparison of myself with the other. I have access to the
alterity of the Other from the society I maintain with him, and not by quitting this
relation in order to reflect on its terms. (121)
In “Bakhtinian Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’ Sociology” (1998), Bender observes that the
Bakhtinian self does not need the community, at least the community in the traditional sense,
i.e. understood as groups sharing a particular set of values. His alternative approach is based
upon the idea that the lack of shared meaning actually enables the selves to get involved in the
dialogue in view of the fact that “what we share is not as interesting as what we do not share”
(Bender 193). Life narrative, as a genre, has long been treated as inferior to canonical, “high”
literature due to the topics depicted that usually revolve around everyday life, and hence may
be considered mundane or trivial. Such privilege of fiction as potentially dealing with more
universal and thus more appreciated subject matter seems to be compatible with the thought
of interactionists who “concentrate on the relation of individuals to a generalized other who
learn socialized behavior that can be articulated with reference to many situations,” or
phenomenologists whose focus is “on what is objective and repeatable, allowing the
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contingencies and emotional aspects of acts to escape without notice” (Bender 193). The
Bakhtinian thought, on the other hand, is based upon the particularity, specificity and
individuality of the act as far as the uniqueness of each concrete other encountered is
concerned – in contrast to the general other wished for by both interactionists and
phenomenologists. Accordingly, it is justifiable to examine the self and other’s relation in
autobiographical forms in the context of Bakhtinian answerability, which is one of the major
concerns of this dissertation.

2.

The relation between the self and the other in Towards a Philosophy of

the Act (1919-1921; 1993), “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (19201923; 1990) and Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1929; 1984)
In “A Bakhtinian Psychology: From out of the Heads of Individuals and into the Dialogues
between Them” (1998), John Shotter and Michael Billig explore the importance of dialogue
between the self and the other in shaping the consciousness/the identity constitution process:
Dialogical events always give rise to something unique and unrepeatable … it is only
… in these brief and fleeting moments, that we not only express ourselves and “show”
each other the nature of our own unique “inner” lives, but we also shape our living
relations both to each other and to our surroundings. It is in these unique, dialogical, or
relational moments also that we can reshape … the already existing historical and
ideological influences at work in spontaneously and routinely shaping our ways of
relating ourselves to each other and our surroundings. (13-14)

In Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin distinguishes between three categories of the
positions the self and the other may occupy in their encounter: these are I-for-myself, I-forthe-other and the-other-for-me. The encounter entails what Bakhtin calls “common moments”
that may be found in each of the participants “concrete architectonics” (Towards a Philosophy
54). The other is conceivable and loved only as other due to the fact that finalization
(consummation) of any participant by another is undesirable. Bakhtin affirms:

from my own unique place only I-for-myself constitute an I, whereas all others are
others for me … For, after all, my performed act … orients itself precisely with
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reference to that which is conditioned by the uniqueness and unrepeatability of my
own place. In my emotional-volitional consciousness the other is in his own place,
insofar as I love him as another, and not as myself. (Towards a Philosophy 46;
emphasis original)

The mutual understanding between the self and the other is unattainable for the third party,
which is identified with subjectivity that does not participate in an answerable act and thus
can perceive its participants solely as universal human beings. In consequence, particularity of
the self and the other is not graspable for this third party (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 4647).
In “Author and Hero,” the classification of subjectivity and its relation to ethics as far as
possible motifs for action are concerned (I-for-myself, I-for-the-other and the-other-for-me) is
developed. When the subjectivity adopts the I-for-myself form, one internally conceives
objects from the perspective of “future inner experience” (Bakhtin, “Author and Hero” 44).
Nevertheless, the medium in the form of the other is necessary for the self-perception. As
Greg Nielsen observes in The Norms of Answerability. Social Theory Between Bakhtin and
Habermas (2002), “the I-for-another is a moment pointing to a universal ethics of how to act
toward the other” (Nielsen 39; emphasis original). Nielsen mentions here Morson and
Emerson’s Rethinking Bakhtin: Extensions and Challenges (1989), in which they emphasize
the necessary unconsummation of both the other and the self: “we must not love others as
ourselves; rather we must love others as others, without ceasing to be ourselves” (qtd. in
Nielsen 39; emphasis original). In “Author and Hero,” Bakhtin asserts that

there are events which are in principle incapable of unfolding on the plane of one and
the same consciousness and which presuppose two consciousnesses that never merge.
Or, in other words, what is constitutive for such events is the relationship of one
consciousness to another consciousness precisely as an other. Events of this kind
include all of the creatively productive events—the once-occurrent and inconvertible
events that bring forth something new. (86-87; emphasis original)

The singularity of the self that is an indispensable constituent of the answerable subjectivity is
the very prerequisite for the other’s existence, which is valid only in its particularity. As
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Bakhtin acknowledges, “man-in-general does not exist; I exist and a particular concrete other
exists—my intimate, my contemporary (social mankind), the past and future of actual human
beings (of actual historical mankind)” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 47). In “Bakhtinian
Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’ Sociology,” Courtney Bender juxtaposes and outlines the
differences between Bakhtin and the interactionists as far as the concrete as opposed to the
generalized other is concerned. Bender affirms that the Bakhtinian subjectivity incessantly
addresses particular others, and hence necessarily adjusts her mode of response to a given
(unique) other. According to Bender, this ability to “master” answerability requires “finding
the right tone and content to present in many situations, as well as … understanding one’s
own relationship to others and their relationships to the self” (Bender 192-193). Furthermore,
the particularity of each of the participants should be accompanied by their conscious
grasping of the particularity of the historical moment, which is constructed by singular units:

in order to root the deed, the personal participation of once-occurrent being and a
once-occurrent object must be in the foreground, for even if you are a representative of
a large whole, you are a representative first and foremost personally. And that large
whole itself is composed not of universal or general moments, but of concretely
individual moments … the performed act has to do only with one single person and
one single object, where, moreover, this person and this object are given to it in
individual emotional-volitional tones. (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 53)

It is worth mentioning here that, for Levinas, historical moment becomes insignificant in the
truthful encounter between the self and the other for the reason that

history as a relationship between men ignores a position of the I before the other in
which the other remains transcendent with respect to me. Though of myself I am not
exterior to history, I do find in the Other a point that is absolute with regard to
history—not by amalgamating with the Other, but in speaking with him. History is
worked over by the ruptures of history, in which a judgement is borne upon it. When
man truly approaches the Other he is uprooted from history. (Totality and Infinity 52)

Furthermore, history in Totality and Infinity is established only in the present discourse since
“both the historical and the past are defined as themes of which one can speak. They are
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thematized precisely because they no longer speak. The historical is forever absent from its
very presence. This means that it disappears behind its manifestations; its apparition is always
superficial and equivocal; its origin, its principle, always elsewhere” (Levinas, Totality and
Infinity 65). Levinas also claims that “if I am reduced to my role in history I remain as
unrecognized as I was deceptive when I appeared in my own consciousness. Existence in
history consists in placing my consciousness outside of me and in destroying my
responsibility” (Totality and Infinity 252; emphasis added). This discrepancy between the
Bakhtinian and the Levinasian thought as far as their attitude to the significance of the
particular historical moment (in the context of the encounter between subjectivities) is
concerned will be relevant to the discussion of selected life narratives in the following
chapters of this dissertation.

According to Bakhtin, the essential difference that is necessarily perceived at the beginning of
the self and other’s encounter should never be diminished or erased. This would not only
result in the impoverishment of Being, but also in the finalization of one of the subjectivities.
The radical alterity of perspective between the internal perception of its own subjectivity the
self displays and the perception the other holds is the starting point for any cognition and any
answerable act. Bakhtin states that “what we see first of all is the fundamental and essential
architectonic difference in significance between my own once-occurrent uniqueness and the
uniqueness of any other … human being, between the concrete experiencing of myself and
my experiencing of another” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 73). The same interdependence
applies to the perception each participant possesses towards the object or subjectivity that is
external to the self and other dichotomy. Bakhtin asserts that

life knows two value-centers that are fundamentally and essentially different, yet are
correlated with each other: myself and the other; and it is around these centers that all
of the concrete moments of Being are distributed and arranged. One and the same
object (identical in its content) is a moment of Being that presents itself differently
from the valuative standpoint when correlated with me or when correlated with
another. (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 74)

The attachment to fluidity, lack of finalization/consummation and the rejection of stability
provided by universal theoreticism is expressed in the Bakhtinian claim that the encounter
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between the self and the other entails moral obligation. The latter is not the part of the passive,
a priori given and rigid “valuative architectonic division of the world into I and those who are
all others for me.” Instead, as this architectonic is the constituent of the answerable (and thus
always in flux) event, it is constantly something-to-be-accomplished (Bakhtin, Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 75). The Bakhtinian focus on the lack of consummation or finalization
of any of subjectivities within the encounter between the self and the other will be crucial for
my close reading of selected life narratives in the following chapters of this dissertation.

Toward a Philosophy of the Act is concluded with the assertion that, on the one hand,
legitimizes the preceding extensive presentation of the self and other distinctiveness and, on
the other, suggests the development of this concept in Bakhtinian later works: “it does not
follow at all … that the contraposition of I and the other has never been expressed and
stated—this is, after all, the sense of all Christian morality, and it is the starting point for
altruistic morality. But this … principle of morality has still not found and adequate scientific
expression, nor has it been thought through essentially and fully” (Bakhtin, Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 75).

The relationship between the self and the other may be traced in the hero and author
dichotomy that Bakhtin presents in “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity” (1990, written
about 1920-23). In “Concepts of Novelistic Polyphony: Person-Related and CompositionalThematic” (2013), Liisa Steinby claims that according to Bakhtin, it is “the hero, his acts and
experiences” that make up the content of a novel, treated as an instance of a piece of art. On
the other hand, the author is the creator of the novel’s “aesthetic form” as well as the one who
provides the detached and thus comprehensive (finalized) view on the hero’s life (Steinby 38).
Bakhtin smoothly shifts from the domain of literature to the domain of real life (and vice
versa) since “the hero as the object of the author’s contemplation appears very much like an
individual in real life: Bakhtin … does not distinguish between the ‘consummating form’
bestowed upon the hero by the author and the form of the work of art” (Steinby 38). “Author
and Hero” is therefore an

expansive theoretical outline of the manifold problems of how the artist might
represent or create the animate I of the other as a hero, and how the relation between
these cognitive and ethical I’s are consummated aesthetically … What is added to his
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philosophy of the act is the I’s self-reflection on its act and the way in which the I is
consummated aesthetically through the transgredient relation with another. (Nielsen
37)
Significantly, in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics (1984, written in 1929) Bakhtin as if
completely abandons and denies the conception of the aesthetics of “Author and Hero” to coin
the concept of polyphony in the novel. Such a novel presents “a world of autonomous
subjects, not objects” (Bakhtin, Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics 7), and thus the
hero/author—self/other dichotomy is transformed into the dialogue of equal participants.
Indeed, in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, the authorial external gaze of the other is
replaced by the concept of heteroglossia, dialogicity and voices of equal status (ErdinastVulcan 78). What may be the link between the self and other’s interdependence and the
interconnection between the polysubjective novel’s characters is expressed in the concept of
answerability because the latter presupposes
the ethically acting individuals [who] do not have any “finalized form” given to them
by another subject (the author), but they appear only through their action and their
consciousness, as expressed in their speech. A polyphonic novel contains several
“voices” which are on a par with each other. Thus “polyphonic” here refers literally to
the equality of the “voices” of acting persons. This concept of polyphony can therefore
be characterized as person-related. (Steinby 39-40)
The hero is not objectified anymore due to the fact that he or she “is seen as another subject, a
co-subject whom we encounter in speech” (Steinby 41). The Bakhtinian concept of polyphony
and the multiplicity of equally important voices will be essential for the analysis of significant
otherness in selected autobiographical texts in the analytical chapters of this dissertation.
As Bakhtin emphasizes in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, the unique medium through
which the self is able to relate to another consciousness is dialogue. The latter prevents
objectification of another human being that would result in his or her silencing (68). The
equality of status between the subjectivities and their mutual autonomy is essential to sustain
the polyphony. The latter implies that both the self and the other stay incessantly responsive
to one another’s “truths” (Steinby 41). This constant openness may be juxtaposed with
82

answerability understood as the invariable willingness to answer the other’s voice. Indeed, in
The Norms of Answerability, Greg Nielsen points to dialogism as the “mature term for
answerability” (24). For the purpose of this dissertation, what is especially significant is the
fact that, as Bakhtin states in Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics, “a single person, remaining
alone with himself, cannot make ends meet even in the deepest and most intimate spheres of
his own spiritual life, he cannot manage without another consciousness” (177). This view
resonates with the acknowledgement that in the Bakhtinian thought, “a person’s inner life can
be described only through his or her dialogical relation with others” (Steinby 41; emphasis
added). Erdinast-Vulcan also acknowledges this incessant need of the self to encounter the
other when she refers to the Bakhtinian subjectivity understood as “a character in an
authorless narrative—fully embodied, inhabiting time and space, but having no sovereign
inner territory, always facing the other” (Erdinast-Vulcan 48).
In “The Dialogics of Narrative Identity” (1998), Jennifer de Peuter points to the role of
dialogism in the contemporary perception of narrative identity. Narrative theory is based upon
the anti-Cartesian model of identity that is the product of “unmediated self-reflection.”
However, as de Peuter notes, being part of a society inevitably leads the individual to be
continuously mediated through the “collective interpretive discourses” (37). De Peuter refers
to Barbara L. Marshall’s essay “Re-producing the Gendered Subject” (1991) and remarks that

unlike the production model wherein autonomy is celebrated as independence from the
object world, the relational model privileges subject relations and defines autonomy as
the denial of human interdependence. In this framework autonomy is undesirable as it
limits the capacity for selfhood, and unethical because it denies the interdependence of
persons … autonomy is ontologically suspicious and ethically undesirable … We must
fully overcome the Cartesian self/other dichotomy to understand “properties” of selves
as liminal, in neither the mind nor the text, but between interlocutors, real or
imagined, and allow for the often-silenced centrifugal partners in the dialogues of
selfhood. (de Peuter 38)

The narrators of the life narratives analyzed in the following chapters are undoubtedly the
representatives of such often-silenced centrifugal partners who regain voice through, on the
one hand, authoring a life narrative, and, on the other, depicting the self and other’s
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relationality in its liminality in their narration. This “boundary constitution” of subjectivity
allows one to examine the process of the narrating self’s identity formation in her encounters
with otherness, which is the major concern of this dissertation. De Peuter refers to the
Bakhtinian stance that in the dialogical approach, neither the self nor the other should be
finalized through consummation: “because the self is liminal, ‘becoming’ on the boundaries
of self and other, identity and difference, otherness cannot be mastered and overcome in the
search for self.” She also emphasizes the equality of voices in the encounter between
subjectivities understood as “partners in self-dialogues” (de Peuter 39). The autobiographical
form is necessarily dialogic because, as de Peuter states:
recast of the multiplicity of inner voice or “microdialogues,” [the latter is the term
derived from Bakhtin’s Problems of Dostoevsky’s Poetics] the dialogical self knows
itself through the responses of real, imagined, historical and generalized others. Selfstories are double-voiced; words are directed at both an object of speech and the words
of the other. (de Peuter 39)

In view of that, the life narratives that I analyze in the following chapters of this dissertation
are undoubtedly double-voiced, or even multi-voiced since the narration is structured around
giving voice to various forms of otherness, which is significant for the narrating self. This
approach resonates with Michael Mayerfeld Bell’s remarks. In “Culture as Dialogue” (1998),
Bell concedes that if the emphasis is put on the dialogical relation between the subjectivities,
the whole culture may be interpreted through dialogism and, consequently, defined as “the
conversations we have and which we expect to have with various people in various places at
various times; it is also the conversations we have which we did not expect with these various
people in these various places at these various times” (52).

The other (who is identified with the author in the Bakhtinian literature/real life parallel) may
be contributive to the self-cognition of the subjectivity (identified with the hero) for the
reason that he or she possesses the excess of seeing. The concept is introduced in “Author and
Hero in Aesthetic Activity,” and is ascribed to the author. This excess allows the latter to
adopt the position exterior to the character, i.e. the position of the other who can perceive the
hero “in his wholeness” that is unattainable from the inner perspective (Bakhtin, “Author and
Hero in Aesthetic Activity” 189). The notion of the excess of seeing (perception) is already
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signaled in Toward a Philosophy of the Act. As Erdinast-Vulcan remarks, there exists an
essential asymmetry between the perceptual experience of ‘I-for-myself’ and ‘I-for-theother”’ which is explained in the following way:

experiencing myself from within, I cannot produce an autonomous and whole
representation of my self; my own boundaries are structurally inaccessible to my
perception and consciousness: I cannot directly perceive the top of my head, see
myself from behind, observe myself as fully positioned within my surroundings, or
consciously experience the moment of my own birth and my death. (Between
Philosophy and Literature 27)
In “Author and Hero,” Bakhtin notes that there is “a human being’s absolute need for the
other, for the other’s seeing, remembering, gathering, and unifying self-activity—the only
self-activity capable of producing his outwardly finished personality. This outward
personality could not exist, if the other did not create it” (35-36). In consideration of the fact
that the author is identified with the other, Erdinast-Vulcan notes that similarly to a
protagonist in a fictional text, a given human being is “authored” and granted with wholeness
by another subjectivity (28). The ability to perceive the self in her wholeness is derived from
the other’s external perspective that unmistakably surpasses the limits of the self’s internal
position. This does not result in the subjectivity always moving only externally, towards the
other (in the “centrifugal” mode), but the movement is twofold. Moving towards the core of
one’s subjectivity is identified with “centripetal force” that both opposes and complements
centrifugal drive. Those two movements are conducted simultaneously, and their equivalents,
two modes of subjectivity (I for myself and I for the other), are interrelated (Erdinast-Vulcan
62; 70). Nielsen summarizes the procedure of perceiving the self by the other who displays
the surplus of vision:

The self approaches the other with a surplus of vision. This excess of vision allows the
self to perform three interrelated tasks. First, it allows the self to center the other and to
collect the image of the other who is himself or herself struggling with the ethical
dilemma of what to do … Second, this centering is done by giving the boundary and
providing the background … of the other’s external whole. Finally, in giving the
whole, which contains as yet unknown loopholes, the author consummates the other’s
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relation to the whole independently of the actor’s own forward-looking life. (Nielsen
42)

As Erdinast-Vulcan affirms, autobiography must have been the issue of interest to Bakhtin
because this genre most visibly presupposes the attempt at the author and character
identification. She also notes that Bakhtin was in possession of Georg Misch’s A History of
Autobiography in Antiquity (1907), described as “a very early and forward-looking study of
the genre as an interpretation of experience that is, to a large extent, culturally, socially, and
ideologically constructed” (Erdinast-Vulcan 29). Bakhtin claims that it is impossible for the
subject to see himself or herself as a whole without the outer perspective accessible only to
the other. Consequently, Bakhtin rejects the necessity to make generic divisions between
biography and autobiography: in neither of them the I-for-myself mode of subjectivity
“represent the organizing, constitutive moment of form” (“Author and Hero” 150-151). Also,
in “Toward a Reworking of the Dostoyevsky Book” (1961), Bakhtin reasserts this standpoint
by stating that an autobiographical subject, attempting at the perception of itself as a whole,
“looks into the eyes of another or with the eyes of another” (287-88; emphasis original). In
view of the fact that in the following chapters life narratives are explored, it is worth
mentioning “the autobiographical desire, the … hunger for being” that accompanies the
human subject that

is a creature that needs to have a sense of its own boundary lines, to represent itself to
itself, and the project of autobiography is the direct expression of that need for selfenclosure and grounding. If we are all storytelling animals, it is due to the need to lift
ourselves by our bootstraps, to observe ourselves even as we participate in our own
lives. To satisfy our ontological hunger, we must have a narrator—an internalized
authorial figure—to endow our lives with a sense of wholeness and coherence.
(Erdinast-Vulcan 32)
In “Author and Hero,” God is depicted as the ultimate other (or, as it is referred to in
Claiming Breath, “the Great Other”) and is described as “the heavenly father who is over me
and can be merciful to me and justify me where I, from within myself, cannot be merciful to
myself and cannot justify myself in principle” (Bakhtin 56). The very “gift of selfhood” is
given to the subject by God and is portrayed as “the bestowal—from outside—of lovingly
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merciful acceptance and justification of the given … In himself, a human being can only
repent; and only the other can give absolution” (Bakhtin, “Author and Hero” 57). In Totality
and Infinity Levinas writes about the encounter with the other as a way to approach God:

the work of justice—the uprightness of the face to face—is necessary in order that the
breach that leads to God be produced—and “vision” here coincides with this work of
justice … The Other is the very locus of metaphysical truth, and is indispensable for
my relation with God … The Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely by his
face, in which he is disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is
revealed (Levinas 78)

Erdinast-Vulcan observes that what in Bakhtinian texts necessarily leads to references to God
as absolute other one can trust is the self’s incapability of perceiving her wholeness. In
consequence, the presence of God provides authorship that is recognized and trusted. The
metaphysical analogue is made between God’s comprehensive perspective and artist’s
“divinity” that manifests itself in his or her external position in reference to works of art. In
this manner, there is a parallel between “the omniscient human author-other, [occupying] a
position outside and above the hero-self” and “the position of God in relation to his creatures”
(Erdinast-Vulcan 77-78; 93). In this way, the concepts Bakhtin introduces to describe the
ontological attachment of the subjectivity to the other are authoring or grounding from
without. Due to the fact that Bakhtin, in identifying the “author” with “the other,” conflates
the domains of aesthetics, metaphysics, and self-representation, he necessarily presupposes
that “the human act of authorship is a delegation of transcendental authority” (ErdinastVulcan 35).

In Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin points to the discrepancy between the aesthetic
perception, which is based upon the external perspective of the other, and the perception from
the internal position of the I-for-myself. The latter is hence not able to “contemplate
aesthetically,” which requires perceiving an object (a work of art) from the external vantage
point provided by the other (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 74). Furthermore, in
“Author and Hero,” Bakhtin refers to God or the co-existing human being as the only two
possible sources for the self’s sense of fulfillment or satisfaction because
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joy is possible for me only in God or in the world, that is only where I partake in being
in a justified manner through the other and for the other, where I am passive and
receive a bestowed gift. It is my otherness that rejoices in me not I for myself.
Celebration, too, is possible only for the naïve and passive force of being; jubilant
celebration is always elemental; I can celebrate and jubilate in the world and in God
but not within myself. I can only reflect the joy of the affirmed being of others. The
spirit’s smile is a reflected smile. (136-137; emphasis original)
The Bakhtinian relevance of the outer perspective of the other for the narrating self’s
cognition and formation of her identity will be the starting point of the discussion of the
selected life narratives in the following chapters of this dissertation.

Erdinast-Vulcan also points to the internal dimension of otherness (alterity within the
subjectivity) that is visible in the Bakhtinian thought. It is worth noting due to the fact that a
sense of inner alterity is identifiable in all the selected life narratives that I will examine.
Erdinast-Vulcan remarks that for Bakhtin, encountering the internal dimension of alterity that
is intrinsic for any subjectivity is just another constituent of the ethical subject. Because a
human being is inevitably liminal, inter- and intrasubjectivity are hard to distinguish
(Erdinast-Vulcan 61). This site of boundary is the plane where the constitution of identity
occurs. In “Toward a Reworking of the Dostoevsky Book” (1961), Bakhtin writes:

self-consciousness is not that which takes place within, but that which takes place on
the boundary between one’s own and someone else’s consciousness, on the threshold.
And everything internal gravitates not toward itself but is turned to the outside and
dialogized, every internal experience ends up on the boundary, encounters another,
and in this tension-filled encounter lies its entire essence. (287)
The idea of the subjectivity always “on the boundary” is mentioned, i.a., in Bakhtin and the
Human Sciences: No Last Words (1998) by Michael Mayerfeld Bell and Michael Gardiner. In
their “Introduction,” they claim that Bakhtin’s social thought “holds considerable potential for
the development of a new humanistic outlook that is not centered in the monologic, selfcontained subject but on the boundary between self and other, or what Augusto Ponzio has
usefully termed a humanism of otherness” (6). It should be noted that the approach to the
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relation between the self and the other explored in this dissertation, i.e., the one based upon
the concept of answerability as presented in Towards a Philosophy of the Act and the
self/author and other/hero relation addressed in “The Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity,”
is one of two major orientations adopted in contemporary criticism. The approach that is
operative here has been called by Carolyn Emerson “the conservative liberal view, in which
the individual self with its duties and rights is the ultimate value” and is juxtaposed with “the
more radical carnival view, in which liberated bodies collectively possess exciting,
destabilizing political potential” (Foreword to The Norms of Answerability xii).

3.

The encounter of the self and the other in Emmanuel Levinas’s

Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961)
In the “Introduction” to Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority
(1961), John Wild draws attention to Levinas’s extensive knowledge of phenomenology and
existential philosophy. Furthermore, Wild affirms that without the heritage of such thinkers as
Husserl, Heidegger, Sartre, and Merleau-Ponty, Levinas’s “work would have been
impossible.” This familiarity does not mean that Totality and Infinity features repetition or
revision of any of those philosophical trends, and displays innovative character. Totality and
Infinity is rooted in the phenomenological thought, and the most fundamental part of the work
is devoted to the notion of the phenomenology of the other. This is because Levinas rejects
egocentrism visible in perceiving other human beings solely as “extensions of the self” or
objectifying them for the individual’s or community’s advantage. Such egocentric attitudes
are replaced with the view of another person in a face-to-face encounter, which may result in
finding the other “inhabiting a world that is basically other than mine and to be essentially
different from me. He [the other] is not a mere object to be subsumed under one of my
categories and given a place in my world” (Wild 13).

Levinas, alongside with Bakhtin, rejects the Hegelian interpretation of the other as a mere
negation of the self (antithesis): “thesis and antithesis, in repelling one another, call for one
another. They appear in opposition to a synoptic gaze that encompasses them; they already
form a totality which, by integrating the metaphysical transcendence expressed by the idea of
infinity, relativizes it” (Totality and Infinity 53). Levinas also criticizes Sartre’s theory of
Being and Nothingness for these theories are considered biased due to their focus on
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egocentrism that underestimates the alterity of the face-to-face encounter with the other (Wild
13). The notion of responsibility is rooted in the assumption that the language is the proper
tool by which one may “coexist” with the other peacefully, i.e., without violating the other’s
alterity. The Levinasian responsibility also implies that the other’s “questioning glance … is
seeking for a meaningful response” (Wild 14). The latter should be real and responsible in
order to form both “communication and community” which

means that I must be ready to put my world into words, and to offer it to the other.
There can be no free interchange without something to give. Responsible
communication depends on an initial act of generosity, a giving of my world to him
with all its dubious assumptions and arbitrary features. They are then exposed to the
questions of the other, and an escape from egotism becomes possible. (Wild 14)

Levinas notes that the proper relation between the self and the other is sustained through
language, which provides transcendence of the other in his or her relation to the self (Totality
and Infinity 39). Conversation not only presupposes the rejection of egoism, but also breaches
the totality considering that “from the very fact that it maintains the distance between me and
the Other, the radical separation asserted in transcendence which prevents the reconstitution
of totality, cannot renounce the egoism of its existence; but the very fact of being in a
conversation consists in recognizing in the Other a right over this egoism, and hence in
justifying oneself” (Levinas 40). Language and conversation that, in the Levinasian thought,
are treated as the proper site for the encounter between the self and the other will be of utmost
importance for the analysis of linguistic alterity in the life narratives which will be explored in
the following chapters of this dissertation.

Although Levinas admits the existence of multiple systems in which language and cognition
are entangled, he shows that the individual human being with his or her ethical choices is
prior to any of those theoretical patterns. As Wild puts it, “we do not become social by first
being systematic. We become systematic and orderly in our thinking by first freely making a
choice for generosity and communication, i.e., for the social.” Levinas does not attach much
value to egocentric monologues:
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speaking becomes serious only when we pay attention to the other and take account of
him and the strange world he inhabits. It is only responding to him that I become
aware of the arbitrary views and attitudes into which my uncriticized freedom always
leads me, and become responsible, that is, able to respond. It is only then that I see the
need of justifying my egocentric attitudes, and of doing justice to the other in my
thought and in my action. (Wild 14-15)
In Totality and Infinity, Levinas rejects the “singular diversities” of systems for the sake of
linguistic “diversity of dialogue” that offers self-growth through the dynamics of constant
questioning and responding. Such a mode of speaking and cognition is other-oriented, which
means that it “will pay less attention to things as they appear to the separated self, and more
attention to the search for what they are in themselves, in their radical otherness, even though
this is less certain and always more difficult to find” (Wild 16).
The shift from egocentric to responsible mode “emerges with peculiar clarity” in the
particular encounter between the self and the other. The self, according to Levinas, may adopt
two strategies then: either abandon the movement towards the other, which is hence absorbed
and exploited within the self (an approach analogous to the Bakhtinian consummation or
finalization), or leave the comfort of internality, approach the other externally and initiate
conversation. This transcendence of one’s self and his or her “self-centered categories” is the
embodiment of the desire, which is, according to Levinas, “never satisfied, but it seems
insatiable, and feeds on itself” (Wild 16). Communication with the other may, but not
necessarily will, lead to the self’s finalization because by means of the encounter, “the same
and the other at the same time maintain themselves in relationship and absolve themselves
from this relation, remain absolutely separated. The idea of Infinity requires this separation”
(Levinas, Totality and Infinity 102; emphasis original). Alongside with the infinitizers (who
are opposed to those governed by totalistic thinking), Levinas believes that
we do not need to know the other person … as he is in himself, and we shall never
know him apart from acting with him. But unless we desire this, and go on trying, we
shall never escape from the subjectivism of our systems and the objects that they bring
before us to categorize and manipulate … The individual person becomes free and
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responsible not by fitting into a system but rather by fighting against it and by acting
on his own. (Wild 18; emphasis original)

As a result, what connects the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian thought is the belief in the
necessary lack of consummation on the part of both the self and the other, the epistemological
value of the encounter between the subjectivities as well as the superiority of individuality
and particularity of human beings and the answerable/responsible acts over any universal,
systematic or theoretical models. What is the striking divergence is, of course, the radical
asymmetry between the self and the other, which implies the latter’s superiority, or even
“complete supremacy” (Wild 19).

Totality and Infinity is the treatise appealing to reject totality (the domain of systematic,
theoretical, universal) and replace it with infinity (the domain of particularity, individuality).
In the Preface to Totality and Infinity, Levinas states that “the traditional opposition between
theory and practice will disappear before the metaphysical transcendence by which a relation
with the absolutely other, or truth, is established, and of which ethics is the royal road” (29).
The other is mentioned in the context of breaking up the totality. This is because the “face of
the Other” constantly opens up the possibility of exteriority, which prevents totality (Levinas
24). Consequently, the self cannot transcend the system without the presence of the alterity:
“the same is essentially identification within the diverse, or history, or system. It is not I who
resist the system, as Kierkegaard thought; it is the other” (Levinas 40). Levinas distinguishes
between autrui (the personal Other, the you) and autre “other”: hence the difference of
capitalization mode in the English translation. The first point at which Levinas mentions the
other is the definition of experience: “the relation with infinity will have to be stated in terms
other than those of objective experience; but if experience precisely means a relation with the
absolutely other, that is, with what always overflows thought, the relation with infinity
accomplishes experience in the fullest sense of the word” (25). Levinas states that Totality
and Infinity is a “defense of subjectivity,” but it is the subjectivity that is presented as always
“welcoming the Other, as hospitality; in it the idea of infinity remains as adequation with the
object, does not define consciousness at its fundamental level” (26; emphasis original).
Levinas emphasizes that the encounter between the subjectivities transcends the purely
epistemological function because such a relation is not necessarily limited to the same gaining
familiarity with the other (28).
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The first section of Totality and Infinity is entitled “The Same and the Other” and begins from
the definition of the metaphysical desire for absolute alterity:
The other metaphysically desired is not “other” like the bread I eat, the land in which I
dwell, the landscape I contemplate, like, sometimes, myself for myself, this “I,” that
“other.” I can “feed” on these realities and to a very great extent satisfy myself, as
though I had simply been lacking them. Their alterity is thereby reabsorbed into my
own identity as a thinker or a possessor. The metaphysical desire tends toward
something else entirely, toward the absolutely other … It is a desire that cannot be
satisfied … The metaphysical desire has another intention: it desires beyond
everything that can simply complete it. (33-34; emphasis original)

Such a relation recognizes and comprehends the other in his alterity and absolutely different
position, and does not strive for completion or finalization:
Desire is desire for the absolutely other … metaphysics desires the other beyond
satisfactions, where no gesture by the body to diminish the aspiration is possible,
where it is not possible to sketch out any known caress nor invent any new caress. A
desire without satisfaction which, precisely, understands the remoteness, the alterity,
and the exteriority of the other. For Desire this alterity, non-adequate to the idea, has a
meaning. It is understood as the alterity of the Other and of the Most-High. (34;
emphasis original)

Similarly to Bakhtin, Levinas also points to the necessary asymmetry between the self and the
other: the two participants are not simply correlated in a reversible manner. This is because
such a symmetrical relation would “destroy the radical alterity of the other,” whereas
“irreversibility does not only mean that the same goes unto the other differently than the other
unto the same” but

the radical separation between the same and the other means precisely that it is
impossible to place oneself outside of the correlation between the same and the other
so as to record the correspondence or the non-correspondence of this going with this
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return. Otherwise the same and the other would be reunited under one gaze, and the
absolute distance that separates them filled in. (Levinas 36)

According to Levinas, it is necessary to acknowledge the subjectivity of the other that is
sustained independently from the subjectivity of the same (36). In this way the alterity (or the
radical heterogeneity of the other) is sustained and may serve as a starting point of the relation
with the same. Levinas also acknowledges the potential internal otherness of the cognitive
subject: “the I that thinks hearkens to itself thinking or takes right before its depths and is to
itself an other” (36; emphasis added). Internal otherness is present in each of the selected life
narratives, so it should be noted that the concept of internal alterity is recognized by both
Bakhtin and Levinas.

Levinas comments upon the fallacy of Western philosophy, which, in its attachment to
ontology, has reduced the other to the same by the “interposition of a middle and neutral term
that ensures the comprehension of being.” The critique of subjectivity would be the
subsequent step to defend the absolute, unconsummated alterity of the other: “the strangeness
of the Other, his irreducibility to the I, to my thoughts and my possessions, is precisely
accomplished as a calling into question of my spontaneity, as ethics” (Levinas 43). Levinas
points to Socratic truth as the thought that “rests on the essential self-sufficiency of the same,”
Berkeley’s idealism that “immerses all sensible qualities in the lived experience of affection”
and the phenomenology of Husserl: “since Husserl the whole of phenomenology is the
promotion of the idea of horizon, which for it plays a role equivalent to that of the concept in
classical idealism; an existent arises upon a ground that extends beyond it, as an individual
arises from a concept” (44-45; emphasis original). The superiority of the self which is
dominant in Western philosophy is criticized because it implies that the very definition of
freedom assumes the necessity to “maintain oneself against the other” in order to sustain the
I’s autocracy (Levinas 45-46). Ontology, in its prevalent assumption of the priority of the
same, is therefore described as “a philosophy of injustice” (Levinas 46). As Levinas claims,
dialogic relation precedes being in view of the fact that initiating conversation with the other
who thus becomes an interlocutor “precedes all ontology” (48).
The fruitful encounter with otherness implies leaving one’s comfortable position of interiority
and entering the domain of danger and insecurity in the discomforting process of striving for
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truth. As Levinas explains, “the same can rejoin the other only in the hazards and risks of the
quest for truth; it does not rest on the other in complete security” (60). The issue of going
beyond the narrating self’s comfortable zone in order to encounter otherness and thus discover
the truth about one’s true identity will be relevant to the analysis of selected autobiographical
texts in the following chapters. Indeed, according to Levinas, truth may be found in the
encounter between the self and the other, which is facilitated by language. The latter is
defined as “a situation” within which the self searches for truth in the other, who does not
experience any lack. Subjectivity, in its separateness, sustains both autonomy and complete
satisfaction, so seeking for the other is in no way motivated by deficiency or a sense of loss
(Levinas 62). Searching for truth in discourse reconciles the ontological and epistemological
stands owing to the fact that intellectualism’s major aim, which Levinas defines as “the
respect for being illuminating the intellect”, is preserved (Levinas 64). According to Levinas,
any communicative situation involves participation. Without the latter, the contact between
the self and the other is somehow maintained, but loses its status as the domain constituting
the self’s being. Levinas claims that by disturbing this participation, the self “no longer
derive[s] [her] being from this contact [with the other]: it is to see without being seen” (61).
What is interesting as far as the subsequent analysis of the life narrative forms is concerned, is
the Levinasian depiction of memory. Levinas claims that memory belongs to the domain of
interiority, not the desired exteriority that is the site of the encounter between the self and the
other. This is because

by memory I ground myself after the event, retroactively: I assume today what in the
absolute past of the origin had no subject to receive it and had therefore the weight of
fatality. By memory I assume and put back in question. Memory realizes
impossibility: memory, after the event, assumes the passivity of the past and masters
it. Memory as an inversion of historical time is the essence of interiority. (56)
The relevance of discourse is acknowledged in the assertion that “discourse is not simply a
modification of intuition (or of thought), but an original relation with exterior being” (67;
emphasis original). Action is opposed to language: the former is mute and does not provide
the subjectivity with the ability to properly express himself or herself. Furthermore, the
exteriority of the products of action (works) is of different nature than the exteriority of
discourse considering that “the objective exteriority of works is already situated in the world
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established by language—by transcendence” (Levinas 70). A stand analogous to Althusser’s
notion of interpellation as the tool assigning agency to the subject is present in the depiction
of the relationship with the other in Totality and Infinity, where Levinas states, “the claim to
know and to reach the Other is realized in the relationship with the Other that is cast in the
relation of language, where the essential is the interpellation, the vocative. The other is
maintained and confirmed in his heterogeneity as soon as one calls upon him” (69; emphasis
added). The Levinasian superiority of expressive language over mute action will be applied to
the analysis of relevant excerpts of selected life narratives in the subsequent chapters.

In the subsection entitled Discourse and Ethic, Levinas states that it is the expressive function
of language that first makes the emergence of the other possible and sustains his or her status:

to be sure, language does not consist in invoking him as a being represented and
thought. But this is why language institutes a relation irreducible to the subject-object
relation: the revelation of the other. In this revelation only can language as a system of
signs be constituted. The other called upon is not something represented, is not a
given, is not a particular, through one side already open to generalization. Language,
far from presupposing universality and generality, first makes them possible. (73;
emphasis original)
Later on, Levinas claims that language may be identified with questioning the “I” that
accompanies the other manifested in the “face” (171). The presence of alterity ethically
challenges the self’s “joyous possession of the world.” The recognition of the other is
conducted within the realm of material possessions, but is, at the same time aimed at creating
“community and universality.” The latter is provided by language, which is the act of giving
and as such enables the formation of “commonplaces” between the self and the other (Levinas
76). The ethical dimension of a gift (inherent in language) is emphasized here: “the
relationship between the same and the other, my welcoming of the other, is the ultimate fact,
and in it the things figure not as what one builds but as what one gives” (Levinas 77).
Showing the attitude of responsibility that is understood as a gift to another subjectivity will
be used in the analytical part of this dissertation.
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Responsibility is the promise of a response based upon the contextuality of the self and other’s
discourse since “thematization manifests the Other because the proposition that posits and
offers the world does not float in the air, but promises a response to him who receives this
proposition, who directs himself toward the Other because in his proposition he receives the
possibility of questioning” (Levinas 96). The significance of responsibility is derived from the
excess of vision (called by Levinas “the absolute surplus”), which is assigned to the other. For
Levinas, the self extracts signification from the “themes” provided by the other within
linguistic exchange (97). Levinasian affiliation with “the said” (finalization, consummation) is
visible in his wish to objectify the external world through the relation between the self and the
other. Therefore, he asserts, “the presence of the Other dispels the anarchic sorcery of the
facts: the world becomes an object. To be an object, to be a theme, is to be what I can speak
of with someone who has broken through the screen of phenomena and has associated me
with himself” (Levinas 99).

Dependent upon the particularity of the present moment, responsibility is the precondition of
intense attention accompanied by the excess of perception:

the face I welcome makes me pass from phenomenon to being in another sense: in
discourse I expose myself to the questioning of the Other, and this urgency of the
response—acuteness of the present—engenders me for responsibility; as responsible I
am brought to my final reality. This extreme attention does not actualize what was in
potency, for it is not conceivable without the other. Being attentive signifies a surplus
of consciousness, and presupposes the call of the other. (Levinas 178)

Furthermore, this increased attentiveness entails the superiority of the other derived from the
recognition of the other’s “mastery.” The latter presupposes that the self “receives the
command from” and “serves” the other (Levinas 178-179). Furthermore, responsibility is not
limited to the constant readiness to respond, but it also holds the ethical potential of being the
gift for the other:

to return to exterior being, to being in the univocal sense, the sense that hides no other
sense, is to enter into the straightforwardness of the face to face. This is not a play of
mirrors but my responsibility, that is, an existence already obligated. It places the
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center of gravitation of a being outside of that being. The surpassing of phenomenal or
inward existence does not consist in receiving the recognition of the Other, but in
offering him one’s being. To be in oneself is to express oneself, that is, already to
serve the Other. The ground of expression is goodness. (Levinas 183)
Quite paradoxically, through responsibility the self’s freedom is sustained by the absolute
other. Levinas asserts that the presence of the latter, instead of restricting the self’s freedom,
establishes and legitimizes it (197). This relationship with the other is then peaceful since

this presentation [through the face] is preeminently nonviolence, for instead of
offending my freedom it calls it to responsibility and founds it. As nonviolence it
nonetheless maintains the plurality of the same and the other. It is peace. The relation
with the other—the absolutely other—who has no frontier with the same is not
exposed to the allergy that afflicts the same in a totality … Freedom then is inhibited,
not as countered by a resistance, but as arbitrary, guilty, and timid; but in its guilt it
rises to responsibility. (Levinas 203)
The metaphysical dimension of otherness is emphasized in the role of the other who “calls
[the self] to responsibility”: “the relation with the Other, discourse, is not only the putting in
question of my freedom, the appeal coming from the other to call me to responsibility, is not
only the speech by which I divest myself of the possession that encircles me by setting forth
an objective and common world, but is also sermon, exhortation, the prophetic word”
(Levinas 213). Such an ultimate other may assume the role of the judge whose judgement
elevates the self into the metaphysical domain, but, at the same time, acknowledges the
superiority of the other. This privileged status of the other in relation to the self constitutes
one of the most prominent differences between the Levinasian and the Bakhtinian thoughts
(the latter postulates heteroglossia, polyphony of equal voices). Nevertheless, although the
priority of the other is acknowledged by Levinas, he also points to the potential status of
equality between the self and the other, which is produced “where the other commands the
same and reveals himself to the same in responsibility; otherwise it is but an abstract idea and
a word. It cannot be detached from the welcoming of the face, of which it is a moment”
(Levinas 214). The asymmetry of the interpersonal consists, then, in the self being both “more
and less” than the other epitomized in the face:
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the face with which the Other turns to me is not reabsorbed in a representation of the
face. To hear his destitution which cries out for justice is not to represent an image to
oneself, but is to posit oneself as responsible, both as more and as less than the being
that presents itself in the face. Less, for the face summons me to my obligations and
judges me … More, for my position as I consists in being able to respond to this
essential destitution of the Other, finding resources for myself. (Levinas 215; emphasis
original)

4.

Answerability vs. Responsibility: the convergences and divergences in

Bakhtinian and Levinasian concepts of alterity
In view of the fact that one of the major aims of the analytical section of this dissertation is to
examine which model of intersubjective relations, the Bakhtinian or the Levinasian, is
operative in the selected life narratives, it seems justified to survey similarities and differences
between those two concepts of alterity. Liisa Steinby and Tintti Klapuri thus summarize the
difference of status between the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian other:
Bakhtin’s “Other” is not the “Other” whom we ethically have to recognize, despite his
absolute otherness, as is the case in Emmanuel Levinas’ ethics. For Levinas, it is the
face of another human being that compels us (or rather: ought to compel) to recognize
his or her human dignity and our ethical obligation to him or her, despite his or her
being absolutely “other” than ourselves. For Bakhtin, the other person is not primarily
the object of our gaze – the gaze necessarily objectifies – but a co-subject: one to
whom we listen when he speaks, whom we speak to, whose words we include in our
own speech. Thus we do not recognize the other’s human dignity and our moral
obligation to him or her in an abstract way; we are involved in a real encounter with
the other person in terms of his own self-understanding and his understanding of the
world, as expressed in his or her own words and acts. (Introduction to Bakhtin and his
Others xxi)
In “From Dialogics to Trialogics: Reading Bakhtin with Levinas” (2013), Erdinast-Vulcan
writes that what Bakhtin and Levinas share is the initial rejection of identifying cognition with
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abstract general systems as well as absorbing the other by the self, both dominant in Western
philosophy (167). As Erdinast-Vulcan observes, “Bakhtin’s recovery of transcendence begins,
like that of Levinas, with an inversion of the metaphysics of presence, a shift from a verticalexternal orientation toward the supreme Auctor Mundi as the source of the ethical command
to a lateral-immanent relationship wherein human intersubjectivity (the opening up to
alterity) is extrapolated into the realm of the divine” (203; emphasis original). The latter is
made possible by the emergence of another human being because, as Levinas writes, “we are
always a threesome: I and you and the Third who is in our midst. And only as a Third does He
[God] reveal Himself” (“Ideology and Idealism” 247).

The Bakhtinian critical approach to theoreticism that is detached from the lived event or
experience may be reflected by the Levinasian rejection of the nostalgia for totality, the
concept presented in Ethics and Infinity (1985) (76). Such nostalgia characterizes traditional
Western philosophy and may be defined as “an attempt at universal synthesis, a reduction of
all experience, of all that is reasonable, to a totality wherein consciousness embraces the
world, leaves nothing other outside of itself, and thus becomes absolute thought” (Ethics and
Infinity 75). As Erdinast-Vulcan notes, both Bakhtin and Levinas thoroughly examine the
self’s status within its encounter with alterity, and the “respective rhetorical formulations”
they use are considerably related (168). In Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin
emphasizes the singularity of the answerable deed and the subject as well as the uniqueness of
time and spatial circumstances that together constitute the ethics of responsibility. Similarly,
Levinas also opposes universal character of ethical conduct and points to the specificity of the
singular performed act.
Responsibility, for Levinas, is “not a simple attribute of subjectivity, as if the latter already
existed in itself, before the ethical relationship. Subjectivity is not for itself; it is, once again,
initially for another” (Ethics and Infinity 96). Erdinast-Vulcan affirms that in the Levinasian
approach, subjectivity is necessarily formed (and thus preceded) by intersubjective relations
and constant liminality of the self. Hence, “the ethical moment” coincides with questioning
the power of the cognitive subject and disassembling her “claims to autonomy and
sovereignty” (169). Similarly, for Bakhtin “the ethical subject is always already displaced and
deposed,” which is accompanied by recurrent liminality that nevertheless is the foundation of
responsibility (Erdinast-Vulcan 170).
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As Erdinast-Vulcan asserts, what is another shared element of Bakhtinian and Levinasian
approaches to ethics is “the non-coincidence of the subject with itself and its radical openness
to the other” (170). This attitude of constant openness to various forms of otherness is shared
by each of the life narrators that I comment upon in the analytical chapters of this dissertation.
The encounter with the other, if it is to be conducted in the ethical dimension, should respect
the alterity, which entails refraining from assimilation into or consummation by the same.
Here the Levinasian concept of the speaking face of the other (unconsummated and
unfinalized) is opposed to his or her “reified” and thus finalized image. Only the former
(identified with the relation of love) is able to trigger the attitude of responsibility or
answerability since the latter is identified with knowledge, which entails finitude and provides
no space for alterity and no possibility for change. Erdinast-Vulcan remarks that the face of
the other that is, for Levinas the epitome of radical alterity and is no longer a visual construct
(entailing the containment and finitude characteristic of the image). Instead, face is described
as a voice that “speaks to and interpellates the other” (Erdinast-Vulcan 171). This shift from
image to voice is analogous for Bakhtin and Levinas, and such is also the move from “a
spatial to a temporal orientation”. For Levinas, time is the domain of dynamism that enables
the subjectivity to go beyond itself, i.e., towards alterity (Ethics and Infinity 61). The
Bakhtinian concept of subjectivity that is constantly living on its borderlines, in the state of
being yet-to-be is hence similar to Levinasian yet-to-come (a-venir). Therefore, this future
orientation of both subjectivity and alterity is another divergent point within the Bakhtinian
and the Levinasian thought (Erdinast-Vulcan 173).

In Totality and Infinity, what Levinas conceives as the opposition to the aesthetic image is the
discourse that facilitates the unconsummation and enables perception of the alterity (73). In
discourse the other presents him or herself through the face “exceeding the idea of the other in
me … This mode does not consist in figuring as a theme under my gaze, in spreading itself
forth as a set of qualities forming an image. The face of the Other at each moment destroys
and overflows the plastic image it leaves me” (Levinas, Totality and Infinity 50-51; emphasis
original). Discourse in the Levinasian thought is perceived as a tool that enables the transfer
from aesthetics to ethics, and prevents the other’s assimilation by the self (Erdinast-Vulcan
178). Here the link between two philosophers lies in the well-established centrality of
discourse in the Bakhtinian thought. Erdinast-Vulcan observes that while Levinasian ethics is
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“premised on the encounter with and recognition of the alterity of the other person … Bakhtin
is equally concerned with the encounter with the alterity that inheres in subjectivity itself”
(181-82). Therefore, the concept of inner alterity or otherness may be identified with the
Bakhtinian idea of the subjectivity as always in the state of becoming and hence futureoriented (Erdinast-Vulcan 181). Therefore, in the analytical section of this dissertation, I will
look into inner alterity of the narrating selves predominantly through the lenses of the
Bakhtinian approach.

The convergent point outlined above is juxtaposed by Erdinast-Vulcan with the essential
divergences of Bakhtin’s and Levinas’s thoughts that bear significance for the present study.
One crucial divergence is the fact that in the encounter between the self and the other, the
priority and privilege is given to the latter in the Levinasian approach, whereas the self is
privileged by Bakhtin. The source of this discrepancy is, according to Erdinast-Vulcan, a
different reading of Dostoevsky. While both thinkers “enlist Dostoevsky in their engagement
with the ethical relationship of the subject and its other … it is precisely in this invocation that
we can best see how far apart they are” (182). The very core of the Levinasian ethics is
borrowed from Dostoevsky: that is, the formulation of “I am responsible to all and for all, and
I more than all the others” (Erdinast-Vulcan 182). This conception of radically humble
subjectivity that entails the “radical asymmetry and nonreciprocity between self and other” is
derived from the “Russian spiritual tradition of the saints’ lives” (Erdinast-Vulcan 182-183).
The indisputable primacy and superiority of the other over the same results in the latter’s
submission and, consequently, the ethical subject’s assuming the position within the domain
of the “said,” that is identified with finitude and consummation (as opposed to the “saying,”
i.e. the speaking face of the other). In Totality and Infinity, Levinas introduces the category of
the “said” while explaining that discourse is necessary for the emergence of the other.

For Bakhtin, on the other hand, the subjectivity exemplified by the characters of Dostoevsky
(who have already been liberated from the authorial gaze of consummation) belongs to the
realm of the “saying”: they are “no longer finalized, ‘deadening’ artistic images, but living
voices that will not be contained by or subsumed under the authorial word” (Erdinast-Vulcan
184). As a consequence, Bakhtin in his interpretation of Dostoevsky’s novels makes a shift
from the “said” to the “saying,” which situates ethics on the status of the self within discourse
with the other. Furthermore, reciprocity is sustained in the encounter between the self and the
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other, which is not characterized by the total subjection of the self facing the other’s
command. As Steven Galt Crowell asserts in “Kantianism and Phenomenology” (2003), the
Levinasian approach here could be summarized as “it is only because I acknowledge the
other’s claim on me that I subsequently ‘speak’ to the other” (29), whereas Bakhtin would
reverse this order and make discourse precede the acknowledgement of the otherness. In the
context of the major concern of this dissertation, this dichotomy between the Bakhtinian mode
of “saying” and the Levinasian model of the “said” is crucial for the analysis of selected life
narratives.
Due to the possible danger of relativism that is posed by sustaining “a purely dyadic
conception of subjectivity,” both Bakhtin and Levinas introduce the element of triangulation:
Levinas establishes the category of the third (le tiers), the move which is analogous to the
Bakhtinian introduction of the superaddressee. Nevertheless, as Erdinast-Vulcan observes,
one cannot equate those two concepts (the third and the superaddressee) since “Bakhtin’s
superaddressee is a principle of transcendence in an entirely different sense, almost the
opposite of Levinas’s le tiers” (187). Again, the opposition of the realm of the “said” and the
“saying” is operative here because le tiers serves the role of providing “social coherence and
regulation” (and, as such, belongs to the domain of the “said”), whereas superaddressee lets
the subjectivity reject codification and the subsequent finalization (and thus belongs to the
domain of the “saying”).
For Levinas, the introduction of the concept of le tiers is probably “a way out of the potential
dead end of particularism and relativism,” whereas the Bakhtinian category of the
superaddressee may be interpreted as analogous to the category of the supreme author
presented in “Author and Hero.” This analogy would stand in the opposition to, or at least
impede, the idea of dialogism (Erdinast-Vulcan 189). On account of the fact that the third
party of the dialogue is somehow superior in status to the other two, its introduction may be
associated with the comeback of the ultimate other (author). The latter would challenge the
concept of the dialogue, which assumes the necessary equality of status of the participants
(Erdinast-Vulcan 190). However, as Erdinast-Vulcan observes, the description of
superaddressee uses the terminology of discourse because necessary elements for
superaddressee to emerge are a conversation, an address, an addresser, an addressee.
Furthermore, within some “commonality” of the addresser and addressee, they mutually
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evoke the superaddressee, the third party that “has to be recognized in its judicial capacity”
by both participants. The latter converses the superaddressee from an “a priori metaphysical
being” to the judge that is “called into being by the participants in discourse” (ErdinastVulcan 194-195).

As Erdinast-Vulcan summarizes the convergences and divergences between the Bakhtinian
and the Levinasian thought as far as the ethical relation between the self and the other is
concerned:

both Bakhtin and Levinas develop an unsystematic, processual conception of ethics,
predicated in both … cases on the non-coincidence of the subject with itself, its radical
openness to the other. But it is Bakhtin’s insistence on the discursive formation and
the intra- rather than the intersubjective dynamics of subjectivity that enables the
translation of these conceptions into an affirmation of agency, the recognition of
commonality and reciprocity that is not in evidence in Levinas’s ethical postulate.
Oscillating between vulnerability and resistance, navigating between the appeal of the
needy other and the violence of the oppressive other, as we all do in the real world,
this position is both all-too-human and thoroughly humane. It has to do with the
making of choices, which is what ethics is all about. (195; emphasis added)

In view of the above, the notion of two-sided answerability (which resonates with the
dichotomy of “the needy other” and “the oppressive other”) will be relevant to the subsequent
analysis of selected life narratives.

Erdinast-Vulcan notes that both Bakhtin and Levinas recognize the role of the relation
between self and the other in the reconciliation of the modern ethical quandary of the
subjectivity being in-between the “Scylla of ‘pure loneliness within oneself,’ where the
cocooned subject is a law unto itself, unable to bridge the distance that separates it from
others, and the Charybdis of ‘the image in absentia,’ where the subject is wholly framed
under and contained within the authorial gaze” (199; emphasis original). Thus, in “Rhetoric”
(1992, written in 1943), Bakhtin ponders the need to “search for a new plane on which I and
the other can meet” (qtd. in Erdinast-Vulcan 199), and this novel place of meeting would
provide the balancing of those two opposite perspectives. Nevertheless, this new plane of
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encounter would not presuppose the privileged status of the other, which is “sanctified” by
Levinas, and this “sanctification” is taken to “a point of complete, willing, and unconditioned
surrender to the other’s demand” (Erdinast-Vulcan 200).

In each of the selected life narratives examined in the following chapters of this dissertation,
the narrating selves use the relational model of subjectivity, which is focused on another self
and the collectivity of experience. The notion of relationality in the context of the Bakhtinian
thought is addressed in the essay “Bakhtin’s Dialogical Body Politics” (1998) by Hwa Yol
Jung, who notes that relationality is the very precondition of being a mature and complete
human. Yol Jung asserts that “to be (fully) human is to be interhuman … Relation,
subjectivity, and difference are intimately related and complementary but never oppositional
terms” (99; emphasis original). In Yol Jung’s essay, the connection between the Bakhtinian
dialogism and gynocentric feminism is highlighted. What links the two is the subversion of
Hegelian dialectics. As Judith Butler states in Subjects of Desire (1987), the Hegelian subject
“wants to know itself, but wants to find within the confines of this self the entirety of the
external word; indeed its desire is to discover the entire domain of alterity as a reflection of
itself, not merely to incorporate the world but to externalize and enhance the borders of its
very self”’ (qtd. in Yol Jung 100; emphasis original). The subjectivity that goes beyond
oneself within the encounter with otherness thus subverts this model. Yol Jung emphasizes
the affinity between the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian ethics of proximity,
which “privileges the face and epitomizes human co-presence or interhuman presence in
terms of the structural primacy of the Other (l’autrui)” (102). Yol Jung extends the Levinasian
concept of the “ethics of proximity” and refers to “the ethic of care.” The latter is presented as
“the privileged marker of feminine difference” in Carol Gilligan’s In a Different Voice
(1982), where Gilligan opposes the emphasis on theoretical ethical rules and shifts the focus
into responsibility, which is based upon performativity and dialogism (Yol Jung 103).
Therefore, there is an identifiable connection between the Bakhtinian dialogism, the
Levinasian responsibility and the concept of femininity, which is one of the concerns of the
following chapter of this dissertation.
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CHAPTER 3

A Survey of the Most Prominent Concepts of Feminist Criticism in the
Context of Women’s Autobiographical Texts
This chapter outlines the most prominent concepts of feminist criticism and ethnic studies that
are necessary for the analysis and interpretation of the literary texts examined in the following
three chapters. As far as feminist criticism is taken into account, what needs to be surveyed is
the relationship between women and their literary production in historical context, the alleged
differences between masculine and feminine writing (with reference to the fact that the very
existence of a stable legitimate category of women is often perceived as problematic as well as
to the concept of woman as the other), and, finally, to the idea that female (writing) self is
fragmentary, fluid and thus discontinuous, more relational and focused on collectivity and
intersubjectivity. Feminist criticism of the second half of the twentieth century has
contributed to assigning inherent value to female life narratives that have obtained the formal
status of a genre (that they had been denied before). Some critics point to the fact that the
alleged fragmentariness and lack of continuity of women’s writing (the traits which
supposedly diminish its literary value) may be treated as universal and attributed to any author
of a life narrative, regardless of his or her gender. In A Poetics of Women's Autobiography:
Marginality and the Fictions of Self-Representation (1987), Sidonie Smith emphasizes that
one of the major reasons for the absence of female authors in the critically approved canon is
that, through the centuries, women have rarely held any crucial, socially recognized public
functions or positions. To express the process of their identity formation, female authors of
autobiographical texts abandon their silenced position, which inevitably entails addressing the
others – including in their narrative other voices, and thus approaching Bakhtinian
heteroglossia, i.e. the multiplicity of voices. What is also essential is the fact that female ego
is perceived through the lenses of relationality (as defined by Nancy Chodorow), which, on
the one hand, makes it more “fluid,” and, on the other, justifies the analysis of the chosen life
narratives in the collective context – the life narrators’ functioning in the family, in the
community, and in their constant encounter with the other.

1. Women and the production of life writing genres: historical context
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In “All of a Piece: Women’s Poetry and Autobiography” (1988), Celeste Schenck ponders
upon the autobiographical canon and the resulting theoretical writing on the genre that
“remains for the most part prescriptive, legislative, even metaphysical: its traditional
preoccupations have been the establishment of limits, the drawing of exclusionary lines, the
fierce protection of idealized generic (and implicitly sexual and racial) purity” (285).
However, if the historical development of the genre is taken into account, it appears that the
origins of autobiography have considerably diverged from this ideal. In “Enforced Narratives.
Stories of Another Self” (2000), Carolyn Steedman remarks that the canon of life writing is
composed of mostly the names of authors who belonged to the aristocratic class of English
society. However, there appeared a considerable number of life narratives produced by
representatives of the lower classes, which was the consequence of growing significance of
the country’s administration. In the case of women belonging to lower social orders, the life
narratives that were legally extracted from them most often included “the story of seduction
and betrayal” because “an illegitimate child was a potential drain on parish resources”
(Steedman 28-29). In “The Emergence of Women’s Autobiography in England” (1980),
Cynthia Pomerleau points to the beginnings of autobiographical literary production in
England in the second half of the seventeenth century (which was relatively late). Pomerleau
observes that the proportion of women in the population (more than half) to their share in the
overall autobiographical production (around ten percent) was uneven at the end of the
seventeenth century (21). Men’s autobiographies of that period were more varied (including
“military or political memoirs, accounts of religious calling, family histories and boasting
self-exposes”). This was the result of better educational possibilities and a greater potential
for gaining experience which men enjoyed, as well as the lack of prejudices against those
male authors who wrote life narratives. However, even though women were far more limited
as prospective autobiographers, their literary production was not a mere imitation of men’s
works. Pomerleau claims that in many cases, women appeared as more progressive, more
devoted to subjectivity and self-examination, all of which approach the prescribed features of
autobiographical writing (22). The seventeenth-century female authors of secular
autobiographies belonged mostly to upper class, and their prevailing attitude was that of
perpetuating the social order that imposed the subordinate role of women. Men’s alleged
superiority and ensuing governance were treated as natural and usually not questioned. As
Pomerleau notes, “women not only accepted their subordination but actually found it a
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positive virtue, one which they could constructively work to achieve” (23). Woman’s role was
to reflect man’s glories and be proud of his successes, or to be “serviceable” to him.
Nevertheless, the subordination was not perceived as oppression – because upper-class
women’s social status still provided them with impeccable respectability as well as social
acceptance of their involvement in literary production (24). Such pride is evident in the
autobiographical accounts of, for example, Ann Halkett, Mary Rich or Anne Fanshawe
(Pomerleau 24).

The themes that prevailed in those early seventeenth-century life narratives by women were
domestic, interpersonal relations (which had not been discussed or even considered fit for
discussion until the emergence of autobiographical writings by Samuel Johnson a century
later) as well as religion (e.g. Quaker autobiographies). The development of Quakerism is
crucial for women’s autobiographical writing since this far-reaching religious movement was
the first of its kind to promote the idea of women’s equality in the teaching and practically
implement it, which, in turn, allowed women to preach, travel and write autobiographies that
recorded this experience. Both secular and religious female autobiographers of the
seventeenth century neglected the topic of their gender’s oppression for the reason that the
roots of misfortunes were located within the individual and not within any external
circumstances, and explained by the lack of proper religious devotion (Pomerleau 29).
The eighteenth century brought novel voices to the scene of autobiographical writing – the
authors’ circle included less privileged women whose life was more difficult than that of
aristocracy, as well as women who no longer found comfort in religious faith. Before the
eighteenth century, i.e. before the development of the publishing industry, these women were
mostly solitary and silenced, which resulted from the lack of any common ground between
isolated individuals (Pomerleau 30). Thus, the emergence of publishing houses and the
popularization of literacy contributed to women’s gaining a “sense of a shared fate” as well as
an audience willing to identify with their life stories. In contrast to the previous age,
eighteenth-century marriage was more unabashedly acquisitive, and love rarely the criterion
for the choice of a life partner. Consequently, love within marital relationship was not much
respected or considered significant (Pomerleau 31). Women held no legal rights and their fate
wholly depended on the good will of their male relatives or husbands. Consequently, the
institution of marriage came to be viewed as degraded, and the idea of any shared destiny
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(conspicuous in seventeenth-century secular life narratives) disappeared (Pomerleau 32). The
awareness that social norms contribute to substantial discrepancies in status between men and
women was raised. As a consequence, the themes of double moral standards appeared (e.g.
premarital chastity was a necessity for women and a laughable idea for men; kidnapping and
rape were not treated as indictable crimes). Also, implicit or even explicitly articulated
antipathy toward men became common in women’s autobiographies of this period. In spite of
the obvious lack of any organized eighteenth-century women’s movement, by the end of the
century numerous women came to realize that marriage could no longer constitute the source
of their happiness or self-development (Pomerleau 35). The growing accessibility to
consumer goods and the changing economy no longer required and valued domestic
productivity so much. Although the desired female features were still “youth, beauty,
submissiveness, and wealth,” in real life they were often of secondary importance since (even
upper-class) women often had to make a living on their own – due to a misfortunate marriage,
widowhood or maidenhood (Pomerleau 34).

What also contributed to the growing awareness of status inequalities between the sexes was
the emergence of the novel, which entailed confirmation of and empathy towards the
individual self, leading woman to examine the external factors that affected her personal
burden, and promoting self-compassion. In the earlier period all the obstacles were ascribed to
God’s will or the natural order of things imposed by social norms. Furthermore, there
occurred the “shift of attention from the object to the subject of love” (the latter associated
with women’s feelings) which enabled women authors to ponder upon the inappropriateness
of men’s attitudes toward themselves. According to Pomerleau, A Vindication of the Rights of
Woman: with Strictures on Political and Moral Subjects (1792) by Mary Wollstonecraft, one
of the earliest writings of feminist philosophy, includes this kind of “psychology of
subordination” (36). What also influenced the development of the autobiographical genre
authored by women was the shift in ideals. Due to the American and French revolutions, what
became the over-riding domain was the set of natural rights and its primacy over the
individual ego as far as constituting an egalitarian society was concerned (Pomerleau 36).
Although referencing to emancipatory thought was not explicit in eighteenth-century
women’s autobiographies, this shift of interest from achieving self-fulfillment in the
postmortem religious reality to striving for earthly pleasures becomes evident. Pomerleau
sums up eighteenth-century life writing by women as
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more varied, revealing more vigor and independence, than that of the seventeenth
century. Yet in one sense the eighteenth-century showing is disappointing; unlike the
century before, the truly outstanding names in autobiography are no longer those of
women … The novel and the autobiography grew up together; yet women produced
novels that were the equal of any written by men. (Pomerleau 37)

The reason for this is located by Pomerleau in the critically imposed prerequisite for the
autobiographical genre to form a coherent whole, which was unattainable for women due to
the alleged fragmentation of their lives. Pomerleau states, “they [women] start as young
women and are successively transformed from without into either spinsters, demimondaines,
wives, mothers, or matriarchs. The process is not one of growth, of evolution; rather, they
enter each stage as a failure of the previous stage” (37). However deficient the
autobiographies written by women in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries may be, they
are worth recalling due to their authors’ daring attempts to “integrate their lives” into a hostile
patriarchal society (Pomerleau 38). As such, these literary works are the forerunners of
contemporary women’s autobiographies depicting the theme of the constitution of the female
self, including contemporary women’s life narratives investigated in the analytical chapters of
this dissertation.
In “Quest for Community: Spiritual Autobiographies of Eighteenth-Century Quaker and
Puritan Women in America” (1980), Carol Edkins points to the significance of these
autobiographies as far as their authors’ sense of belonging to a community is concerned. As
Edkins notes, a comparative study of particular spiritual autobiographies reveals that what
they share is the “symbolic confirmation” of belonging to a group. Puritan and Quaker
testimonies seem to oppose the basic presumption of autobiography, i.e. the focus on the
individual self, and shift the attention to the “religious and spiritual experience of the
community at large” (Edkins 40). Due to the fact that such testimonies were written as
documents enabling potential admission to the group, the focus is on the relationality, not on
the individual self. Edkins remarks that the spiritual autobiographies of this period followed a
recognizable pattern of conveying the religious experience. By obeying the scheme, the
female author of a testimony shows her affinity with a particular group (sect), and thus adds a
collective dimension to an otherwise isolated spiritual experience. Furthermore, through such
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writing, she emphasizes her novel social role of a church member (Edkins 41). Although
Edkins addresses numerous discrepancies between Puritan and Quaker “scripts” for
conversion documented in the women’s autobiographies, their shared feature is the presence
of recurrent blending of individual and collective subjectivity or voice (49-50). As a result, it
is worth stressing the significance which spiritual autobiographies hold in the history of
women’s life writing, especially in the context of their emphasis on relationality. The latter is
accompanied by their sense of belonging and urge to belong to the community, as well as the
influence of others on the constitution of a female narrator’s self. As Edkins concludes, when
reading spiritual autobiographies by women, “it is not the individual’s voice that we hear but
rather that of the community manifested through the peculiar stamp of the individual woman”
(52; emphasis added).
In “Selves in Hiding” (1980), Patricia Meyer Spacks presents five autobiographies written by
women born in the nineteenth century: Emmeline Pankhurst (1858-1928), Dorothy Day
(1897-1980), Emma Goldman (1869-1940), Eleanor Roosevelt (1884-1962) and Golda Meir
(1898-1978) – and labels them female representatives of the grand heritage of spiritual
autobiography (131). Although in this selection only Dorothy Day shows commitment to a
formal religious tradition (in her girlhood, she and her sister “practice being saints;” her
autobiography depicts religious rituals, such as confession, at various points), for the other
women the passionate devotion of Day is replaced with equally passionate political activity.
These authors’ prevailing attitude is to privilege the community’s good and responsibilities
towards the others over one’s self. As Spacks observes, the apparent absence of personal
goals is consistent with the spiritual interpretation of those life narratives (131). Obviously,
there are crucial divergences between the traditional spiritual autobiographies that express
some sort of “certainty” (of God’s existence, and the implied transcendent meaning from
which one may derive vigor and thus strengthen the positive self) and twentieth-century
autobiographies depicted in Spacks’s essay. In these life narratives, such confidence is
replaced with prevailing “uncertainty” concerning subjectivity, womanhood as a value or
balance between one’s personal and public duties (Spacks 131). Although those
autobiographies are evidently tales of remarkable female success (as all the authors were
recognized activists and some held prominent public functions), they nevertheless lack any
proper depiction of the personal domain. The latter is either ignored altogether by Pankhurst,
mentioned only in superficial excerpts as in the narratives of Meir and Roosevelt, or
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overstated and pretentious as in the case of Goldman. As Spacks concludes, those life
narratives avoid explicit emphasis on public-sphere achievements or personal pride that might
be inferred from them. Hence, the authors seem to diminish their private subjectivities by
focusing on disadvantages rather than benefits of their public activity (Spacks 132).
What is also striking in Spacks’s analysis of these life narratives is the authors’ depictions of
happiness as mostly derived from “interpersonal relations”. This “typically feminine”
approach is shared by women who, while considerably active in the public sphere, constantly
struggle to reconcile their professional and activist ambitions with personal relationships.
Emmeline Pankhurst, for example, rationalizes her activity with her husband’s conviction
about the necessity of women holding both public and domestic functions. Likewise, Eleanor
Roosevelt, until the death of her spouse, willingly presents her public self as acting on behalf
of Franklin, while Meir and Goldman mention repetitive clashes between their familial and
professional duties (Spacks 122-123). Thus, all the five authors exemplify a focus on
relationality, traditionally associated with women’s autobiographical writing and crucial for
the concerns of this dissertation.
In “The Autobiographer and Her Readers: From Apology to Affirmation” (1980), Elizabeth
Winston points to the change of attitude towards the readers that is observable in women’s
autobiographies written after the 1920s. The shift occurred from visible willingness to gain
the audience’s acceptance of rebellion against traditional social roles assigned to women (of
which pursuing literary career was a violation) to the straightforward assertion of the authors’
mental and artistic talents and the seriousness of their devotion to the literary career that is
visible in women’s life narratives written in the second half of the twentieth century. This
tendency is discernible in the themes of those autobiographies. Winston observes a
remarkable correlation between the women’s newly gained confidence in the validity of the
novel lifestyle and the more open handling of autobiographical genres for personal purposes.
The latter included conveying forceful opinions, examining subjectivity as well as expanding
the established generic boundaries of autobiography (Winston 93).

Winston emphasizes the strength of social expectations towards women. As a result, even the
successful authors who could financially support themselves and their families due to their
literary careers, displayed the necessity to legitimize and justify their writing activity. In
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“Selves in Hiding” (1980), Spacks also refers to this paradox by stating that because
autobiographical practice entails an assertion of individual importance, it has always been
more troublesome for women due to their inferior position in society. Consequently, female
authors preferred the genres of diary and journal rather than more comprehensive forms that
would cover an encompassing depiction of their lives (Spacks 112). Even though twentiethcentury women authors that Winston discusses (Edith Sitwell, Mary Austin and Gertrude
Stein) blatantly assert their literary success, their self-confirmation is stained by underlying
combat against societal objections and limitations (Winston 95). The latter entailed the fact
that women were deprived of independence (they were dependent upon their fathers, other
male relatives or husbands) and, presumably, of intellectual properties that would enable them
to pursue a creative artistic career. The personality traits that characterized a “true woman”
were respectability and chastity. In consequence, such a person would not risk her reputation
by inviting unwelcome public attention entailed in publishing her texts (Winston 95). As
follows, for these women, the decision to write an autobiography has always implied a
conflict of values. In The Female Imagination (1975), Spacks remarks that the seventeenthcentury autobiography of Margaret Cavendish reveals such an inner struggle of contrary
expectations: those held by the outside world to sustain the traditional female ideals of
coyness and submission, and the ambition to express herself in an autobiography.

Nineteenth-century Memoirs (1862) of Lady Sydney Morgan demonstrate that producing a
life narrative is, in the case of women authors, a political act that needs to be rationalized
(Winston 96). Although her lifestyle did not necessarily comply with the prevalent social
pattern (she was a novelist and historian), Lady Morgan still presents her feminine self as
accepting this pattern by emphasizing the fulfilment of the roles of, predominantly, “a devoted
daughter, an attentive wife and hostess.” In Passages from My Autobiography (1859), Lady
Morgan sustains the widely held belief in women’s intellectual inferiority when juxtaposing
her husband’s “clear Anglo-Saxon intellect and profound reflection” with her own “flimsy,
fussy, flirty Celtic temperament, by courtesy called Mind” (Winston 96). Therefore,
nineteenth-century women autobiographers aimed at diminishing their status as serious
professionals by publishing their life narratives in ladies’ magazines and annuals,
emphasizing the inferior role of writing when compared to domestic duties as well as their
apparent lack of desire for literary style or fame. As Winston observes, Lady Morgan was a
remarkable exception from this tendency for she perceived her position of a writer more
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seriously as well as declared her superiority over “nonliterary wives” (97). However, she also
uses the “rhetoric of justification” to mitigate the potential response from the audience of both
sexes who may think of her attitude as impudent.
Such concerns are also present in Margaret Oliphant’s Autobiography and Letters (1899; the
text expresses subordination of literary activity to family responsibilities), Mary Mitford’s
Recollections of a Literary Life (1852; self-effacing and few remarks about Mitford’s career),
or in Humphry Ward’s A Writer’s Recollections (1918; considerable modesty in presenting
her literary production). Harriet Martineau (1802-1876), to some extent, shares this kind of
self-effacing approach (by “rejecting any claim to genius”). However, a “more positive sense
of self” is present in her didactic passages referring to oppressed social groups (children,
Catholics, American slaves, women) as well as in the excerpts in which she defends some of
her actions that were judged controversial (participation in the antislavery movement or
refusal of a governmental pension). Similarly, in The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman
(1935), Gilman reports her growing consciousness of the necessity of women’s economic
liberation as well as placing household chores on a par with professional work (Winston 100).
Yet, the authoritative passages of this outspoken feminist are interwoven with references to
Gilman’s mental breakdown she suffered from after the birth of her child. Although this
period of debilitated intellectual ability is mourned in her autobiography, Spacks notes that,
paradoxically, the breakdown liberated Gilman from the traditional marital and maternal
roles, and enabled her to pursue a teaching and writing career that encompassed “the whole
human race” rather than a single family (Winston 101).
Two women’s autobiographies from the 1930s, Edith Wharton’s A Backward Glance (1934)
and Elizabeth Haldane’s From One Century to Another (1937), present the authors’ lives in a
broader historical context. Haldane depicts her public service and political activity that bring
her self-fulfillment despite her unmarried status (seen as the source of misery at the beginning
of the twentieth century). Wharton records her professional self-growth and the influence her
friends had on this process (i.a., Walter Berry or Henry James). However, Haldane puts
emphasis on her fate’s typicality, not individual singularity, whereas Wharton seems to be a
conscious author proud of her literary calling that distinguishes her from the surrounding
philistines as well as from “authoresses” such as Sarah Orne Jewett or Mary Wilkins (she
diminishes the value of their fiction by calling it “rose-and-lavender”). Another author
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explored by Winston, Ellen Glasgow (her The Woman Within was written in 1934-43, and
published posthumously in 1954), portrays her inner psyche and thus justifies publication by
her willingness to “shed some light, however faint, into the troubled darkness of human
psychology” (qtd. in Winston 104). This distinguishes her motivation from the one displayed
by Ward or Haldane. The latter two declared a historical importance of their life narrative,
while Glasgow, by presenting her inner life as worth sharing, expresses an attitude of selfaffirmation (Winston 103-105).

Edna Ferber (1885-1968) authored two autobiographies: A Peculiar Treasure (1938) and A
Kind of Magic (1963). In contrast to the women authors presented above, her attitude is far
from expressing the necessity to justify her motivation for writing a life narrative or
explaining why readers should be potentially interested in reading it. Instead, she uses irony in
order to introduce an easygoing, informal affinity with her addressees, which proves her selfawareness as a writer and serves as a tool to detach her writing from the presumably inferior
“feminine sentimental writing”. What is striking is the fact that Ferber highly appreciated the
review in which her female name was identified with a nickname a male author had adopted
as a hoax. In A Poet’s Life (1938), Harriet Monroe (1860-1936) also shows the writer’s
struggle to oppose the image of a fragile female author as she depicts the establishment and
herself as the editor of Poetry magazine, of which she is proud. What she emphasizes is her
succeeding in making Poetry more prestigious than “a worthless assemblage of petty
rhymesters under soft feminine editorship” (Winston 106-107; emphasis added). As Winston
observes, two women authors differ from the others that she examined since they transcend
ordinary “pride” and explicitly manifest their “genius”. These are Gertrude Stein in The
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933) and Edith Sitwell in Taken Care of (1965). For the
former, the use of the third-person narration undoubtedly facilitates the declaration of herself
as a genius, and the latter explicitly declares herself to be an artist who, at the age of four,
openly stated that her plans for the future entailed becoming one (Winston 110).

2. Alleged differences between male and female life writing
The analysis of the alleged divergences between male and female literary production of any
genre should start from the observation that the legitimacy of such discrepancies presupposes
the existence of a unitary gender-specific community of authors, whose writing displays a
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common set of features. Such a prerequisite is ambiguous for the reason that, as Judith Butler
notes in Gender Trouble (1990), “there is the political problem that feminism encounters in
the assumption that the term women denotes a common identity. Rather than a stable signifier
that commands the assent of those whom it purports to describe and represent, women, even
in the plural, has become a troublesome term, a site of contest, a cause for anxiety” (3;
emphasis original). This controversy is rooted in the fact that the category of gender does not
exhaustively describe one’s identity, which is simultaneously constituted by such aspects as
race, class, ethnicity, sexual orientation or the region of habitat, to mention only the most
prominent categories (Butler 3). Consequently, the discussion that follows in this section is, to
some extent, based upon a theoretical generalization, i.e. the presumption that there is a
“universal” and “cross-cultural” female subjectivity – the starting point and foundation which
is necessary for the feminist movement to exist (Butler 3). However, recognizing the
imminent infinitude of the category of women enables one to debate over its validity. Such an
assertion prevents the category from being abandoned altogether since “the definitional
incompleteness of the category might then serve as a normative ideal relieved of coercive
force” (Butler 15). What is also worth noting is the fact that the supposed coherence of a set
of characteristics shared by a gender-specific community is more often considered in the
context of women than of men because the latter are usually identified with the universal
human being, and the woman as the “other” to this universal “same”. As Butler observes, the
category of gender is often equated with a “relation” rather than any particular feature of an
individual. Furthermore, the heritage of Beauvoir is the dichotomy between the marked
feminine gender and the unmarked masculine gender, the latter being the consequence of the
masculine and universal human personhood’s blending (Butler 9).

Simone de Beauvoir asserts that subjectivity is always located “within the existential analytic
of misogyny” and thus it is “already masculine, conflated with the universal, differentiating
itself from a feminine ‘Other’ outside the universalizing norms of personhood, hopelessly
‘particular,’ embodied, condemned to immanence” (Butler 11). While Beauvoir concedes that
the woman is the other, in This Sex Which Is Not One (1977), Luce Irigaray claims that both
the “same” (purportedly male) and the “other” (purportedly female) belong to the same
phallogocentric linguistic system that excludes women altogether. As Butler notes, in
Beauvoir’s terms, women are marked by an incompleteness which is the basis for masculine
subjectivity to define itself. Irigaray, on the other hand, abandons such a dichotomic system of
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signification and purports that identifying women with the signified (object, the other) and
men with signifying (subject) is inappropriate. In consideration of the fact that Irigaray
opposes the notion of the female sex as “other” or “lack,” for her the feminine cannot be
considered the mark of subjectivity or explored in the context of any stable
masculine/feminine affiliation (Butler 9-10). According to Irigaray, traditional Western
schemes of representation are inadequate for determining a woman subject since being an
ongoing “difference” prohibits its stable being. Woman is not a part of dichotomic self and
the other pairing, but a divergence from such a binary opposition (Butler 18). In the
“Introduction” to A Dialogue of Voices. Feminist Literary Theory and Bakhtin (1994), Karen
Hohne and Helen Wussow also claim that if one was to define “female voice” or “female
writing” merely through the lenses of its constituting the eternal opposition to the masculine
patriarchal cultural production, this would result solely in strengthening masculinism as the
only point of reference (ix).
Women’s voices are often described as “silenced” which may originate, i.a., from the
application of nature/culture dichotomy to male/female discourse. Thus, as Butler observes, in
such a dichotomic terminology, nature is recurrently equated with the female and culture
assigned to the male, and the latter as the “active” and “abstract” party is also the dominant
one. The nature/culture opposition parallels the body/mind binary opposition, that may be
further extended into passivity/agency. Consequently, the feminine is eternally condemned to
be “mute,” and the voice can be only ascribed to her by the active masculine subject (Butler
37). In “From ‘Self-made Women’ to ‘Women’s Made-selves’? Audit Selves, Simulation and
Surveillance in the Rise of Public Woman” (2000), Liz Stanley analyses the corresponding
notion of interiority judged as problematic by Carolyn Steedman. As Stanley remarks:

the interiority project of modernity is construed as one in which, from the eighteenth
century on, some (bourgeois, male, adult, white) selves were made, constructed,
actualized, precisely realized, by constraining and indeed often forcing other selves
(working-class, female, child, Black) to speak, to be articulated. This self was a
regulating, collecting, disposing self: by constraining others to speak and to be
recorded, this self-inscribed and realized and finally possessed its own self to which
these others were, or rather became, Other. (Stanley 46; emphasis original)
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Butler asserts that the potential for silencing some members of linguistic community
originates from the fact that the nature of language is two-fold. In consequence, one may use
language either to establish and validate a unified community of speakers or to exclude some
of the users, whose utterances would be defiant from the universally acclaimed discourse
(Butler, Gender Trouble 120).
Helene Cixous begins her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (1976) by referring to the long
and violent history of women authors’ being “silenced.” Cixous postulates that this practice
should be opposed and stopped – paradoxically, through violence as well. This violence
follows from the fact that exclusion from writing practice as well as from their own bodies
was not a peaceful procedure, either. Cixous calls women into action by stating that woman
herself needs to actively invade both the public sphere, i.e. history, and the literary practice.
The language Cixous uses is that of struggle, combat, rebellion: she points to the necessity to
radically “break away” from and “destroy” the old patriarchal mode and to “foresee,” to
“project” the new – i.e. women’s writing. The woman is, according to Cixous, unavoidably
involved in the combat with the universal male subjectivity, but she also ought to contribute
to validating the “universal” female subjectivity (875-876). Cixous’s argument also expresses
her consciousness of the lack of any legitimate universal category of women that would be the
subject and the addressee of feminist criticism. In this way, she claims, although women
inclusively share the fate of being long marginalized, there is no “general” or “typical”
woman that would be the result of this marginalization. Instead, she points to the potential for
the exploration of the common characteristics within the category – “what they have in
common I will say” – and, in the same passage, she points to the multiplicity of individual
distributions of certain common traits, comparing women’s creative potential to that of pieces
of art (Cixous 876; emphasis original).
Essentially for this dissertation, the concept of “woman as the other” is also outlined in
Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and Infinity. Levinas refers to the “condition of absence” as
peculiar to a woman (this may as well resonate with women authors’ long absence from the
public sphere and literary canon), yet he presents it as an asset which enables a “hospitable
welcome” within the realm of self and the other encounter:

118

For the intimacy of recollection to be able to be produced in the oecumenia of being
the presence of the Other must not only be revealed in the face which breaks through
its own plastic image, but must be revealed, simultaneously with this presence, in its
withdrawal and in its absence. This simultaneity is not an abstract construction of
dialectics, but the very essence of discretion. And the other whose presence is
discreetly an absence, with which is accomplished the primary hospitable welcome
which describes the field of intimacy, is the Woman. The woman is the condition for
recollection, the interiority of the Home, and inhabitation. (Levinas 155; emphasis
added)
In “Woman, Culture, and Society: A Theoretical Overview” (1974), Michelle Zimbalist
Rosaldo considers the social relations between men and women from a socio-anthropologist
perspective and points to a “universal asymmetry” that prevails in the cultural interpretation
of both genders. She claims that when juxtaposing a man and a woman of otherwise
comparable social standing, the latter will inevitably be judged inferior and as lacking
recognizable “authority” (17). As far as the issue of “typical” activities ascribed to one of the
sexes are concerned, Rosaldo claims that, although there exist some variations, the
distribution of characteristic traits (concerning tasks, patterns of behavior, duties) between the
sexes is somehow universal in every known instance of society (18). Within this diversity,
what is most remarkable is the fact that male activities are invariably “recognized as
predominantly important, and cultural systems give authority and value to the roles and
activities of men” (19). Rosaldo rejects the assumption of the existence of some past
matriarchal societies that would contradict the theory of universalism of male domination.
Instead, she emphasizes the latter as encompassing and points to the fact that the lack of
proportion (in favor of men) in the cultural evaluative judgements is universal (19).
Interestingly, even within the Iroquois who are perceived as those who seem to realize the
matriarchal ideal most eagerly, most tribes were ruled by male chiefs (women in power could
only “instate and depose their rulers”). What Rosaldo observes is another universal feature of
the societies examined is the fact that the moral value and universal significance of particular
actions are derived from their being limited to male activity (20-21). The literary production
may undoubtedly be classified as one of such areas of human activity, which may have
influenced the exclusion of women authors from the literary canon. Among potential sources
of the claim about this gender asymmetry and the following “cultural subordination of women
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to men,” Rosaldo lists “different hormonal cycles, infant activity levels, sexual capacities, or
emotional orientations”: the latter resonate with the assumption that women’s life narrators’
selves are more fragile, emotionally unstable and thus develop discontinuous identities (22).

The source of the dichotomy between the women-domestic and men-public orientations is
seen in the fact that women as mothers are inevitably attached to the domestic sphere, and
childcare is the factor that considerably limits any public activity and shifts woman’s attention
towards familial relationships (Rosaldo 24). As far as the presupposed divergences between
men’s and women’s personality traits are concerned, Rosaldo follows Nancy Chodorow and
claims that such discrepancies derive from the differences in girls’ and boys’ upbringing
environment. In “Family Structure and Feminine Personality” (1974), Nancy Chodorow
indeed states that an essential differentiating process is conducted in childhood, when girls are
already involved in early childcare as well as the subsequent socializing process with female
family members, which altogether affects the fundamental discrepancies in male and female
personality (Chodorow 43-44). The young girl acquires the ability to develop herself by being
caring, responsive, and submissive, while boys learn that authority is derived from fulfilling
certain external responsibilities. As a result, the measure of men’s achievement or lack of
success is the extent to which they (individually) realize the standard model of manhood. On
the other hand, women obtain their social value by being effective spouses, mothers and
sisters (Rosaldo 26). This standpoint would, first, resonate with the notions of collectivity and
relationality as ascribed to women authors, and, second, justify the overall concern of this
dissertation – the influence of the other on the process of identity constitution of female life
narrators. As Chodorow claims, the female self is more likely than the male to establish itself
“in relation and connection to other people” (44; emphasis original). Rosaldo, on the other
hand, points to the fact that while many societies have developed rituals that serve to separate
men from their families and communities (such as separate sleeping quarters, limited
interaction with women, or veil worn across the nose and mouth), women would mostly find
it hard to detach themselves from others. Furthermore, women’s functioning in the society is
dependent upon complex familial constraints. What is crucial in the context of responsibility
to the other, Rosaldo remarks that “women, more than men, must respond to the personal
needs of those around them: their public image is more difficult for them to manipulate or
control” (28; emphasis added).
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Rosaldo explains the ease with which one ponders women as a legitimate category (and the
corresponding categories, such as women’s literature, women’s writing, etc.). She claims that
while constituting one’s manhood is socially perceived as an individual attainment,
womanhood is not achieved, but assigned to the female, and the spectrum of alternative
patterns of showing one’s womanhood is considerably limited (28). The consequence of such
an approach is the fact that women’s lives and traditional activities do not differ substantially
among various cultural models. The long absence of women authors from the literary canon
is, then, the consequence of the fact that women’s public life is perceived as not suitable for
explicit expression, and women’s status – as defined solely in familial terms, i.e. as sisters,
daughters, mothers and spouses (Rosaldo 29). Furthermore, due to the lack of any definite
social categorization of classes of women that the cultures would provide (and indeed do, but
with reference to men), women’s selves are conceived as lacking fixed structure and more
fluid than men’s (Rosaldo 30). Such an argument would justify the notion of inherently
fragmentary, discontinuous female writing self. Indeed, as Rosaldo emphasizes, the
“increasing evidence belies this assumption and suggests that the ‘expressive’ character of
women is as much a cultural interpretation, or cliché, as an accurate reflection of the ways in
which women act and think” (Rosaldo 30). In In a Different Voice (1982; 2003), Carol
Gilligan observes that psychological literature has extensively debated the discrepancy
between the description of women’s experience and the experience of the universal human
being. Furthermore, some fault on the woman’s part has been blamed for this difference due
to the alleged fallacy of woman’s mental construction. However, Gilligan points to the fact
that a woman’s inability to subscribe to the dominant scheme might originate from
misrepresentation of the latter. This is because the prevalent scheme is not comprehensive
enough since it unavoidably fails to encompass every single variation of human experience
(2). This observation that concerns psychological studies may entail the misconceptions of
other domains, including literary studies and, specifically, life writing theory as well.
The idea of woman as the other resonates with the concept of the “anomalous,” i.e. the
opposite to the public order established by male hierarchy (Rosaldo 31). As Rosaldo explains:

Where men are classified in terms of ranked, institutional positions, women are simply
women and their activities, interests, and differences receive only idiosyncratic note.
Where male activities are justified and rationalized by a fine societal classification, by
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a system of norms acknowledging their different pursuits, women are classified
together and their particular goals are ignored. From the point of view of the larger
social system, they are seen as deviants or manipulators; because systems of social
classification rarely make room for their interests, they are not publicly understood.
(Rosaldo 31-32)

Interestingly, in the conclusion of her essay, Rosaldo discusses American society as one that
clearly distinguishes between private (domestic) and public domains, one that sustains a
profound detachment of those two spheres. As Rosaldo observes, while social norms promote
marriage and family life, they also contribute to a clear division of domestic area (assigned to
women) and labor market (exclusive to men), thus separating the two sexes altogether.
Unfortunately, this systematic lack of coherence is the source of misery for both (Rosaldo 42).
In “Is Female to Male as Nature Is to Culture” (1974), Sherry B. Ortner points to the fact that
women’s inferior status is of universal nature across different societies and concurs that their
subordination to men is observable in every examined culture (70-71). Tracing the source of
this universality across various societies, Ortner (similarly to Butler) locates it in the
nature/culture binary opposition, in which the former is associated with women and the latter
with men. As Ortner explains, woman is equated with devaluation entailed in “a lower order
of existence” than the order of culture and is generally identified with the domain of nature
(72). The superiority of culture is derived from its capability to creatively manipulate, manage
and utilize natural resources. Ortner enumerates three domains that affect the perception of
women as closer to nature – these are woman’s body and physiology (associated with
reproduction), social roles that are inferred from the latter, and a peculiar mental construction
that is the result of the imposition of conventional social functions (73-74). Ortner also points
to the domestic/public opposition and claims that women, due to their attachment to domestic
constraints, are also equated with the lower layer of social structure: the family as the unit of
domestic realm is inferior to society. The latter serves the governing role of binding these
units – i.e. individual families – together (79). Men are allowed “interfamilial relations” and
hence endowed with the ownership of all the domains of the cultural sphere (including
religious, political or spiritual norms). As a result, men are equated with culture understood as
mind and reason as well as any other sophisticated area of human creativity (artistic, religious,
or legal expression) (Ortner 79). It is then legitimate to include “literature” in Ortner’s list,
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which would add to the analysis of, on the one hand, the structure of the literary canon – and
women’s general absence from it – and, on the other, the alleged inferior status of women life
narrators associated with such traits as fragmentariness, discontinuity, lack of coherent
development of identity, etc. Nevertheless, when referring to the assumed universal
emotionality or irrationality of women’s psyche, Ortner opposes this (typically Western)
approach with models sustained in some other cultures that value their female members as
more down-to-earth and realistic than male ones. What Ortner postulates is the unique binary
opposition that may be relevant regardless of cultural specificities is relative concreteness vs.
relative abstractness – the former ascribed to women because “the feminine personality tends
to be involved with concrete feelings, things, and people, rather than with abstract entities; it
tends toward personalism and particularism” (81). The latter may contribute to the chief
concern of this dissertation since it resonates with the encounter with particular others and its
implications for the constitution of self’s, i.e., a female life narrator’s, identity.
In “Women’s Autobiography and the Male Tradition” (1980), Estelle C. Jelinek surveys the
most prominent twentieth-century critical works on the genre of autobiography, including
those by Wayne Shumaker (English Autobiography, 1954), Roy Pascal (Design and Truth in
Autobiography, 1960), James Olney (Metaphors of Self, 1972) and Robert Sayre (The
Examined Self, 1965), and observes that they all focus on male authors, with brief or no
reference to women’s autobiographies. The only exceptions are Gertrude Stein’s
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), autobiographies by Harriet Martineau (1855) and
Beatrice Webb (1926), or Anais Nin’s diaries (1968). Jelinek states that the sparse studies that
exist on female life narrators are marked by a prejudiced, overwhelmingly subjective
approach (3). This bias continues on account of the fact that the reviews Jelinek mentions –
those of, i.a., Kate Millett’s Flying (1974) – may also be understood as violent criticism
aimed to undermine the works’ meaning or stylistic merit. Jelinek contends that the prevailing
attitude of most critics to female lives may be summarized as judgmentally insignificant. In
contrast to grandiose and sophisticated terms in which male experience is depicted
(“alienation, initiation, manhood, apotheosis, transformation, guilt, identity crises, symbolic
journeys”), female lives are perceived in more mundane terms (such as “heartbreak, anger,
loneliness, motherhood, humility, confusion, self-abnegation”). Jelinek points to the fact that
even the potentially universal elements of objective theory on the genre apply only to male
authors. The example she gives is the relationship between the historical moment and
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productivity in autobiography: while James Cox claims that the most prominent turning points
in American history are accompanied by the greatest number of autobiographies, this proves
opposite in the case of women’s life narratives. Jelinek observes that there exists a correlation
between the growing intensity of life writing by men and the declining number of
corresponding texts written by women authors – these are, e.g., the American Revolution, the
Gold Rush, or the Civil War period (5). This proves that peak moments in “his-story” are not
always compatible with those of “her-story” – a fact that has often been neglected by major
(male) critics.

Jelinek observes that although the critical canon regarding the form and content of the
autobiographical genres excludes women’s life narratives, the latter should nevertheless either
“conform to them or else be disqualified as autobiographies” (6). One of the major
discrepancies between the patterns included in women’s and men’s life studies is the approach
to history. The latter is traditionally reflected in male autobiographies, which depict mostly
the professional and intellectual life of the author necessarily against the background of sociohistorical circumstances, which usually contribute to the success story (the examples Jelinek
mentions are Augustine’s Confessions, 400, Rousseau’s Confessions, 1781, Gibbon’s
Autobiography, 1793 as well as Goethe’s Poetry and Truth, 1812-31 and Franklin’s
Autobiography, 1791). Women’s autobiographies are different in this respect considering the
fact that they mostly focus on the personal dimension of their lives, which encompasses
specificities of domestic and familial life, and “especially people who influenced them”
(Jelinek 8). The latter seems relevant in the context of the focus of this dissertation as
encounters with their significant others are thus inscribed in women’s autobiographical
writing. Jelinek mentions, i.a., the examples of Agrippina’s Memoirs (the first century A.D.;
the focus is on the author’s family members), The Book of Margery Kempe (1436; the focus
on the people encountered during the pilgrimage, not the author’s religious development), or
Teresa’s Life (1562-65; the emphasis on the address to other nuns to persuade them to follow
her example of not losing faith in the visions they experience). The themes within the area of
domesticity prevail in both the religious narratives and personal diaries of the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries as well as the frontier autobiographies, the narratives of Indian captives,
ex-slaves and pioneers whose focus is on reconciliation with their families, acquisition of
food and shelter, or facing the challenge to survive in a new savage environment (Jelinek 8).
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Jelinek observes that the personal dimension of life is the focal point of the female authors
who have succeeded in professional work. The illustrations include, i.a., Gertrude Stein, who
“camouflages” her literary production behind numerous “entertaining anecdotes” about
others; Edith Wharton’s A Backward Glance (1934) and Ellen Glasgow’s The Woman Within
(1954) both of which downplay the process of writing successful literary pieces that resulted
in the authors’ fame; Margaret Mead’s Blackberry Winter (1972) which concentrates on
delineating appropriate patterns of child upbringing and therefore overlooks the most
productive period of the author’s professional life (Jelinek 10). As Jelinek remarks, there is
the shift of attention from the individual success story embedded in the socio-political
background to the personal dimension of relationships with the others (10). Nevertheless,
women authors’ focus on the particularity of interpersonal relationships rather than grandiose
issues of universal importance is in no way, as Judith Butler states in Gender Trouble,
circumscribed by innate tendencies of their sex since “no such nature exists.” Butler recalls
here Monique Wittig’s claim that the power of language use in the establishment of genderspecific power relations is enormous. At the same time Butler emphasizes that the equation of
the male with the speaker and universal subjectivity, and of the female – with the one spoken
about and thus particular, is not an “innate” element of any language (116). Hence, this
division is artificially implied at social and ideological levels. As Beauvoir explains, at the
moment of birth men are not automatically equipped with an inclination to the universal or
women with an affinity with the particular. The former is obtained by men in an ongoing
process, which Beauvoir calls a “criminal act” perpetrated in the sphere of semantics as well
as philosophical or political concepts (Butler 116).

However, Jelinek remarks that some features of autobiographies that seem to contradict the
theoretical canon are shared by both men’s and women’s autobiographies. One of them is the
fallacy of the “ideal of self-revelation” which is due to the apparent omission of some issues
associated with painful and intimate memories – and these include, according to Wayne
Shumaker, “the exclusion of siblings, children, mates, and romantic attachments.” Although
the potential motivation behind the exclusion of siblings is the same for both men’s and
women’s autobiographers (most of them are either the only child or the oldest one for whom
the younger siblings are hardly a significant other), the depiction of children is more common
in women’s life narratives (e.g. Stanton, Duncan, Gilman or Mead who, as mothers, devoted
long passages to their children). The unwillingness to develop the portrayal of their life
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partners is common to male and female authors alike, but women are more often willing to
depict their partners in their life narratives. Nevertheless, some female authors neglect this
subject altogether: the widely addressed autobiography by Gertrude Stein is a case in point,
overlooking as it does the relationship with Toklas altogether. As far as the depiction of
parents is concerned, women are less eager to depict their mothers (Jelinek 10-13).

Jelinek asserts that because the complete exclusion of painful memories in a life narrative is
unattainable, their authors strive to detach from such uncomfortable themes. This tendency is
shared by both sexes and the distinctive factor is the different stylistic strategies which men
and women adopt. Although both sexes usually recall childhood as an unhappy period of life,
men, in comparison to women, display a tendency to “exaggerate, mythologize, or
monumentalize” boyhood concurrently with the negligence of childhood crises. By the
depiction of the latter, they would risk sentimentality and the loss of heroic image. Hence,
what men are more willing to present are quandaries of adult life, especially those connected
with the professional sphere. Male literary tradition seems to include presenting the childhood
as idyllic and innocent, and the adult lives as heroic, which results in launching a self-assured
portrait, disregarding any obstacles confronted. The latter is not shared in the description of
the self-image included in women’s life narratives due to the fact that their focus is rather on
personal dilemmas as well as striving for self-knowledge. Men’s motivation is often to
“convince readers of their self-worth, to clarify, to affirm, and to authenticate their selfimage,” and that is why male autobiographies more often convey idealized self-approval not
typically present in female life narratives (Jelinek 14-15).

Therefore, Jelinek explains, the tool that women use to project their self-image is
understatement in its various manifestations. As Jelinek observes:

In place of glowing narratives, women tend to write in a straightforward and objective
manner about both their girlhood and adult experiences. They also write obliquely,
elliptically, or humorously in order to camouflage their feelings, the same techniques
used to play down their professional lives. Even when they risk themselves by relating
crises, usually in girlhood, it lacks that nostalgia men seem to experience … Instead,
the accounts of girlhood crises, while conveying their authors’ awareness of their
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importance in shaping their later lives, are distanced by this understated treatment.
(Jelinek 15-16)

Jelinek mentions the example of Elizabeth Cady Stanton who in her Eighty Years & More:
Reminiscences 1815–1897 (1898) traces the motivation behind her becoming a suffragist back
to the traumatic event of finding out at the age of eleven that her father desired to have only
sons. Nevertheless, this incident is narrated in the same detached and objective manner she
uses to inform about any other dilemma she faced as a social activist and abolitionist.
Nineteenth-century upbringing patterns cannot serve as the explanation here because similar
detachment is typical for twentieth-century female autobiographers, such as Mary McCarthy,
Maya Angelou, Lillian Hellman or Gertrude Stein. Stein “relies almost entirely on this means
of detachment [humor] in the many anecdotes about her expatriate life. In her case, it is an
ironic and mocking humor, wholly untypical of the serious genre of self-portraiture” (Jelinek
16-17). Humorous anecdotes serve a similar function in Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi
(2003), in which the author refers to the often-disturbing experience of cultural clashes or
racial discrimination by means of seemingly light-hearted stories, which contribute to the
understating of uncomfortable memories. This trait of Dumas’s narrative will be further
developed in the analytical part of this dissertation.

The final generic feature of autobiography with which life narratives written by female
authors do not necessarily comply is the coherent, linear and chronological structure that
forms a continuous whole. This pattern also entails the singular focus on a specific life period,
a motif, or a life narrator’s personality trait. Such coherence may be found in men’s
autobiographies in view of the fact that men are socially and culturally programmed to
achieve a particular objective within their professional life. This linearity of pursuing goals is
meant to serve as an assertion of the continuous world and male self-portraits (Jelinek 17). In
“The Question of the Other” (1995), Luce Irigaray states that the development of life path is
divergent for men and for women since women experience far more discernible stages (such
as puberty, loss of virginity, maternity and menopause), which entails a more intricate process
of self-constitution (13). This complexity of women’s identity development in comparison to
men’s adds to the fact that, while the progressive narratives reflects the “unidirectionality” of
men’s existence, the socially implied “multidimensionality” of women’s roles results in
discontinuity, diversity, disconnectedness, and fragmentariness of their autobiographies.
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Thus, women’s life narratives are oftentimes “organized into self-sustained units rather than
connecting chapters” (Jelinek 17). Such fragmentariness of the external structure of narrative
units is clearly discernible in Claiming Breath by Diane Glancy (montage of poems, dated
prose entries and a final micro-essay) and The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros
(instead of chapters, undated entries entitled mostly with nicknames of the writer’s significant
others). One of the aims of the analytical chapters of this dissertation is to decipher this
suspension of external coherence.

Jelinek juxtaposes male autobiographers who obeyed the linear progressive pattern (i.a.,
Augustine, Rousseau, Franklin, Goethe, Washington, Mill, Wright, Malcolm X or Adams)
with female authors of life narratives whose works consistently prove that “the final criterion
of orderliness, wholeness, or a harmonious shaping with which critics characterize
autobiography is often not applicable to women’s autobiographies” (Jelinek 19). The
examples Jelinek provides encompass texts by such prominent early female authors as
Margery Kempe (whose narrative is incessantly interrupted with “long apostrophes to God
and with descriptions of her many weeping fits”), Mary Rowlandson (a narrative interrupted
by Biblical quotes), or Elizabeth Stanton (a narrative frequently interrupted by “anecdotes,
portraits of people, and quoted letters and articles of her own and by others”). The analogous
lack of continuity and the prevailing fragmentariness continues in the twentieth century in the
autobiographies by Gertrude Stein (non-chronological order of chapters, anecdotes
concerning famous artists and writers), Mary McCarthy (Memories is published in the form of
a collection of essays), or Maya Angelou (Caged Bird includes chapters that are “selfsustaining vignettes or short stories”). As Jelinek concludes:

Surveying quite a number of bibliographies from various countries and periods, one is
struck by the number of women writing diaries, journals, and notebooks, in contrast to
the many more men writing autobiographies proper. From earliest times, these
discontinuous forms have been important to women because they are analogous to the
fragmented, interrupted, and formless nature of their lives. But they also attest to a
continuous female tradition of discontinuity in women’s autobiographical writing to
the present

day. Fragmented narratives

are not

unknown among men’s

autobiographies, nor are progressive narratives absent in women’s, especially in life
studies which include more about their work life than the norm. But even when they
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are basically linear, as are Stanton’s, Gilman’s, and Goldman’s, they exhibit the same
anecdotal and disruptive characteristic we find in other women’s autobiographies.
(Jelinek 19)
In “Anaïs Nin’s Diary in Context” (1980), Lynn Z. Bloom and Orlee Holder point to
contemporary critical remarks about the alleged divergences between men’s and women’s
autobiographies. While in Wayne Shumaker’s view, a typical man’s life narrative is a precise
and systematic summary, i.a., an account of a coherent picture (of the whole life or an
essential part of it), Suzanne Juhasz and Estelle Jelinek point to women’s autobiographies as
lacking a clear-cut pattern or a neat synthesis (Bloom and Holder 207). Furthermore, as
Jelinek observes, the themes men traditionally use in their autobiographies are centered
around public objectives that are privileged over the private sphere, the latter being the
domain women most often concentrate on. Bloom and Holder embark on analyzing a sample
of life narratives – autobiographies and diaries – in order to highlight the divergences. The
sample includes Simone de Beauvoir (1908-1986), Hortense Calisher (1911-2009), Sally
Carrighar (1898-1985), Colette (1873-1954), Lillian Hellman (1905-1984), Mary McCarthy
(1912-1989), Gertrude Stein (1874-1946) and Virginia Woolf (1882-1941). Structural
discontinuity is displayed by all the examined female authors apart from McCarthy and
Colette, whose Memories (1957) and Earthly Paradise (1953) respectively, are unique
instances of autobiographies that are rigorously ordered, possibly due to the previous
publication of topical sections as independent essays then assembled into one piece. All the
other authors in the sample discuss “an infinite variety of topics, most often loosely linked by
a casual thematic continuity or the accident of common occurrence in time or place” (Bloom
and Holder 209).
Another aspect examined by Bloom and Holder is the authors’ perception of their
womanhood and their position as writers. While the themes of the physical and biological
dimension of womanhood are only occasionally developed, what is definitely more prevailing
are the roles the authors serve within the family and the society as well as in their professional
activity (which legitimizes the alleged significance of relationality and the focus on the
community in female authors’ life narratives). Nevertheless, these successful writers
continuously “understate” any emotional relationship with their significant others. While they
sporadically show passion for the writing process, this might be an attempt (also detectable in
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earlier women authors’ autobiographies) to detach themselves from the stereotype of
representatives of the sentimental feminine discourse treated as infantile and thus inferior to
men’s serious writing. As a result, all the autobiographies (except McCarthy’s since it does
not extend to the author’s adult life) reveal a noticeable interest in the life narrators’
development as authors, a process which is recounted in detail. However, this does not imply
that the writing self precludes depiction of the multiplicity of identity shades the examined
life narratives enhance. As Bloom and Holder assert, “these women are writers,
quintessentially and predominantly, but they are also friends, lovers, wives, mothers, leaders
of salons” and therefore their “private, public, and professional selves” are intertwined in their
autobiographies (Bloom and Holder 210).
In “Towards a Theory of Form in Feminist Autobiography: Kate Millett’s Flying and Sita;
Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior” (1980), Suzanne Juhasz refers to the feminist
approach to life writing. The latter has traditionally been examined by male critics who
established the theoretical terms applicable to autobiographies written by men and to their
lives. As Carolyn Steedman notes, what feminist literary criticism investigated in the last two
decades was a Western concept of a life writing canon and its almost exclusive composition
of male authors (25). This homogeneity of the canon was judged problematic and labelled as
the “writing of normative masculinity.” One of its consequences was the fact that the major
criteria for autobiography were “significance, objectivity and distance,” whereas the focus of
the feminist thought concerning female authors of life narratives is the “private, personal, and
secret writing” typical of a diary, which has been the genre most often chosen by women.
However, classifying the diary within the field of autobiography has been questioned due to
the latter’s perception as a formal and public genre (Juhasz 222). Juhasz states that there are
indeed certain valid discrepancies between men’s and women’s writing (as well as genderbased differences in reading and reception). Firstly, Juhasz mentions the study by David
McClelland who notes that there is a difference in the mode of reporting an event: a woman’s
account is most often “circumstantial, complex, and contextual,” while men typically focus on
the summary, “the gist, the result, the point of the event.” The pattern of form of the stories
told resembles women’s lives – they also lack any consecutive progress aimed at a certain
objective, and are instead centered around repetitive units typical of the routine of domestic
duties. These themes of domesticity and emotional life are so compelling that it is difficult to
detach from them, even for women who are active in the professional and public spheres. The
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lack of coherence and the discontinuity of women’s life writing is thus again justified by their
proximity to preoccupation with domesticity/private domain/nature/body, by the fact that
“dailiness matters to most women; and dailiness is by definition never a conclusion, always a
process” (Juhasz 223-224).
While Kate Millett’s Flying (1974) and its sequel Sita (1976) use “a prose form modeled upon
the diary,” another tendency in contemporary women’s life writing is exemplified by Maxine
Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior: Memoirs of a Girlhood Among Ghosts (1976). The
latter elucidates the writing that privileges creativity over imitation in the process of selfconstruction, which portrays the reflection of the dissonance between the rich inner creative
potential women possess and the limited range of social roles traditionally assigned to them
(Juhasz 230). In The Female Imagination (1975), Spacks remarks that “the cliché that women,
more consistently than men, turn inward for sustenance seems to mean, in practice, that
women have richly defined ways on which imagination creates possibility that society denies”
(qtd. in Juhasz 230). Therefore, in their life narratives both Kate Millett and Maxine Hong
Kingston consistently refer to typically female perception and tools that have long been
neglected by the critical theory concerning autobiography. Millett meticulously explores
dailiness in the model of a diary which provides “the sense of factualness … the sense of the
personal, the sense of process … the sense of immersion rather than conclusion or analysis or
patterning”:

canonical,

foundational

prerequisites for an autobiography. Kingston

intermingles facts with fiction, myths with fantasy, and thus legitimizes the imaginative
potential the woman possesses. Such a capacity is a powerful trait which opposes the societal
constraints (Juhasz 237). Millett and Kingston may be considered revolutionaries due to their
search for novel and more adequate means of expressing the process of the constitution of the
female self. They both seem to understand that, as Annette Kolodny notes in “The Lady’s Not
for Spurning: Kate Millett and the Critics” (1980), the traditional patterns of male lives
characterized by grandiosity and strict hierarchical structure, as well as the concept of female
self as fragile or caricatural, had to be abandoned (258).
In “Finding a Female Tradition” (1986), Mary Eagleton writes that both silencing of women
authors and their exclusion from literary canon were major concerns of English and American
feminists in the 1970s. Hence the focus of the feminist critics in this period was to
reformulate the canon by including the “lost works” by female authors as well as to support
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contemporary writers. Another objective was to define the female experience that had not
been expressed yet (Eagleton 1). Their goal went far beyond making women fit into the
tradition that would still be dominated by men; their purpose was to form a novel canon: a
“tradition among women themselves” (Eagleton 1; emphasis original). Nevertheless, this
allegedly more inclusive canon proves to be equally selective as that previously established by
male critics. This is because it considers mostly white, heterosexual female authors writing in
Britain and America (features which also apply to the female critics), and lacks the
recognition of difference (of skin color, sexual orientation or social class) due to the
presumption that a white and heterosexual individual’s experience is of universal character
(Eagleton 3). Hence, Eagleton claims:

the possibility for some feminists to speak, without awareness, from a highly
privileged position must result, in part, from not asking the question, “Who am I?”; the
neglect of the non-white, or working-class, or lesbian perspective must relate to the
failure to ask, “To whom am I speaking?”; and the tendency to universalize, to make
claims on behalf of all women, must mean that [Shoshana] Felman’s anxiety about
women as “the silent and subordinate object” that is “spoken for,” has not been fully
heeded. (5)
In “Dancing Through the Minefield: Some Observations on the Theory, Practice and Politics
of a Feminist Literary Criticism” (1980), Annette Kolodny openly rejects the feminist
movement’s willingness to design a novel canon. In this manner, she states that its objective
should not be the establishment of prescribed models for interpretation or critical
examination. Kolodny also dismisses any potential idealized nonsexist canon (186). While she
proclaims the lack of any rigid (or dogmatic) methodological procedures in feminist literary
criticism, Kolodny alludes to the canon and admits that its role has been to order chaos. On
the other hand, the canon has always been exclusive and of arbitrary nature. What Kolodny
emphasizes is that feminists, as declared pluralists, ought to abandon any claims for
comprehensive or conclusive works (186). In “Towards a Feminist Poetics” (1979), Elaine
Showalter introduces the aim of the program of gynocriticism, which is to constitute a novel,
distinctly female, pattern of analysis of works by women authors, which would reflect female
experience instead of reaffirming traditional male theories (190). The starting point for such
criticism is to abandon the successive tenets of male literary tradition in favor of novel
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prerequisites of the female model (Showalter 190). In Sexual/Textual Politics: Feminist
Literary Theory (1985), Toril Moi questions both Kolodny’s appeal to “pluralism” in feminist
literary theory and the concerns of gynocriticism presented by Showalter. Moi refers to the
former as too egalitarian an approach that lacks the necessary “political and theoretical
evaluation of the various methods and tools on offer, to make sure that they don’t backfire on
us”, and to the latter as embedded in “a traditional emphasis of Western patriarchal
humanism” which assumes direct access to women’s feelings and experience one could obtain
through the written text (Moi 192-193; emphasis original).

In A Literature of Their Own (1977), Elaine Showalter states that, although women had long
been considered mere imitators of lifestyles and values they adopted from their male relatives,
they have themselves formed a “subculture” functioning within the dominant male culture.
This subculture consolidated its members through common sets of “values, conventions,
experiences, and behaviours.” Therefore, female literary tradition should be examined in a
broader context of more extended progress of female perception of their selves, and
potentially compared to universal modes of self-manifestation of any minority. However,
Showalter does not contend with the presumption that the concept of female sensibility and
the entailed divergences between male and female perception legitimize the recognizable
pattern of specifically female writing. On the contrary, she looks for the sources of the female
literary tradition in the ever-progressing ways in which female writers are connected with
society (Showalter 12).
In “Speaking/Writing/Feminism” (1983), Cora Kaplan remarks that women’s literary
production and expression of their identity are indeed both of fragmentary nature.
Furthermore, this feature is at least partially shared by men’s literary production as well and
is, at least to some extent, more universally human than gender dependent. She points to the
romantic ideal of a coherent, “genius and transcendent” self and finds its source in
Wordsworth’s “Preface” to Lyrical Ballads (1800). Kaplan admits that this ideal was
unattainable to contemporary women since the range of their experience was limited by social
restrictions and the mainly domestic roles imposed on them. Another obstacle was disregard
towards women’s perception of the world, which was considered inferior. However, Kaplan
emphasizes that Wordsworth’s ideal is not possible to be attained by men, either. In other
words, the lack of such a possibility is universal and not gender-specific. Moreover, Kaplan
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states that although the inconstancy of female identity is a reflection of a particular sexual
divergence, it simultaneously indicates a universal and gender-independent discontinuity of
any self-aware subjectivity, whose unification and coherence are impossible to be achieved
(180-181).
In Mirror Writing: An Autobiography (1982), Elizabeth Wilson also refers to romanticism’s
influence on feminist thought. Wilson claims that although the concept of personalized
romantic love was criticized and rejected by the concurrent revolutionary movements of
sexual freedom, the political romanticism exemplified by yearning for the “pure,
revolutionary moment” (183) is still necessary. Furthermore, Wilson points to the necessity to
develop, within the feminist movement, a positive sense of identity that would reconcile the
collective and individualized sense of self. Here life writing narratives prove valuable as
evidence that a unified, perfect model of identity does not exist, and what is worth
emphasizing is the diversity within a particular group of life writing narrators. Although
Wilson states that diaries, autobiographies or confessions authored by women do not point to
any identicalness of perception, the “testimony of consciousness raising” enabled the
recognition of shared points that could serve as the foundation for collective politics (Wilson
184).
In her essay “Do Women Write Differently” (1986), Mary Eagleton asserts that there are three
fundamental standpoints regarding potential divergences between men and women’s writing
(200). In the essay “Is There a Female Voice? Joyce Carol Oates Replies” (1980), Joyce Carol
Oates postulates an individual style as the category surpassing the dichotomy of male and
female for such a simplistic differentiation diminishes the value of a literary piece. Oates
claims that what is the major constituent of serious art is not content, but the capability of
accomplishing a task as well as the exceptional point of view. Consequently, literature should
not be explored in terms of the author’s gender, which belongs to different domains – these of
sociology, biology and politics. Oates asserts that although literature is powered by the latter
categories, it actually continuously exceeds them. She acknowledges that the seriousness of
an artistic expression is determined by its stylistic merit, which is of individual character and
thus not marked by the category of gender. Nevertheless, a voice marked by the latter (or at
least supposed to be) is superior to the lack of voice: here one may note the allusion to the
phenomenon of silencing women (Oates 208). In Literary Women (1976), Ellen Moers, on the
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other hand, argues that it is indeed possible to discern some ways of adopting particular
imagery that are typical of women writers (here Moers examines the use of bird metaphors).
The examples of literary works in which the metaphor of the caged bird may legitimately be
labelled as female include Mary Wollstonecraft’s Maria (1798), Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre
(1847), Anne Frank’s Diary of a Young Girl (1947) (Moers 210), or Maya Angelou’s I Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings (1969). However, what Eagleton considers quite controversial in
Moers’ text is the interchangeability of two terms, female and feminine. This is because the
tradition in feminist literary theory is to treat the former as an adjective referring exclusively
to the biological domain and the latter as a cultural construct. The result is that what Moers
presents predominantly in the context of culture may be conceived as belonging to the domain
of nature. At some points the equivalence of female and feminine may result in women
authors being assigned a natural – biological – inclination towards specific imagery or
linguistic patterns (Eagleton 200). Finally, the third approach is epitomized by Mary Ellmann
who distinguishes between masculine and feminine modes of writing, which may both be
employed by writers of both sexes. What Ellmann associates with the masculine is an
authority she claims is missing in the feminine mode (Eagleton 201). In view of that, the
narrating selves of life narratives that are explored in the following chapters of this
dissertation, through (re)gaining agency (understood as control) over both their literary
production and their lives, approach what Ellmann labels as the masculine mode of writing.
Terry Eagleton’s Literary Theory: An Introduction (1983) also addresses the issue of the
presumed existence of a defined feminine writing style by juxtaposing Julia Kristeva’s notion
of the semiotic and the Lacanian symbolic order. The former is associated with the mother
figure because the baby in the pre-Oedipal phase, although mute, has access – through the
mother’s body – to a peculiar language that is constituted by an unorganized “flow of pulsions
or drives,” while the latter belongs to the Law of the father – “structured around the
‘transcendental signifier’ of the phallus” (Eagleton 214). Nevertheless, the category of the
semiotic is not uniquely feminine on account of the fact that the pre-Oedipal period that is its
origin does not take the category of gender into account. Therefore, Terry Eagleton’s
argument remains in accordance with Mary Ellmann’s when he remarks that the semiotic and
the symbolic orders are not commensurate, and the former cannot be treated as a substitute of
the latter. Eagleton points to the fact that the semiotic is, on the other hand, a movement
conducted inside the regular symbolic domain, a “process” challenging and surpassing its
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borders. Thus, the category of the feminine, on the one hand, inevitably belongs to the
symbolic order as any other gender category, but, on the other, is condemned to inferiority to
the authoritative masculine. What Eagleton emphasizes is the fact that the feminine as a
pattern of “being and discourse” cannot always be identified with women, but it nevertheless
represents a power within societal norms that defy it (Eagleton 215-216).

3. Female self as fragmentary, fluid and discontinuous; relational and
collective; and focused on intersubjectivity
In Gender Trouble, Judith Butler observes that the very notions of coherence and continuity
of a person are not the traits that would be logically perceived by subjectivity itself. On the
contrary, they are imposed socio-cultural standards that should presumably contribute to the
person’s comprehensibility. Therefore, the labels of discontinuity and incoherence are
assigned to these gendered individuals who are apparently persons but are not compatible
with definitive socio-cultural cognitive patterns of a person (Butler 17). In this fashion, such
categories are arbitrarily established by social norms. However, Butler also mentions
Beauvoir’s standpoint that womanhood is not an innate feature, but rather is gained in a
process which is incessant. The procedure of becoming a woman is called a “discursive
practice,” prone to interference and the modification of meaning. Beauvoir rejects the
possibility of achieving any completeness in becoming a woman considering that there is no
ultimate end of an inescapably unceasing process of acculturation that controls it (Butler 33).
This stance effectively explains the legitimacy of the notion of feminine identity always being
in flux, in the state of becoming. Furthermore, this view resonates with the major concern of
this dissertation, the narrating selves’ identity formation, which is necessarily of processual
nature.
In “Dis/composing the Subject: Intersubjectivities in Oral History” (2000), Penny
Summerfield delves into the notion of composure, which is connected with both the concept
of coherence and the selves always in the state of becoming. Developed by memory theorists
in the 1980s and 1990s, the term composure originates from the ambiguous verb “to
compose.” The latter’s ambiguity results in the fact that, as Graham Dawson suggests,
reporting life-stories is of bidirectional nature. The narrating self becomes involved in the
outer cultural process of telling a life narrative as well as in the inner struggle for orienting
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itself inside a particular system of social norms. This adaptation enables the attainment of, as
Dawson calls it, a subjective composure, necessary to possess self-recognition and to exist in
the external world. The process of composure also facilitates the accomplishment of
coherence. Charlotte Linde notes that for an individual to adequately function in society as an
acceptable and balanced citizen, it is essential to provide a life-story that is intelligible and
continuously reexamined (Summerfield 91-92). In view of those two aspects of composure,
Summerfield relates the concept to the notion of the self always in flux, stating that
“composure … is never completely accomplished but is always provisional, for life-stories are
similar to history itself. The process of interpretation and reinterpretation never stops. It
cannot stop, because the social world is always in flux and we are constantly seeking ways of
understanding both it and ourselves within it” (92). This would add to the stance supporting
the universal, and not gender-specific nature of the writing self that is inevitably fluid and
discontinuous. Nevertheless, in Under the Sign of Hope: Feminist Methodology and Narrative
Interpretation (1998), Leslie Rebecca Bloom concedes that it is postmodern feminism that
privileges the fragmented model of subjectivity since it promotes the notions of discrepancy
and discord, which lead to fragmentation of subjectivity (Bloom 2-6). In “Autobiographical
Times” (2000), Susannah Radstone claims that the idea of integrity and independence of
subjectivity may also be traced in autobiographical critics becoming interested in Lacanian
psychoanalysis. The latter postulates the unavoidable fragmentariness of the self who enters
the mirror stage as well as, later on, the linguistic sphere – the first split being into the
observing/the observed, and the second one into the speaking and the spoken of (Radstone
202).
In the “Introduction” to Feminism and Autobiography. Texts, Theories, Methods (2000), Tess
Cosslett, Celia Lury and Penny Summerfield observe that intersubjectivity is unfailingly
ascribed to women’s autobiographical writing. Thus, it suggests that in a life narrative, a
separate unique subjecthood is unavoidably accompanied with significant others. Such others
are indispensable as constituents of both the life narrator’s self-insight and the reported
events. It is impossible to comprehend a narrated self without taking otherness into
consideration because the others’ authority is recognized verbally, and they form a
constitutive relationship with the writing self (Cosslett, Lury and Summerfield 4). In “The
Question of the Other” (1995), Luce Irigaray notes that, in the context of linguistic markers of
intersubjectivity, such markers are most visible in a little girl’s language due to the fact that
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she approaches the other (specifically the mother) asking for her permission to conduct certain
activities together. Consequently, a girl undoubtedly recognizes the existence of two subjects,
both entitled to speak. Irigaray claims that the reason a little girl is willing to become involved
in the truly intersubjective dialogue is the fact that since the moment she is born, she
perceives herself as a potential mother – one that is “naturally” entangled in the relationship
with another subject. Intersubjectivity continues to be inscribed in feminine consciousness
because regardless of their age, girls tend to sustain their relationships with the subjective
other, which is almost exclusively privileged over a relationship with the object (Irigaray 1516). The latter is characteristic for a masculine linguistic choice, which also entails preferring
the past tense over the present and future tenses (the feminine choice) as well as “metaphor,
abstract transposition, relationships between likes.” On the other hand, women’s language is
inclined towards “contiguity, a concrete environment, relations based on difference” and
relationships based upon “being with, being two.” What Irigaray claims is particularly
valuable in women’s language is thus “a taste for intersubjectivity, which it would be a shame
to abandon in favor of men’s more inaccessible subject-object relations” (17). In the
“Introduction” to A Dialogue of Voices. Feminist Literary Theory and Bakhtin (1994), Karen
Hohne and Helen Wussow state that feminine discourse is usually discussed in terms of
transformation, omission, fluctuation and the multiplicity of voices (xii). Nevertheless, they
observe that, possibly, this tendency to avoid any definite notions and solutions that may be
potentially imposed on others is universal for any persecuted groups that have been silenced,
and hence this experience makes them accept multivoicedness more willingly (Hohne and
Wussow xii).

In The Reproduction of Mothering: Psychoanalysis and the Sociology of Gender (1978),
Nancy Chodorow justifies the feminine inclination toward intersubjectivity with the notion of
relationality. Due to the fact that in most cultures women are usually associated with childcare, they develop relational, fluid selves – i.a., selves in relation to other women – whereas
men constitute selves against those women who took care of them in childhood, and this
attitude of opposition results in more autonomous, solid selves. Relationality thus belongs to
women’s life writing, and to autobiography writing in general. In “Textualisation of the Self
and Gender Identity in the Life-story” (2000), Marie-Francoise Chanfrault-Duchet asserts that
although the disclosure of some sensational facts from the biography of a given life narrator is
one of the major incentives of reading life writing, individual subjectivity is inevitably
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affected and constituted by societal norms. An identity is necessarily a variation of available
cultural modes, which cannot be totally escaped. Therefore, there is an anxiety a self
experiences towards the outer society, a discomfort that a life narrative is supposed to ease by
depicting, on the one hand, an exceptional life-story that could be, on the other, socially
acknowledged (Chanfrault-Duchet 61).

Similarly, in Subjectivities: A History of Self-Representation in Britain, 1832-1920 (1991),
Regenia Gagnier, after an extensive survey of first-person British narratives, notes that the
mind’s or personality’s claims for singularity or independence are effaced by their remarkable
reliance upon common signification – as Gagnier calls it, “intersubjectively shared meanings”
(58). Hohne and Wussow ponder upon the concept of feminist dialogics that would combine
Bakhtinian thought (dialogism, heteroglossia) with feminist criticism postulates. Thus, Hohne
and Wussow point to the fact that the notion of the “female voice” is widely explored and
referred to in feminist criticism, which nevertheless does not provide any specific definition
of the term. Hohne and Wussow claim the “singularity” and “unity” that the latter implies are
to be substituted, in accordance with Bakhtinian heteroglossia, with multiplicity of women’s
voices:

If we agree with Bakhtin that, given the heteroglossia of dialogism, each voice,
whatever its gender(s), will contain the voices of others, then the singularity of the
female voice is at best an illusion, at worst a silencing of the many experiences and
contexts about which and within which women have spoken through the ages. (ix).

This stance, firstly, resonates with the questioning of the existence of any stable category of
women (Judith Butler), and, secondly, with the application of Bakhtinian concepts to the
analysis in the following parts of this dissertation. Hohne and Wussow outline the concept of
feminine être which would be more inclusive than women’s languages or écriture feminine
and would consider “points of view … [of] interlocative dialogic self investigating both its
own positions and languages and those of others” as well as emphasize the relationships
between “race, class, gender, time, and space” (xiii; xiv).

3.1. Femininity and feminism
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In Genders (2000), David Glover and Cora Kaplan argue that the exact definition of
femininity as well as its constituents have been fiercely debated, and restricting those
components to a set of features typical for a “biologically sexed” woman – judged as
insufficient. Glover and Kaplan mention Freud’s essay “Femininity” (1933), in which he
warns against the binary opposition of activity/passivity ascribed to, respectively,
men/women. Glover and Kaplan state that one of the basic assumptions of Freud’s essay is
that gender categories are not binary, but form a continuum, and hence each individual is
“potentially bisexual,” and his or her choices are affected by psychic development. The latter
is a complex process that lacks any linear order. This stance would suggest the artificiality
and invalidity of the analysis of typical features of female writing and its divergences from
male writing. Glover and Kaplan point to the adjective feminine, which is a qualifier distinct
from biological, psychological or social category of women. They also address the derivative
noun femininity, and assert that this noun is invariably used to refer to woman (Glover and
Kaplan 1-3). Binary terms are as if unavoidable for the reason that they exist within the
particular category as well – Glover and Kaplan mention here the classification of femininity
into good vs. bad femininity, exemplified by, i.a., blondes and brunettes or mothers and
prostitutes, and, what is crucial for this dissertation, white women and women of color. The
latter juxtaposition will be examined in relevant sections of analytical chapters since in the
selected narratives, whiteness is represented by the other and non-whiteness – interpreted as
the same, i.e. a point of reference.

What is also essential in this context is the fact that femininity implies some kind of weakness
or underprivilege. As Glover and Kaplan note, feminine features have long been identified
with people of color or any other discriminated group labelled as inferior. Glover and Kaplan
emphasize the ambiguity of the contemporary understanding of the term femininity, which
encompasses some antithetical notions of being simultaneously normative and inappropriate,
or even abnormal. As follows, what they suggest is the use of the plural – femininities – to
cover a diversity of modes of expression that may be employed both by women themselves
and by the external others. Furthermore, femininities could serve as a partially dismantled trait
that is no longer identified with the category of biological sex. The plural would also point to
the fact that contradictory uses of the term are, in fact, interdependent, and the source of the
meaning is the paradox of ascribing femininity to sexual, trespassing, dangerous, and, at the
same time, subordinate, fragile and vulnerable beings. When women’s presumed inclination
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for intersubjectivity, collectivity and altruism is taken into account, Glover and Kaplan
observe that there is a recurrent feminist interpretation of femininity as connected with traits
such as empathy, sensitivity, or willingness to take care of others – derived from the notion of
motherhood (3-5). However, most feminist theorists have rejected such associations as ones
that strengthen the notion of an inborn gender difference. Ambiguity and paradox seem to be
inscribed in feminist criticism, which depicts modern femininity with a “mix of abjection and
euphoria.” Indeed, as Glover and Kaplan claim (after feminist historian and theorist Joan
Scott), “paradox is constitutive of feminism itself from the eighteenth century onwards” (8).
In “Am I That Name?” Feminism and the Category of “Women” in History (1988), Denise
Riley also ponders the issue of legitimacy of the category of women. She notes that the
fluidity of the concept has been debated by psychoanalytic theory (cf. the Lacanian remark
about its fictive status) as well as deconstruction since the notion of undecidability of woman
has been introduced by, i.a., Derrida. The roots of the category’s ambiguity are located by
Riley in the fact that
“women” is historically, discursively constructed, and always relatively to other
categories which themselves change; “women” is a volatile collectivity in which
female persons can be very differently positioned, so that the apparent continuity of
the subject of “women” isn’t to be relied on; “women” is both synchronically and
diachronically erratic as a collectivity, while for the individual, “being a woman” is
also inconstant, and can’t provide an ontological foundation. (Riley 1-2)

Nevertheless, feminist criticism could hardly erase the category of women completely
because the instabilities of the category form the fundamental prerequisite of feminism and
the basic incentive for its struggle (Riley 2). As a consequence, when Riley addresses modern
feminist thought, she states that it has been ambivalent about whether to refute the category of
women or to preserve it. Riley refers to those two competitive forces as the battle against
over-feminization and against under-feminization (4). Riley claims that a potential
reconciliation of this dilemma is to accept the category of women’s instability as well as its
“historical foundation” (5). Riley also points to the fact that identity itself – including its
gender-specific constituent – is shaped temporally, at a particular socio-historical moment, an
observation that resonates with Smith and Watson’s notion of a life narrator’s identity that is
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never finalized, and always in the state of becoming (Reading Autobiography 33). This may
result in resolving the paradox of pondering upon whether the category of women is
legitimate both in the feminist critical approach and in the practice of feminist studies.
Furthermore, such an approach might release the tension of the necessity to adopt any of the
extreme constituents on the part of women themselves. Riley notes that although there must
have been a sense of gender-identification at the basis of the early emancipatory movement,
the category of women can still be further divided and is not homogenous. Attributes that may
be applied to a particular “woman” encompass such traits as her marital status or properties
that she possesses, and thus divide the supposedly unified category of, as Riley calls them,
“women en masse” (9; emphasis original).

Another solution to the problematic category of women that Riley ponders upon is to examine
a considerable impact a woman’s sex had on the perception of any idea she expressed. She
adds that an analogous examination may be conducted of other constituents of identity, such
as race, and, consequently, to grasp an individual woman’s life-story, one needs to consider a
history of multiple constituents of her subjectivity. Riley asserts that such identity labels as
one’s occupation or ethnicity are not exhaustive, and one may easily abandon such categories
or replace them with another which seems more appropriate at a given moment. Such an
approach seems suitable for the discussion of selected life narratives in the subsequent
chapters of this dissertation. This is because it takes into account both the multiplicity of
identity constituents and the temporal-specific identity constitution, the feature that is
emphasized by critics of autobiographical genres. Furthermore, the importance of temporal
specificity of a given historical moment for the formation of self’s identity is also
acknowledged by the Bakhtinian thought, which is applied in the following analytical
chapters. Nevertheless, Riley points to the fact that even such a pluralistic attitude is not
perfect because taking into consideration such subtleties as “age, trade, ethnicity, exile” does
not prevent isolating the category of women in the end (14-17).
As far as the alleged discontinuity of women’s writing (a trait connected with femininity as
well) is concerned, Glover and Kaplan trace the roots of the concept in the late eighteenthcentury preoccupation with the conscious/unconscious dichotomy. This dichotomy resonates
with the fact that femininity has been used to refer to divergences between male and female
emotional repertoire. Such a division was supported by novel medical evidence such as, i.a.,
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one sex/flesh model that evolved into two sex/flesh model in the nineteenth century.
Therefore, as Glover and Kaplan observe, distinguishing between the categories of sex and
gender is blurred by a long tradition of treating mind and body as interdependent domains
(11). The biological foundation of gender differences was thoroughly scrutinized by feminist
theorists in the twentieth century, and it was debated whether psychoanalysis had a
contributive or detrimental impact on adequate comprehension of sex and gender. Here Kate
Millett’s attack at Freud’s depiction of femininity in Sexual Politics (1970) may be juxtaposed
with Juliet Mitchell’s Psychoanalysis and Feminism (1974). The latter praised Freud who
provided a more exhaustive perspective on women than other contemporary representatives of
psychoanalytical discourses (12).
In her essay “Femininity and its Discontents” (1983), Jacqueline Rose emphasizes the fact
that psychoanalytical theory assigns discontinuity to all human beings, regardless of their
gender. Thus, she “defends” the category of the unconscious and disagrees with its presumed
contribution to perceiving women’s identities as more fluid and hence inferior. She concurs
that the failure of identity is ceaselessly manifested within the unconscious, and thus both
psychic self-awareness and sexual identity are marked by discontinuity, regardless of one’s
gender. This impossibility to attain any stable identity is recognized by psychoanalysis as
normal, and failure to do so – as a recurrent yet inevitable element of constituting one’s lifestory, a constituent that is present in dreams, slips of the tongue or manifestations of sexual
pleasure that form the core of one’s psyche (Rose 9).
Rose explains that in “The Dissolution of the Oedipus Complex” (1924), Freud perceives a
little girl’s femininity as the basic source of her “inferiority” or “injury” when juxtaposed with
a little boy’s anatomy. Then, in “Female Sexuality” (1931), Freud proceeds to tracing the
roots of such injury (or even catastrophe) in the development of the feminine that gradually
simplifies a woman’s psyche and her sexual life. Consequently, as Rose puts it, the shift is the
transition from seeing “injury as the fact of being feminine” to “injury as its price” (9;
emphasis original). Later on, Lacanian psychoanalysis also points to the inevitable
discontinuity of any human identity since Lacan claimed that psychoanalysis aimed at
reporting the story of an ego that is essentially not coherent, and consistently isolating some
of its constituents (Rose 11). Psychoanalytical recognition of the gender-independent and thus
universally human discontinuity of identity supports the selection of life narratives in the
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following parts of this dissertation. Though all authored by women, those narratives cannot be
treated as inferior material for the analysis of identity constitution. Furthermore, the stance on
inevitably incoherent ego resonates with the notion of identity being constantly influenced by
significant others, which is the fundamental concern of the analytical part of this dissertation.

4. The situation of women in the United States between the 1980s and
the early 2000s: a socio-historical background of the selected life
narratives

4.1. Second-Wave Feminism
In consideration of the fact that the publication dates of the life narratives to be examined in
this dissertation range between the 1980s and the early 2000s, the socio-historical situation of
women in the United States in this period is contributive to the following analysis. The sociohistorical background of the time was substantially influenced by the legacy of the women’s
movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which, as Rosalyn Baxandall and Linda Gordon state in
“Second-wave Feminism” (2002), may be classified as the biggest social movement in
American history that influenced every possible sphere of public and domestic life (414). In
American Women’s History: A Very Short Introduction (2015), Susan Ware points to the
“revival of feminism” (“second wave of feminism” is the label given to distinguish the
movement from the first wave of suffragettes), which was constituted by two distinct strands.
The first one was “women’s rights activism” which gathered influential professional women
working in the offices of the government, and which contributed to the establishment of the
President’s Commission on the Status of Women in 1961 (under the auspices of Eleanor
Roosevelt), whose final report led to the passage of the Equal Pay Act of 1963 and the
addition of the category of “sex” to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964. The latter was a
grandiose attainment providing women with powerful legal devices to struggle against
discrimination at the workplace (Ware 103). Betty Friedan led the National Organization for
Women, which soon had become the largest feminist organization in the United States.
Baxandall and Gordon refer to this first branch of the second wave as “the equal rights
tendency,” and point to the fact that its origins should be partially traced to women’s activity
in the periods of the New Deal and World War II. Baxandall and Gordon emphasize the fact
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that at that time (i.e., the 1930s and 1940s), female leaders were remarkably active in the
areas of “social justice and human welfare campaigns,” and that, interestingly, the repressed
and feared Communist Party was the only political domain where women located gender
inequality and, as they called it then, male chauvinism. The crucial points within the first
strand of the second wave Baxandall and Gordon refer to are the establishment of a
Presidential Commission on the Status of Women (by President Kennedy in 1961), its report
of 1963, calling for, i.a., “equal pay for comparable work … childcare services, paid
maternity leave,” and the creation of the National Organization for Women (NOW) in 1966.
Significantly, NOW’s founders included, next to Betty Friedan, significant leaders of working
class and minority groups: its second president was African American Aileen Hernandez, and
one-third of NOW’s leaders and members was constituted by women of color (mostly Black
and Latina) by the mid-1990s (Baxandall and Gordon 415).

The second strand of feminism involved relatively young and radical women, who were
attracted to the movement through their prior experience with civil rights and anti-Vietnam
War movements. Participation in the latter on the one hand encouraged women to become
active in the public sphere, but, on the other, disappointed them by limiting their role to
“coffee makers, note takers, and sex objects” (Ware 104). As Baxandall and Gordon claim,
this stream developed from “the New Left” as opposed to “the Old Left” that was the point of
origin for the NOW. The difference between two strands was visible since this second group
gathered mostly young members, which influenced the spirit of the movement – the youth
wanted to distinguish themselves from the older generation by their style of clothing, sexual
behavior, drugs, and music (416). By 1968 this frustration was the crucial source of
motivation to establish a movement, which lacked any formal structure at the beginning. Its
most significant postulates included the transition of the personal into the political, and the
mode of gatherings was based upon “consciousness-raising sessions” of sharing, often painful
or event traumatic, experience. As Baxandall and Gordon remark, through consciousness
raising (CR), female activists realized that what they perceived as their personal failures (such
as numerous insecurities, depreciation of appearance or intellect, physical violence or sexual
abuse) were, in fact, caused by overwhelming discrimination. Soon the CR gatherings were
supplemented by action groups, which dealt with such issues as lobbying for daycare facilities
or publicizing instances of discrimination both at school and at workplace. Their actions also
involved establishing new centers and schools for women, encouraging college courses
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teaching women’s studies as well as contributing to the development of and legitimizing
feminist scholarship. The latter was especially important because the term feminist
scholarship itself was considered until then as improper “or even an oxymoron” (Baxandall
and Gordon 417). What suffragettes rebelled against were the issues of rape and domestic
violence, which resulted in creating hotlines and shelters as well as demanding legal
authorities to cease besmirching or stigmatizing victims instead of the oppressors (Baxandall
and Gordon 417). The public emergence of the second fraction of the feminist movement was
marked by the performance at the 1968 Miss America Pageant, at which a live sheep was
crowned and women’s oppression symbols (girdles and bras) were thrown into a so-called
“freedom trash can” (Ware 104). The coalescence of these two strands in feminist movements
around 1970 resulted in passing the Equal Rights Amendment in 1972, Shirley Chisholm
running for presidency in the same year; the passing of Title IX of the Education
Amendments Act of 1972 (which “prohibited sex discrimination in all aspects of education
and provided a huge spur to women’s sports”); the Supreme Court upholding right to abortion
in Roe v. Wade decision (Ware 104-105).

What is important for this dissertation, alongside the mainstream wave of white feminism,
emerged the so-called Black feminism and Chicana feminism. Although women’s
emancipation movement derived inspiration from Black women’s activity in the fight for civil
rights as well as concomitant postulates against racism, it was Chicana feminism that gained
more importance. Generally, women of color were underrepresented in the second wave of
feminism. The reason for this underrepresentation was either a lack of invitation to join or the
predominant whiteness of both members and objectives that discouraged or even insulted the
women of color (Baxandall and Gordon 417-418). What is also essential is the fact that the
generalizations and theories that emerged within CR were peculiar to white, well-educated
and hence privileged women, and at some points even contradictory to what women of color
experienced and sought for. Baxandall and Gordon point to, i.a., CR’s questioning the
institution of family (that had historically been treated by people of color as protection from
the hostile racist world), or idealizing a professional career that was not at all attractive for the
majority of women of color, who experienced low-paid physical labor. Nevertheless, women
of color were active within their ethnic minority organizations (Puerto Rican, Chicana, Asian
American, and Native American as well as African American), where their major goals
included struggling against sexual abuse and injustice based upon one’s gender (Baxandall
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and Gordon 418). As Ware observes, Black feminism postulated that the gender should be
taken into account as a legitimate constituent of a Black woman’s identity (alongside with
race and class that were postulated by Black movement earlier). The most influential group of
Black feminists was the Combahee River Collective (comprised of feminists in the
Boston/Cambridge zone). The Chicana feminist movement was also aimed at directing public
attention to women’s rights within the already existing Chicana movement. The activist
heritage of female members of the 1940s and 1950s Mexican American civil rights
movements was emphasized. In 1971, the first National Chicana Conference was organized in
Houston. As Ware remarks, what different “colors” (white, Black, Chicana) of feminism have
in common is that all exemplify identity politics that Ware defines as the establishment of a
self-aware minority group that oppose the prevalent majority (Ware 106). Baxandall and
Gordon add that what feminists of color focused their concerns on was isolating the category
of gender as independent from race and class as well as treating presumptions about women
as universal. The latter postulate clearly resonates with the critical discussion of whether it is
legitimate to use the category of women as a unified, coherent monolith of ubiquitous nature.
Unfortunately, regardless of their ethnic origin, feminists of color were invariably persecuted
by racism inside the women’s movement, and their privileged white colleagues were usually
unconcerned with their problems (Baxandall and Gordon 419).

As far as the opposition to the second wave of feminism is concerned, its main points of
reference were the Equal Rights Amendment and abortion. The former, although it passed
Congress in 1972, was defeated in 1982 due to the fact that only thirty-five states out of the
required thirty-eight ratified it. The defeat was the consequence of actions of STOP ERA
organization led by Phyllis Schlafly, and gathering masses of conservative women mostly
from Evangelical churches and other right-wing movements. The most remarkable counterpostulates were fueled by the fear of diminishing the role of the husband as a breadwinner,
overthrowing child support and alimony, or compelling women to work or use unisex toilets
(Ware 107-108). The climax of the conflict were two simultaneously held conferences in
Houston in 1977, i.e. the National Women’s Conference (organized together with the United
Nations International Decade of Women and gathering around twenty thousand participants)
and the equally crowded counter-conference led by Schlafly. As Ware notes, “these internal
conflicts, plus a swing to the right in the political climate, completed by Ronald Reagan’s
election in 1980, ushered in a period of stalemate and retrenchment for the women’s
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movement” (110). Although Baxandall and Gordon also point to division within the women’s
liberation movement (into socialist feminists holding that the concepts of race and class are
equally important to the category of gender; radical feminists prioritizing sexual oppression;
and cultural feminists whose objective was merely praising female uniqueness), they stress
the fact that one should not assign a decisive meaning to this differentiation due to the fact
that the majority of members of the women’s liberation movement did not pay much attention
to these subtleties and defined themselves as “simply feminists, unmodified” (419).

4.2 Immigration policy, labor market, family life
What is also important for the analysis of life narratives authored by female immigrants is the
fact that. As Ware puts it:

[i]n 1965 Congress legislated a significant change in immigration policy, abandoning
the quota system from the 1920s that had discriminated against Asians and southern
and eastern Europeans and expanding the ability of relatives to join family members
already legally resident in the country. Many immigrants from Mexico, as well as
Central and South America and the Caribbean, took advantage of this second option
… What was so profoundly different about this round of post-1965 immigration was
that women came in equal numbers to men, or greater, and that newly arrived
immigrant women, including wives, joined the labor force in numbers comparable to
native-born American women. (Ware 111)
Ware points to the fact that those “new arrivals” usually took up the least desirable jobs
(cleaning, domestic service, etc.), and at the end of the twentieth century, the economic gap
widened due to outsourcing industrial jobs (e.g. to China), which also resulted in greater
pressures on women. The latter are still mostly employed within typical female occupations
(teaching, nursing, clerical and sales work, personal service). The gap in the median wage
between full-time men and women employees still exists: in 2002 it was 77 percent (having
risen from 59 percent in 1970). Nevertheless, as Ware observes, “while the gap between the
wages of white and black women had also shrunk, the wages of Latinas and recent
immigrants continued to lag behind” (112).
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As far as the family model is concerned, at the turn of the twenty-first century most of the
families are dual-career, but at the same time the rate of single motherhood had increased. As
Ware notes, “by 2000 approximately one out of three children was born to an unmarried
mother” (112). What is worth noting is that, given general discrepancies between men’s and
women’s wages, single mothers often experience the so-called feminization of poverty (Ware
112-113). Indeed, as Baxandall and Gordon state, although the stereotypical view is that the
feminist movement’s major concern was sexuality, everyday economic problems of working
women across the US received serious consideration from activists (421). Baxandall and
Gordon observe that due to such attention, by 1993 women’s wages were at the level of 77
percent of men’s, and the rate was even higher (84 percent) within the workers belonging to
unions. A number of organizations fighting for women’s equal rights in the labor market
originated from women’s movement (Women Office Workers, Women Employed or
Women’s Alliance to Gain Equality). Also, the “9 to 5” union was derived from Bread and
Roses, Boston’s socialist feminist women’s union (Baxandall and Gordon 421).

What Ware also stresses is the role popular culture and the media play in the lives of
contemporary American women. She observes that they “could be both liberating and
oppressive” for women. The liberating role may involve challenging prescribed gender roles,
promoting new behavioral patterns, and providing music or TV series as a means to convey
ideas for individual and political emancipation. The oppressive character of pop culture and
the media may entail the promotion of unrealistic beauty standards or the fascination with the
have it all ideal (marriage, career, children), which is unattainable to most working women.
As for positive social changes, Ware points to the fact that work-life balance is gradually
perceived as a universal objective, not just a women’s problem. Nevertheless, women’s share
in house chores is still much larger, which means women working professionally literally take
two shifts, working almost full-time at home (Ware 114). As far as sexual harassment is
concerned, Baxandall and Gordon claim that it is a potential danger to which any woman that
is professionally active outside the household is exposed (422). As Ware remarks, sexual
harassment at work was first officially and legally condemned due to Catherine MacKinnon’s
argumentation that led to its inclusion within the “prohibitions against sex discrimination”
(Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964). Ware mentions here the case of Meritor Savings
Bank v. Vinson (1986), in which the Supreme Court approved that interpretation (Ware 114).
What Baxandall and Gordon point to is the 1975 gathering of Working Women United in
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Itaha, New York, where they first spoke publicly about the crime of sexual harassment. As
these authors claim, for a great number of women (among them waitresses, administrators,
clerks, factory workers, an assistant professor, a filmmaker), this remarkable gathering was
the first occasion to publicly admit receiving threats, experiencing vulgarism or indecent
propositions (Baxandall and Gordon 422). This event was followed by a number of
campaigns (e.g. one led by feminist activist Eleanor Holmes Norton), which allowed for the
public speaking out against sexual harassment.
Ware concludes her survey by stating that the Fourth International Women’s Conference, held
in Beijing in 1995, drew attention to the international range of abolitionists and suffragists of
the nineteenth century. In 1975, the First International Women’s Conference in Mexico City
was acknowledged by the United Nations, and subsequent conferences were organized in
Copenhagen (1980) and Nairobi (1985). What is significant is that each of those events
integrated women from every corner of the world by gathering them around shared objectives.
Ware points to the Beijing conference as especially influential due to promoting the equality
between women’s and human rights (which was emphasized in First Lady Hillary Clinton’s
speech). All those international events prove that the American feminist movement has
officially joined global community (Ware 116-117).

Indeed, owing to the fact that the 1980s feminist movement has become global and therefore
more inclusive “to include the majority of the world’s women who are poor, hungry, often
illiterate, denied equal rights, and frequently the victims of violence, either military or
domestic” (Baxandall and Gordon 426-427). Globalization contributed to the fact that
American feminists recognized diversity within the category of women. In consequence, they
are today less prone to believe in any universality of women’s experience. The so-called
postfeminist generation comprises those women who, in the 1980s and 1990s, did not identify
with any part of the established movement, although they willingly took advantage of the
accomplishments of the second wave. The concept of the “third wave” emerged in the late
1980s, and in 1992 the Third Wave activist network of one hundred members was established
in New York. The first public emergence of the Third Wave was the Freedom Ride (1992), “a
bus tour to register voters in poor communities of color,” but the main focus of third-wave
feminism is cultural, including issues of collective artistic actions, writing and singing
(anonymously or under pseudonyms), producing autobiographical accounts, expressing anger
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at body shaming and the use of women’s body by the consumptionist culture, asserting “girl
power” by means of appropriation of the linguistic repertoire (Baxandall and Gordon 427). As
for the impact of the third wave of feminism on American life, Baxandall and Gordon
enumerate health care (improvements in the ways women are treated, attracting female
medical students to the academia, more funding for treatment of diseases typically affecting
women); making violence against women a public issue; criminalizing rape, incest, and
sexual harassment; changes in education (rewriting curricula and textbooks to include equality
issues, facilitating access to women’s studies programs); supporting families (organizing
daycare centers, developing early childhood education, fighting for the rights of mothers and a
welfare system) (428).
In “The Metaphysics of Matrilinearism in Women’s Autobiography” (1980), Stephanie A.
Demetrakopoulos quotes Albert Stone’s remark that American autobiography is “a
democratic literary genre [that] has much closer links to political and historical events than do
fiction, poetry, or drama” (qtd. in Demetrakopoulos 181). For this reason, “certain kinds of
autobiographies have flourished and clustered around specific historical events. The large
number of American female autobiographies recently published can be connected to a new
self-consciousness in women, attributable to the latest feminist movement, which centers in
the United States” (Demetrakopoulos 181). This standpoint refers to the strong connection
between American women’s autobiographical writing at the turn of the twenty-first century,
whose representatives are the chief concern of this dissertation, and the feminist thought of
this period, which is also a crucial theme in the life narratives to be analyzed (mostly in The
House on Mango Street and Claiming Breath). Furthermore, in Funny in Farsi, the
significance of particular historical events is emphasized as an essential factor influencing the
formation of the narrating self’s identity in her encounters with the other.
The preceding brief survey of historical development of women’s autobiographical writing
since the seventeenth century onwards reveals that what has always underlain their literary
ambitions was the conflict of values between an inner drive to write and the expectations of
the outer world represented by society and family. Self-doubt and the necessity to justify the
very act of writing has been a recurrent motif with female authors regardless of the historical
moment. Although in the seventeenth-century women’s life narratives, their inferior status
was predominantly accepted and went uncriticized, the emergence of Quakerism and spiritual
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autobiographies brought a significant change for the reason that it provided the first religious
teaching promoting women’s equality. In many eighteenth-century life narratives, resentment
towards men became explicit, which was accompanied by the shift of attention from
posthumous to earthly happiness as well as the obtainment of larger readership because of the
emergence of publishing houses. The genre of the novel appeared which contributed to the
confirmation of and compassion towards individual subjectivity. In this manner, eighteenthcentury female life writing may be perceived as forerunners of contemporary women authors’
autobiographies, which focus on the process of the constitution of female identity, essential
for the following analysis of selected life narratives. Spiritual autobiography is also crucial in
the context of this dissertation due to the fact that this genre emphasizes community spirit and
the concepts of relationality and intersubjectivity. A spiritual life narrative is often presented
as a source of inspiration for nineteenth-century female autobiographers, who, nevertheless,
still tended to diminish their status as writers which clearly points to the fact that, in the case
of women, producing an autobiography has been a political act. The beginning of the
twentieth century, more specifically, the 1920s, brought the first apparent instances of female
authors emphasizing their talents and the seriousness of their status of women pursuing
careers as writers. In the 1930s, this tendency persisted, and women attempted to oppose the
image of a fragile female self by asserting their public activity and professional success.
Overall, research into historical development of female autobiographical writing shows the
complexity of factors that have influenced it, and will be useful in the analytical part of this
dissertation as a legacy that has inevitably impacted the production of selected narratives
published between the 1980s and the early 2000s.

The subject matter of this dissertation concerns three life narratives written by contemporary
American women authors. Thus, the starting point has been to ponder upon whether men and
women write differently. The critical discussion whether the alleged discrepancies between
male and female writing are valid encompasses at least three elements: the issue of a stable
category of woman that could serve as a point of reference, the process of “othering” (and
simultaneously silencing) a woman that is the other to the standard same, and the specificity
of life writing as inherently fragmentary and incoherent. The category of woman has been
judged problematic and self-contradictory, yet its existence has necessarily been used as the
foundation of emancipatory movements. Judith Butler claims that gender cannot be an
exhaustive indicator of identity that consists of multiple categories such as race, class,
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ethnicity, place of living, age, sexual orientation, marital status or possessions owned. Helene
Cixous opposes this standpoint when she postulates that there is no general or typical woman,
and recommends an investigation of common traits within diversified category. Simone de
Beauvoir contributes to strengthening the dichotomy of woman as the other to the standard –
male – same. Luce Irigaray, on the other hand, insists that the phallogocentric system is
overwhelming and thus precluding any same/other or signifying/signified division.
Consequently, Irigaray perceives female subjectivity as a continuous “difference” which
defies any stable system of self/other.
The corresponding mechanism of silencing women’s voice is presented as rooted in the
nature/culture, passivity/activity, domestic/public, and body/mind binary oppositions. This
issue is of great significance for this dissertation. The “project of modernity” entailed
silencing and othering, i.a., women and people of color through limiting and controlling their
articulation that was conducted by male white bourgeois individuals. The focus of my
dissertation reverts this order by positioning the female self of life narrators of color as the
same, yet in a meaningful relationship with their significant others. In the analytical chapters
of this dissertation, emphasis will be put on relationality, a term introduced by Nancy
Chodorow, who claims that the discrepancies rooted in different upbringing and socializing
models for boys and girls result in the latter being responsible and responsive. Similarly,
Irigaray points to a little girl’s language being marked by intersubjectivity. Estelle C. Jelinek
emphasizes women authors’ interest in domesticity and significant others, whose relevance
may be found as early as in the first century A.D. in Agrippina’s Memoirs. What is also
essential for the purpose of this dissertation, women authors, in contrast to men, do not tend to
omit obstacles in life since their major objectives are honest depiction of personal struggles as
well as attaining self-knowledge. Lack of coherent, linear or chronological order is
compensated by multidimensionality of women’s presumed social roles that may be treated as
an asset if one’s goal is to examine the impact various forms of otherness has on the process
of identity constitution. Fragmentariness, an inherent feature of life writing, has long been
ascribed exclusively to women authors, yet there are critics – such as Cora Kaplan – that
acknowledge its universally human rather than gender-dependent character. Coherence and
continuity are, according to Kaplan, artificially imposed socio-cultural norms that cannot be
considered as innate. The concept of self always in flux is supported by both the process of
composure as explained by Graham Dawson, and by postmodern feminism that postulates and
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privileges fragmentariness of subjectivity. Considering the fact that the major concern of this
dissertation is to trace the process of identity constitution in the context of the Bakhtinian and
the Levinasian thought, what will also be applied in the analytical part is feminist dialogics,
that is a hybrid of feminist criticism and heteroglossia.
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CHAPTER 4
The Process of the Narrating Self’s Identity Constitution and Her
Encounters with Otherness in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango
Street (1984)

1. Introduction
The aim of this chapter is predominantly to analyze the process of identity construction of the
narrating self in the context of its constant encounters with various forms of significant
otherness using the Bakhtinian notion of answerability and the Levinasian responsibility in
Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984). The analysis is preceded by a brief
survey of critical literature on The House on Mango Street, its structure, main themes, and
possible interpretations. Using Barrett J. Mandel’s concept of ratification, Cisneros’s life
narrative may be viewed as an instance of positive ratification, i.e. the acknowledgement of
the narrated past rather than an attempt at its idealization. The mode of memory operative in
the narrative appears to be processual, of dynamic nature and taking into account the everchanging nature of identity, which enables one to trace the process of self’s constitution
against the background of different types of alterity depicted. In The House on Mango Street,
the concept of collective remembering, or “communities of memory” one is inevitably
involved in on the daily basis is especially vivid because the narration is structured around
everyday life within racial, ethnic, familial and neighboring communities. The juxtaposition
of memory and trauma will be used in the analysis of the portrayal of traumatic events, in this
case especially incidents of sexual harassment.
The “labels of identity” (Smith and Watson) that may be referred to the narrating self in The
House on Mango Street are diasporic and minoritized since the storytelling site is a poor
minority Latino district of Chicago. Agency in Cisneros’s life narrative is derived from
performativity of the subject (Butler), and gender identity built upon socially dependent,
performative acts is one of the themes of The House on Mango Street. Cisneros refers to the
inability to encompass the multiplicity of roles the society and the community necessarily
impose on the (especially female) individual. In Cisneros’s narrative though, this inability
155

signals a powerful potential for reconfiguration of those enforced patterns and a basis for
gaining agency (an approach that resonates with Butler’s theory of agency).

In The House on Mango Street, Cisneros seems to be conscious of the multiplicity of
ideological models of subjectivity available for a life narrator at a given historical moment
(Paul Smith’s idea presented in Discerning the Subject (1988)). Cisneros adopts the first
strategy Smith outlines, i.e., emphasizing the heterogeneity of the ideological patterns at stake
rather than modifying the narration in order to support the prevailing ideology. In this chapter,
the discussion of different forms of alterity and their impact on the identity constitution will
be structured around various identifiable themes, as defined by William L. Howarth in “Some
Principles of Autobiography”: “theme may arise from the author’s general philosophy,
religious faith, or political and cultural attitudes. His theme is personal but also representative
of an era, just as other literary works may illustrate the history of ideas” (87). For the purpose
of this chapter, those themes will be treated as categories or types of significant otherness
depicted in The House on Mango Street. Cisneros’s narrative is focused on unique, singular,
lived instances of the narrating self’s experience. I will thus aim to prove that the encounter
between the self and the other in The House on Mango Street may be analyzed predominantly
through the lenses of the Bakhtinian thought. Nevertheless, although answerability and an
answerable act seem to be prevalent theoretical tools that may be applicable in the following
analysis, numerous instances of Levinasian responsibility may be identified as well. In their
models of self’s encounter with the other, both Bakhtin and Levinas introduce “the third”
party: Bakhtin calls this party superaddressee and Levinas defines it as le tiers (the third). In
the view of the theory of autobiography and the division into the narrating “I” and the
narrated “I” (Smith and Watson), I will treat the narrated “I” as the self, any protagonist that
appears in the narrative and is influential on the self – as a significant other, and the narrating
“I” (a life narrator) as the third party included in both the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian
thought.
The section “Literature survey” serves to present the prevailing threads that appear in the
existing critical texts concerning The House on Mango Street. It needs to be emphasized that
the main concern of this dissertation, namely the analysis of the self’s encounter with the
other and its influence on the process of the narrated self’s identity constitution in the context
of the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian thought, has not been researched to date, which
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legitimizes the selected critical approach. Furthermore, both for Bakhtin and Levinas, the
desired condition of the subjectivity is unconsummation and lack of finalization. The
Bakhtinian notion of identity yet-to-be and the Levinasian concept of subjectivity yet-to-come
are similar and resonate with the major concern of this dissertation.

2. The House on Mango Street (1984) as opposing the house of memory
According to Sandra Cisneros’s official website (sandracisneros.com), she

is a poet, short story writer, novelist, essayist, performer, and artist whose work
explores the lives of the working-class. Her numerous awards include NEA
fellowships in both poetry and fiction, the Texas Medal of the Arts, a MacArthur
Fellowship, several honorary doctorates and national and international book awards,
including Chicago’s Fifth Star Award, the PEN Center USA Literary Award, the
Fairfax Prize, and the National Medal of the Arts awarded to her by President Obama
in 2016. Most recently, she received the Ford Foundation’s Art of Change Fellowship,
was recognized among The Frederick Douglass 200, and won the PEN/Nabokov
Award for international literature … Sandra Cisneros is a dual citizen of the United
States and Mexico and earns her living by her pen … [Cisneros’s books] include, apart
from The House on Mango Street, a chapbook of poetry, Bad Boys (1980); two fulllength poetry books, My Wicked Wicked Ways (1987) and Loose Woman (1994); a
collection of stories, Woman Hollering Creek and Other Stories (1991); a children’s
book, Hairs/Pelitos (1994); the novel Caramelo (2002), the picture book Have You
Seen Marie? (2012), [and] a collection of personal essays, A House of My Own:
Stories from My Life (2015). [Cisneros’s] latest book is Puro Amor (2018).

The House on Mango Street (first published in 1984) is often classified as a coming-of-age
novel and has been a publishing success since it has sold over six million copies, been
translated into over twenty languages, and is required reading in elementary and high schools
as well as universities across the United States. This fragmentary autobiographical novel is a
depiction of the author’s childhood spent in a poor district in Chicago. Cisneros introduces a
protagonist, Esperanza Cordero, to depict her life narrative through the use of an alter ego. In
Bloom’s Guides. Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (2010), Harold Bloom locates
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the roots of Cisneros’s idea for the novel in the literature class the author attended in the
graduate school (as part of the Iowa Writers’ Workshop). The discussion of Gaston
Bachelard’s Poetics of Space triggered the notion of the house of memory as “a comforting
conceptual space,” which Cisneros opposed as the only student in the class due to the fact that
for her both home and memory were rather uncomfortable concepts. As Bloom observes, this
cultural clash inspired Cisneros to ponder what theme she could explore in her writing that
would reflect her unique experience. In consequence, she decided to depict the barrio, its
neighborhood and inhabitants. The latter should easily recognize themselves as the addressees
of the narrative because, as Julián Olivarez states in “Sandra Cisneros’ House on Mango
Street and the Poetics of Space” (1996), “Mango Street is a street sign, a marker, that
circumscribes the neighborhood to its Latino population of Puerto Ricans, Chicanos, and
Mexican immigrants. This house is not the protagonist’s dream house; it is only a temporary
house” (235).
What is worth emphasizing is Cisneros’s motivation to “add perspective to the barrio stories
told by men” by supplementing her own stories with those of “her mother, her aunt, and the
other Chicana women and disenfranchised people around her” (Bloom 12-13). By giving
voice predominantly to women and other silenced subjects, Cisneros opposes the dominant
ideology of patriarchy. In spite of Cisneros’s explicitly expressed rejection of her writing
being given a specific generic label (Bloom 14), the structure of The House on Mango Street
might be related to the genre of diary. There are no chapters, but entries that are entitled
instead of being dated, and each entry begins on a separate page, thus obeying the prerequisite
established by Philippe Lejeune in On Diary (2009). Another way of interpreting the structure
of The House on Mango Street is to view each entry as a peculiar vignette, understood as “any
brief composition or self-contained passage, usually a descriptive prose” (Oxford Concise
Dictionary of Literary Terms). Such a vignette either introduces a new character or enhances
the description of previously introduced ones. It also serves as a starting point for the
discussion of the influence that a given other has on the process of self’s identity construction.
In the following analysis, I will use the latter approach.
The introduction to The House on Mango Street includes the dedication “To the Women”
which corresponds with the feminist themes depicted as well as the overwhelming focus on
collectivity which Cisneros celebrates in her novel. The dedication may also be read as an
158

attempt to awaken the liberating consciousness in female readers as well as a tribute to
numerous women who have contributed to the author’s own awakening and the process of her
identity’s formation. Female family members, friends and neighbors are vital representatives
of significant otherness, which adopts various forms and occupies a crucial place in the
narrative. What is also worth emphasizing is the fact that, as Alvina E. Quintana observes in
“The House on Mango Street: An Appropriation of Word, Space, and Sign” (1996), in 1984
scholars belonging to the National Association for Chicano Studies were “sanctioned by the
theme of the convention—Voces de la Mujer—to address issues related to an emergent
Chicana feminist movement” (54). The theme of the conference held in the same year that
Cisneros’s novel was published clearly resonates with its assumed addressees. Yet, as Jayne E.
Marek notes in “Difference, Identity, and Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street”
(1996), the most significant period of Chicana/o writing emerged two decades earlier as El
Movimiento of the late 1960s. Marek states that the development of the movement was
accompanied by “the wide acceptance of the term ‘Chicano’ by Mexican Americans” that

signaled also an acceptance of a symbology and a history that has not been included in
previous constructions of “American” literature—a tradition blended of Indian and
Spanish elements that may include Catholicism, particular kinds of natural imagery,
use of multiple languages and linguistic “code-switching,” and the Southwestern
landscape which some consider to include the lost homeland of Aztlan. (178)
Marek asserts that although Cisneros’s narrative refers to the themes and symbols that have
long been present in Chicana literary tradition, it creatively reworks or purposefully abandons
them (178). The latter observation may be the starting point for the inquiry into the peculiar
depiction of otherness in the context of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian
responsibility, while the acknowledgement of the Chicana patterns that Jayne E. Marek
enumerates resonates with what other critics have claimed as well, and which I summarize in
the next section.
In the “Introduction” to the 25th anniversary edition of The House on Mango Street, Cisneros
herself reveals threads that are significant for the process of her identity’s construction. First,
she admits that at the beginning, she thought of her novel as a memoir, which later on “had
evolved into a collective story peopled with several lives from [her] past and present, placed
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in one fictional time and neighborhood—Mango Street” (7). Cisneros recalls that during her
education in graduate school (when she started writing the novel), she underwent “several
changes of identity” (7-8). She suffered from the feeling of class and cultural alterity, and felt
embarrassed when speaking in class. In consequence, she allowed herself to be silenced. Her
alterity appears most striking when Cisneros realizes that her house is remarkably different
from the models depicted in the literature she discussed in various classes she attended (10).
The sense of otherness and being silenced evoked anger, which was an incentive to look for a
proper voice to express herself. This voice was to become unique, and far from imitating the
voices of any writers Cisneros was familiar with.
In the “Introduction,” Cisneros also admits that her feeling of anger was responsible for the
choice of language in The House on Mango Street, which is simple and “based on speech”
(11). She claims, “it’s in this rebellious realm of antipoetics that I tried to create a poetic text
with the most unofficial language I could find” (12). Cisneros also addresses the structure of
her novel when she explains, “I knew I wanted to tell a story made up of a series of stories
that would make sense if read alone, or that could be read all together to tell one big story,
each story contributing to the whole—like beads in a necklace” (13). Through her later
teaching and counselling, other voices were welcomed in the narrative and the students’
“stories began to surface in [her] ‘memoir’; then Mango Street ceased to be [her] story” (14).
Cisneros also emphasizes the valuable perspective she gained with time so that she could
approach her past self with a perception enriched by experience. She concurs, “writing in a
younger voice allowed me to name that thing without a name, that shame of being poor, of
being female, of being not quite good enough, and examine where it had come from and why,
so I could exchange shame for celebration” (15). The “Introduction” concludes by pointing to
the universal value of the story told in The House on Mango Street as Cisneros claims that
every reader may identify with her life narrator. She writes, “Am I Esperanza? Yes. And no.
And then again, perhaps maybe. One thing I know for certain, you, the reader, are Esperanza”
(17).

The critical discussion concerning The House on Mango Street focuses on several discernible
themes, which are the generic classification as a coming-of-age novel (Bildungsroman); its
fragmentary structure (consisting of vignettes or entries); emphasis on community and
relationality of the narration and the corresponding notion of multivoicedness, but, on the
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other hand, the desire of detaching oneself from the community; the novel’s apparent
simplicity, the notion of desire of “a house of one’s own” (oftentimes depicted as the
reference to Virginia Woolf’s notion of “a room of one’s own”), the symbolic dimension of
the house; gender issues interconnected with racial, class, and power relations as well as
marginalization (Esperanza as marginalized at three levels: as a female, biethnic, and poverty
stricken individual). What is also emphasized by literary critics is the roots of the narrative
structure discernible in “oral traditions and the blending of cultural backgrounds that often
characterize Chicana/o literary identity” (Jayne E. Marek 183). Another theme that is
observed is liberation from various sources of oppression (the major one originates from
dominant patriarchal values), such as “the celebratory breaking of sexual taboos and
trespassing across the restrictions that limit the lives and experiences of Chicanas” (Deborah
L. Madsen 76) as well as the consequential gaining of power and defeating the status of being
silenced (labelled also as the theme of female empowerment). However, the process of life
narrator’s identity constitution that is influenced by encountering various forms of significant
otherness in the context of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility,
which is the major concern of this dissertation, has not yet been examined. Therefore, firstly I
present a brief survey of critical literature exploring The House on Mango Street, and then I
proceed to the analysis proper in the context of this dissertation’s concern.

As far as the generic remarks are taken into account, Ellen McCracken states that The House
on Mango Street may be treated a representative of the bildungsroman genre, which situates
the narrated self “in the broader socio-political reality of the Chicano community” (63). In
“Different Voices: The Re-Building of the Barrio in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango
Street” (1993), Leslie S. Gutiérrez-Jones points to the creative manipulation of bildungsroman
conducted by a life narrator that is both female and bi-ethnic. McCracken also addresses the
simplicity typical of children’s speech that the novel allegedly revives and that refers to
Esperanza Cordero’s chronological age in the narrative (63). However, later in her essay,
McCracken claims that “its [the novel’s] deceptively simple, childlike prose and its emphasis
on the unromanticized, non-mainstream issues of patriarchal violence and ethnic poverty …
should serve precisely to accord it canonical status” (66). Deborah L. Madsen also
acknowledges the content and style affinity by concurring that the narrative is predominantly
based on childhood memories and an austere childlike manner used as tools to portray
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Chicano community life. Madsen also observes that Cisneros aims at denouncing patriarchal
values that are entrenched in Mexican as well as American cultures (77).
In “Sandra Cisneros: Border Crossings and Beyond” (1994), Robin Ganz addresses the
novel’s presumed simplicity by stating, “her [Cisneros’s] style is as clear as water, as evinced
in her unadorned syntax, her spare and elegant phrasing … Yet, as with the clearest water,
beneath the surface, Cisneros’s work is alive with complexity and depth in meaning” (29). In
“On the ‘Simplicity’ of Sandra Cisneros’s House on Mango Street” (2001), Felicia J. Cruz
notes that Cisneros herself locates potential explanation of her novel’s accessibility in the
“nonintellectual,” and hence more approachable, nature of its content and style, which is
described as “rebellious, colloquial, even antiliterary” (915). In her “Introduction” to The
House on Mango Street, Cisneros declares that the language of her autobiographical novel is
indeed aimed at reflecting real speech. Hence, it is “very much an antiacademic voice—a
child’s voice, a girl’s voice, a poor girl’s voice, a spoken voice, the voice of an AmericanMexican” (11). In Home Girls: Chicana Literary Voices (1996), Alvina Quintana claims that
the “child-like naiveté” and overall simplicity of rhetoric are applied to balance such gloomy
topics as sexual harassment or incest as well as cultural, racial and sexual prejudice (57).
Marek also addresses the issue of simplicity and observes that “often Cisneros’s
deconstruction of the clichés [about Latina/o people] is humorous, especially in the early
portions of the book, yet are anything but simple when taken as a whole” (179).

The longing for a proper house is often diagnosed as developed in a response to numerous
incidents of abasement and the sense of inferiority that the life narrator reports (i.a.,
McCracken 64). As for the symbolic meaning of the concept of the house, what is emphasized
is that it symbolizes “ethnic consciousness,” or “the writer’s attainment of her identity
through artistic creation” (McCracken 65). McCracken also points to collective attitude
towards the latter, which she states is perceived by the protagonist-life narrator in the social
context that transcends her individual experience (65). Annie O. Eysturoy enhances the
discussion of symbolism in the novel by noting that the house stands for the private domain,
including the family as well as the collective memory. On the contrary, Mango Street
represents the external domain, i.e. the society and the Hispanic community in general,
through which the narrating “I” reaches an insight into her individual selfhood (67). The latter
observation resonates with the major concern of this chapter, which is the process of the life
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narrator’s identity constitution through significant others. Eysturoy adds that the house is seen
by Esperanza as the epitome of disgrace as well as “a metonymical description and
presentation of the self” (Julian Olivares qtd. in Eysturoy 69). Mango Street is, similarly to
the house itself, conceived as “the physical and psychological marker of an oppressive
socioeconomic situation that makes Esperanza conscious of her own status in socioeconomic
hierarchy” (Eysturoy 70).
In “The House (of Memory) on Mango Street: Sandra Cisneros’s Counter-Poetics of Space”
(2008), Karen W. Martin comments upon the creative reformulation of Cisneros’s literary
inspiration (Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space that she was exposed to as a graduate
student), and states that “a counter-poetics of space” that the novel develops “ultimately
replaces Bachelard’s nostalgic, nest-like home with a fluid, non-hierarchical heterotopic zone
that substitutes materialistic notions of success with a feminist-based, class- and raceinclusive reconfiguration of the private dwelling” (51). Martin adds that The House on Mango
Street is “bookended by references to Esperanza’s house as a space of disappointment and
dislocation, a site that is rendered more stifling by its contrast to the idealized home and
characterized by the very rootlessness of its inhabitants” (54-55). Another symbolic plane that
is outlined in critical sources entails the virgen/puta (virgin/whore) dichotomy, which derives
from la Virgen de Guadalupe/la Malinche binary opposition, commonly explored by other
Chicana female writers as well (Helena Grice 87). Another dichotomy to be observed is the
house/home juxtaposition, in which the latter is richer in meaning and represents “not just a
dwelling place, but also carries nuances of belonging, nurturance and origins” (Grice 89).
House, on the other hand, entails a confining dimension as “the realm of patriarchal control”
that may even “become a more hazardous place for women than the barrio outside” (Grice
90).
In “Remembering to Always Come Back: The Child’s Wished-For Escape and the Adult’s
Self-Empowered Return in Sandra Cisneros’s House on Mango Street” (1995), Reuben
Sanchez points to the connection of home/homeless theme and the fact that Esperanza both
hopes to leave Mango Street and is aware that she should come back. Sanchez claims that the
application of the home/homeless theme is a narrative device that serves to present
circumstances the reading audience (both children and adults) may recognize and identify
with (228). Still another dichotomy that is critically acknowledged is Esperanza’s
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simultaneously experiencing inclusion in and exclusion from mainstream society. The former
is epitomized by the American dream Esperanza aims to realize, and the latter is represented
by systematic exclusion typical of the ethnic minority she belongs to (Alvina Quintana, Home
Girls 57).
Esperanza’s awareness that she is obliged to return to her barrio appears to be inspired by a
sense of collectivity that underlies The House on Mango Street. The focus on collectivity is
often conceived as typical of women’s literature, and ascribed to the fact that
the Chicana’s experience as a woman is inextricable from her experience as a member
of an oppressed working-class racial minority and an ethnic subculture … The fact that
Chicanas tell stories about themselves and other Chicanas/Latinas challenges the
dominant male concepts of cultural ownership and literary authority and rejects the
dominant culture’s definition of what a Chicana is. In writing, they refuse the
objectification imposed by gender roles and racial and economic limitations. The
Chicana writer finds that the self she seeks to define is not an individual self but a
collective one. (Gonzales 74).

Bridget Kevane notes that in The House on Mango Street, collectivity discernible in the
portrayal of the barrio is epitomized by the collective dimension of the themes depicted
(“poverty, racism, migration, and patriarchy”) as well as by the devastating impact they have
on the whole community (93). Nonetheless, another theme is striving for distancing oneself
from the family and community Esperanza expresses in the epilogue: “one day I will say
goodbye to Mango. I am too strong for her to keep me here forever. One day I will go away”
(Cisneros 110). As Felicia J. Cruz notes, this desire has evoked contrasting response from the
readers. For some it is bewildering or even objectionable, while others understand this desire
to liberate from familial constraints as a natural path of maturing and entering the sphere of
external, real world (Cruz 921). What also resonates with collectivity is the concept of
multivoicedness (corresponding with the Bakhtinian heteroglossia) that is visible in the very
name of the main protagonist, which, “moving between English and Spanish … shifts in
length … in meaning … and in sound” (Renato Rosaldo qtd. in Cruz 927). The fact that each
vignette gives voice to a distinct subjectivity as well as the life narrative’s linguistic and
cultural plurality are acknowledged by numerous critical texts. Cisneros herself admits such a
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quest in “Introduction” to her autobiographical novel and declares, “I arranged and
diminished events on Mango Street to speak a message, to take from different parts of other
people’s lives and create a story like a collage” (14).

Collage resonates with fragmentariness of structure, which, according to Madsen, is
associated with, i.a., the rejection of the constrains of patriarchal ideology, and replacing them
with “more provisional, personal, emotional, and intuitive forms of narrative” (78). Madsen
adds that Cisneros’s narrative’s fragmentariness reflects “a quest for freedom, a genuine
liberation that resolves rather than escapes the conflicts faced by the Chicana subject” (78). In
“The Critical Reception of Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street” (1993), María
Elena de Valdés grants that
the open-ended reflections are the narrator’s search for an answer to the enigma: how
can she be free of Mango Street and the house that is not hers and yet belong as she
must to that house and that street. The open-ended entries come together only slowly
as the tapestry takes shape, for each of the closed figures are also threads of the larger
background figure which is the narrator herself. (293)
Karen W. Martin claims that the vignettes that constitute the backbone of the novel “are
uncharacterizable as short stories, novella or novel, yet anchored and given internal cohesion
and narrative kinesthesia by the presence of the adolescent narrator” (58; emphasis added).
Apart from its affinity to the fragmentariness of The House on Mango Street’s external
structure, the theme of liberation from patriarchy is further examined in critical texts’
repertoire. Patsy J. Daniels remarks that
Cisneros makes clear the need for a change in society … The patriarchal system she
[Esperanza] and her community live under covers up the truth and romanticizes
women’s roles so that the women will accept their roles as either whores or wives …
In addition, the women are taught that there is romantic love and a happily-ever-after
life for them when they marry, but they soon find out the truth about their role in
marriage and about the drudgery, the violence, and the loneliness that they must
endure. (83)
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Kevane adds that Esperanza’s “sense of self” is constituted by her observations of more or
less vivid instances of “patriarchal oppression, domestic abuse, sexism, intolerance … bigotry,
and poverty.” The narrating self becomes aware that in the future she may also become the
victim of such oppression (Kevane 95-96). In “The Critical Reception of Sandra Cisneros’s
The House on Mango Street” (1993), María Elena de Valdés remarks that depicting
oppression of different kind (political, sexual, economic) as well as the possibility to become
liberated from such misery make Cisneros’s text both “political and serious” (230-231). Jayne
E. Marek concedes that Esperanza’s rebellion against patriarchy is epitomized by her refusal
to “identify with the ‘rulers,’ an identification that would … cause her to direct her anger
inward” (183).

3. Significant others in The House on Mango Street and the concepts of
Answerability/Responsibility
The role of significant others depicted in The House on Mango Street is emphasized by the
fact that the vast majority of entries are entitled with the proper names or nick names of
numerous family members, neighbors, peers, other families living in the district as well as the
inhabitants of other areas considered as “better” and belonging to a higher social class. In the
entry entitled “And Some More,” Esperanza, her sister and friends enumerate the names of
persons living in their neighborhood, entwining the list with the description of different types
of clouds. This polyphony of proper names, on the one hand, points to the collective sense of
identity and, on the other, emphasizes the role of particular inhabitants of the barrio for
Esperanza’s sense of self. As Annie O. Eysturoy notes in “The House on Mango Street. A
Space of Her Own” (1996), “it is through her [Esperanza’s] dialectical relationship to the
house … the private sphere, the family, the collective memory as well as to Mango Street that
is, the social sphere, the larger Hispanic community that the narrating ‘I’ comes to an
understanding of her own individual self” (90).

Consequently, different instances of otherness that are depicted in The House on Mango Street
are crucial for the constitution of the life narrator’s identity. However, Jayne E. Marek
blatantly asserts that “Esperanza’s sense of otherness is not satisfied by any of the personal
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relationships or social roles that she encounters, and the book leaves open to the reader’s
imagination, as it does to Esperanza’s, the equivocal vision of ‘making the best of it”’ (185).

In view of such assertions, a methodological tool that will be applied in the following analysis
of otherness – mainly the context of answerability/responsibility– seems legitimate as a
unique perspective that may be contributive to the examination of the life narrator’s identity
constitution process, which is influenced, even if not completely “satisfied,” by the encounter
with the other. In The House on Mango Street, Cisneros bestows a proper voice on each of her
significant others, who are now unsilenced and gain the right to express their alterity. This
abundance of voices resonates with the Bakhtinian concept of a polyphonic novel, in which
each voice is equal and treated as co-subject (analogous to the Bakhtinian hero). Bakhtin’s
idea of constant openness to each other’s truths results in answerability, i.e. willingness to
answer the other’s voice. The Bakhtinian idea that self-stories are inevitably double-voiced
dovetails with the intention of Cisneros, who gives all her others a proper stage for expression
in her life narrative. I will refer to those assumptions in the following subsections of this
chapter.

3.1 Gender otherness
Firstly, otherness is manifested by gender differences. The dedication (“A las Mujeres – To
the Women”) already suggests that “a large part of her struggle for identity in the barrio was
driven by issues of gender” (Bloom, Guides 19). In the entry entitled “Boys and Girls,”
Esperanza claims, “the boys and the girls live in separate worlds. The boys in their universe
and we in ours” (Cisneros 8). Her brothers talk with their sisters willingly inside the house;
however, when they are outside, no-one should notice them talking to girls. As Harold Bloom
observes, “this segregation mimics the lives of the older people in the community and
reinforces the gender stratifications that exist outside marriage” (Guides 21). The friendship
among siblings is also limited to gender boundaries because Esperanza confesses, “Carlos and
Kiki are each other’s best friend … not ours” (Cisneros 8). Esperanza claims her sister Nenny
to be too young to become a friend, which she accepts as a fact and “not her fault” because
“you don’t pick your sisters, you just get them and sometimes they come like Nenny”
(Cisneros 8). The latter is described as the narrator’s responsibility which may be interpreted
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literally as the older sister’s duty, but also, in the context of Emmanuel Levinas’s theory as the
necessity to constantly respond or stay responsive to any other encountered.
Cisneros writes, “she [Nenny] can’t play with those Vargas kids or she’ll turn out just like
them. And since she comes right after me, she is my responsibility” (8). As Levinas presents
this concept in Totality and Infinity: An Essay on Exteriority (1961), responsibility, which is
dependent upon the particularity of the present moment, is the precondition of intense
attention accompanied by the excess of perception. Nenny as a younger sister may be referred
to as “the face,” who in the Levinasian discourse signifies the questioning potential of the
other. The self (Esperanza) is exposed to the urgency of the present moments and her younger
siblings’ needs. Esperanza bears the responsibility for isolating her younger sister from
potentially harmful influence some neighboring children may have on her. A “surplus of
consciousness” that Levinas describes (Totality and Infinity 178) is equaled with Esperanza’s
constant necessity of being attentive as she is supposed to take care of Nenny. Furthermore,
this increased attentiveness entails the superiority of the other for the reason that Esperanza is
forced to recognize her younger sister’s meaningful presence that calls for her attention:
Nenny “comes right after,” which points to her constant proximity. As the elder sister
responsible for the well-being of Nenny, Esperanza serves the other, which is not by choice,
yet this service undoubtedly contributes to Esperanza’s maturing as a subject and, to use
Levinas’s terms, the life narrator’s approaching the idea of Infinity. As Levinas explains in
Totality and Infinity:

to be attentive is to recognize the mastery of the other, to receive his command, or,
more exactly, to receive from him the command to command. When I seek my final
reality, I find that my existence as a “thing in itself” begins with the presence in me of
the idea of Infinity. But this relation already consists in serving the Other. (178-179)

The responsibility is not limited to the constant readiness to respond, but it also holds the
ethical potential for being the gift for the other, and thus displaying an altruistic attitude
towards the other. Esperanza’s words that “you don’t pick your sisters” resonate with the
Levinasian idea that the “center of gravitation of being” is outside of the self, i.e. out of the
ability to select. What should be the basis of the encounter between the self and the other is
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the offer the latter receives from the self’s being, and “the ground of expression is goodness”
(Levinas, Totality and Infinity 183).

The encounter with the other exemplified by Nenny may also be interpreted in the context of
answerability. The Bakhtinian approach also presupposes obligation that one incurs to
constantly display answerability towards the others when being in the world with other human
subjects. An answerable act derives from a particular, unique experience and is valid only in
the context of the singularity of a given deed. Therefore, mentioning the surname of particular
neighbors, the Vargas kids, and not any general group whose company would be undesirable
for Nenny relates Esperanza to the Bakhtinian subject, who is supposed to act ethically in a
given human situation. The answerable act is also characterized by spontaneity, applicable at a
particular moment of an individual existence. The phrase “she comes right after me”
necessarily refers to such a once-occurrent moment (though it may be understood as habitual
as well).

This altruistic approach rooted in the duty, or responsibility, within the familial relationships
and friendships is a recurrent theme in The House on Mango Street. In the entry entitled
“Louie, His Cousin & His Other Cousin,” Cisneros introduces Marin (or Maris), a cousin of
Puerto Rican family, who, due to her being a woman, has to babysit their relatives’ babies,
which is the reason for her imprisonment in the house:
Louie’s girl cousin is older than us. She lives with Louie’s family because her own
family is in Puerto Rico. Her name is Marin or Maris or something like that, and she
wears dark nylons all the time and lots of makeup she gets free from selling Avon. She
can’t come out—gotta baby-sit with Louie’s sisters—but she stands in the doorway a
lot, all time singing, clicking her fingers, the same song. (Cisneros 23-24)

What is also operative in the depiction of duty is the Bakhtinian category of the ought, which
is moral obligation conditioned by individual circumstances of the event. Here those
particular circumstances are linked with the fact that Marin is forced to stay with her relatives
due to the fact that her closest ones live in Puerto Rico. The benevolent portrayal of her outfit
and makeup resonates with “sympathetic co-experiencing” (Esperanza also has to baby-sit her
younger sibling) that, according to Bakhtin, should replace “pure empathizing” (the purity is
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here distorted by a somewhat critical tone of portraying Marin as well as the difference in age
and life situation between Esperanza and her friend).
In “Alicia Who Sees Mice,” a similar exemplification of women’s lot is shown in the figure of
Alicia. She is forced to assume the role of a mother towards her younger siblings and a
housekeeper, at the same time continuing education, which is perceived as a chance to climb
the social ladder without the necessity to get married or work physically. Esperanza observes:

Alicia, whose mama died, is sorry there is no one older to rise and make the lunchbox
tortillas. Alicia, who inherited her mama’s rolling pin and sleepiness, is young and
smart and studies for the first time at the university. Two trains and a bus, because she
doesn’t want to spend her whole life in a factory or behind a rolling pin. Is a good girl,
my friend, studies all night and sees the mice, the ones her father says do not exist. Is
afraid of nothing except four-legged fur. And fathers. (Cisneros 31-32)
Bakhtinian thought focuses on the concrete historicalness of the act’s performance: the
historical moment is considered superior to any abstract temporal system (or Levinasian
infinity). Thus, Alicia is entangled in and strongly conditioned by present, singular
circumstances, i.e., the death of her mother, her being the eldest daughter and being
subordinate to her father. Esperanza is involved in the answerable act between her self and
Alicia (as other) because she admits that they are friends apart from apparent difference of age
and familial relations. This difference is based upon the fact that Alicia is a student, so she
must be older; her father is oppressive, unlike Esperanza’s parents, and Esperanza is not
burdened with so many house chores yet. Bakhtin points to the fact that within an answerable
act, each individual, both self and other, is entangled in their unique social, historical, and
individual “planes”. Yet it is answerability that enables the efficient encounter of two very
distinct subjectivities. Bakhtinian division into two types of truth: “istina” and “pravda” is
operative in this excerpt, too. “Istina” as universal truth derived from knowledge is
represented by studies at university, and “pravda,” which is concrete truth derived from the
particular answerable act, is symbolized by Esperanza’s observations of her older friend. The
fact that “Alicia sees mice,” whose existence her father denies, may be interpreted as women
being presumably prone to emotional, and not necessarily rational, perception of reality,
which may entail irrational images or visions. This approach resonates with the stance that
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women’s selves are perceived as more fragile, emotionally unstable and thus developing
discontinuous identities (Rosaldo 22).

In her encounters with any instance of weakness exemplified by the other, Esperanza adopts
the altruistic attitude ascribed to her gender, willingly helping a disabled aunt (Aunt Lupe in
the entry “Born Bad”), a lonely neighbor (“Edna’s Ruthie”) or a friend who is a victim of
harsh violence (“Minerva Writes Poems” and “What Sally Said”). In “Born Bad,” Esperanza
recalls her bond with Aunt Lupe:

I took my library books to her house. I read her stories. I liked the book The
Waterbabies. She liked it too. I never knew how sick she was until that day I tried to
show her one of the pictures in the book, a beautiful color picture of the water babies
swimming in the sea. I held the book up to her face. I can’t see it, she said, I’m blind.
And then I was ashamed. She listened to every book, every poem I read her. (Cisneros
60)
In this instance of Esperanza’s self encountering the other – a sick aunt – it is visible that the
self strives for a common plane of experience (reading stories, appreciating illustrations
together). This is the Bakhtinian self that is necessarily liminal, and accompanied by “a
human being’s absolute need for the other, for the other’s seeing, remembering, gathering, and
unifying self-activity” (Bakhtin, “Author and Hero” 35). Esperanza continues the entry with
admitting:

one day I read her [Aunt Lupe] one of my own [poems]. I came very close. I
whispered it into the pillow … That’s nice. That’s very good, she said in her tired
voice. You just remember to keep writing, Esperanza. You must keep writing. It will
keep you free, and I said yes, but at that time I didn’t know what she meant. (Cisneros
60-61)

Here art, in the form of poetry, is shared by the self with the other. This is also an answerable
act for the reason that, according to the Bakhtinian approach, such sharing of literary
production may be considered an instance of “the creatively productive events—the onceoccurrent and inconvertible events that bring forth something new” (“Author and Hero” 87;
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emphasis original). Such events may be constituted only by the bond of two consciousnesses,
when one of them is recognized as an other. Aunt Lupe recognizes Esperanza’s self as a
prospective poet, a fact which Esperanza does not realize yet (“at that time I didn’t know what
she meant”). This statement resonates with the Bakhtinian assertion that for the subjectivity to
see herself as whole, the outer perspective gained in the answerable act is absolutely crucial.
In “Edna’s Ruthie,” Esperanza also depicts her visits to a lonely neighbor, an adult woman
presumably staying at her mother’s place to escape an abusive husband. Ruthie is depicted as
eccentric, yet liked by the children: “Ruthie, tall skinny lady with red lipstick and blue
babushka, one blue sock and one green because she forgot, is the only grown-up we know
who likes to play” (Cisneros 67). It seems that the discrepancy of age and status – Ruthie is a
married woman and Esperanza a child – does not disturb the encounter between the self and
the other. Here, what is operative is the Bakhtinian stance that the dissimilar is more
interesting for the self and that the lack of shared meaning actually enables the selves to
become involved in the dialogue. Radical alterity of the other is treated as a prerequisite for
any answerable act. What is also discernible in this vignette is the need to share literary
interests with the other. Esperanza confesses, “I like showing Ruthie the books I take out of
the library. Books are wonderful, Ruthie says, and then she runs her hand over them as if she
could read them in braille. They’re wonderful, wonderful, but I can’t read anymore” (Cisneros
69).
“Minerva Writes Poems” is an entry depicting a neighbor who is “only a little bit older than
[Esperanza] but already she has two kids and a husband who left” (Cisneros 84). Here alterity
of subjectivities also serves as a starting point for a meaningful encounter encompassing the
exchange of literary production: “she lets me read her poems. I let her read mine” (Cisneros
84). Sharing each other’s poems may be considered an illustration of the Bakhtinian claim
that inter- and intrasubjectivity are hard to distinguish in an answerable act and that “every
internal experience ends up on the boundary” (“Toward a Reworking of the Dostoevsky
Book” 287). Composing poetry is indeed first an internal activity that later on seeks its
expression at the border of self and other. Minerva suffers because her husband “left and
keeps leaving” (Cisneros 85). Yet Esperanza recognizes her own limitations as far as the
ability to solve her friend’s problem is concerned: “next week she comes over black and blue
and asks what can she do? Minerva. I don’t know which way she’ll go. There is nothing I can
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do” (Cisneros 85; emphasis original). The acknowledgement of self’s limited power over the
other is a reflection of the lack of finalization or consummation, which are the processes that
both Bakhtin and Levinas perceive as undesirable in the relation between the self and the
other.
“What Sally Said” is a vignette portraying domestic violence that Esperanza’s friend Sally
suffers. Sally’s father is afraid that Sally would escape from home like his sisters did and
“made the family ashamed” (Cisneros 92). At this point, Esperanza confronts harsh brutality
that is part of Sally’s everyday experience: “one day Sally’s father catches her talking to a boy
and the next day she doesn’t come to school. And the next … Sally tells it, he just went crazy,
he just forgot he was her father between the buckle and the belt” (Cisneros 93). In this
encounter with profound otherness, which is rooted in the fact that Esperanza does not go
through the effects of domestic aggression, Levinasian “radical heterogeneity of the other”
(Totality and Infinity 36) is visible. Following the Levinasian thought, this confrontation is
contributive for the self’s development since it has to leave the comfortable sphere of safety
and enter, at least mentally, the domain of danger and insecurity. Yet, this process is entailed
in the self’s “quest for truth” (Totality and Infinity 60) and thus possesses epistemological
value.

Responsibility is also attributed to Esperanza when her father informs her about the death of
her grandfather in the entry “Papa Who Wakes Up Tired in the Dark,” and it is the eldest
child’s duty to pass the message to her siblings: “because I am the oldest, my father has told
me first, and now it is my turn to tell the others. I will have to explain why we can’t play. I
will have to tell them to be quiet today” (Cisneros 56-57). Not only is Esperanza charged with
the duty to look after her younger siblings, but she also feels obligated to take care of her
father. She, for a moment, adopts the role of a parent: “my Papa, his thick hands and thick
shoes, who wakes us tired in the dark, who combs his hair with water, drinks his coffee, and is
gone before we wake, today is sitting on my bed … I hold my Papa in my arms. I hold and
hold and hold him” (Cisneros 57). This reversal of child and parent roles nevertheless exhibits
the necessary asymmetry between self (Esperanza) and the other (parent). The two parties
should not be tied in a reversible way because such a symmetrical relation would “destroy the
radical alterity of the other” (Levinas, Totality and Infinity 36). The “complete supremacy of
the other” (Wild 19), i.e. Esperanza’s father, is sustained. The situation between the self and
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the other depicted in this vignette may also be interpreted within the categories of the
Levinasian interpellation, which is defined as calling upon the other. Esperanza, as the oldest
child, is at the same time requested and obliged to undertake the responsibility for comforting
other family members in a crisis. She is supposed to do so through language, not action
because she needs to “tell the others … explain … tell them to be quiet” (Cisneros 56-57;
emphasis added). Using such a linguistic tool that is privileged over taking action resonates
with the Levinasian stance that language is the proper device of the encounter between the
self and the other. Language is perceived as superior to action, and conversation as the domain
within which the other has “the right over” self’s egoism (Totality and Infinity 40).
In “Bums in the Attic,” Esperanza’s altruistic attitude towards the less privileged is most
striking, although the whole scene is her fantasy about the future, not part of real life. This
may point to the fact that Esperanza perceives such extreme altruism as a distant, yet available
ideal. While driving through the rich district and observing the houses she vows, “one day I’ll
own my own house, but I won’t forget who I am or where I came from. Passing bums will
ask, Can I come in? I’ll offer them the attic, ask them to stay, because I know how it is to be
without a house” (Cisneros 87). In Totality and Infinity, Levinas points to subjectivity that
may be equated with hospitality, constantly welcoming the other (26). Esperanza’s attitude
towards the “bums” whom she intends to host in her own, proper house of the future is a
manifestation of such an approach.

The significant other is also embodied by an absent best friend, who is missed as an intimate
the narrator could tell secrets to and who could understand jokes without the necessity to
explain their meaning. The moment of encountering such a person is treated as decisive for
the development of the autobiographical subject’s identity because Esperanza states that until
that point, she is “a red balloon, a balloon tied to an anchor” (Cisneros 9). As a result, the
emergence of the other would not only contribute to the enhancement of consciousness, but it
would also serve the liberating role as the subjectivity from the outside of a limited circle of
the narrator’s siblings, in which the relationships are established by gender-specific norms.
The familial bond is the source of uncomfortable ties rooted in the lack of proper emotional
understanding at a deeper level. The narrator declares her possessive attitude towards the
other’s consciousness for this friend would be “all her [Esperanza’s] own” (Cisneros 9). Such
a desire to possess the other may nevertheless lead to consummation or finalization of the
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other by the self, which is a state defined as unwanted both by Bakhtin and Levinas. Escaping
consummation (finalization) enables the subjectivity to be always in flux, and thus evolve.

One of the potential candidates for the best friend that Esperanza longs for is Cathy, who
nonetheless belongs to a more sophisticated social circle and agrees to befriend Esperanza,
but only for one week because her whole family is moving to a better district. In an entry
entitled “Cathy Queen of Cats,” Esperanza recalls, “you want a friend, she [Cathy] says.
Okay, I’ll be your friend. But only till next Tuesday. That’s when we move away. Got to. Then
as if she forgot I just moved in, she says the neighborhood is getting bad” (Cisneros 13).
Another two possible friends Esperanza meets are Rachel and Lucy, who offer Esperanza
friendship of a mercantile nature, i.e. they require her financial share (five dollars) in the
purchase of a bike. The shared bike is a symbol of the possibility to leave the area, but it also
refers to the notion of collectivity cultivated in the community. In “Laughter,” the entry that
follows the incident of buying a bike together, Nenny is juxtaposed with Esperanza’s two new
friends (Rachel and Lucy) and it appears that, although associated with duty, she is the one
with whom Esperanza shares experience and thus a mutual understanding of abstract notions
arises. Esperanza reports:

one day we were passing a house that looked, in my mind, like houses I had seen in
Mexico … Look at that house, I said, it looks like Mexico. Rachel and Lucy look at
me like I’m crazy, but before they can let out a laugh, Nenny says: Yes, that’s Mexico
all right. That’s what I was thinking exactly. (Cisneros 17-18)

Here a meaningful answerable act is conducted between Esperanza and Nenny; the latter
serves as the other being a medium essential for the self-perception. The situation portrayed in
this entry resonates with the Bakhtinian stance that “there are events which are in principle
incapable of unfolding on the plane of one and the same consciousness and which presuppose
two consciousnesses that never merge” (“Author and Hero” 86). In another’s (Nenny’s)
consciousness, Esperanza finds confirmation of her own observation, which provides an
additional plane to grasp the whole meaning of this situation in its particularity (and approach
what Bakhtin defines as pravda).
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The House on Mango Street as a coming-of-age novel presents the process of initiation that an
adolescent girl goes through. Gender otherness is understandably one of the prevailing themes
of the guidance provided by older acquaintances as well as peers, who teach the narrated “I”
such skills as how to manage walking in high heels or how to behave in the company of boys;
they explain the mysterious ways in which the babies are conceived or the usefulness of
possessing hips. The latter forms the title of an entry, in which Esperanza and other girls
address the roles hips may serve: “they’re good for holding a baby when you’re cooking,
Rachel says … You need them to dance, says Lucy. If you don’t get them you may turn into a
man. Nenny says this and she believes it. She is this way because of her age” (Cisneros 4950). In the following passage, Esperanza protects her younger sister (as her significant other)
when she claims, “that’s right, I add before Lucy or Rachel can make fun of her. She is stupid
alright, but she is my sister” (Cisneros 50; emphasis original). Esperanza – the self – in this
excerpt embodies the category of the Bakhtinian ought towards the other – Nenny. The ought
understood as moral obligation conditioned by individual circumstances of the event is
operative here. Esperanza feels obliged to act ethically in recognition of her familial as well as
emotional bond with the significant other.
Marin is one of those more experienced “tutors”. Esperanza claims:

I like Marin. She is older and knows lots of things. She is the one who told us how
Davey the Baby’s sister got pregnant and what cream is best for taking off moustache
hair and if you count the white flecks on your fingernails you can know how many
boys are thinking of you and lots of other things I can’t remember now. (Cisneros 27)

This passage presents an answerable act, in which the self gains knowledge from the other so
that the encounter is of epistemological value (both a Bakhtinian and a Levinasian
prerequisite). Esperanza mentions particular details Marin shares, such as proper names of
neighbors, or solutions to mundane everyday concerns of teenage girls. In this way, the
depiction encompasses particularity, singularity of actual event, which is, according to
Bakhtin, the appropriate basis for self and other’s encounter.

However, as Alvina Quintana remarks, although The House on Mango Street may be
classified as a coming-of-age life narrative, it diverges from the traditional pattern of
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bildungsroman by presenting “how coming-of-age in a patriarchal society shapes a
recognition of prescribed gender roles” (56). Esperanza does not “obey” the typical female
bildungsroman’s protagonists’ “imprisonment” and “isolation,” but she replaces them with
“integration and freedom” (Quintana 56). Annie Eysturoy expands the genre classification by
claiming that Cisneros’s novel exemplifies “‘a portrait of the artist as a young woman,’ that is,
a Künstlerroman” (90; emphasis original).
In Discerning the Subject, Paul Smith defines the ideological “I” as “the concept of
personhood culturally available to the narrator when he tells the story” (105). In the context of
socially prescribed gender roles, Esperanza consciously recognizes them and strongly opposes
the idea of imposing such restraints on girls and young women. In Reading Autobiography,
Smith and Watson assert that a narrating “I” has a choice between two possible strategies to
address the ideological patterns available to them at a given historical moment. A life narrator
may either portray this heterogeneity of ideological models of personhood, or attempt to limit
the multiplicity so that the prevalent ideology would be strengthened (Smith and Watson,
Reading Autobiography 62). The narration of The House on Mango Street is far from being
modified to support the prevailing patriarchal ideology. The device that Cisneros uses is the
plurality of women’s stories that serve as examples of patriarchy’s cruelty and oppression,
hence presenting a narrative that oftentimes stands in fierce opposition to this ideological
monolith. I will show the particular instances in the section that considers otherness as the
source of oppression.

3.2 Social class and racial otherness
In The House on Mango Street, otherness is also exemplified within the category of social
class. During family Sunday trips to affluent areas where Esperanza’s father works as a
gardener, she observes, “people who live on hills sleep so close to the stars they forget those
of us who live too much on earth” (Cisneros 86). In “Cathy Queen of Cats,” the social class
otherness is presented by the instance of Cathy’s family moving to another, better district. The
motivation is to detach from the newcomers, such as Esperanza’s family, who are perceived as
belonging to a lower class which they do not want to be identified with. Esperanza states,
“they’ll just have to move a little farther north from Mango Street, a little farther away every
time people like us keep moving in” (Cisneros 13). The inhabitants of more sophisticated
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districts who visit, most often accidentally, Mango Street are frightened and prepared for the
potential danger that awaits them. On the other hand, as Esperanza declares, the local
inhabitants form a hermetic, homogenous racial and class community in which everyone
knows one another and which provides the sense of safety that is nevertheless lost any time
they leave the area and find themselves in another part of the town: “all brown all around, we
are safe. But watch us drive into a neighborhood of another color and our knees go shakityshake and our car windows get rolled up tight and our eyes look straight. Yeah. That is how it
goes and goes” (28). This sense of danger that is entailed in the encounter with the racial other
resonates with the Bakhtinian concept of two-sided answerability, which may have either
contributive or oppressive implications for the self. As Nielsen remarks:
like the murderer in Dostoevsky’s novel, the question, “How I should act?” needs to be
worked out with the reflexive knowledge that I act according to both my imaginary but
not fictional subjectivity as well as to my image of another’s subjectivity. However
radically different the other’s experiences may be they can respond with answers that
are potentially harmful or supportive. (149)
The image of another’s subjectivity that the self holds is that of potential danger that is
derived from unknown alterity. However, if the sphere of insecurity is not penetrated by the
self, it is not able to get involved in the rewarding encounter with the other. As Levinas
asserts, “the idea of Infinity, the relation between the same and the other, does not undo the
separation attested in transcendence. Indeed, the same can rejoin the other only in the hazards
and risks of the quest for truth; it does not rest on the other in complete security” (Levinas 60;
emphasis added). If the interaction with the racial other is avoided, like in case of Esperanza,
the encounter cannot possibly be beneficial for the self’s identity development.

Esperanza is afraid of the racial other but seems intrigued by and attracted to higher social
class. At one point in the narrative, Esperanza’s fascination with the emblems of higher status
symbols might have had tragic consequences. One of Louie’s cousins has agreed to take the
neighborhood children for a ride in his impressive yellow Cadillac. The excessive speed
results in the police coming and the driver almost crashing into a tree while attempting to
escape them. Even though he is an offender, Louie’s cousin is still admired: “they put
handcuffs on him and put him in the backseat of the cop car, and we all waved as they drove
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away” (Cisneros 25). This encounter with alterity is significant for the self, as the whole
incident is introduced with the passage, “Louie has another cousin. We only saw him once,
but it was important” (Cisneros 24; emphasis added). The children are allured by the vehicle;
Esperanza recalls, “everybody looked inside the car and asked where he got it. There were
white rugs and white leather seats. We all asked for a ride and asked where he got it. Louie’s
cousin said get in” (Cisneros 24). From the inside, the car is equally impressive for the
teenage girl who enthuses, “the seats were big and soft like a sofa, and there was a little white
cat in the back window whose eyes lit up when the car stopped or turned. The windows didn’t
roll up like in ordinary cars. Instead there was a button that did it for you automatically”
(Cisneros 24).

This fascination with social class otherness, which is exemplified by an unknown car that is
nevertheless recognized as luxurious, may be treated as a constituent of an answerable act.
First, it corresponds with the Bakhtinian stance that it is the lack of shared plane, or meaning,
that makes it possible for the selves to get involved in the dialogue. The unknown is the basis
for the self’s interest, and then, for meaningful involvement in a dialogic situation. The
Bakhtinian other is conceived and loved only as other owing to the fact that finalization of
any participant by another is undesirable. As Bakhtin asserts in Toward a Philosophy of the
Act, “in my emotional-volitional consciousness the other is in his own place, insofar as I love
him as another, and not as myself” (46; emphasis original). Esperanza comprehends the
radical otherness of both Louie’s cousin, an adult, possibly corrupt, who she only meets once,
and his car, which here serves as the emblem of social class otherness. Nevertheless, she
labels the encounter as important as she embraces the potentially dangerous ride and thus
leaves the self’s comfortable position, enticed to join in the process of searching for
knowledge (or the Levinasian quest for truth).

3.3 Linguistic otherness

In Totality and Infinity, Levinas points to language as the proper tool of the encounter between
the self and the other. Language is described as superior to action (which is mute by nature),
and as a medium through which commonplaces may be established. For Levinas, language is
a peculiar gift of the self for the other. In Totality and Infinity, Levinas explains that language
is
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the very passage from the individual to the general, because it offers things which are
mine to the Other. To speak is to make the world common, to create commonplaces …
The world in discourse is no longer what it is in separation, in the being at home with
oneself where everything is given to me; it is what I give: the communicable, the
thought, the universal. (76).
In The House on Mango Street, linguistic otherness is rooted in Esperanza’s Mexican ethnic
origin and is reflected in the references to differences between English and Spanish. The latter
has an impact on the sense of self and cultural identity, which is affected by the doubleness of
heritage. In “Chicana ‘Belonging’ in Sandra Cisneros’ The House on Mango Street” (2012),
Regina M. Betz claims that what Cisneros uses through her “poetically-composed vignettes”
is Spanglish, that “is currently recognized as a legitimate variety of Chicano English, in the
scale of ‘World Englishes’; this is identified by various linguists ranging from Braj B. Kachru,
to Larry Smith, to Jacon Ornstein Galicia” (18). Interestingly, Betz blatantly states that by
privileging English, Esperanza reveals “subtle distaste” for her Spanish cultural origin (19).
Nevertheless, the attempt to reconcile both linguistic heritages and to somehow “tame” the
otherness is firstly indicated by the dedication conveyed both in Spanish—” A las Mujeres”—
and in English—” To the Women.” Interestingly, although the whole piece is written in
English (with only rare instances of Spanish words, such as “abuela”, “mamacita” or
“barrio”), Cisneros provides the equivalent in her native language here. The Spanish version
comes first, which may suggest the primacy of her native community as the addressee of the
novel. This bilingual dedication may be interpreted in Levinasian terms as a gift of the self,
whose life narrative is revealed to the public, for the other, who is here represented by the
white majority of American reading audience as well as the Chicano community who are both
prospective addressees of Cisneros’s narrative.

The issue becomes more complex when the narrator explores her first name in the entry
entitled “My Name.” This vignette begins with the statement, “in English my name means
hope” (Cisneros 10), which points to positive connotations it carries. The narrator’s name in
Spanish, Esperanza, has rather negative connotations since it signifies waiting and the state of
anticipation (originating from the verb esperar, to wait), but it also means “too many letters
… sadness … It is like the number nine. A muddy color” (Cisneros 10). Esperanza also
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confesses that the name is ridiculed by her school mates and it is hard to be adapted to the
English language because, unlike her younger sister’s name, it cannot easily be abbreviated:
“At school they say my name funny as if the syllables were made out of tin and hurt the roof
of your mouth … Magdalena … at least can come home and become Nenny. But I am always
Esperanza” (Cisneros 11). The name bears resemblance to or evokes memories of Esperanza’s
father’s Mexican records he played on Sunday morning while shaving, “songs like sobbing”
(Cisneros 10). Betz observes that

the Spanish meaning of her namesake reveals a negative connotation to her identity,
whereas the English definition is motivating and positive. Her name is important
because it represents tradition; ancestral connections provide the foundation to a
person’s identity, but the protagonist attempts to reject these connections through her
disapproval of the Spanish meaning to her name. (19)
This bilingual reflection upon the symbolism of Esperanza’s given name reveals two threads.
First, it points to the sense of inner otherness, which is manifested by two contrary
interpretations of such a fundamental bearer of identity as one’s name. According to Bakhtin,
centripetal (inner, inwards) and centrifugal (towards the other) forces are both oppositional
and complementary in an answerable act. Hence, a sense of inner alterity that belongs to
centripetal movement is compatible with the Bakhtinian thought. Secondly, Esperanza
presents the description of her name against the background of particular details from her
family’s everyday experience. Such a depiction resonates with what Bakhtin defines as
“subiectum’s once-occurrent actual life” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 5) that is focused on
the particularity and historicalness of answerable, i.e., necessarily singular, life. The fact that
Esperanza ponders upon her name in the context of particular historical and familial
conditioning points to her sense of being a unique self inscribed in concrete temporality. As
Bakhtin explains, “it is as if rays of light radiate from my uniqueness and, passing through
time, they confirm historical mankind, they permeate with the light of value all possible time
and temporality itself as such, for I myself actually partake in temporality” (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 59-60).

While mentioning the Chinese symbolism of her year of birth—the year of the horse,
Esperanza claims that the bad omen supposedly connected with the number if the new born
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baby is female is a lie aimed at a systemic weakening of the girl since “the Chinese, like the
Mexicans, don’t like their women strong” (Cisneros 10). In this context, the very fact of
producing an autobiographical text may be interpreted as a manifestation of strength which
Cisneros has gained. This newly acquired power is juxtaposed with the patterns established by
previous generations of women in her family, e.g. the great-grandmother, after whom
Esperanza inherits the name and who was also born in the year of the horse. Before marriage,
into which she was forced, the great-grandmother was “a wild horse of a woman,” whose
power transformed into resignation as she spent her whole life “looking out the window, the
way so many women sit their sadness on an elbow” (Cisneros 11). As Alvina Quintana states,
the story of Esperanza great-grandmother fits into the tradition of Chicana literature, and the
figure of “grandmother” epitomizes “the symbolic matriarchal handing down of cultural
traditions” (61). However, Esperanza bluntly declares that in spite of inheriting the name, she
will strive not to inherit the place next to the window. The other again serves an emancipating
role, and this emancipation is meant to be symbolized by a new name which Esperanza
desires to adopt in order to detach herself from the past and its superstitious beliefs. She
claims, “I would like to baptize myself under a new name, a name more like the real me, the
one nobody sees. Esperanza as Lisandra or Maritza or Zeze the X. Yes. Something like Zeze
the X will do” (Cisneros 11).
Despite Esperanza’s wish to liberate from previous generations’ negative patterns of
personhood, the significance that is assigned to them points to the self’s awareness of the
historicalness and particularity of her unique existence. The encounter with the other
belonging to the domain of the past – her great-grandmother – is still influential on the present
self’s identity constitution process. Selves, as Bakhtin emphasizes, are liminal and self’s
autonomy is a “denial of human interdependence” (de Peuter 38). Even if the heritage of such
an encounter is harmful, and the self wants to detach from it (in this case, by baptizing herself
under a novel name) the self and other are involved in the answerable act (“two-sided
answerability”). Moreover, in this particular vignette it becomes visible that the Levinasian
model that may be applied to other vignettes, next to the Bakhtinian one, is in fact not fully
applicable due to the fact that the reference to past generations is deeply rooted in history. In
the context of the encounter between the self that belongs to the present (Esperanza), and the
other that is a part of the domain of the past (great-grandmother), the historical moment of this
relation cannot be neglected. For Levinas, the particular historical moment, which may be
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identified with particular past familial heritage, is viewed as insignificant in the truthful
encounter between the self and the other. Levinas asserts that “when man truly approaches the
Other he is uprooted from history” and claims that existence in history “destroys [one’s]
responsibility” (Totality and Infinity 52; 252).
As Tomoko Kuribayashi states in “The Chicana Girl Writes Her Way in and out: Space and
Bilingualism in Sandra Cisneros’ The House on Mango Street” (1998), the invention of a
novel name emphasizes the substantial role language serves in the narrating self’s gaining
agency over her future (169). Jayne E. Marek claims that the code-switching between English
and Spanish, at which Esperanza manifests her proficiency at various points in the narration
indicates that the narrating self controls “at least one of the factors that isolate other women
[those who do not speak English]” (181). In view of all that, the new name would become
“invisible”, that is unmarked, and provide power as well as transparency and protection from
the gaze of the other, which may sometimes be a tool of a Chicana woman’s oppression.

3.4 Otherness as the source of oppression
This oppressive dimension is for the first time mentioned in the entry titled “Cathy, Queen of
Cats,” whose eponymous character warns Esperanza against men who are portrayed as “evil,
selling things out from under women, preying on innocents” (Bloom 23). Cathy points to “Joe
the baby-grabber,” and tells Esperanza to “keep away from him … he is full of danger”
(Cisneros 12). In the same entry, Cathy describes a neighbor in the following way: “she used
to own a building big as a whale, but her brother sold it. Their mother said no, no, don’t ever
sell it. I won’t. And then she closed her eyes and he sold it” (Cisneros 12).
Indeed, as Darlene Pagán asserts in “Girls and Women in Sandra Cisneros’ The House on
Mango Street (1984)” (2003), Cisneros openly addresses the violence that girls and women
suffer from (142). Karen W. Martin adds that the vignettes depicting this violence “highlight
female immobility, isolation, and victimization as a result of cloistered domestic life by
presenting a series of women who are displaced, or out-of-place, within their own homes”
(62). The oppression is most vividly portrayed in the accounts of the incidents of sexual
harassment a teenage girl suffers, as well as in the example of cruelty displayed by the mother
superior who is the headmaster of the school Esperanza attends. When asked for the
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permission to eat lunches at school, the head nun not only refuses, but gravely humiliates the
student. The nun claims Esperanza does not need to eat in the canteen since she does not live
far (“three long blocks away from here”) and thus makes the girl point the house from the
office window:

and then she made me stand up on a box of books and point. That one? she said,
pointing to a row of ugly three-flats, the ones even the raggedy men are ashamed to go
into. Yes, I nodded even though I knew that wasn’t my house and started to cry. I
always cry when nuns yell at me, even if they’re not yelling. (Cisneros 45)

This is how Karen W. Martin comments on this scene:

when this representative of the ultimate hierarchical force—the Catholic church as
normative spiritual and cultural institution—re-directs the narrator’s gaze to the home,
she effectively robs Esperanza of her place in the neighborhood by forcing her to
envision the urban dwelling as filtered through the lens of the nun’s own socioeconomic and aesthetic standards. (56)
Consequently, Esperanza experiences oppression within being “trapped in a version of the
house of memory that is reflective of lower-income urban existence, a nailed, barred, prisonlike space whose description invokes images of entrapment, danger, and potential violence”
(Martin 56; emphasis added). The fact that Esperanza is almost completely muted and fails to
meaningfully respond to the nun’s harmful words points to the lack of answerable or
responsible act in this passage. There is no dialogue, which is treated by Levinas as the site
within which another may be met in a face-to-face encounter. The nun’s words may be
interpreted in the Levinasian terms as an egocentric monologue, which is perceived by
Levinas as useless and non-contributive to the self’s development.
The controlling otherness is embodied by the men who feel entitled to evaluate the girls’
appearance, outfits and behavior, the right that is assumed by the whole community who
constantly censors the female members of the social group. In the entry “The Family of Little
Feet,” Esperanza and her friends try on a number of colorful shoes, some of them high-heeled:
an exciting experience which allows them to feel like adult women, attractive to grown-up
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men. During their walk to the grocery store, the girls’ footwear is loudly commented upon:
“Mr. Benny at the corner grocery puts down his important cigar: Your mother know you got
shoes like that? Who give you those? Nobody. Them are dangerous, he says. You girls too
young to be wearing shoes like that. Take them shoes off before I call the cops, but we just
run” (Cisneros 40-41).
In the same entry, the girls get the male attention they strived for: a “boy on a homemade
bicycle” cries out “Ladies, lead me to heaven” (Cisneros 41). Nevertheless, the prophecy of
potential danger is fulfilled when a homeless man gives them compliments, but also offers a
dollar for a kiss. Then, the multicolored shoes are no longer a source of joy, but a trigger of
male harassment. Esperanza concludes the entry by saying, “we are tired of being beautiful.
Lucy hides the lemon shoes and the red shoes and the shoes that used to be white but are now
pale blue under a powerful bushel basket on the back porch, until one Tuesday her mother,
who is very clean, throws them away. But no one complains” (Cisneros 42).
Another incident of sexual harassment is depicted in the entry entitled “The First Job,” which
Esperanza is expected to undertake in order to contribute towards the payment of her school’s
fees. Esperanza begins working at a photo studio, but, due to her shyness, she spends her
break in the cloak room. An older man she meets there asks her to kiss him because it is his
birthday. The encounter is initially comforting because, as Esperanza claims, “he had nice
eyes and I didn’t feel so nervous anymore” (Cisneros 55). Then, the other turns out to be
oppressive for the reason that, as the narrator states, “I thought I would [kiss the man] because
he was so old and just as I was about to put my lips on his cheek, he grabs my face with both
hands and kisses me hard on the mouth and doesn’t let go” (Cisneros 55). Esperanza’s initial
attitude of trusting the other embodied by an old man represents the attitude of responsibility
that entails the self always welcoming the other, which is the self that realizes the ideal of
subjectivity understood as “hospitality” (Levinas, Totality and Infinity 26). However, the
hostile response on the part of the other leads to his attempts at consummation of the self,
which precludes a fruitful relation between self and other. Both for Bakhtin and Levinas,
consummation or finalization of either the self or the other is unwanted. Self and other should
always remain separate due to the fact that radical alterity is a fundamental prerequisite for
any answerable or responsible act.
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The controlling gaze is exemplified by female relatives as well: it is Esperanza’s mother who
censors her daughter’s outfits, forbidding her to wear nylons, make-up or black clothes. In
“Sally,” Esperanza thus addresses the eponymous character, “I like your black coat and those
shoes you wear … My mother says to wear black so young is dangerous” (Cisneros 82). The
community of women is blamed by Esperanza for conveying the false idealistic image of
romantic love and sexual initiation, which leads to her disappointment with how they look
like in reality. Esperanza opposes this “conspiracy of silence” by telling her own story, and
hence Cisneros’s life narrative contests all “the cultural texts, the storybooks, magazines, and
movies” that conveyed misleading idealized visions of sexual encounters (Eysturoy 100-101).

Although Esperanza confronts those patterns of the past, she nevertheless depicts the
multiplicity of voices that in The House on Mango Street co-exist with the life narrator’s
voice. Through opposing her mother, grandmother, various female neighbors and random
oppressors, the self nevertheless shows constant openness to their “truths” and willingness to
answer the other’s voice, to get involved in a dialogue. This is another feature of Cisneros’s
life narrative that legitimizes its proximity to the Bakhtinian polyphonic novel, with its
equality of numerous voices and the hero (narrated self) treated as a co-subject both to the
author (narrating self) and the other (any significant other encountered by the narrated self).
Nevertheless, the oppressive character of those answerable acts is still crucial for the self’s
identity constitution. Esperanza’s newly acquired feminist consciousness of the teenage
subject is formed in opposition to those others who have not succeeded in developing one.
These others include a neighbor who silently bears her physical abuse, the friends whose only
dream is to marry the right man, or the sister who is perceived only through lenses of her
extraordinary external beauty. Alvina Quintana observes that “Mango Street reflexively
considers the ramifications of ‘heterosexist’ ideologies through Cisneros’s characterizations,
which demonstrate how the feminine preoccupation with beauty, marriage, and regret is a
product of patriarchal socialization” (69). Marin is one of those women who hope to find an
affluent husband who would provide them with a home in the suburbs: “Marin says that if she
stays here next year, she’s going to get a real job downtown because that’s where the best jobs
are, since you always get to look beautiful and get to wear nice clothes and can meet someone
in the subway who might marry you and take you to live in a big house far away” (Cisneros
26).
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Alice Who Sees Mice is also oppressed and forced into the role of a surrogate mother and
intimidated by her domineering father; she “is afraid of nothing except four-legged fur. And
fathers” (Cisneros 32). A violent male relative is also portrayed in the entry “What Sally
Said,” in which Esperanza depicts a friend physically abused by the father who thinks she’s
“going to run away like his sisters who made the family ashamed. Just because [she is] a
daughter” (Cisneros 92; emphasis added). Accordingly, the excuse for violence is derived
solely from Sally’s gender. The fact that women are bestowed with greater responsibility just
because of their femininity limits their choices and puts the other in a position of supremacy.
Such a superiority of the other is presupposed by Levinas, who, while treating the self as a
gift for the other, puts its freedom in question. Esperanza is visibly skeptical towards such an
asymmetry between self (oppressed woman) and other (oppressor, usually man) which again
legitimizes the stance that the Bakhtinian model is privileged in the depiction of the encounter
between the self and the other in The House on Mango Street.
In “No Speak English,” the figure of Mamacita serves to present a woman at the mercy of her
husband. Unwilling to leave Mexico, she is forced to immigrate to the United States by her
spouse in spite of the fact that she does not speak English, which is the factor that stops her
from leaving her American home. She is stuck on the upper floor: “whatever her reasons,
whether she is fat, or can’t climb the stairs, or is afraid of English, she won’t come down. She
sits all day by the window and plays the Spanish radio show and sings all the homesick songs
about her country in a voice that sounds like a seagull” (Cisneros 77).
Mamacita’s husband is unmistakably violent: when “he starts screaming … you can hear it all
the way down the street” (Cisneros 77). In “Rafaela Who Drinks Coconut & Papaya Juice on
Tuesdays,” the eponymous character is imprisoned at home by the husband who strives to
protect her beauty from the gaze of another, as if she was his possession: “on Tuesdays
Rafaela’s husband comes home late because that’s the night he plays dominoes. And then
Rafaela, who is still young but getting old from leaning out the window so much, gets locked
indoors because her husband is afraid Rafaela will run away since she is too beautiful to look
at” (Cisneros 79). Sally is also locked inside the house after marriage to a salesman. In
“Linoleum Roses,” Esperanza claims, “she [Sally] is happy … except he won’t let her talk on
the telephone. And he doesn’t let her look out the window. And he doesn’t like her friends, so
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nobody gets to visit her unless he is working” (Cisneros 101-102). Esperanza makes a
decision to stay independent because she understands the encompassing and overwhelming
desire of men to control and set limits in the disguise of taking care and providing the wellbeing; she admits “and always there is someone offering sweeter drinks, someone promising
to keep them [women] on a silver string” (Cisneros 80). Esperanza declares her detachment
when she states, “I have begun my own quiet war. Simple. Sure. I am one who leaves the
table like a man, without putting back the chair or picking up the plate” (89). One of the most
influential women for Esperanza’s growing sense of self-reliance and autonomy is Aunt Lupe
to whom she reads her poems and who encourages her to pursue the literary career, though at
that moment Esperanza does not realize her message yet: “you just remember to keep writing,
Esperanza. You must keep writing. It will keep you free, and I said yes, but at that time I
didn’t know what she meant” (Cisneros 61). According to Karen W. Martin, Aunt Lupe’s
dwelling is

one of the few domestic spaces that offers Esperanza the tantalizing possibilities of a
creative, nurturing space conductive to the development of autonomy. Only within this
exclusively-female territory does the house achieve some similarity to Bachelard’s
cocoon-like nested space, for it is here that Esperanza is free to write in relative quiet
and solitude, and then to share her work with an admiring, attentive audience (of one)
who encourages her to write as a means of earning her passage out of Mango Street.
(Martin 61-62)
In the vignette entitled “A Smart Cookie,” it is Esperanza’s mother who motivates her eldest
daughter to become liberated from societal and cultural oppression. The multitalented mother
is, i.a., an amateur opera singer who is well aware of her sacrifice to the family life: “today
while cooking oatmeal she is Madame Butterfly until she sighs and points the wooden spoon
at me. I could’ve been somebody, you know? Esperanza, you go to school. Study hard. That
Madame Butterfly was a fool” (Cisneros 91). As Alvina Quintana concurs, “through this
woman [Esperanza’s mother] in conflict with her male-defined place in society, the story
speaks of any woman’s unfulfilled life, of her need to conform to the dictates of the
patriarchy, to sacrifice herself to survive” (72). Myrna-Yamil Gonzales concludes her essay by
referring to the oppressive dimension of otherness depicted in the novel, and states that
Cisneros’s writing may at the same time rebel against and contribute from it. This is because
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Cisneros’s life narrative conveys the message that any goal is attainable to a woman as long as
she is capable of becoming liberated from social and familial constraints and searching for the
truthful expression of her identity (Gonzales 75). This twofold nature of self’s encounter with
the oppressive other clearly resonates with Bakhtinian “two-sided answerability,” which may
be both harmful (and thus rebelled against) and beneficial (therefore contributive to the self’s
identity development).

The most striking and direct example of depiction of sexual harassment in the novel is found
in the vignette entitled “Red Clowns,” in which Cisneros recounts Esperanza’s being a victim
of rape at a carnival (while waiting for her friend Sally who fails to appear due to her meeting
with another boy). Esperanza recalls, “Sally, make him stop. I couldn’t make them go away. I
couldn’t do anything but cry. I don’t remember. It was dark. I don’t remember. I don’t
remember. Please don’t make me tell it all” (Cisneros 100). The phrase that is repeated in this
passage, i.e. “I don’t remember,” points to some deficiency of memory that, undoubtedly,
serves as a tool to lessen the effects of a traumatic event. As Smith and Watson claim in
Reading Autobiography, trauma is manifested in obsessive memories “com[ing] to the surface
of consciousness in fits and fragments, again and again, despite the passing of years” (21).
Sexual abuse is enumerated as one of typically depicted traumatic memories in life narratives
(next to, i.a., torture, disability or the Holocaust). The therapeutic, healing effect of revealing
the long-repressed events in a life narrative originates from the fact that “speaking or writing
about trauma becomes a process through which the narrator finds words to give voice to what
was previously unspeakable” (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography 22).

On the other hand, as Levinas claims in Totality and Infinity, memory belongs to the domain
of interiority, and not exteriority that is the site of the relation between the self and the other.
Through addressing memory, even the loss or repression of memories, the self diminishes the
legitimacy of the encounter with the other, who attempts at dangerous consummation. What is
also crucial is the fact that Esperanza reproaches Sally as well as those significant others, who
conveyed to her a false picture of romantic love, for leaving her alone and lying: “why did
you leave me all alone? I waited my whole life. You’re a liar. They all lied” (Cisneros 100).
Owing to the fact that language, according to Levinas, is the proper tool of the encounter
between the subjectivities, its “negative” dimension, which is lying, may be interpreted as
negation or rejection of this encounter. Nevertheless, the traumatic experience of being raped
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is a part of lived experience portrayed as contradictory to any theoretical, generalized
assumptions shared by relatives, friends and culture before. Thus, from the cognitive point of
view, what is emphasized at this point is the superiority of a particular experience over
theoreticism. The latter is criticized by Bakhtin and rejected by Levinas, who identifies it with
the “nostalgia for totality” (Ethics and Infinity 76). As Jayne E. Marek asserts, “while this
initiation into sexuality, when Esperanza is perhaps fifteen, is expressed in a disorienting
whirl of sensations that underline the pain of another broken friendship and the intrusion of
ugly reality, it nevertheless signals the power of Esperanza’s mythmaking language despite
the fearsome nature of her experience” (184).

In consequence, again it is emphasized that power may be inferred from oppressive
circumstances, and “two-sided answerability” may be both detrimental and constructive for
the self’s identity constitution. Marek points to this duality and remarks that “Cisneros
suggests both fearfulness and strength in the imagery she uses to portray Esperanza’s
experiences with and reactions to sexuality and gender roles” (184). In “Full of Life Now,”
Barrett J. Mandel distinguishes between positive and negative modes of ratification of the
assertion a life narrator may adopt. The assertion is a part of the past, so in this case the
assertion is the rape itself. The ratification of the assertion is conducted in the narration so that
the mode of ratification is the manner in which the rape is reported. In her account on the
traumatic events, rape being its most striking representative, Cisneros undoubtedly selects
positive ratification since she does not idealize the past, but reports the events in a frank and
direct manner. Therefore, the reader may recognize the compatibility of the life narrator’s
experience and the account due to the fact that the ego is not “in conflict with the truth”
(Mandel 66).

3.5 Otherness in the domain of nature and magic
The entry entitled “Four Skinny Trees” points to the subjectivity of the other that Esperanza
locates within the domain of nature. The silent presence of trees brings mutual understanding
and makes Esperanza identify with nature and, at the same time claim uniqueness because no
one else is able to understand the trees. She states, “they are the only ones who understand
me. I am the only one who understands them” (Cisneros 74; emphasis added). The external
appearance of the trees is compared to the appearance of the life narrator who identifies with
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the features of “skinny necks and pointy elbows” they both share. Esperanza declares that the
trees protect her and teach her elementary truths, such as stubbornness and ambition, giving
her hope and strength. There are four lonely trees that grow in spite of the surrounding, allencompassing concrete and who “reach and do not forget to reach. Four whose only reason is
to be and be” (Cisneros 75). According to Annie O. Eysturoy, the fact that the narrating self
recognizes her affinity with a natural element symbolizes nature’s “primacy [over urban
environment] in female development” as well as “an alternative to her alienation from an
oppressive environment” (94).
In the vignette “And Some More,” clouds are classified by being given proper names of the
district’s inhabitants, and this personification may also be considered an instance of treating
an element of the natural world as the significant other. The distribution of clouds in the sky
belongs to the particular, “once-occurrent” moment that is the necessary background for an
answerable act, characterized by “uniqueness of a performed act … its once-occurrent
compellentness … its historicity … the impossibility to replace it with anything else or to
provide a substitute for it” (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 25). In the entry “Darius
& the Clouds,” the cloud is elevated to the status of the significant Other, the absolute Being,
when Esperanza’s friend (described as “stupid and mostly a fool”) points to the sky and says,
“you all see that cloud, that fat one there? … That one next to the one that look like popcorn.
That one there. See that. That’s God … God? Somebody little asked. God, he said, and made
it simple” (Cisneros 34). Pointing to God as a significant other resonates with the Bakhtinian
idea that God and the co-existing human being are the only two possible sources for the self’s
sense of fulfillment: “joy is possible for me only in God or in the world, that is only where I
partake in being in a justified manner through the other and for the other” (“Author and Hero”
136; emphasis original).

The theme of magic that is depicted in the novel is, according to Myrna-Yamil Gonzales,
derived from the traditional figure of twofold nature, i.e. the curandera/bruja (healer/witch).
The former has positive, and the latter – negative connotations. Gonzales writes that “the
curandera possesses intuitive and cognitive skills [and] her connection to and interrelation
with the natural world is part of her ancient knowledge” (72; emphasis original). Another
potential source of such symbolism may be “Aztec goddesses as Coatlicue, and the nurturing
tradition of the Christian Virgin of Guadalupe, the patron saint of Mexico” (Gonzales 72).
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Magical forces are introduced in the entry entitled “Elenita, Cards, Palm, Water,” in which
Esperanza obtains a number of prophecies from a local fortune teller Elenita, the “witch
woman.” In the context of responsibility towards others, the most significant predictions are
those concerning an anchor of arms (pointing to the importance of collectivity) and a home in
the heart (which may signify the future story she will unfold on the basis of her interior
feelings as well as the stories she receives from others).

In the epilogue, Cisneros refers to Three Sisters, mysterious women who come from the
outside and to whom the community ascribe the magical powers: “they came with the wind
that blows in August, thin as a spider web and barely noticed. Three who did not seem to be
related to anything but the moon” (Cisneros 103). The visiting women are great aunts of
Esperanza’s friends, Lucy and Rachel, and the reason for their stay is the death of the girls’
baby sister. The tragic event was preceded by supernatural “signs”: “one night a dog cried,
and the next day a yellow bird flew in through an open window” (Cisneros 103). Reporting
such supernatural events on the one hand strengthens the theme of magic, and, on the other,
emphasizes the radical alterity of Three Sisters. When Esperanza starts a conversation with
the sisters, one of them claims she has “a good good name,” and they all foretell that she is
“special” and “will go very far.” Finally, they convey a message the author claims to
remember well: “a circle, understand? You will always be Esperanza. You will always be
Mango Street. You can’t erase what you know. You can’t forget who you are” (Cisneros 105).
Thus, Esperanza ends her story with admitting she has written it for the others who are not
strong enough to leave Mango Street: “one day I will pack my bags of books and paper. One
day I will say goodbye to Mango. I am too strong for her [the street] to keep me here forever.
One day I will go away … They will not know I have gone away to come back. For the ones I
left behind. For the ones who cannot out” (110).

In the entry depicting Three Sisters, one of the signs is the bird flying in through an open
window. The latter is a recurrent motif in The House on Mango Street. Esperanza is
immensely impressed by the windows that open automatically in Louie’s car; Esperanza’s
great-grandmother spent her whole life looking out the window; it is from the mother
superior’s office window that Esperanza is supposed to point the house her family lives in. In
the novel, the window unmistakably accompanies woman’s imprisonment, which is imposed
either by circumstances (Mamacita) or oppressive, domineering husbands (Rafaela, Sally).
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In “The Art of Watching. The Literary Motif of the Window and its Potential for Metafiction
in Contemporary Literature” (2013), Gianna Zocco notes that

windows enable us to see without participating. They allow us to take the position of
distant, secure observers gaining information about the world even if we are not able
or willing to become a part of this world. Yet, the aesthetic position of observers does
not turn us into passive, stimulated objects, but requires an active, creative way of
watching. We can only make sense of the chaotic world outside if we bring it into
order, if we interpret what we see. (journals.openedition.org; emphasis original)

Rafaela, who is imprisoned at home, constantly leans out the window, and Sally, once
married, is not even allowed to look out the window. Both women are not permitted to
become active participants in the outside world. In this case, from the perspective of a
husband, window symbolizes the barrier “protecting” woman from the outer world viewed as
the hostile, dangerous, and corrupt. Referring to Zocco’s remarks, the window gives Rafaela
the possibility to observe without physically participating. Sally’s husband is afraid of her
making even such limited observations since he forbids his wife to look out the window. He is
probably more comfortable with Sally not interpreting the outside world at all for such
interpretation would undoubtedly lead to her developing the sense of injustice and the desire
to become liberated. Zocco observes that the window might also be perceived as a “bridge”
that connects the “perceiving subject” and the world that is outside. This experience is
twofold: although the window seems to be a perfect gate that provides “an objective, proofbased view of the outside world,” the reality is nevertheless accessed in a very limited way.
Firstly, the perspective is “restricted to a small part of the world,” and secondly, other senses
(apart from sight) are excluded from the experience. Consequently, as Zocco explains:

it is not so clear that the information we acquire through a window is more objective
and reliable than our imaginations about the world outside. When we imagine what
might be going on, at least we (usually) know that we are just imagining. When we
look out of a window, we might get the impression of an objective access to the world,
whereas the view we get is actually still influenced by our subjective imaginations,

193

interpretations and projections, which we use to fill out the gaps in visibility.
(journals.openedition.org)

Hence, looking out the window is of epistemological value, but it necessarily entails a
creative potential. The latter element might be attractive to Esperanza, who at many points in
the narrative presents her artistic ambitions (that is why some critics label The House on
Mango Street as a Künstlerroman). Zocco also claims (referring to the example of the
protagonist of Paul Auster’s novel Ghosts (1986)) that the “perceptions of a person behind a
window do not enlarge [one’s] knowledge about this other person, but about [one]self”
(journals.openedition.org). From this perspective, looking out the window in The House on
Mango Street might be interpreted as the self examining its inner alterity. Another possible
interpretation of the window as a literary symbol that Zocco points to is the window as “a
medium as much as texts, pictures or photographs.” She notes that “similar to these artistic
media, which not only imitate reality as it is, but rather create new, imaginative realities, the
window generates a particular image of the world outside and transforms reality into an
artificial space that does not exist independently from the window” (journals.openedition.org;
emphasis added). In view of the fact that the image generated in such a way is artificial, and
the meaningful relation between the self and the other presupposes the search, or quest for
truth (both for Bakhtin and Levinas), Esperanza declares that she wants to escape the fate of
her great-grandmother. She unequivocally rejects “inheriting the place at the window.”

Therefore, in the context of the relation between the self and the other, the window in The
House on Mango Street signals the oppressive influence of the other, which is oftentimes
embodied by patriarchal power. Mamacita’s source of “imprisonment” at home is her
linguistic incompetence, even though the very decision to live in the US is imposed on her by
the domineering husband. On the other hand, the window symbolizes a gate to liberation from
this oppression. Esperanza perceives the “place at the window” as a symbol of the model of
life she does not want to adopt. Three Sisters give Esperanza a valuable prophecy that
strengthens her motivation to develop artistically and become emancipated. A bird whose
appearance precedes the prophecy may be identified with a magical messenger, who flies in
through the window, which serves here as a buffer between the inside (superstitious circle of
neighbors) and the outside (modern external world awaiting for Esperanza).
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By dedicating her life narrative to “the ones [she] left behind. For the ones who cannot out”
(Cisneros 110), Esperanza’s Bildung is again presented in the context of collective experience
because the narrating self refers to the women of her barrio in order to make her “liberating
self creation … a symbolic Bildnungs experience” (Eysturoy 112). As Ellen McCracken
observes in “Sandra Cisneros’ The House on Mango Street: Community-Oriented
Introspection and the Demystification of Patriarchal Violence” (1989), the fact that Esperanza
addresses those “who cannot get out” adds social dimension to her otherwise isolating act of
leaving Mango Street in order to pursue literary career and hence detach from the district’s
community (66). For those who Esperanza may possibly liberate through her life narrative,
she serves as the other considered the medium necessary for the self-revelation, being I-foranother in Bakhtinian terms. As Courtney Bender asserts:
Bakhtin’s self learns to respond to many others, and learns many different ways of
interacting … that encompass the other-for-myself and the I-for-another. Mastering
answerability entails finding the right tone and content to present in many situations,
as well as mastery of understanding one’s own relationship to others and their
relationships to the self. (192-193)

In The House on Mango Street, Cisneros indeed masters the ability to respond and interact
with the multiplicity of significant others her narrated self encounters in the plurality of
various circumstances. I-for-another is manifested by the dedication (“To the Women”) and
the epilogue, in which life narrative is presented as a gift for “those left behind” and “those
who cannot out.” This dimension of self is also visible in all the instances of responsible,
altruistic actions towards and interactions with the other. Other-for-myself is present in the
vignettes depicting crucial influence, which may be both positive and negative, due to “twosided” nature of the Bakhtinian answerability, the other exerts on the self and the process of
its identity’s constitution.

4. Conclusion
To conclude, the significant other in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street is
embodied by various individuals Esperanza Cordero encounters in her childhood and
adolescence, i.e., relatives, neighbors, friends, teachers, strangers, that considerably affect the
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process of the constitution of the life narrator’s feminine and feminist identity. Otherness also
includes half-mythical figures (such as Three Sisters) or nature (high trees). The influence
which otherness exerts on the life narrator is portrayed as contributive to her personal
development. The other facilitates the initiation process, provokes altruistic behavior (rooted
in the demand for responsibility, which is defined as being constantly responsive to the other),
and serves as the role model or the counter role model. Nevertheless, the effect of the
encounter with the other is at some points depicted as oppressive and threatening. This
dimension is exemplified by the perpetrators of verbal and non-verbal (mostly maleassociated) violence or sexual harassment, the controlling and judgmental gaze of society
aimed at taming its female members as well as the constraints which patriarchal ideology
imposes on females. Finally, the other is the novel’s implied addressee and beneficiary. The
latter entails female others of Chicano origin as well as those of a different ethnic origin and
gender than the author’s, which is compatible with Alvina Quintana’s claim that “the complex
point of view of Mango Street addresses a multiplicity of spectators. Its tone, free of anger or
accusation, on the surface innocent and dispassionate, allows Anglo American male and
female readers to approach the text with relative ease” (73).

In the view of the analysis of particular vignettes, it is legitimate to claim that the predominant
model of depicting self and other’s encounter in The House on Mango Street is the Bakhtinian
thought, which presents the self that “is always directed toward an actual, living and concrete
other” (Bender 192). What is striking in the narration of The House on Mango Street is its
focus on minor details, names, nicknames, habits, direct quotations of particular utterances of
the protagonists, songs and poems, etc. This particularity of self and other’s relation as well as
their awareness of the particularity of a given historical moment is visible rather than the
Levinasian approach that considers historical moment as insignificant in the meaningful
relation between the self and the other. Devoting each vignette to a concrete other results in
bestowing each of the significant others with a proper voice, equal in weight with other
voices, and makes each participant a co-subject next to the narrated self. This multiplicity of
voices which are on a par with one another approaches the Bakhtinian model of a polyphonic
novel.

This self-story is undoubtedly double-voiced, if not multi-voiced, and the process of identity
constitution of the narrated “I” is remarkably affected by this multiplicity. The oppressive
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character of the encounter with the other that is also widely represented in Cisneros’s life
narrative may be interpreted mainly through the concept of “two-sided answerability,” which
points to the potentially twofold nature of an answerable act, which might be both
contributive or destructive to the self. Elements of the Levinasian thought as far as the relation
between the self and the other is concerned are also visible, yet not dominant. These include
responsibility, which is understood as both duty towards the other and a constant alertness to
radical alterity in order for self to be able to respond. In depicting linguistic alterity, which is
an important constituent of the discussion of the encounter between the self and the other in
The House on Mango Street, the Levinasian thought may be applied. Levinas treats language
as the most appropriate tool of the relation between the self and the other, and conversation as
the site in which the other “has the right over self’s egoism” (Totality and Infinity 40).
Egocentric monologues are viewed by Levinas as worthless, which resonates with Bakhtinian
dialogism. Language is also more valued by Levinas than action (which is mute), an approach
which has been applied to the analysis of some of the vignettes of The House on Mango
Street. Furthermore, the Levinasian approach is also applicable in the asymmetry that is
sustained between the narrating self and the other, epitomized by her father. Finally, what is
relevant is Levinas’s assertion that leaving the comfortable sphere of safety and entering the
domain of insecurity are necessary to face the other’s truth. This danger zone is epitomized
by, i.a., Esperanza’s pondering serious instances of domestic violence her friend is a victim of.

The shared features of the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian thought are the desired lack of
consummation or finalization (of either the self or the other), epistemological value that is
assigned to the encounter between the self and the other as well as the superiority of
answerable or responsible acts over theoretical models. In the analysis of the encounter
between the self and her other and its influence on the narrated “I”’s identity constitution in
The House on Mango Street, all those common traits have been explored.
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CHAPTER 5
The Process of the Narrating Self’s Identity Construction and Various
Forms of Significant Otherness in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath (1992)
1. Introduction
Diane Glancy (b. 1941) is a contemporary American poet, author, playwright and university
professor, teaching Native American literature and creative writing. As one may read on
poetryfoundation.org:

Proficient in numerous genres—fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and playwriting—Diane
Glancy often creates work that reflects her Native American heritage. Part Cherokee,
and of English and German descent, Glancy was born in Kansas City, Missouri. She
has served as artist-in-residence for the Oklahoma State Arts Council (traveling
around the state to teach poetry to Native American students) and has taught Native
American literature and creative writing at Macalester College in St. Paul, Minnesota.
“Writing is a conversation,” she states on her Macalester webpage. Reviewers have
noted her ability to combine genres, to portray both Native American and non-Native
characters, and to depict Native American beliefs and Christianity in her writing.
Adept at writing free verse as well as prose poems, she often portrays the intersections
of new and old worlds, reporting on history, religion, and the loss of Native traditions.
Glancy has explored Native American history in depth in her novels Pushing the Bear:
A Novel of the Trail of Tears (1996) and Stone Heart: A Novel of Sacajawea (2003).
Glancy’s collection of poems, Primer of the Obsolete, won the 2003 Juniper Prize for
Poetry. She has also received the Five Civilized Tribes Playwriting Laureate Prize; the
Oklahoma Book Award; the Cherokee Medal of Honor, Cherokee Honor Society,
Tahlequah, Oklahoma; the Pablo Neruda Prize for Poetry; grants from the National
Endowment

for

the

Arts;

and

a

(poetryfoundation.org)
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Sundance

Screenwriting

Fellowship.

In “Women Writers and Gender Issues” (2005), Annette van Dyke notes that Glancy’s writing
often explores “identity issues,” which is a theme typical of other authors of mixed ethnic
origin, too. Glancy admits that in her works, “Indian heritage … emerges again and again”
(qtd. in van Dyke 99). Besides Claiming Breath (1992), another autobiographical piece that
deals with the identity that is split between two cultural heritages is Glancy’s The West Pole
(1997). Van Dyke also mentions Glancy’s collection of short stories, Firesticks (1993), which
depicts “not romanticized Indians, but well-crafted, complex characters” (99). Van Dyke
refers to Glancy’s inclination towards the structure of collage when she observes that
Glancy’s work is often a complicated mix of prose, poetry, drawings, photographs, and
other media artifacts. For example, in her quest to recover her heritage for herself and
her Nation, she reconstructed the journey along the Cherokee Trail of Tears in Pushing
the Bear (1996). She includes newspaper articles of the day interspersed with the
fictional stories of the participants – both soldiers and Cherokees. (99)
Van Dyke points to Glancy’s devotion to the poetic mode of language, which is contributive
to an effective depiction of different characters at “various stages of assimilation into EuroAmerican culture” (99). Nevertheless, Van Dyke remarks that Glancy’s literary production
“has not received the critical attention it deserves” (99). Indeed, the critical texts on Glancy’s
prose and poetry are scarce, which makes it even more justifiable to present Claiming Breath
in the context of this dissertation’s major concern, that is the process of the narrated self’s
identity construction influenced by the encounter with various forms of significant otherness
in the context of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility.
Besides Van Dyke’s essay, another critical text included in The Cambridge Companion to
Native American Literature (2005) that considers Glancy’s life writing (although very briefly)
is Hertha D. Sweet Wong’s essay “Native American Life Writing.” In this essay, Wong
devotes only one paragraph to Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath, noting that it

contains autobiographical poems about mixed-blood identity and the power of
language to unify the cultural divide. Throughout her anecdotes and reflections on a
failed marriage and a difficult relationship with her mother, she weaves advice about
writing and pronouncements about poetry. Experimenting with language in English
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peppered with Gaelic and Cherokee, she explores “that empty space, that place
between-2-places” in order to construct a solid ground upon which to stand as a
mixed-blood Cherokee, Christian woman. (140)

Claiming Breath is the winner of the 1991 North American Indian Prose Award. This
fragmentary work is an account of the life narrator’s journeys during which she taught poetry
and traveled between Oklahoma and Arkansas. The text’s structure relies upon a montage of
neatly structured dated diary entries, poems, titled undated prose entries and, last but not least,
reflections on Indian oral tradition. The whole text is clearly autobiographical (there are
numerous references to factual details, such as the narrating self’s double ethnic heritage, her
marriage and divorce, or her familial and professional situation), and because the diary
sections prevail (out of seventy-one entries, thirty-eight are dated diary entries), it may be
studied as a specimen of the diary genre: “fragmentary, made up of a series of ‘entries’ or
‘notes’ … These units, which are separated from one another, have their own morphology:
date at the top, a beginning, an end, and possibly internal divisions … So each entry is a
microorganism caught up in a discontinuous whole: between two entries, a blank space”
(Lejeune 178). Nevertheless, exploring Claiming Breath as a diary is a novel approach since
on her official website dianeglancy.com, the piece is labeled part of the category of what
Glancy has termed “Essays.”
Lejeune’s idea of “a blank space” (178) is echoed by Glancy’s reflection on “that empty
space” (4), which is how she refers to her state of constantly being in between. Indeed, in
Claiming Breath, the fragmentary structure reflects the identity split into two cultural
heritages: the writer’s father’s Cherokee roots and her mother’s Anglo culture. Discontinuity
of the external structure seems to form a conscious parallel to the content as the term
“fragments” proliferates both in the poems and in the diary entries. Likewise, the depiction of
the major themes explored in Claiming Breath (poetry, writing, teaching, spirituality, external
otherness and its internal manifestation as a split self, traveling, death, ethnicity, feminism,
which is expanded to “shedonism,” a peculiar mixture of feminism and hedonism) is of
fragmentary nature. Lejeune proposes that a critical approach to the diary should be compared
to a musical analysis, so that “the internal dimension would begin with an analysis of the
diary text itself, to establish its internal morphology (themes and forms) and how the links
between them are organized” (180). In view of all that, the aim of this chapter will be to
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explore the connections between the “internal morphology” of Claiming Breath and its
author’s fragmented identity. Those connections as well as the major themes depicted in
Claiming Breath will serve as the background against which I will analyze the process of
identity construction of the narrated self in the context of the Bakhtinian answerability and the
Levinasian responsibility, i.e., in the self’s encounter with the other. It is worth noting that
such an approach has not been applied to the analysis of Claiming Breath yet, which
legitimizes the selected methodological tool.

2. Claiming Breath (1992) as a diary
In Claiming Breath, Glancy directly points to the idea of writing a diary and potentially
mundane content of such a piece that predominantly deals with everyday life. She seems to
defend her choice of a genre when she claims, “work with what you’ve experienced. I think
sometimes, who cares about my ordinary life? But often, that’s exactly what matters” (89;
emphasis added). Glancy also points to everyday life as the source of her inspiration as a poet.
She concurs, “I think poetry evolves out of ordinary circumstance—the ideas I write about
often come from the hardness of prairie life … words are integral to existence, especially after
a week with hardly anyone to talk to” (29). In On Diary (2009), Philippe Lejeune describes
the genre as being “discontinuous, full of gaps, allusive, redundant and repetitive, nonnarrative” (170) and admits his “love of discontinuity” and “a passion for loose-leaf pages”
(177). As diaries are basically discontinuous, diarists make various attempts to approach
continuity, by, e.g., choosing to write in a notebook rather than on separate pages. Similarly,
in Claiming Breath each entry begins on a separate page, a practice that is concordant with
Lejeune’s, who kept an adolescent diary in which “each entry was made on a separate page. I
never began the next entry in the blank space at the end of the previous one” (177).

While pondering the inevitable fragmentariness of the genre, Lejeune states that, above all,
the diary does not strive for capturing the wholeness of life or the completeness of self. In
fact, it “has more modest ambitions. It does not purport to take in all of existence, to
resuscitate the past, or read a person’s fate. For brief periods, it sculpts life as it happens and
takes up the challenge of time” (173). In Claiming Breath, a good example of such
“sculpt[ing] life as it happens” are excerpts in which Glancy ponders other drivers who
become involved in peculiar games (“our road game is a silent one, as though we were lovers
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who could not speak in public” (14)), imagining the passing truckers as embodiments of
poems and their trucks as buffalos (15), or the prairie as a paragraph (“might as well open this
rectangle of the prairie as though it were a paragraph” (12)). At a different point, the narrating
self compares trucks’ lights to new stars’ constellations (14) and a group of trucks to “warpainted braves”, i.e., American Indian warriors: “two trucks pull onto the road & behind them
a whole convoy of trucks signaling to one another, flashing their lights when it’s all right to
pull back in—mud flaps dancing—War painted braves!” (15). Glancy continues with another
simile: “from the back, the trucks look like large ice-cube trays” (15). Another excerpt that
points to the narrating self’s focus on the present moment is when she claims, “there is
something basic in being cut off as I travel. It reminds me I am between the way life was
before I was born & how it will be after I die” (11). She also focuses on the transitory present
moment when describing her temporary activity of giving talks to school students on poetry.
Glancy writes, “in the dark you see more clearly sometimes if you look off to the side. That’s
where the poem is. You’ve been at a school for a week trying to tell them [school students]
that, talking about poetry & why you do it, & just what it is you do” (12). At another point,
Glancy makes a juxtaposition between a poet and a farmer when she refers to one of the
school student’s remark, “one of them told me that poetry must be like farming” (30).

In Claiming Breath, Glancy recurrently refers to particular details of her everyday experience.
She admits that during her journeys, she “keep[s] a journal of what [she] pass[es] & carr[ies]
books and maps & papers with [her]” (12). She gives particular numbers, for example when
describing her car: “my car has over 100,000 miles. A ‘78 Buick station wagon” (26). When
referring to her visiting poet’s residency, Glancy specifies, “this particular Sunday afternoon, I
start out after a snow. I have a residency 200 miles straight west on Highway 51” (26). The
town which is the location of this particular residency “rests in a shallow valley south of the
Canadian River” and there is “one café … with farmers who stare at strangers” and “one
motel—a Butler building on the raw edge of the two-block town” (27). When the narrating
self discusses packing her ill mother’s possessions and tidying up her flat, she also refers to
particular items: “clearing out her apartment, the yard falls into boxes, packed Indian vases
from trips to Canyon Road, Santa Fe bear pottery … the dragging of cacia molbs, bird talleys,
pitcher from the Civil War” (47). In the entry entitled “April,” Glancy describes in detail the
house she grew up in, and which she visits now due to her mother’s fatal illness. She writes,
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“the house with its difficult furniture & border at the ceiling … the dear legs of the china
cabinet, gaudy glasses that plague the memory. Radio, garish bric-a-brac” (40).

At another point, Glancy ponders the similarity between the composition of ethnic art (its
being made up of fragments that nevertheless form a whole) and the structure of pottery. Here,
the particular details of geographical location and time are also mentioned: “I think ethnic art
seeks peace & resolution. The naming of fragments. The sticking together or them like the
pottery bowl I bought at Two Harbors, Minnesota, on the shore of Lake Superior last
summer” (62). She enlarges on one particular incident concerning that bowl and her use of a
particular brand of glue: “my cat knocked it off the table one night & I put it back together
with Elmer’s glue” (62). In the same entry, Glancy adds more details and numbers when
remarking: “the ethnic land bridge/like the Bering Strait my ancestors migrated over/some
15,000 years ago” (63).
Other passages that depict the particularity of the narrated self’s experience are thank-you
notes she receives from some of her school students, and which she quotes, preserving the
original grammar and spelling, e.g. “I want to think you for coming to my school. I learned a
lot from you. I hope you come back next year … P.S. Write me back. Then I will write you
back” (31). Interestingly, what is striking in this note is the need of a responsible act because
the other wishes the self to continue the encounter in the form of letters. Another entry that
illustrates Glancy’s focus on particularity is “Astoria Boulevard,” in which Glancy depicts a
Christmas-time day with the emphasis on details of the scene. She writes:

the cab passes a Christmas tree lot in Queens. A man arranges fir trees and wreaths, his
hands the size of postal cards fir boughs. A glimpse of him caressing trees, and those
asleep on park benches along Astoria Boulevard, is all there is time for. The scrawl of
graffiti decorates subway tracks on the way to La Guardia. Strings of lights and
ornaments brought from attics are stiff as the cold that hovers near barrel-fires. The
tree-seller warms his hands, picks a tree for the Astoria Baptist Church … and sends
smothered messages to those asleep, small as hands. (88)
In the entry “Claiming Breath,” Glancy shares her advice on the process of writing a poem. At
this point, she also stresses the importance of particularity, which should be marked by
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individuality and innovation. Glancy advises a prospective poet to “remember imagery, the
mental pictures your writing makes, usually thru metaphor & simile. Make sure they haven’t
been said before. They have to be new … Get rid of weak verbs … Use DETAIL! A cotton
dress printed with crocuses is usually better then ‘a dress.’ Look for the right word. The
inevitable one” (90). In the entry entitled “Dance Lesson with the Spirit World,” Glancy again
points to the particularity of her everyday experience when she writes, “I just interrupted my
writing to go to the store for birdseed on this cold day. I have a feeder in the back yard &
when it’s empty & the ground is snowy, the birds sit in it & look at my window” (99). In the
same entry, Glancy refers to her present life situation, and also points to the details of her
children’s lives: “but now my life is easier./As I sit watching/the birds./The candles on the tin
Christmas tree burning./My daughter in law school,/my son a Marine Lieutenant in the
Persian Gulf” (101). Even in the last section of Claiming Breath, which is a quasi-academic
and rather casual essay on Native American oral tradition, Glancy includes the particularity of
her personal experience: “I remember listening to Saturday-night radio when I was a girl”
(108) as well as the details of her ordinary everyday experience: “now I tell the old
Grandfather I have to hang the washing on the line—I have to live in this world” (109).

Such focus on the particularity of the present moment is compliant with the Bakhtinian
thought. An answerable act is necessarily supported by the lived, particular experience that
rejects theoreticism. A few attempts at theorizing which Glancy makes are her remarks on the
procedure of poem writing, e.g. those contained in the entry “Claiming Breath” (89-91); the
last section of Claiming Breath entitled “The Nail-down of Oral Tradition” (103-115), which
is divided into eight parts and might be labeled as a micro essay on Native American oral
tradition; allusions to terms of cultural studies concerning Native American culture, e.g.
“Coyote-trickster tradition” (59) or the content of the creation myth (59); some references to
feminist criticism, including the concept of woman as the other (78), and linguistics, i.e. the
Saussurean theory of the signifying vs. the signified (99). Furthermore, in the entry
“SHEdonism,” Glancy points to feminist criticism as well when she recognizes her own
unconscious tendency to identify a universal reasonable human being with man. She ponders
the structure of one of her poems and observes, “it’s a prose poem so the line breaks aren’t
that important. But what is, is the realization that without thinking I equate a responsible
human being with the male gender. And even after I’ve done it, it doesn’t bother me enough to
make me change the poem” (51; emphasis added). This entry illustrates the general feature of
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Glancy’s narration: even if she refers to theoretical concepts, she invariably intermingles them
with the particularity of her individual experience. Glancy values such lived experience more
than systematic scientific knowledge, which is manifested, i.a., in the following passage: “we
look to poetry for visions, not scientific truths” (83; emphasis added).
What is also striking is the fact that at the end of Claiming Breath, in the entry “The Naildown of Oral Tradition,” when Glancy refers to the presumably universal figure of a poet, she
uses the masculine pronoun when she writes, “the poet should experience the white world and
bring forth what he is in it. He should be a visionary giving strength to the people. He should
record how life is possible in this alien world” (104-105; emphasis added). On the one hand,
this may point to Glancy’s deliberately excluding herself from “experiencing the white world”
for she is conscious that she will never fully belong to its whiteness. Another reason for such
an approach might be Glancy’s attempt to theorize in the final section of her diary, which
would require pointing to a universal individual regardless of their gender. When referring to
the universal poet, Glancy automatically uses the masculine pronoun instead of “he/she” or
“they.” Such practice is not necessarily an instance of Glancy’s deliberately violating the
convention. On the contrary, the use of the masculine pronoun to refer to the universal human
being is so deeply rooted that Glancy may be applying it without further reflection. The fact
that Glancy does not substitute “they” for the masculine pronoun when, e.g., editing Claiming
Breath before publication may point to two issues. First, she does not consider such
expression of political correctness as especially important, and second, she seems to put the
spontaneity of her diary first. Nevertheless, the fact that she invariably uses the male pronoun
in the passage beginning with “it’s a prose poem” (quoted in the preceding paragraph),
although earlier in Claiming Breath Glancy directly comments on such practice, is
symptomatic and might point to deeply-rooted cognitive schemata of a female author born in
the 1940s and publishing her diary in the early 1990s. Undoubtedly, Glancy is aware of the
political incorrectness of using the male pronoun to refer to the universal individual.
Otherwise, she would not be pointing to her “realization that without thinking [she] equate[s]
a responsible human being with the male gender” (51; emphasis added).
As Courtney Bender notes in “Bakhtinian Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’ Sociology” (1998),
“Bakhtin … attempts to reconcile prosaic life … and cognitive or theoretical thinking … in a
concept of the answerable act” (187). Other drivers or farmers Glancy meets as well as some
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school students she teaches undoubtedly belong to this “prosaic” dimension of life, which
nevertheless provides an appropriate background for the narrated self’s encounter with their
otherness. First, other drivers may be described as “prosaic” since in Claiming Breath they are
presented as immersed in their down-to-earth occupation as truckers and unable to grasp the
subtleties of poetry. Glancy is capable of recognizing the “jargon” and a system of signs the
truckers use to communicate, warn one another against danger, etc., but they, on the other
hand, are incapable of understanding her poetry and an abstract perception of the surrounding
world. Glancy notes:
better than one truck is two truckers who want you to follow between them. It’s called
“riding the cradle” … Just act like you can hold your own on the road & they take you
on as worthy to travel with them. How could I tell them they represent the poem for
me?— Or the process of the poem—pursuing the organization, the form & energy of
it. Or they represent, anyway, what I’ve found about writing here on the prairie—How
much of it is actually a matter of attitude & vision. (15)

Second, farmers are also marked by otherness due to their inclination towards the prosaic. In
the entry “February \ The Iron Cranberry,” Glancy addresses a particular residency in a small
town in Oklahoma. She emphasizes the austerity of life there as well as her feeling of
alienation caused by her alterity as a poet among farmers. Glancy remarks:

the next day, I go to school. At 3:30, I return to the motel room & stay there until the
next morning, broken only by dinner in the café. I forgot my decaf tea bags & drink
hot water, which seems to go with my residency in western Oklahoma. I feel weak
again from the flu, alone on the flat prairie where the weather could incarcerate me
again. I’m a stranger in town, worse than a stranger. By then, the farmers know I’m a
poet. (27)

The school students Glancy depicts are inevitably immersed in this prosaic dimension of life
on the prairies because “they are the progeny of the sod farmers who staked their claim during
the land runs, & the hay farmers who got blown away in the dust bowl” (29). Their initial
reaction to Glancy’s talks and workshops is skeptical and visible in her remark: “what’s this
I’m giving them?” (28). Nevertheless, Glancy recognizes the creative potential of some of her
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students when she claims, “I think about the kids in the classrooms who brought me their
poems, who asked questions, who dared share themselves … They are the ones who hear the
inner voice & don’t know what to do with it yet” (30). What is more, students’ inclination
towards the prosaic and their understanding of the hardships of everyday life serve as the
shared plane, which is the starting point for the encounter between the self (Glancy) and the
other (student). Glancy writes, “I share my life in the classrooms—what I do as a writer, the
confining routine, the struggle to make a living. The miles I have on my car. I tell them it
takes tenacity to send out poems consistently & receive little or no remuneration for the work
… They seem to know” (29; emphasis added).

The moral, aesthetic and scientific duties that the narrated self owes to those others might be
interpreted as

the ought [that] arises only in the correlating of truth (valid in itself) with our actual
act of cognition, and this moment of being correlated is historically a unique moment:
it is always an individual act or deed [postupok] that does not affect in the least the
objective theoretical validity of a judgment, an individual act or deed that is evaluated
and imputed within the unitary context of a subiectum’s once-occurrent actual life
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 5; emphasis original).

Importantly, the notion of responsibility is also derived from Native American culture. In The
Sacred Hoop. Recovering the Feminine in American Indian Traditions (1986), Paula Gunn
Allen remarks that “every tribe has a responsibility to the workings of the universe; today as
yesterday, human beings play an intrinsic role in the ongoing creation” (105; emphasis
added). In Claiming Breath, the moral dimension of the narrated self’s duty towards the others
is connected with her sense of responsibility as an author and a teacher of poetry. Glancy
emphasizes that she “feel[s] a responsibility to [her] words” (28) and that she “[has] many
writing exercises [she] give[s]” (28). She strives for practical illustration of her declarative
writing routine when she notes, “I take my work to school & write where they can see me”
(28). The aesthetic aspect of her responsibility towards the others is expressed by Glancy’s
pointing to her effort to convey the rules she believes govern poetry writing. When referring
to her pedagogical successes she mentions students who, after her instruction, “get away from
generalities into details & feelings … have respect for words & see them open before them
207

like soil under a plow” (30). Even those students who are initially reluctant “finally give [her]
two lines that are a flashlight into the darkness where they live. They have known failure all
their lives, & finally express it with the written word” (30). Glancy’s references to particular
workshops which she conducts and particular students she teaches might be labeled as the
Bakhtinian prerequisite of “an individual act or deed that is evaluated … within the unitary
context of a subiectum’s once-occurrent actual life” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 5;
emphasis original).

Finally, the scientific duty of the narrated self is connected with her sharing of suggestions
addressed to a prospective poet. Glancy emphasizes the necessity to conduct in-depth research
before writing a poem when she notes, “first of all, you read. You have to be aware of what’s
being written. Poetry is a conversation” (89). She refers to some fundamental elements of
literary theory when stating, “remember imagery, the mental pictures your writing makes,
usually thru metaphor & simile” as well as “the form a poem takes on the page is also
integral. Experiment with line breaks, stanzas, the square or prose poem” (91). She also
comments on “contemporary poetry” that bestows the poet with the freedom of form and
“says what you have to say in whatever way you want to say” (90). This reference to
contemporary tendencies in poetry resonates with the Bakhtinian “historically unique
moment” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 5).

Although Lejeune points directly to the fragmentary nature of the diary, he also makes
numerous remarks on the apparently neatly organized structure the genre displays. In a diary,
each entry (i.e. what is written under one date) is separated from the others, but each has its
own “morphology: date at the top, a beginning, an end, and possibly internal divisions
(thematic divisions when different topics are covered in one entry, or rhetorical divisions
when the entry is divided into paragraphs)” (Lejeune 178). In spite of the discontinuity of the
whole piece, each entry is an autonomous and somehow complete “microorganism,”
measured by the order of fixed tools, i.e. the calendar and the clock (Lejeune 178). In
Claiming Breath, the chronological order is sustained (at least in the entries dated from
January to December) and thematic consistency is also maintained within any single entry, so
“the diary’s discontinuities are organized in series and rewoven into continuities” (Lejeune
179). The themes that Glancy depicts are recurrent, so the seeming chaos is indeed
“methodical, repetitive, and obsessive,” displaying the very features that Lejeune attributes to
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the diary genre (179). In Claiming Breath, there are nine major themes (poetry, writing,
teaching, spirituality, external otherness and its internal manifestation as a split self, traveling,
death, ethnicity, feminism, which is expanded to “shedonism”) that are intermingled,
sometimes even within a single entry. For example, Glancy interweaves the themes of poetry,
writing, and teaching with the theme of traveling, which serves as the background for the
narration. Another recurrent theme is that of a self split between its double ethnic heritage,
which is depicted in different contexts throughout the diary. The themes of death and external
otherness are intermingled in the entries depicting the narrated self’s mother. The theme of
feminism (and its specified subcategory of SHEdonism) is presented against the background
of poetry writing as well as external otherness embodied by, e.g., an oppressive ex-husband or
demanding adult children. Glancy also uses some phrases or images obsessively, e.g., she
depicts “one café … with farmers who stare at strangers” (27) and repeats the same image
later on, when pondering “the strength to travel prairie roads & talk about poetry in towns
where farmers in the café stare” (87). Even the eponymous phrase “claiming breath” is used
persistently: it forms the title of the whole diary, the title of one of the entries (89), and is
“smuggled” in the text of another entry (70).

The value of repetition is further enhanced by Glancy, who conceives it as a tool to transcend
the rational and reach the spiritual, as well as to grasp the everyday experience, which
invariably tends to escape the writer’s perception. One of her untitled poems reads:

as far as style,/often there is repetition of motifs. That/repetition causes another state of
mind/by going over & over/until the mind leaves the form & enters/the movement, the
process of going./Until the heart reaches the spirit it seeks./But there is another reason
why repetition is/maintained & that is the desperate holding on/to that which is
slipping away daily,/& in my case already lost. (Glancy 61)

Paula Gunn Allen comments upon Native American ceremonies, in which the element of
repetition is crucial. Her depiction of repetition and its role is compatible with Glancy’s poem
quoted above:

repetition has an entrancing effect. Its regular recurrence creates a state of
consciousness best described as “oceanic,” but without the hypersentimental side
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effects implied by that term. It is hypnotic, and a hypnotic state of consciousness is the
aim of the ceremony. The participants’ attention must become diffused. The
distractions of ordinary life must be put to rest and emotions redirected and integrated
into a ceremonial context so that the greater awareness can come into full
consciousness and functioning. In this way the participants become literally one with
the universe, for they lose consciousness of mere individuality and share the
consciousness that characterizes most orders of being. (Allen 92)
Thus, the recurrence of themes in Claiming Breath might be the life narrator’s conscious
choice to refer to her Cherokee lineage. Nevertheless, the structure of Glancy’s
autobiographical piece is also concurrent with another constituent of her identity, the Anglo
culture. As Allen observes, “in some sense repetition operates like the chorus in Western
drama, serving to reinforce the theme and to focus the participants’ attention on central
concerns while intensifying their involvement with the enactment” (92). At this point, the
reader of Claiming Breath is invited to become deeply involved in the process of decoding the
central themes the narrating self depicts. Such a process might be interpreted as a meaningful
answerable or responsible act. The desire to capture the volatile present moment is
compatible with the Bakhtinian concept of an answerable act, which is relevant at the
particular point in an individual’s life, and irrelevant in the domain of any externally imposed,
generalized theoretical systems.

Lejeune repeatedly points to the fact that the fragmentariness of the diary should not be
treated as a disadvantage, but rather as an asset of the genre. The lack of completeness is
necessitated by selectivity which serves as a filter sifting the diarist’s whole experience and
preserving only its valuable core. Lejeune states that in conducting such a selection, the diary
approaches the activity of life. As Lejeune observes, “this work of sifting—separating the
real, digesting it, rejecting most of it, and making sense of the rest—is the work of life itself.
But the diary takes it to the extreme by laying down the results and building these results into
a series” (179). Lejeune compares the activity of writing a diary to the artistic expression of a
sculptor or a draftsman. The former gives a “continuous, sketchy mass” of one day the form
by “removing nine-tenths of its material,” while the latter “draws a silhouette in a sketchbook
with three pencil strokes” (179). In the case of Glancy, this artistic activity would be the
poetic depiction of her everyday experience as well as the numerous poems that substitute for
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conventional, dated entries. This content opens up the possibility to label Claiming Breath as
representing the subgenre of the writer’s journal. Lejeune also mentions the limitedness of
linguistic patterns that are chosen by each diarist, who “quickly settles into a small number of
forms of language that become ‘molds’ for all of his entries, and never deviates from them”
(180). In Claiming Breath, this “mold” includes intermingling of word formation, word plays,
and mixing up languages (English with Cherokee and Gaelic words). The examples are such
excerpts as “Hohokum & Anasazi, the ancient ones who are gone” (8), “mumal” (20), or a
poem that begins like that:

A string of tamoots \
break into them \ spurt
green sleeds \ gerzy.
A tribe of mamoots.
Constellations \ their scattered feathers.
Look into the black space of buffalo.
Language neighs in the krummholz
& static electricity gerps the prairie
with afterburn. (21)

This limitedness of linguistic patterns is also the source of possible order and regularity, as
Lejeune continues with nuancing “the opposition … between the continuity of the medium—
the notebook—and the discontinuity of the fragmentary writing: it is indeed fragmentary, but
it is also repetitive and regular” (180). Again, it seems that Glancy observes the principle of
the feature of limitedness since she restrains her linguistic repertoire to the use of certain
tools, i.e., intermingling standard American English with Cherokee, neologisms, word plays,
and mixing the details of her everyday life (such as proper names, geographical locations,
numbers) with some attempts at conveying a coherent universal set of rules (e.g., concerning
the process of writing a poetry). Even the last, relatively long section which contains a
reflection on the Native American oral tradition, a micro essay entitled “The Nail-down of
Oral Tradition,” is written in a poetic and personal, not academic, spirit. First, at the very
beginning Glancy uses personal pronouns: “we don’t stand up well against the Vacuum. We
need to know our culture … We need that ‘sense of being’ that oral tradition carries” (103).
She commonly refers to her personal experience in passages such as: “for some reason I’m
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stuck on the point of clarity when I think of Native American writing. Maybe I’m speaking
more to myself than to others” (104) or “once when my brother and I were alone for an
evening, we heard a chair move upstairs. We looked at one another, then went on with our
game. I often have the feeling I share my space with the spirits” (105). In her micro essay,
Glancy again depicts the theme of her sense of inner alterity, which is an intimate experience
purely academic discourse should avoid. She makes a personal confession, “often I have the
feeling my speech moves along one trail, while my thoughts follow another” (108).

3. Significant otherness in Claiming Breath and the concepts of
Answerability and Responsibility
3.1 Art as the medium of the encounter between the self and the other
As Bakhtin explains in “Author and Hero,” artistic creation and the exchange of artistic
experience between individuals inevitably require the separate consciousnesses of the self and
the other, and may be classified as

events which are in principle incapable of unfolding on the plane of one and the same
consciousness and which presuppose two consciousnesses that never merge. Or, in
other words, what is constitutive for such events is the relationship of one
consciousness to another consciousness precisely as an other. Events of this kind
include all of the creatively productive events—the once-occurrent and inconvertible
events that bring forth something new. (86-87; emphasis original)
In Claiming Breath, emphasis is repeatedly put on the role of art as a tool to convey one’s
experience to the other. Glancy notes, “art must connect. & we must tell our story/with the
craft of form & content” (60). Art is also treated as a possible link between the split parts of
the life narrator’s identity as well as between the self and the cultural other. Glancy writes,
“it’s a sense of belonging & yet a sense of/individuality within the tribe./Somehow they go
together./A sense of discovery./We’re in this human condition together” (63). This “sense of
belonging” merged with the “sense of individuality” within the ethnic community is perfectly
compatible with the Bakhtinian notion of sympathetic co-experiencing, that should substitute
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and is superior to pure empathizing. As Nielsen remarks, in the Bakhtinian thought,
sympathetic co-experiencing “does not mean we fuse the I-for-myself with its viewpoint or
experience. Indeed, we can never be outside of our own experience … we can only be outside
the experience of the other. Boundaries or zones are fundamental to both the self and its
discourse but they are also passable both in the imaginary and the real” (Nielsen 39-40;
emphasis original). The stance that “we’re in this human condition together” points to the
necessary sense of solidarity and resonates with the notion of the ought understood as the
moral obligation the self has towards other human beings, unavoidably conditioned by
individual circumstances of a particular event. An artistic experience that is shared between
the creator and her viewers or addressees may be classified as the latter.

However, the artistic expression may be not only the recognition of the universality of human
experience, but also the source of individual uniqueness. As Glancy emphasizes, “we get
down to our bones in art./We find they’re the bones of others./In this there’s communication
between the ethnic groups./& in this there’s also the separation” (65). As follows, artistic
creation is the medium of discovering the heritage of the self’s ancestors as well as
recognizing the universal character of human heritage, which is shared regardless of ethnic
origin. Both ways of interpretation situate this experience in the particularity of the historical
moment that Bakhtin recognizes as the proper background for the encounter between the self
and the other. As Bakhtin concedes in Toward a Philosophy of the Act:

in order to root the deed, the personal participation of once-occurrent being and a
once-occurrent object must be in the foreground, for even if you are a representative of
a large whole, you are a representative first and foremost personally. And that large
whole itself is composed not of universal or general moments, but of concretely
individual moments. (53)
In Claiming Breath, those “concretely individual moments” include, i.a., Glancy’s references
to her responsibility towards particular family members, especially her dying mother and her
children. The former will be discussed in detail later in this chapter, in the section devoted to
the narrating self’s relation with her mother. The latter is referred to in the entry “Ontology &
the Trucker \ or, The Poem Is the Road,” in which Glancy ponders her wish to return home
quickly because “it’s been a long time & the mail is stacked up & the cat is lonely & you have
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to see how your daughter is getting along because you don’t think she’s old enough to get
along without you all week, even though she says she is” (13). In the entry “SHEdonism,”
Glancy also puts emphasis on the notion of familial responsibility, which may also be a
burden: “many times I felt powerless at the moment as a woman with the responsibility of
family and with the negative aspects of the Native American heritage” (53). In the same
passage, Glancy declares that the internal other as the constituent of her identity was crucial
for her well-being, or at least survival in a crisis: “but inside, I dreamed and felt the presence
of myself even when it was fretful, stressed and impatient. What I’ve ended up with over the
years is myself as a friend” (53). In the entry “Claiming Breath,” one of the pieces of advice
Glancy gives to a prospective poet is to “be an interesting person, live a responsible life” (91;
emphasis added).
The reference to Glancy’s once-occurrent existence is rooted in the historical context
(encompassing personal ancestry) when the narrating self points to her grandparents and
great-grandparents. They are referred to, i.a., in the entry “February 19,” in which Glancy
depicts her coming back home after one of the robberies. She makes a list of stolen items and
those that the burglars left untouched: “the weeds & rocks I collect are there. Some tools from
my grandfather’s farm, his straight blade, ice pick, my grandmother’s butter molds. But my
great-grandfather’s leather pouch of buckshot is gone. He carried it thru the Civil War. It’s the
only thing I can’t replace” (33).
A particular historical moment is composed of a collective experience of the “ethnic groups”
as well as the experience of their individual members, which resonates with Glancy’s
emphasis on the “separation” within the tribe. Glancy writes, “we need to know our culture.
Otherwise we don’t know who we are, where we came from. We need that ‘sense of being’
that oral tradition carries. If we do not have a sense of belonging to ‘tribe’ and at the same
time a sense of being an individual within that group, we miss what it is ‘to-be’” (103). The
Levinasian model of the encounter between the self and the other is not operative at this
particular point. For Levinas, the historical moment is of little importance since the other is
eradicated from history in its meaningful encounter with the self. Furthermore, recognizing
the other’s position in history would devastate its responsibility. As Levinas explains:
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history as a relationship between men ignores a position of the I before the other in
which the other remains transcendent with respect to me. Though of myself I am not
exterior to history, I do find in the Other a point that is absolute with regard to
history—not by amalgamating with the Other, but in speaking with him. History is
worked over by the ruptures of history, in which a judgement is borne upon it. When
man truly approaches the Other he is uprooted from history. (Totality and Infinity 52)
In Claiming Breath, such otherness that is “absolute with regard to history” are, i.a., the
elements of nature, e.g., the Great Plains. In the entry “October \ From the Back Screen of the
Country,” Glancy describes the Great Plains in this way: “this is a harsh land. Raw …
Isolated. Empty … Narrow. Fundamental” (67; emphasis added). The otherness manifested in
the religious scripture (intermingled with the natural world as well as poetry) is not marked by
historicalness, either. Glancy notes, “I also have this tall grass prairie, this prayer-ee for my
territory & always in travel, in the act of migration, is the POEM. The holy word is
foundation for our civilization” (28). Furthermore, the otherness untouched by history and
independent from the perception the self possesses at the given present moment is Glancy’s
Native American heritage. She notes, “but even when the roots are severed, the beginning is
still there. I can’t remember anything my Indian grandmother said to me, yet her heritage
stands before me like a stone iceberg, a huge presence” (59).
At some points Glancy seems be disappointed by the discovery that art as a “bridge” is
“different from the grounds it tries to span” (65), so it is invariably situated in-between two
heritages, which makes art similar to the condition of the narrating self, who is “between 2
cultures” (59). Glancy notes, “is it that maybe cultural bridges don’t exist?/Maybe there’s a
reality in the Tower of Babel/& we are heirs of a divine separation./But I’m a cultural bridge.
I would negate myself if I believed that./Yet it seems that art is that discovery./A discovery I
didn’t want after all” (65; emphasis added). This discovery is unwelcome considering the fact
that it implies the rising of the Tower of Babel, i.e., inevitable lack of mutual understanding
between the members of two different cultures. Furthermore, if the narrating self identified
herself with a cultural bridge, she would negate the purpose of her existence and artistic
creation when negating the very existence of such bridges. The concept of “divine separation”
between particular ethnic groups as well as their individual members is concordant with the
Bakhtinian prerequisite of the radical alterity of the self and the other as well as the
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Levinasian concept of necessary asymmetry between the self and the other. Bakhtin claims
that

what we see first of all is the fundamental and essential architectonic difference in
significance between my own once-occurrent uniqueness and the uniqueness of any
other—both aesthetic and actual—human being, between the concrete experiencing of
myself and my experiencing of another. The concretely affirmed value of a human
being and my own value-for-myself are radically different. (Toward a Philosophy of
the Act 73)
Levinas refers directly to “separation,” the term that Glancy uses as well, when he remarks:

the radical separation between the same and the other means precisely that it is
impossible to place oneself outside of the correlation between the same and the other
so as to record the correspondence or the non-correspondence of this going with this
return. Otherwise the same and the other would be reunited under one gaze, and the
absolute distance that separates them filled in. (Totality and Infinity 36)

Glancy refers to her role as a cultural bridge when she states that she is the one who indeed
“holds the crossed trails of white settlers & Indians, endures two heritages, & in these trips,
the healing of our tribes” (42). In this passage, the context of Glancy’s trips is visiting her
dying mother. In the entry “Migration to Summer Camp,” Glancy confesses, “many years we
were separated by distance & old arguments. We are scarred as the strip mines I pass, different
as Queen Anne’s lace & cornflowers. She is Anglo & I have the Indian blood buried in my
father’s heritage” (41). One of the healing tools Glancy refers to could be creation myths,
which, Glancy claims, share many features in both Indian and Christian traditions. This sense
of uniqueness that Glancy expresses (she considers herself as the individual that constitutes
the cultural bridge, and provides reconciliation of two different traditions) is compatible with
the Bakhtinian approach that presupposes an individual’s singularity. The latter is treated by
Bakhtin as “the never-repeatable uniqueness of actually lived and experienced life” (Towards
a Philosophy of the Act 2). Glancy, as a unique human being that “holds the crossed trails” of
two ethnic communities (white settlers and Native Americans), plays the role of the individual
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cognitive self. This self may connect the past and the present cultural and ethnic heritages of
different communities since

from within [her] actual participation and in relation to it, all mathematically possible
time and space … becomes valuatively consolidated; it is as if rays of light radiate
from [her] uniqueness and, passing through time, they confirm historical mankind,
they permeate with the light of value all possible time and temporality itself as such,
for [she herself] actually partake[s] in temporality. (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of
the Act 59-60; emphasis added)
Another passage that illustrates Glancy’s self in the act of connecting two temporal spheres
(the past and the present) as well as two ethnic communities is “Ontology & the Trucker \ or,
The Poem Is the Road”. It juxtaposes the emblems of modern civilization (roads, trucks, gas
stations, etc.) and the visions that the narrating self receives from her Native American
ancestors. Glancy writes, “even after dark sometimes, things come—old visions my Indian
ancestors left along the road—Soon I stop at an all-night gas station & buy jelly beans to stay
awake those miles across the prairie” (14). Earlier in the same entry, Glancy also points to two
intersecting temporal domains (at this point of the past and the future) when claiming, “there
is something basic in being cut off as I travel. It reminds me I am between the way life was
before I was born & how it will be after I die” (11; emphasis added). In the entry “November
24 \ The Chrome of Passing Fenders,” Glancy brings together past and future in her
experience as a poet depicting a particular place: “seeds for fertilization so that I can say, this
is what I have come to see & believe about this place—this river & sky converging—this past
& future, this nothing and everything. See—This is the life I live!” (84; emphasis added). In
the entry “Flight # 673,” Glancy expresses her wish to connect with the past that is perceived
as more peaceful than the present or even idyllic: “my mother in the hospital again, & I trying
to get to her, trying for some connection to the past when we were not bothered by plane
delays, nor death, never thinking of the dangers we escaped in the world” (45).
Glancy consistently uses the digit “2” instead of spelling it out as “two” when referring to her
being in-between two cultures. This may serve to emphasize a rigid dividing line that actually
exists between two constituents of the narrating self’s identity. Furthermore, the number
expressed as “2” rather than spelled out refers to an image that precedes the actual alphabet.
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As Lame Deer, a Lakota shaman, purports, “we Indians live in a world of symbols and images
where the spiritual and the commonplace are one. To you symbols are just words, spoken or
written in a book. To us they are part of nature, part of ourselves” (qtd. in Allen 100-101). The
idea of the significance of images that were the “ancestors” of writing is recurrent in Claiming
Breath. In the entry “Furniture,” Glancy ponders her writing practice and notes, “well but to
see a landscape the way a painter does/take notes about the landscape which you will paint”
(79) or “my pencil says American. The American pencil opens to all wide windows two doors
at least … In my composition the American pencil is a buffalo” (80). Another reference to
images is included in the passage: “I learned to trust images. I could even experiment with
words” (87). The idea of “experimenting with words” is also symptomatic because Glancy
persistently calls for unconventional, innovative forms of writing. When sharing clues for a
prospective poet, Glancy concurs, “the form a poem takes on the page is also integral.
Experiment with line breaks, stanzas, the square or prose poem, the words wiggling over the
page” (91). At another point, Glancy states, “only poetry or a form of new writing captures the
thoughts that entomb the mind \ the disorder of memory, the unchronological order” (54;
emphasis added). Consequently, her consistent way of spelling “2 heritages” may be a
manifestation of such a precondition for experimenting in literary creation, and a reflection of
Glancy’s selection of fragmentary, hybrid and thus unconventional form of Claiming Breath.
The possibility of Glancy and her writing serving the role of a “cultural bridge” may also
resonate with the Levinasian stance that the intercultural dimension of the encounter between
the self and the other is possible within a shared community. In Totality and Infinity, Levinas
asserts that

pluralism implies a radical alterity of the other, whom I do not simply conceive by
relation to myself, but confront out of my egoism. The alterity of the Other is in him
and is not relative to me; it reveals itself. But I have access to it proceeding from
myself and not through a comparison of myself with the other. I have access to the
alterity of the Other from the society I maintain with him, and not by quitting this
relation in order to reflect on its terms. (121)
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Glancy emphasizes a common plane she shares with others, e.g., when she points to her
experience of struggling with constantly being in-between as universally human: “aren’t all of
us made of paradox and diversity, anger, hurt, hope, guilt, endurance?” (52).

The artistic connotations of writing a diary are further explored when Lejeune focuses on
composing music as a parallel activity. He claims that “the diary itself may well be a
narrative, but first and foremost it is a piece of music, meaning an art of repetition and
variation” (180). Again, the apparent order is derived from the comparison to music. As
already indicated, the critical analysis of the diary text itself is, according to Lejeune, similar
to the musical analysis in which one is supposed to define the themes and forms as well as the
links between them. As Lejeune admits, “it occurred to me, while reading a month of May
recorded at Cayla by Eugénie de Guérin, that her diary was a sonata on two themes:
springtime and death” (Lejeune 180). In view of that, Claiming Breath is structured like a
complex fugue, exploring simultaneously as many as nine different themes: poetry, writing,
teaching, spirituality, external otherness and its internal manifestation as a split self, traveling,
death, ethnicity, feminism, which is expanded to “shedonism.” According to A Dictionary of
Musical Terms (2009), a fugue is

a polyphonic composition constructed on one or more short subjects or themes, which
are harmonized according to the laws of counterpoint, and introduced from time to
time with various contrapuntal devices; the interest in these frequently heard themes
being sustained by diminishing the interval of time at which they follow each other
(the stretto), and monotony being avoided by the occasional use of episodes, or
passages open to free treatment. (179)

In Claiming Breath, each major theme is recurrent, interrelated and of equal importance as in
a fugue, in which “each component part … must stand in important relationship to every other
part, sometimes even to the extent of being interchangeable with any one of them”
(Dictionary of Musical Terms 179). Glancy invariably uses one theme as a background against
which she depicts another (e.g., traveling as the background for teaching or exploring external
otherness; external otherness of the narrating self’s mother as the background against which
Glancy portrays death; ethnicity as considerably influencing writing poetry). In Claiming
Breath, the “episodes, or passages open to free treatment” that A Dictionary of Musical Terms
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mentions in the definition of a fugue may be identified with episodic details of the narrating
self’s everyday life that interlaces the discussion of subsequent major themes. Furthermore,
the repetition of major motifs is derived from “the oral nature of American Indian literature,”
in which “repetition ensures attention and makes the works easy to remember” (Paula Gunn
Allen 96).

3.2Internal alterity derived from the identity split into two cultural
heritages
In Claiming Breath, all these themes are governed by the grand, prevailing “umbrella theme,”
which is the author’s identity that is split between its double ethnic heritage. This
fragmentation is not only reflected in the choice of the genre, but mentioned directly in the
text as well. In one of the poems Glancy seems to hint at the fragmentary nature of memory
by stating, “writing from the past/fragments of memory/the way language first sounds to
someone who is not used to it” (20). This passage also fits into a larger theme, which is
juxtaposing images (as in drawing) and writing. In the entry “December 26,” Glancy
observes, “for instance, when a brave hunted a bear, he first drew the bear with his arrow in it,
then when he went hunting, the hunt was merely as result of what he’d already done in his
drawing” (4). As already indicated, pointing to the relevance of image and its precedence over
writing is recurrent in Claiming Breath. The former excerpt also resonates with the stance that
writing a life narrative unavoidably equals bringing together fragmented pieces of memories
that are re-structured in the process of writing since the narrating self has no direct access to
the events she recounts. In “Full of Life Now,” Barrett J. Mandel remarks that contrary to a
widely held belief, memories do not form an autobiography, but rather one of its constituents:
“the autobiographical consciousness” (49). Mandel does not agree with the approach that a
life narrative could be identified with a “recollection of memories.” Instead, an autobiography
may be defined as an “artifact, a construct wrought from words” (49). The truth of experience
one seeks in an autobiographical novel is behind, not in, the pictures or memories that are
stores in one’s mind. The “raw” memories are not accessible to the self due to the fact that the
evolutionary mechanism of survival prevents the self’s perception from uncovering them
(Mandel 51).
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Indeed, Glancy points to the fallacy of memory, which is inevitably made of fragments. This
stance resonates with the Levinasian view that memory belongs to the domain of interiority,
and not exteriority, which is, for Levinas, the perfect sphere for the encounter between the self
and the other. In Totality and Infinity, Levinas asserts:

by memory I ground myself after the event, retroactively: I assume today what in the
absolute past of the origin had no subject to receive it and had therefore the weight of
fatality. By memory I assume and put back in question. Memory realizes impossibility:
memory, after the event, assumes the passivity of the past and masters it. Memory as
an inversion of historical time is the essence of interiority. (56)

The interweaving of themes Glancy depicts might seem chaotic, but it may be approached as
a reflection of “discontinuous views of life” that the diary projects (Lejeune 175). Glancy
admits, “as I am aligned with the holes, I see the different views thru miniscule openings.
Never the whole scene” (67). Those holes that Glancy mentions corresponds to Lejeune’s idea
of empty spaces that prevail in any diary: “the diary is a piece of lacework or a spider web. It
is apparently made up of more empty space than filled space” (Lejeune 181). Interestingly, the
concept of empty space is directly echoed in Claiming Breath, when Glancy states “I want to
explore my memories & their relational aspects to the present. I was born between 2 heritages
& I want to explore that empty space, that place-between-2-places, that walk-in-2-worlds. I
want to do it in a new way” (4). The theme of internal split is mentioned as early as in the
very “Introduction” to Claiming Breath: “I often write about being in the middle ground
between two cultures, not fully a part of either. I write with a split voice, often experimenting
with language until the parts equal some sort of a whole” (xiii).
Glancy’s ever staying in-between results in the sense of internal otherness. In Claiming
Breath, this internal alterity is called the other self, a part of the subconscious, which is
nevertheless more competent than the conscious self. She admits, “sometimes you wake from
sleep dragging the other self, the greater one you leave behind when you wake, the one who
can understand what you can’t” (46). The internal alienation is also the basis of the life
narrator’s relationship with the external others, and becomes the starting point of such a
relation as Glancy claims, “I had to communicate with the 2parts of myself/before I could
reach others” (59). This sense of internal alterity may also be an obstacle interfering mutual
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understanding. Glancy admits, “there was always a gulf between the parts of myself, & a gulf
between others. I had to create a place from which to create a place” (60). At some points, the
narrating self seems detached from the complexity of her double identity as she admits, “it
seems to me I’m separated from that inner self” (Glancy 60). The sense of isolation and a sort
of disconnectedness is another recurrent motif in Claiming Breath.
First of all, the excerpt mentioning the other self as “the greater one” that possesses the
surplus or excess of perception (it “can understand what you can’t”) is compatible with the
Levinasian concept of the other as always superior to the self. This “strange asymmetry, the
complete supremacy of the other, that [Levinas] finds in the self-other relation” (Wild 19) is
visible at this point. Furthermore, according to Bakhtin, the excess of perception provided by
the other, also if it belongs to the internal domain of alterity (i.e., is the inner other), is
necessary for the constitution of the self’s identity. It is compatible with the Bakhtinian stance
that there is “a human being’s absolute need for the other, for the other’s seeing,
remembering, gathering, and unifying self-activity—the only self-activity capable of
producing his outwardly finished personality. This outward personality could not exist, if the
other did not create it” (“Author and Hero” 35-36). Furthermore, Glancy’s inner and “greater”
self may be interpreted as superconsciousness, which resonates with the narrating self’s
declared contact with spiritual world.

Secondly, for the life narrator, the recognition of her internal alterity is the basis for a relevant
relation with the external other (“there was always a gulf between the parts of myself, & a
gulf between others. I had to create a place from which to create a place” (60)), i.e., the
foundation of an answerable act. This approach is concordant with the Bakhtinian concept of
the self as always in flux, in the state of becoming, and in the condition of avoiding
consummation, or finalization. As Erdinast-Vulcan observes, the recognition of the internal
split may be rooted in the Bakhtinian idea of “non-coincidence of the speaking subject with its
objectified selfhood” (“From Dialogics to Trialogics: Reading Bakhtin with Levinas” 181).
While the Levinasian ethics unmistakably privileges the external otherness, Bakhtin
recognizes the equal value of the encounter with inner alterity (Erdinast-Vulcan 181-82).
Furthermore, when Glancy points to the necessity to “create a place from which to create a
place” (60), one may refer this excerpt to a plane understood as a special site of the encounter
between the self and the other. According to Bakhtin, such a site is provided only by
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answerability (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 28). As Erdinast-Vulcan notes, in “Rhetoric”
(1992, written in 1943), Bakhtin also emphasizes the necessity to “search for a new plane on
which I and the other can meet” (qtd. in Erdinast-Vulcan 199). What is important is the fact
that this novel site of the meaningful encounter between the self and the other would reject the
superior status of the other that is an indispensable element of the Levinasian thought
(Erdinast-Vulcan 200).

3.3 External otherness
The first excerpt which refers to external otherness is the narrator’s encounter with truck
drivers during Glancy’s journeys between the schools she gives talks at. She admits the
truckers engage in some sort of a game, which underlies their unwillingness to become
involved in a meaningful relationship. Although the author admits following fellow travelers,
she does not want to have a CB as she appreciates being “cut off” when traveling. After
stopping at an all-night gas station Glancy writes, “I ignore any trucker who might be there.
Our road game is a silent one, as though we were lovers who could not speak in public. As
though our game did not exist at all” (14). The narrating self eagerly takes part in a silent road
game, but rejects the idea of continuing any relation, e.g., conversation that would require
verbal communication or any other sort of a face-to-face encounter. Bakhtin distinguishes
between two possible directions the self’s consciousness may follow in its encounter with the
other, and these are centripetal (inwards; allows the subject to perceive the wholeness of its
self) and centrifugal (towards the other) forces. At this point, Glancy considers her centripetal
escape that is presumably meant to protect her from potential harm she might be exposed to in
an encounter with a truck driver, possibly male. When the self and the other pretend that their
game does not “exist at all” in the face-to-face encounter at the gas stations, they nevertheless
become involved in a relevant answerable act.
As Courtney Bender remarks, in the Bakhtinian thought, “mastering answerability” means
adjusting one’s rhetorical devices to the particularity of a dialogic situation and given
interlocutors. Furthermore, if the self becomes proficient in an answerable act, she grasps the
interrelatedness of her self with the others (“Bakhtinian Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’
Sociology” 192-193). Consequently, the narrating self and the other epitomized by another
driver have found a way to communicate within the boundaries of a game, which may be
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understood as adapting the “tone and content” (Bender 192) of the encounter to those
particular circumstances. They remain strangers, do not get involved in a “real” conversation,
yet some sort of an answerable act occurs. The shared plane of this act is undoubtedly the fact
that both parties understand the rules of the “silent game.” The fact that an answerable act is
potentially harmful for the selves that are engaged in it (connected with the procedure of twosided answerability) might be the reason why they reject any “standard” relation (e.g.,
conversation, having lunch or coffee together).

Interestingly, the narrating self waves goodbye only to some of the truck drivers she passes.
Glancy writes, “out of those three truckers, I chose one to follow all the way up the hundred
miles of Turner Turnpike. When we got past the toll gate at Tulsa, I turned off on the road to
my house. I waved to him as we parted. It has to be that way” (12). In the same entry, she
ponders another journey, which was a tough one. Glancy writes, “my mother had been sick. &
along about Pittsburg, Kansas, there was storm like we have out here—one that sweeps down
from the Rockies … I couldn’t see the hood of my car for the torrents of rain & was thinking
about surgery & pain & the end of life & what do we live for anyway?” (13). Another driver
appears to help the narrating self avoid getting lost in the heavy storm: “& suddenly there was
a truck ahead of me & all I could see was his red taillights across the back of his truck & I
held on to those lights for miles through that storm” (13). Although the driver helped the
narrating self out in difficult weather conditions, she does not wave to him. Glancy notes, “I
was on the other side of Pittsburg when I could see the road again & I passed him—went right
by like he hadn’t done a thing for me. You’ve got to be tough” (13). The former example (of
waving goodbye) may be interpreted as the centrifugal reaction, while the second one (of
ignoring a helpful other) is an instance of the centripetal movement of the self who wants to
protect herself from the gaze of the other. The explanation of the difference in Glancy’s
reaction may be derived from the circumstances of each of the encounters with otherness. The
second one was preceded by reflections upon distressing relation the self has with her mother,
which evoke bitter conclusion on pain and purposelessness of human existence. Consequently,
the self feels vulnerable and is unwilling to become involved in any relation with the other.

When Glancy perceives the other drivers as the embodiment of poems or buffalos, the motif
of artistic expression is employed again. Glancy is conscious of the impossibility to convey
this artistic depiction of otherness as she states, “how could I tell them they represent the
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poem for me? – Or the process of the poem – pursuing the organization, the form & energy of
it” (15). At this point, the lack of any shared plane inhibits the process of artistic expression
since its meaning cannot be grasped by the other. As Bakhtin explains in Toward a Philosophy
of the Act, the aesthetic perception necessarily requires the outer perspective provided by the
other. The I-for-myself is incapable of obtaining such an external outlook, and is trapped in its
internal position. Glancy’s question: “how could I tell them they represent the poem for me?”
points to the discrepancy between the self and the other as far as their educational and social
status is concerned, and this difference precludes the process of sharing such abstract ideas as
depicting truckers as representations of poems, the process of composing poetry, or animals
(buffalos).

In Claiming Breath, the oppressive dimension of otherness is also represented, i.a., by the
burglars who rob Glancy’s house twice. In one of the few excerpts expressing the potential of
violent power Glancy possesses, she claims, “I feel anger at them in my house. Rodents. I
imagine they come back again & I am waiting with a gun. They are dead when police arrive”
(57). The oppressive other is dehumanized because Glancy calls the burglars “rodents” and
fantasizes about shooting them. During her journey, the narrating self probably idealizes her
house as it might represent her marriage and familial happiness that are both irretrievably lost
now. Then, the fact that the house is robbed is even more painful for her as she may be feeling
deprived of a “sanctified” sphere she was longing for. Glancy’s emotional reaction might
point to an answerable act that occurred in its harmful, oppressive dimension. The background
for this act is the relation between the self and the other, each entangled in their social,
historical and individual circumstances (planes). Undoubtedly, the very fact of having one’s
house burglarized is enough to evoke anger and violence, but the individual circumstances
and the historical moment are crucial for the self (Glancy) to react in this particular way
towards the oppressive otherness she encounters. The somewhat bitter reflection is expressed
after the robbery when Glancy discovers none of her poetry books or manuscripts were stolen,
and she calls them “scraps of words no one would want” (32). This phrase might also point to
the radical alterity of the oppressive other (burglars) who are apparently of a different
educational and social status, and are unable to recognize the value of manuscripts or poetry.
The second burglary is depicted in the entry entitled “Next Day.” Glancy writes, “I wash the
kitchen walls. Pick up papers which are knee-deep from all my files turned upside down. In
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the closet my shoe boxes are spilled again. I find the black and white checked dress I bought
for my mother’s funeral is gone. But they left the sash … I jerk it from the hanger. Take it to
the front porch. Tie it to the post. A banner of look-what-you-forgot” (58). First, at this point
the sanctified sphere is also disturbed by the oppressive others because of the fact that they
violate Glancy’s mourning by stealing the dress she bought for the funeral. However, the very
emblem of mourning (the sash) is left in the house. This may point to the ignorance of the
burglars who are unaware of cultural symbols, and the act of Glancy’s using the sash as a
banner that she ties to the post may be interpreted as an angry attempt at communication with
the oppressive other.

In Claiming Breath an important other that the narrating self depicts is her mother. The figure
of the mother is depicted against the background of the theme of death. The relation is
painful, and lack of emotional bond revealed in liminal experience of the old mother dying,
and the daughter forced to take care of her. The circumstances also disclose the weakness of
the narrating self’s bond with her brother. In the entry “Against Dark Clouds,” Glancy admits,
“not alone together since we shared a room, my brother & I stand at her [mother’s] bed” (38).
The helplessness of a dying mother is strikingly presented e.g., in the entry “April”: “just
turning out one fork was all she could do at the end. She rested all day for that one chore &
when I visited she rallied for a moment & sank into the rest of the evening” (40).
In the entry “Migration to Summer Camp,” the presence of mother seems irritating for the
narrating self who writes, “now it’s her again & I make-trip from Tulsa to Kansas City, 300
miles north” (41; emphasis added). Glancy continues in the same entry, “I’m impatient with
her weakness & feel the bitterness I carry for her. For every step I took, it seemed she pushed
me down. Now she struggles to rise & it is only with help & grimacing that she sits in a chair
for a while” (41) and claims, “there is anger still between us. But now in storms I hear the
prayer song as tribes migrated to summer campgrounds” (41-42). The prayers of Native
American tribes are juxtaposed with Christianity in the following passage, and both seem to
have a soothing effect on the difficult relation between the narrating self and her mother.
Glancy admits, “in Bucyrus, I see Christ’s steeple above the trees. I feel sympathy for the first
time & she, for once, is glad I am there” (42). Glancy observes the reciprocity of care the
mother took of her in the past and the necessity to look after the dying mother now: “I wipe
her as she did me when I was small” (42). After her death, Glancy emphasizes the mother’s
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overwhelming influence on her writing and identity. In the entry “October \ From the Back
Screen of the Country,” Glancy claims, “even as I write, I still hear my mother’s voice, don’t
leave the yard” (66).

3.4 Feminism and SHEdonism
In Claiming Breath, the concept of woman representing the other is juxtaposed with the
Saussurean signifier/signified binary opposition. Glancy states that “the word cannot mean the
object. Signifier & Signified are in 2 different worlds. The woman is also other, or that which
is not-quite-man. An afterman” (99). The idea that a woman is “not-quite-man,” which
implies that she is somehow incomplete and imperfect, corresponds with the Levinasian idea
of the “condition of absence.” The latter is typical of a woman, who nevertheless possesses
another feature due to this condition, mainly a “hospitable welcome” of the other. As Levinas
remarks in Totality and Infinity:

For the intimacy of recollection to be able to be produced in the oecumenia of being
the presence of the Other must not only be revealed in the face which breaks through
its own plastic image, but must be revealed, simultaneously with this presence, in its
withdrawal and in its absence. This simultaneity is not an abstract construction of
dialectics, but the very essence of discretion. And the other whose presence is
discreetly an absence, with which is accomplished the primary hospitable welcome
which describes the field of intimacy, is the Woman. The woman is the condition for
recollection, the interiority of the Home, and inhabitation. (Levinas 155)
The Levinasian “condition of absence” clearly resonates with Beauvoir’s stance that women
are characterized by incompleteness, which is the foundation for the masculine self’s
constitution of identity. Glancy’s remark that “the woman is also other, or that which is notquite-man. An afterman” (99) would not however be compatible with Irigaray’s thought,
which rejects the identification of a woman with lack, and, consequently, with the other. As
Butler emphasizes in Gender Trouble, Irigaray opposes the Saussurean dichotomy of the
signified (the other, woman) and the signifying (the self, man), which is not concordant with
Glancy’s idea that they belong to the domains of “two different worlds” (Butler 9-10).
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Unmistakably, feminism is another recurrent theme in Claiming Breath. Quite early in the
narrative, the reader is informed about the author’s unsuccessful and unhappy marriage which
was to her a source of oppression. Glancy asks, “why did I marry at all? … Why was it
oppressive? … Why didn’t I know what it would be like?” (6). The reason for her staying in
such a relationship for so long (nineteen years) seems to be the patriarchal model she was
brought up in. Glancy explains, “I suppose it’s because I’m from a generation whose mothers
were homebound. It was my father who was the center of energy for the family” (51). Another
explanation offered is the lack of prospects other than getting married: Glancy confesses,
“being a minority also enlarged my difficulties. Maybe it’s the reason I stayed married so
long. I didn’t know what else to do” (52). Firstly, the fact that Glancy ponders why she did not
know that a relationship could appear oppressive might be explained by her trust in the
cultural model in which the woman is supposed to be a “hospitable welcome” towards the
other (man). The theme of deceptive idealized visions of romantic love that is discernible here
resonates with what Esperanza observes in The House on Mango Street: she blames other
women as well as popular culture for conveying such false images. In Claiming Breath, the
narrating self became involved in the relation with the other, i.e. the meaningful answerable
act, which proved harmful to herself, occurred. Therefore, the Bakhtinian notion of two-sided
answerability is again operative at this point. Then, Glancy refers to the generational burden
that might be responsible for her inability to become liberated from an oppressive
relationship. Similarly to Cisneros, Glancy strives to abandon the uncomfortable shackles she
inherited from the past generations of women. At this point, Glancy anchors her experience in
the particularity of the historical moment when she refers to “a generation whose mothers
where homebound.” As a result, her perspective resonates with the Bakhtinian concept of the
self’s awareness of her immersion in history, which is superior to any abstract systems of
thought. Glancy’s answerability is here spontaneous, i.e., applicable in the particular moment
of an individual existence. Her judgement and recognition that her choices were impacted by
the previous generations of women are concordant with the Bakhtinian claim that

content/sense abstracted from the act/deed can be formed into a certain open and
unitary Being, but this, of course, is not that unique Being in which we live and die, in
which our answerable acts or deeds are performed; it is fundamentally and essentially
alien to living historicity. I cannot include my actual self and my life (qua moment) in
the world constituted by the constructions of theoretical consciousness in abstraction
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from the answerable and individual historical act. (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 89)

Glancy also highlights her belonging to an ethnic minority, which resulted in a limited range
of possibilities or cultural patterns of behavior “available” for girls (“I didn’t know what else
to do”). This is presented as another explanation why she tolerated marital oppression for such
a long time. At this point, she also manifests her understanding of the peculiarity of historical
and social circumstances of her existence. Accordingly, her assessment of the reasons why she
stayed married in spite of the unhappiness this relationship was burdened with is compatible
with the Bakhtinian idea that

as a performed act, a given thought forms an integral whole: both its content/sense and
the fact of its presence in my actual consciousness—the consciousness of a perfectly
determinate human being—at a particular time and in particular circumstances, i.e.,
the whole concrete historicalness of its performance—both of these moments (the
content/sense moment and the individual-historical moment) are unitary and
indivisible in evaluating that thought as my answerable act or deed. (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 3)
Glancy’s apparent passivity is balanced by some radical statements pointing to her growing
feminist maturity when she states, “marriage was not the ‘center’ for my definition of self. It
was painful” (52) or “but it’s not a woman’s relationship to a man or the absence of that
relationship that defines a woman. It’s what the woman is to herself” (52). The rejection of
marriage as the “center” of the sense of identity strengthens the sense of liberation from the
generational heritage because it echoes the idea that the narrating self’s father was “the center
of energy for the family” (51). In the same entry in which Glancy declares that it is “what the
woman is to herself” that conditions her identity, the concept of “SHEdonism” is defined as
“the enjoyment of oneself as a woman” (52). At some point, Glancy enhances the definition
by stating, “the glory of the plain self in search of words to say, ‘the self’ \ the delight of it.
The birth \ the shedding of invisibility. The pursuit of she-pleasure. SHEDONISM” (87). For
Glancy the moment of revelation was the divorce, which she conceives as coinciding with the
birth of the writing self. She abandons the burden of the generational heritage to begin a
“journey which [her] mother never made before she folded up her camp” and to have “what
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men have had/liberty to be [her]self” (87). Glancy writes that her mother “endured her
isolation [as a housewife] with complaint” and “for most of those years [of her domestic
“imprisonment”] she didn’t have a car” (51). The latter is crucial for the narrating self as a
means of travel and thus a tool of liberation. Glancy also points to her current life situation as
“the end of human experience”: “married, divorced, children raised, parents buried. What
would I do now?” (92). This resonates with the idea that a woman’s status is predominantly
perceived through the lenses of familial roles: as a spouse, mother, daughter (Rosaldo 29).
Glancy continues with stating, “maybe women had it [liberty] too & I just never knew” (87).
It seems as though the narrating self feels bitter about the fact that other women that
surrounded her did not educate her properly, and did not point to her the opportunities that
could be available to a young girl. Nevertheless, the narrated self greatly appreciates the
mental ancestry of the past generations of women since she notes, “all this is an internal land,
of course. I started late with only a map given to me by other women who said the territory
was there. It was a fertile landscape just inside the head. I had only to load the wagon, hitch
the horses” (87). Glancy admits her writing has been considerably impacted by other women
though she does not specify whether she means other women authors or female members of
her family and community. The narrating self writes, “the themes\form\experimental forms.
Words as house & shed & outbuildings on the land. The urgency. The cessation of pounding
myself \ hanging my separate parts to dry on low branches & rocks. It’s women who
influenced my work. Their courage \ their trend toward revelation. I am on the journey to the
ani-yun-wiyu” (Glancy 87).

Glancy attempts to embrace the concept of feminism when she proposes a descriptive
definition of it: “externalizing the thought process. Finding form for content. Using language
for creative, expressive purposes. The revelation of words, their boldness, the imaginative
impact of combined images, of seeing the familiar in a new way. That’s what writing is.
That’s what living is. That’s probably what feminism is” (53). In Claiming Breath, the
juxtaposition of poems and ideological remarks is on the one hand astonishing, but on the
other, justifiable by the inherent fragmentariness of the piece. Indeed, the fragmented identity
is ascribed to the female as Glancy asks, “aren’t all of us made of paradox and diversity,
anger, hurt, hope, guilt, endurance? Aren’t we all fragments of opposition, especially women?
A composite for which we have to provide the connecting threads” (52).
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3.5 Traveling as a source of regained autonomy and pleasure
As a divorcee with adult children, Glancy disengages from inhibiting familial constraints and
embarks on a professional and literary career as a poetry teacher and writer. The manifestation
of the author’s independence achieved after the divorce is her unrestrained traveling, which is
not only the expression of her regained autonomy, but also one of the sources of great
pleasure, “SHEdonism.” Finally, the journey may be perceived as the opportunity to engage
with external otherness, embodied by the truck drivers who engage in some sort of a silent
game with the narrating self as well as the internal otherness Glancy experiences in the
solitude of her car and motel rooms.

Intranational traveling and writing an autobiographical account of the journey has a long
tradition in American travel and life writing. America (both as a country and a concept) was
founded on movement (of people, ideas, goods), the core of the state’s foundation being
international immigration, nevertheless accompanied by intense travel within the continent.
The latter is considered to be of equal importance in the creation and maintenance of the
American nation: “If God were suddenly to call the world to judgement, He would surprise
two-thirds of the population of the United States on the road like ants” (Domingo Sarmiento
qtd. in Cox 1). In the “Introduction” to The Cambridge Companion to American Travel
Writing, Hamera and Bendixen write:

travel and the construction of American identity are intimately linked. It
simultaneously exposes inter- and intra-cultural contradictions and contains them. It
creates American “selves” and American landscapes through affirmation, exclusion,
and negation of others, and interpolates readers into these selves and landscapes
through specific rhetorical and genre conventions. (Hamera and Bendixen 1)
Therefore, the constitutive aspect of American travel writing is emphasized as “a tool of selfand national fashioning that constructs its object even as it describes it” (Hamera and
Bendixen 1). Since the nineteenth century, travel testimonies have played a vital role in the
formation of American national identity. Travel itself has symbolized the “ability of
Americans to raise themselves in status, to leave the restraints of European society and to
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move where and when they desired” (Cox 5). The accounts provided Americans with
information about the natural environment of the New World while, at the same time, teaching
them about the cultures of other regions. However, intranational travel accounts also
frequently contributed to the portrayal of separation and polarization between the two primary
cultural regions. As Carolyn Porter remarks, the voice that dominated the discourse was “the
voice of the white, Protestant male, and whatever its origins, it spoke with a Northern accent”
(qtd. in Cox 8). Diane Glancy, a female writer of mixed racial origin, definitely challenges
this dominance. Furthermore, by emphasizing the intellectual liberation she gained through
the opportunity to travel and to write a literary account of her traveling, Glancy rebels against
the “mind” and “body” dichotomy devised by the white patriarchal elites that relegated
women to the status of mere “bodies.” While male Americans in general could “leave the
restraints of European society” through traveling, the narrating self of Claiming Breath
becomes liberated from other restrains, i.e., those imposed by her husband, children, and the
society, which denies the female non-white self the access to proper education, or the right to
pursue a literary career while traveling without any restrictions.

3.6 Writing and teaching
Writing may be interpreted as a peculiar encounter between the self and the other, which is
twofold. First, it is the encounter with the internal alterity of the writing self, and second, it
presupposes the encounter with the other embodied by the prospective reader. When
pondering the activity of writing, Glancy explores its relationship with reality, which is
recreated and reorganized from fragments in the act of describing the real experience in
written words. Glancy states that “writing is the hammer and chisel that breaks down the
established way of thinking. A concrete event, then an abstraction. An image, then a thought.
Finally, writing builds another establishment with the fragments” (23). Another excerpt in
which the word “fragment” is actually used is a poem which praises writing as an activity of
uniting the fragmentary self and identity as well as sustaining the continuity of the very
existence: “writing leaps outrageously/Sagebrush in the wind. Yet at the same time, the
metaphor cements the fragments of our broken world … Writing keeps us in a continual state
like the earth/Continental plates disappearing into the core, erupting again as lava to form new
land” (25).
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Glancy is aware of the paradoxical completeness that underlies Claiming Breath when she
states, “something passes more than I am aware of. A truth that goes on. The wholeness of
writing that emerges from the fragments” (9). This “truth” that emerges in the process of
writing, and of which the writing self is not completely conscious, may become conspicuous
due to the prospective appearance of the other that is embodied by the future reader of the life
narrative. Then, the narrating self and the reader as the other may become involved in an
answerable act, which results in obtaining the Bakhtinian “pravda,” defined as a concrete truth
derived from the particular answerable act. In Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin
emphasizes, “that content [pravda] … does not fall into my head like a meteor from another
world, continuing to exist there as a self-enclosed and impervious fragment, as something that
is not woven into the unitary fabric of my emotional-volitional, my living and effective,
thinking-experiencing, in the capacity of an essential moment in that thinking-experiencing”
(33; emphasis added). Thus, in an effective encounter of two consciousnesses of the self and
the other, fragments cease to be incomplete and may form a meaningful whole, or, as Glancy
puts it “the wholeness of writing.” For Bakhtin, the other is an indispensable channel for the
individual’s self-perception. As such, the other embodied by a particular prospective reader
may enable the emergence of the “truth that goes on” even if the writing self is not fully
aware of it at the moment of writing a life narrative.
The excerpt that mentions “the wholeness of writing that emerges from the fragments”
resonates with the Bakhtinian stance that the subject cannot possibly perceive herself as a
whole without the gaze of the other that belongs to the external domain. It is worth
emphasizing that in “Author and Hero,” Bakhtin refers directly to life writing and this
impossibility to grasp one’s self as the whole without the assistance of the other’s perspective:
“there is no clear-cut, essentially necessary dividing line between autobiography and
biography, and this is a matter of fundamental importance … Neither in biography nor in
autobiography does the I-for-myself (my relationship with myself) represent the organizing,
constitutive moment of form” (150-151; emphasis original). A life narrator who aims at
conceiving her self in the completeness of the whole inevitably “looks into the eyes of another
or with the eyes of another” (“Toward a Reworking of the Dostoyevsky Book”, 287-88;
emphasis original). In this manner, the “wholeness” that Glancy admits emerges in and
through the process of writing a life narrative is due to, firstly, the other embodied by its
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prospective reader, and, secondly, the significant otherness she encounters during her
traveling and teaching.
As Glancy writes, the process of writing her life narrative was accompanied by “a struggle for
survival. My purpose was to find the truth of what I was \ my voice. What I had to offer. I
could not have done it without the other voices \ the sun & rain & soil for myself as a person.
The pleasure of being a woman” (86). At this point, the search for truth is emphasized, which
may be interpreted in the context of the Levinasian “quest for truth” that is the desired
background of any relation between the self and the other. As Levinas asserts in Totality and
Infinity, “the same can rejoin the other only in the hazards and risks of the quest for truth; it
does not rest on the other in complete security” (60). The motivation to search for one’s
individual voice that at the same time recognizes and appreciates the influence and
contribution of other voices is connected with communication. The latter is, in the Levinasian
thought, conducted through language (Totality and Infinity 62). On the other hand, Glancy’s
reference to “other voices” may as well be applied to the Bakhtinian idea of heteroglossia and
the polyphonic novel, in which there is a multiplicity of equal voices. In Problems of
Dostoevsky’s Poetics, Bakhtin concedes that “the consciousness of other people cannot be
perceived, analyzed, defined as objects or as things – one can only relate to them dialogically.
To think about them means to talk with them; otherwise they immediately turn to us their
objectivized side, they fall silent, close up, and congeal into finished, objectivized images”
(68; emphasis original). Glancy treats her own voice as equal with the voices of other women
(possibly her female ancestors) as well as the elements of the natural world, i.e., sun, rain, and
soil.

When pondering her Indian lineage, Glancy points to the heritage of words as well as their
precedents, such as images (drawings), that she derives from her Native American ancestors.
Glancy asserts, “the word is important in Native American tradition. You speak the path on
which you walk. Your words make the trail. You have to be careful with words. They can
shape the future” (4). First, at this point Glancy situates herself in a particular moment in
history, pointing to the influence her writing might have on future generations. This approach
resonates with the Bakhtinian concept of subjectivity as “profoundly anti-Cartesian in that it
offers a view of the human subject as fully embodied, singular rather than generic, and always
in the process of becoming, taking the experience of the concrete, historically situated person
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as its point of departure” (Erdinast-Vulcan, Between Philosophy and Literature. Bakhtin and
the Question of the Subject 25). Glancy recognizes her place in “Native American tradition,”
i.e., her immersion in the ethnic community’s experience as well as the “trail” her writing
marks within the historical development of the communal consciousness.
Secondly, at this point Glancy’s excerpt is not compatible with the Levinasian approach,
which treats history as valid only within the present discourse. In Totality and Infinity,
Levinas asserts that “the historical is not defined by the past; both the historical and the past
are defined as themes of which one can speak. They are thematized precisely because they no
longer speak. The historical is forever absent from its very presence. This means that it
disappears behind its manifestations; its apparition is always superficial and equivocal; its
origin, its principle, always elsewhere” (65). According to Levinas, “the historical and the
past” are unable to speak, which is opposite to what Glancy declares (one’s words spoken at
the present moment may “shape the future,” when they will already belong to the domain of
the past). Glancy warns that “you have to be careful with words” due to the fact that they may
have a remarkable impact on the future consciousness of individuals as well as the
community’s consciousness. She emphasizes that she herself “feel[s] a responsibility to [her]
words” (28), and the fact that apart from the verbal domain, she looks for poetical inspiration
in images: “the vast unspeaking prairie: the poet only has to gather the words. The
AUTHORity of the written word & I seek MORE (28). Glancy’s warning (to be careful with
words) resonates with the concept of responsibility, understood as the constant alertness to a
potential influence one’s poetry might exert. At this point, Glancy’s idea is also contradictory
to the Levinasian stance that “existence in history consists in placing my consciousness
outside of me and in destroying my responsibility” (Totality and Infinity 252). For Glancy, the
awareness of one’s immersion in history does not destroy, but strengthens one’s responsibility.
Glancy’s occupation as a writer and a poet is presented as deriving from Native American
tradition. At another point the narrating self again asserts that her primary ancestry originates
from images (drawings), and spoken words as she claims that written “words are not my
inheritance. My Cherokee grandmother could not write. My father finished grade school”
(19). The fundamental (even ontological) significance of spoken words is emphasized in
another passage, when Glancy concurs, “but there is a brother. Another side. The spoken word
empowered to codify our existence. In fact, it even speaks existence. Did not God speak the
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world into being in the book of Genesis? We speak our lives into being by the shape & intent
of our words” (100). In this passage, two more themes are relevant. First, Glancy points to “a
brother” or “another side” which points to the sense of internal alterity. The context is
Judgement Day, on which “you bring your harvest, the work of your hands, & it is rejected”
(100). Then, your “other side” (internal other) may appear valuable in the eyes of God.
Secondly, by referring to the Bible, Glancy points to Christianity, which in Claiming Breath is
depicted concomitantly with Native American religious traditions. Another passage where the
ontological dimension of spoken word is conveyed is: “when we talk we jump-start the
electromagnetic field of language. Moving waves of speech. How else do we keep ourselves
from extinction?” (Glancy 107). This dimension of speech is ontological, i.e., relates to
existence since spoken words serve to sustain the survival of Native American tribes (“how
else do we keep ourselves from extinction?”) as well as their cultural legacy.
Glancy’s Anglo heritage is represented by the figure of her mother who, as already indicated,
is depicted as not overly supportive (Glancy admits, “for every step I took, it seemed she
pushed me down” (41)). In the entry “Another Morning at the Nursing Home,” the narrating
self refers to the residents she observes as “these white people, skulls with sunken eyes and
open mouths. Chimpanzees on their way to the dining hall” (44; emphasis added). This
whiteness may obviously refer to the old people’s fragile pale skin, but it may also be
interpreted as a reference to “white people” as a race, and, consequently, to one of the
narrating self’s identity constituents. Glancy portrays those people as passive, detached from
reality, reduced to “skulls with sunken eyes” (44). Furthermore, they are compared to
chimpanzees as if they regressed to the previous evolutionary stage. They are “on their way to
the dining hall” (44), which reduces their life activity to nutrition. Apart from natural
connotations with their age and illness, this depiction shows white people as somehow
primitive and focused only on their physical needs. Accordingly, what may be hinted at at this
point is that the creative potential is not inherited from Glancy’s white ancestral constituent.
However, the significance of the written word is not neglected altogether. It is inherited from
the Anglo culture, represented by Glancy’s mother, which is visible e.g., in this passage:
“what I say gives meaning to what I say it to. It’s the written word also I will add. It’s my
mother’s handwriting that is most real now that she’s dead … I feel her there in the act of her
writing” (101-102; emphasis added). At this point, spoken word is clearly privileged as it is
enumerated first, and the written word is treated as supplementary (“it’s the written word
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also” (101)). Nevertheless, Glancy acknowledges the burden of both branches of her
generational past. The narrating self is not “uprooted from history” (Totality and Infinity 52),
but she consciously admits the impact it had on her education and self-development.
Glancy emphasizes the consoling role of writing, its therapeutic effect. She concedes, “I
would say a pencil is a buffalo migration under the sky with its stars turning like a jar-lid
poked with holes. Writing affects my life, my Real life, while the rest spins through the lone
pines. I write from everyday circumstances, old ordinary life, and the stampede of the past. I
like to see words, their friendly orifices” (“Introduction”). Glancy points to her “Real life”
that is affected by writing. The use of the capital letter here is not accidental. The author
appreciates the real, particular everyday experience, which is superior to any theoretical
knowledge or systems of abstract ideas, which is, by inference, “unreal.” She also claims that
her inspiration is “everyday circumstances, old ordinary life, and the stampede of the past.” At
this point, Glancy praises the mundane dimension of everyday experience, but she also refers
to the great, uncontrollable power of the past (which is entailed in the reference to its
“stampede”). This turn towards the everyday and rejection of theoreticism are concordant
with the Bakhtinian thought (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 9).
The fact that Glancy claims that writing has a considerable impact on “her life, her Real life”
points to the narrating self’s sense of being a unique and singular individual. She detaches
herself from any theoretical system or abstract thought. Such an approach suits what Bakhtin
explains in Toward a Philosophy of the Act when he claims that

the category of experiencing the actual world, actual Being—as event—is a category
of uniqueness or singularity. To experience an object is to have it as something
actually unique or singular, but this singularity of the object and of the world
presupposes its being correlated with my own uniqueness or singularity. Everything
that is universal and pertains to abstract sense also acquires its real heaviness and
compellentness only in correlation with actual uniqueness. (44)
The reference to the “real” is repeated at different points in Claiming Breath. Glancy admits
that after the divorce, she gained “new territory” (after spending “years hiding behind [her]
husband, the children & housework”), and she “picked up [her] Indian heritage & began a
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journey toward ani-yun-wiyu, or, translated from the Cherokee, ‘real people’” (86). At another
point, the narrating self claims, “in my writings I deal with ghosts./But they’re REAL ghosts.
The moving-of-them-in-trees” (61). In this passage, Glancy again points to her real lived
experience as the source of inspiration, but she enhances the definition of real to encompass
the spiritual. Furthermore, she clearly refers to the Native American tradition. As Paula Gunn
Allen concurs, “tribal people allow all animals, vegetables, and minerals (the entire biota, in
short) the same or even greater privileges than humans” (83) and “the American Indian sees
all creatures as relatives … as offspring of the Great Mystery, as cocreators, as children of our
mother, and as necessary parts of an ordered, balanced, and living whole” (87). Thus, in
concordance with this tradition, Glancy points to real beings that exist within the natural
world, in trees. Nevertheless, Glancy points to her everyday experience as “more real” than
the visions when she claims, “the trucks & the dotted line on the road are more real than the
shadows & dreams that wait in their own world, sometimes breaking thru in poems” (12;
emphasis added).

Although the structure of Claiming Breath might seem chaotic and discontinuous, Glancy
points to the role of order and form, without which “writing cannot exist. It’s the movement of
dance” (8). The latter metaphor is present in Lejeune’s description as well as he claims,
“keeping a diary is surfing on time. Time is not an objective, continuous thing that the diarist
tries to portray from the outside using tiny discontinuous brushstrokes, as a novelist would.
He is himself caught up by the movement he is sculpting, moving along with it, emphasizing
certain lines and directions, transforming this inescapable drift into a dance” (182). The life
narrator in the process of writing a diary is “caught up by the movement,” i.e., she partakes in
the present moment in its particular historicalness. This position of a diarist enables her to
become involved in a relevant encounter with the other because, according to Bakhtin, “we
become ethical agents to the extent that we can answer for one event in its own unrepeatable
time and space” (Caryl Emerson x). The diarist might participate in the answerable act due to
her preoccupation with the present moment and engagement in the unique creative process of
writing. As Emerson notes, “Bakhtin ultimately grounds himself in ‘eventness’ and individual
creation” (xii), which undoubtedly resonates with the status of a diarist Lejeune establishes.
The practice of writing a diary is methodical and regular as Glancy claims, “I write whenever
I can on these residencies. Sometimes, if there is enough studio time during the day, I take my
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work to school & write where they can see me” (28). What is worth noting at this point is the
relevance of the phrase “write where they can see me,” which implies the desire of an external
gaze of the other that would accompany the creative process of writing. This scene is
contrasted with those notes that Glancy takes on her way to her residency engagements, while
driving her car. This practice is not meant to be disclosed to truck drivers at gas stations, so
the notes are taken away from the gaze of the other. The decision to share the creative
experience with some of the observers (school students) and to hide it from some others (truck
drivers) resonates with the necessity of presenting the narrating self’s activity to the other,
who is characterized with the excess of seeing. School students may potentially have such an
excess, while truck drivers are judged as not capable of providing one.
As Nielsen notes, “the self approaches the other with a surplus of vision” (The Norms of
Answerability 42). In “Author and Hero,” Bakhtin assigns this surplus of vision to the author,
who might then conceive the “wholeness” of her hero (189). In Between Philosophy and
Literature, Erdinast-Vulcan remarks that, according to Bakhtin, “experiencing myself from
within, I cannot produce an autonomous and whole representation of my self; my own
boundaries are structurally inaccessible to my perception and consciousness” (27).
Therefore, the external gaze of the other, presumably embodied by a student of Glancy’s,
serves the synthetizing role. Such a synthesis enables the narrating self to integrate her
experience and conceive it as a meaningful whole despite its apparent fragmentariness. What
is crucial at this point is the fact that the external gaze of the other is not meant to “finalize” or
“consummate” the self. The other is a student of Glancy’s, with whom she might become
involved in a dialogic situation during or after her classes. As such, this is the Bakhtinian
other, who
is not primarily the object of our gaze – the gaze necessarily objectifies – but a cosubject: one to whom we listen when he speaks, whom we speak to, whose words we
include in our own speech. Thus we do not recognize the other’s human dignity and
our moral obligation to him or her in an abstract way; we are involved in a real
encounter with the other person in terms of his own self-understanding and his
understanding of the world, as expressed in his or her own words and acts. (Steinby
and Klapuri, “Introduction” to Bakhtin and his Others xxi)
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Glancy ascribes the consoling effect to the activity of writing poetry, which is presented as a
remedy for isolation, alienation, loneliness and suffering after the disintegration of her family.
Now, the fragmentariness of her existence is painfully vivid when she asserts, “family had
covered the fissures in my life. Now I had fragments \ shards \ whatever the territory offered.
My poems & writing were the land I cultivated. I moved toward ‘being’ in poetry” (86). The
reference to “fissures” of the self’s identity that were completed by the family points to the
crucial role those significant others served. The concept of relationality is understood as the
foundation for developing a complete identity. In consequence, in the Bakhtinian thought, “to
be (fully) human is to be interhuman … Relation, subjectivity, and difference are intimately
related and complementary but never oppositional terms” (Yol Jung 99; emphasis original).
Relationality is inscribed in the Bakhtinian answerability, but might also be interpreted as
similar to the Levinasian concept of ethics of proximity. The latter “privileges the face and
epitomizes human co-presence or interhuman presence in terms of the structural primacy of
the Other (l’autrui) … The ethics of proximity as an embodied phenomenon is characteristic
of Levinas’s phenomenology of the face (visage), which is an ethic of the ‘I’ (ipseity) who is
capable of facing (responding to) the other as ‘you’ (alterity)” (Yol Jung 102).

The narrating self perceives the loss of familial happiness as the loss of completeness. The
remedy is “moving toward ‘being’ in poetry,” which might imply searching for completeness
within the domain of internal otherness, who is involved in the process of writing poetry. This
“being in poetry” might also refer to teaching, which provides the self with opportunities to
encounter the other embodied by students. The lost completeness is strived for since, as
Bender reminds us, the “notion that the self is complete or even possible as a construction
outside concrete relations with other people” is, in the Bakhtinian thought presented in
Toward a Philosophy of the Act, totally inaccurate. Therefore, “answerability invokes the
necessity of a dialogue between two people who come into an event with specific horizons of
meaning, and who then act to answer others’ actions” (Bender 190).
According to Glancy, poetry is fragmentary itself: “frost on bent stalks of milo, fragmented as
the family” (84; emphasis added). Nevertheless, writing and reading poetry are the unifying
forces, and a potential medium of the encounter between the self and the other. As Glancy
claims, “poetry is road maintenance for a fragmented world which seeks to be kept together”
(28; emphasis added). Thus, using the Bakhtinian terms, poetry might serve the role of a
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common plane within different planes of the self and the other, i.e., the social, historical, and
individual sets of circumstances. The narrating self of Claiming Breath is the subjectivity that
grasps the core of answerability as providing the unique site of the encounter between the self
and the other effectively. As a result, the narrating self is the subjectivity that
intuits their [the others’] inner lives as well as desires … understands both the actual
and the ought-to-be sense of the interrelationship between [her]self and these persons
and objects—the truth [pravda] of the given state of affairs—and [s]he understands the
ought of [her] performed act, that is, not the abstract law of [her] act, but the actual,
concrete ought conditioned by his unique place in the given context of the ongoing
event. (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 30)

Nevertheless, the practice of teaching and giving talks on poetry is not always soothing as in
most cases Glancy faces the lack of comprehension and painful alienation. She writes, “I
always feel like I work in isolation. Walking into one class after another, talking about
contemporary poetry – It’s not what they think it’s going to be. It doesn’t rhyme. What’s this
I’m giving them?” (27-28). At this point, the relation between the self and the other is based
upon radical alterity, which is rooted in the difference of education, sensitivity towards art
(literature, poetry), and, possibly, a generational gap between the lecturer and her students.
Those differences do not preclude a meaningful relation within an answerable or responsible
act. First, according to Bakhtin, the initial prerequisite of the dialogue is actually the lack of
any shared meaning. As Bender observes, Bakhtin claims that what is unfamiliar is more
alluring than what is held in common. Hence, within the intersubjective encounter, the domain
of the unusual is the starting point of acquiring novel concepts (Bender 193). Secondly, in
Totality and Infinity, Levinas points to the discourse that provides unconsummation of both
the self and the other. Discourse, according to Levinas, “implies transcendence, radical
separation, the strangeness of interlocutors, the revelation of the other to me … the experience
of something absolutely foreign” (73). In consequence, Glancy points to the lack of
comprehension between her as the teacher (self) and some of her students (others), which
nevertheless might be the starting point for a meaningful dialogic situation. Indeed, at some
other point, Glancy perceives poetry as evoking intercultural communication: “what could
there be in our lives to provoke words? Especially the words of poetry: bearer of our cultures,
mirror, road map, & releaser of emotions?” (66). In this reflection on poetry, one may find the
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hinted motivation for Glancy to choose such a fragmentary form for her piece. The life
narrator states, “the metaphor is the building block of the poem. It & sound. Narrative doesn’t
always do it anymore” (83).

Glancy points to the natural beauty as the reservoir of poetic expression, which stands ready
for the poet to explore. She writes, “the vast unspeaking prairie: the poet only has to gather
the words” (28). Nature may also serve as a conciliator between the author’s experience of
both internal and external otherness as she claims, “the desert is the synthesis. The aftermath
of war” (8). The internal split might also be softened by nature. Glancy notes:
my inheritance is the Arkansas backhill culture mixed with Cherokee heritage. That’s
only my father’s side. My mother’s people were Kansas farmers of German & English
descent. So the slow, backwoods illiteracy I inherited received the will & order &
persistence of the anglo [sic] culture … I find this Indian side moving backward & the
white side moving forward, both at the same time tendered by the isolation of the
prairie. (22; emphasis added)
What is striking in the passage above is the misspelling in the phrase “anglo culture.” Glancy
points to interpretative potential of misspellings when she admits, “when spellings are not
understood, the confusion opens the way for new combinations” (22). The lack of
capitalization in the phrase “anglo culture” may refer to lesser importance of white constituent
of the narrating self’s identity in comparison to her Native American ancestry. First, in
Claiming Breath there is no excerpt in which Glancy would misspell “Indian” culture as
“indian.” Second, such an interpretation could be supported by recurrently emphasized
superiority of the spoken over written word, Glancy’s painful relation with her white mother
as well as some direct references to white settlers’ oppression towards Native Americans. The
latter is visible, i.a., in the passage: “my tribe, the Cherokee, was a domestic, woodland tribe.
They were corn farmers, mill owners, fur & skin traders in Tennessee, Georgia & the
Carolinas, until removal to Indian Territory west of the Mississippi … In the Cherokee capital
of Tahlequah, Oklahoma, today, you hear concern for economic stability” (Glancy 110). Thus,
white intervention resulted in disturbing the economic balance of the tribe. In the same entry,
Glancy refers to “sudden acculturation” which implied imposing a new language and “didn’t
go too well” (110). The sudden imposition of English was threatening for the tribal sense of
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identity. Glancy asserts, “the tradition in all tribes is vital. What would you be without your
books? What would you be if you had no resource or reference material when you went to
write your papers?” (110). The fundamental importance of written sources of culture for one’s
identity (“what would you be without your books?”) is echoed in another entry, “October 10,”
where Glancy includes a quotation from Czesław Miłosz’s “A Book in the Ruins” (“Książka z
ruin”): “They have dragged out/Heavy books and made a table of them/And begun to cut their
bread” (qtd. in Glancy 69). Books are used to form a table, which is one of the most basic
pieces of furniture, and then bread is cut on this table, which refers to the basic food that
sustains human existence (but also has religious connotations with the spiritual Bread, i.e., the
Eucharist).
The most dramatic reference to white settlers’ oppression is expressed when the narrating self
writes:

but when tribes were forbidden to speak their native language, as happened in
reservation schools, & this oral tradition was forgotten, the human without his sense of
culture, his spirit, emerged. Having one’s language stripped is like having one’s skin
removed … Alcoholism among all tribes is common. It results from the loss of culture,
& personal & tribal identity. A sense of purposelessness follows. All because the oral
tradition is severed. (110-111)
This image of “scalping” Native American tribes and depriving them of such primary values
as culture or the sense of personal and communal identity serves as a direct accusation against
white settlers. In the same entry, Glancy writes, “I don’t want to tear down. Aren’t the whites
doing that by themselves? They’ve poisoned the water & land. They’re overrunning
themselves” (112). Glancy admits that she has “received much from this foreign occupation”
(113), which points to her identification with Native American culture and treating Anglo
culture as alien conquest. The fact that the narrating self admits that her “Indian side [is]
moving backward & the white side [is] moving forward” may refer to the latter affiliation to
civilizational progress, and the former connection with the oral tradition, ceremonies, and
spirituality. Nevertheless, the movement forward is not diagnosed as superior because Glancy
observes, “education, plane flight. Anger is included along with dismay that a race capable of
moon flight doesn’t know how to care for the soil under their feet” (113). Glancy precedes the
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entire text of Claiming Breath with a motto from Czesław Miłosz’s “The Wormwood Star”
(“Gwiazda Piołun”): “Now we can make confession, without fear that it will be used by
enemies” (qtd. in Glancy xii). In view of the passages explored above, it is legitimate to
identify those “enemies” with white settlers, who imposed violent acculturation on Native
Americans. Apart from this historical context, one may also point to the present dimension of
Glancy’s confession, and identify “enemies” with white authorities who discriminate against
Native American people. Finally, in a narrower context of the narrating self’s private life, the
“enemies” that she is not afraid of anymore may be the oppressive others, such as her mother
or ex-husband.

In Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin distinguishes between two spheres (“worlds” in
the Bakhtinian terms): of culture and of life, which might be identified with nature. Those two
domains do not communicate with each other and are mutually impenetrable. While culture is
connected with theoreticism and abstraction, the domain of life (nature) is “the neverrepeatable uniqueness of actually lived and experienced life” (Bakhtin 2), Glancy’s “Real
life.” Therefore, nature is the domain that resonates with the particularity of the narrating
self’s “once-occurrent actual life” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act 5). The desert as well as
the “vast unspeaking prairie,” soothing the confronting forces of the narrating self’s two
constituents of identity, might provide the foundation for an answerable act. The latter is the
basis for the self’s encounter with twofold otherness. First, the self’s relation with the internal
alterity Glancy declares accompanies her (because of her double ethnic heritage). Second, an
answerable act is the foundation of the self’s encounter with external others.

The influence of the surrounding nature on the encounter between the self and the other is
emphasized in the Bakhtinian concept of dialogism. As Shotter and Billig explain:
dialogical events always give rise to something unique and unrepeatable … it is only
… in these brief and fleeting moments, that we not only express ourselves and “show”
each other the nature of our own unique “inner” lives, but we also shape our living
relations both to each other and to our surroundings. It is in these unique, dialogical,
or relational moments also that we can reshape … the already existing historical and
ideological influences at work in spontaneously and routinely shaping our ways of
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relating ourselves to each other and our surroundings. (Shotter and Billig 13-14;
emphasis added)

The striking feature of Claiming Breath is the renouncement of traditional narrative structure
in favor of poetic freedom. Glancy alludes to her Native American heritage and its freedom of
“non-linear non-boundaried non-fenced open-prairied words” (4). The freedom of expression
and the selection of a structure that forms a hybrid of genres resonates with Native American
tradition. As Allen explains, “the non-Indian tendency to separate things from one another—
be they literary forms, species, or persons—causes a great deal of unnecessary difficulty with
and misinterpretation of American Indian life and culture. It is reasonable, from an Indian
point of view, that all literary forms should be interrelated, given the basic idea of the unity
and relatedness of all the phenomena of life” (90-91; emphasis added). Consequently,
Claiming Breath’s structure is far removed from generic purity which corresponds to
Lejeune’s confession that he “[has] focused too much on the diary as a product, whereas it is
an act. The important thing is not to measure the discontinuities with a ruler, but to find out
how they are experienced” (181). The focus on emotions, artistic expression, poetry, writing
and experiencing the supernatural is the core of Glancy’s fragmentary diary. The life
narrator’s split identity is parallel to the genre she selects and the seemingly chaotic
distribution of themes Glancy explores, which, in fact, reflects “the dependency of the
incomplete & complete./The fluidity of states” (Glancy 61). The phrase pointing to the
“fluidity of states” is connected with the narrating self’s identity constantly treading a
tightrope between the state of completeness and incompleteness. The self that is always in
flux is concordant with the Bakhtinian scheme of subjectivity as “always in the process of
becoming, taking the experience of the concrete, historically situated person as its point of
departure” (Erdinast-Vulcan 25). The inner alterity that Glancy experiences resonates with the
Bakhtinian idea of “non-coincidence of the speaking subject with its objectified selfhood” as
well as “the diachronic rather than the synchronic position of the ‘I’; in its future orientation
rather than its presumed self-presence” (Erdinast-Vulcan 181).

3.7 The Great Spirit as the other
Another depiction of otherness is derived from Glancy’s idea that it may be identified with the
Great Spirit. Glancy claims, “possibly the Great Spirit is ‘the other’ and we are trying to
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connect with him. Maybe because we chose our own way instead of his. & God is somehow
up there with the stars, & we are here. How can the gap be closed? By our own works? Isn’t it
part of many ceremonies to suffer & be worthy? Isn’t there a general feeling of alienation?”
(94). Apart from the “Great Spirit,” in the entry “Dance Lesson with the Spirit World,” the
Absolute is referred to as the “Great Spearer,” the “Great Nothingness” or the “Great
Coyote”: “who but words can put us in our place? The Great Spearers. Broken from the Great
Spearer himself … our life is a migration of tribal separations-from, until we face the Great
Nothingness, the Great Coyote & say to him who we think we are” (102) as well as “Wakan
Tanka”: “praising Wakan Tanka, the Great Spirit” (93). Glancy recurrently intermingles such
elements of Native American spiritual tradition with Christianity. The Christian God is
mentioned e.g., in the passage: “always on these harder residencies when I feel I’m the only
one in the universe, Christ is the rope I hang on to. That faith has never failed me” (28). In
“Morning Light,” Glancy asserts, “it’s Christ-faith, it has to be, & the courage, the decency
you get from it” (46). However, in “The Nail-down of Oral Tradition,” Glancy admits, “many
times when I’ve called out to the Great Spirit I’ve been spared. When my marriage was
difficult and finally ended, when I sent my children out on their own, when I face loneliness
and depression and concern for my old age … the assurance of the Great Spirit is always
there” (106). Hence, for the narrating self both the Christian faith and Native American beliefs
are equally important sources of strength, comfort in crisis, endurance and righteousness.
In the entry “A Hogan in Bethlehem,” as the title suggests, Glancy hints towards
reconciliation of both Native American and Christian traditions. She portrays a peculiar
nativity scene, in which the elements of both traditions are intermingled. In Glancy’s vision,
newborn Christ is identified with “a Chief who is Wovoka,” who is sent to earth by “Wakan
Tanka, the Great Spirit.” Angels are accompanied by “hosts of spirit-beings in war-paint &
feathers shouting their war-cries” (93). In the same entry, Glancy continues, “meanwhile, 3
scouts, 3 Medicine Men, made their vision-quest under one star burning like a yard-light on
the prairie. As if the Great Spirit didn’t want to leave the baby, or in case the baby wanted to
migrate back from earth” (93). This theme of migration is an echo of the depiction of
migrating tribes in the entry “Migration to Summer Camp” (41). In the entry entitled “A
Confession or Apology for Christian Faith,” Glancy asserts that she has oftentimes
encountered comparisons between Native American set of beliefs and Christianity. She
declares that the former is “lost to her,” which is not so painful due to their affinity with
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Christianity (94). Glancy continues the entry by enumerating similarities between both
traditions. Those convergences include, e.g., drawings on teepees and body markings
perceived as “an attempt at salvation” (94), which is also discernible in the “sun dance” as
well as Native American mourning signs (cuts in one’s arm) seen as “hint at redemption” (95).
Glancy also points to resemblance between stories in the Bible and those conveyed by Native
American tradition (like stories of the flood and the following scatter of people). She goes on
to juxtapose “Christ’s wilderness experience” with a “vision quest,” or “Native American
naming ceremony [with] Biblical accounts, from Adam naming the animals to the
Annunciation” (95).

Glancy explains those attempts to reconcile both traditions are derived from her sense of split
identity. She admits, “faith in Christ to make me whole & forgiven. It’s the way I feel
sometimes. The incarnation of the Spirit in the flesh. Wakan Tanka as one of us so we can
become one of him by faith in the Christ born in a hogan in Bethlehem” (97). At the end of
this entry (“A Confession or Apology for Christian Faith”), Glancy again acknowledges the
potential bridge between Native American and Christian sets of beliefs when she writes,
“maybe it’s easier if the Indian traditions are seen as a type of the Old Testament. &
Christianity is a fulfillment of the old ways” (98). The fact that Glancy perceives her being
split between two heritages as painful, and religious faith as a tool to “make [her] whole”
resonates with the Native American tradition, which identifies the sense of wholeness with
health and well-being. As Paula Gunn Allen explains:

In American Indian thought, God is known as the All Spirit, and other beings are also
spirit … The natural state of existence is whole. Thus healing chants and ceremonies
emphasize restoration of wholeness, for disease is a condition of division and
separation from the harmony of the whole. Beauty is wholeness. Health is wholeness.
Goodness is wholeness. The Hopi refer to a witch—a person who uses the powers of
the universe in a perverse or inharmonious ways—as a two-hearts, one who is not
whole but is split in two at the center of being. (89)

In view of all that, it is visible that in Claiming Breath, the notions of the Great Spirit and the
Christian God are used interchangeably when the narrating self refers to the Absolute. Both
traditions are relevant to the formation of the narrating self’s identity, and thus it is legitimate
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to present this dimension of external otherness (Absolute) in the context of the Bakhtinian and
the Levinasian thought depicting God as the Great Other. Furthermore, Glancy’s sense of split
identity presented as the source of discomfort may originate from the negative connotations
that are attached to such fissure in Native American tradition (the image of a two-heart witch).
In “Author and Hero,” Bakhtin depicts God as the ultimate other, which resonates with how
Absolute is referred to in Claiming Breath: “possibly the Great Spirit is ‘the other’” (94).
Bakhtin identifies God with the “merciful heavenly father” who, due to his superior position,
may exonerate a human being (“Author and Hero” 56). According to Bakhtin, God is the one
who gives the subjectivity the “gift of selfhood,” which is accompanied by “lovingly merciful
acceptance and justification of the given.” The role of a human being is limited to showing
repentance, while she may be absolved only by the other (“Author and Hero” 57). Such an
approach is concordant with Glancy’s words that mention “many ceremonies to suffer & be
worthy.” Suffering is inscribed in remorse while “being worthy” might refer to being admitted
to God’s absolution. Glancy doubts whether one may unify with the Great Spirit by one’s
“own works.” At this point, the narrating self’s doubts resonate with the Bakhtinian stance
that the only tool of redemption is God’s mercy, and not a human being’s noble deeds.
The “general feeling of alienation” Glancy points to might be derived from the lack of any
shared plane between the self and the Great Spirit or the “Great Other.” If “God is somehow
up there with the stars, & we are here” (Glancy 94), there is no “plane on which I and the
other can meet” (Bakhtin, “Rhetoric” qtd. in Erdinast-Vulcan 199). Furthermore, the existence
of such a novel site of the encounter between the self and the other would not presume the
privileged position of the other. In this way, if Bakhtin unmistakably recognizes the
superiority of God within its relation with a human being, the answerable act that presupposes
the equality of status of both participants (the self and the other) cannot take place. The
“general feeling of alienation” Glancy emphasizes is also rooted in the fact that Bakhtin treats
God and the co-existing human as the only potential sources for the subjectivity’s selfperception (as a whole) as well as her sense of satisfaction and amusement. In “Author and
Hero,” Bakhtin explains:

joy is possible for me only in God or in the world, that is only where I partake in being
in a justified manner through the other and for the other, where I am passive and
248

receive a bestowed gift. It is my otherness that rejoices in me not I for myself.
Celebration, too, is possible only for the naïve and passive force of being … I can
celebrate and jubilate in the world and in God but not within myself. I can only reflect
the joy of the affirmed being of others. The spirit’s smile is a reflected smile. (136-137;
emphasis original)
At this point, Bakhtin refers to celebration as “jubilant,” while Glancy uses the phrase
“ceremonies to suffer.” Her account is more focused on gloomy alienation and a sense of
separation rather than the potential joyful encounter with the “Great Other.” While Bakhtin
connects joyous celebration with passivity, Glancy presents active dimension of spirituality, or
depicts a rite of passage (“to suffer & be[come] worthy” (94)). Interestingly, Paula Gunn
Allen points to positive aura that is implied in the Native American tradition of ceremony.
Allen refers to Margot Astrov’s American Indian Prose and Poetry: An Anthology (1972), and
writes that, in songs and chants, which are vital elements of ceremonies,
there are threats implicit in death or great powers, but … the works approach death or
severe illness in positive ways … nowhere in her discussion of Indian songs does
Astrov indicate that the singers feel threatened by the chants. Instead, she points out
that they express serenity and even joy in the face of what might seem frightening to a
child. (97)

The fact that in Native American tradition, ceremonies are associated with joy while Glancy
depicts them as “ceremonies to suffer” may be again interpreted as the consequence of her
sense of split identity. Ceremonies focus on the concept of wholeness due to the fact that “at
base, every story, every song, every ceremony tells the Indian that each creature is part of a
living whole and that all parts of that whole are related to one another by virtue of their
participation in the whole of being” (Allen 88). In Glancy’s life narrative, ceremonies are
associated with suffering because at their core lies the concept of wholeness, which is not
fully attainable by the narrating self of Claiming Breath.

While Bakhtin situates God and another human being as two independent sources of
significant otherness, Levinas views the encounter with the other as a medium to reach God.
In Totality and Infinity, Levinas asserts:
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the work of justice—the uprightness of the face to face—is necessary in order that the
breach that leads to God be produced—and “vision” here coincides with this work of
justice … The Other is the very locus of metaphysical truth, and is indispensable for
my relation with God … The Other is not the incarnation of God, but precisely by his
face, in which he is disincarnate, is the manifestation of the height in which God is
revealed. (Levinas 78)
The “breach that leads to God” might be the reply to Glancy’s question “how can the gap be
closed?”. According to the Levinasian thought, the closure might be provided by the
“uprightness of the face to face,” which is understood as an ethical encounter of the self with
the other.
Glancy writes that “God is somehow up there with the stars,” which undoubtedly bestows
God with a position suitable for gaining the excess of vision. Such an interpretation is
compatible with the Bakhtinian idea that the self’s confidence in “absolute otherness” is
strictly connected with the necessity to gain an external perspective in order to perceive the
wholeness of one’s identity. The omniscient perspective of God is parallel to the viewpoint of
an author (the narrating self), who is able to grasp the wholeness of her “hero,” or, as in the
case of a life narrative, of the “narrated self.” As Erdinast Vulcan claims, in the Bakhtinian
thought

the transgredient position of the omniscient human author-other, a position outside and
above the hero-self, which allows for an excess of vision, is modeled on a quasitheological conception of the position of God in relation to his creatures; the aesthetic
relationship is a projection of the divine otherness of God, and the human act of
authoring is a delegation of transcendental authority. (93)

3.8 Ethnicity
One of the links with Glancy’s ethnicity she ponders in Claiming Breath is the visions which
the life narrator claims have been inherited from her Indian ancestors. When driving across
the US, Glancy observes, “even after dark sometimes, things come – old visions my Indian
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ancestors left along the road” (14). Glancy reflects, “I think the sacred hoop of the Indian
nation was broken because it wasn’t the sacred hoop of God. It wasn’t complete. It left too
much to pride & self works” (97). The sacred hoop was also “broken by the white man with
his terrible ways. His repeating rifles & broken treaties & all the treachery that is in the
human heart” (97). According to Glancy, the incompleteness of the “sacred hoop” is rooted in
its not being connected with the Absolute. Furthermore, it was too much focused on “self
works,” i.e., on the individual, not the community’s, success, which is a characteristic trait of
Western culture, and which may be treated as a corruption of original beliefs if observed in
Native American culture. The latter is focused on the communal rather than individual
experience. As Allen explains:
the “private soul at any public wall” is a concept alien to American Indian thought.
The tribes do not celebrate the individual’s ability to feel emotion, for they assume that
all people are able to do so … The tribes seek—through song, ceremony, legend,
sacred stories (myths), and tales—to embody, articulate, and share reality, to bring the
isolated, private self into harmony and balance with this reality. (81)

The emphasis on communal experience is also evident in the structure of a ceremony, and its
“purpose … to integrate: to fuse the individual with his or her fellows, the community of
people with that of the other kingdoms, and this larger communal group with the worlds
beyond this one … the person sheds the isolated, individual personality and is restored to
conscious harmony with the universe” (Allen 91). As Allen emphasizes, “all ceremonies …
create and support the sense of community that is the bedrock of tribal life” (91; emphasis
added). Glancy refers to this feature of Native American culture e.g., when stating, “I also
want to explore the breakdown of boundaries between the genres. This ‘communal’ stance in
inherent in the Native American heritage” (4).
If the sacred hoop is “broken,” the individuals adopt the category of I-for-myself, instead of
the desired I-for-the-other and the-other-for-me. The result is the lack of what Bakhtin defines
as “common moments” that the self and the other should necessarily share in order for the
answerable act to occur. In Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin explains, “these
concretely individual and never-repeatable worlds of actual act-performing consciousness …
include common moments—not in the sense of universal concepts or laws, but in the sense of
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common moments or constituents in their various concrete architectonics” (54; emphasis
original). Hence, although each member of an ethnic community sustains their individuality,
they should nevertheless strive for a shared plane. The latter is connected with the Levinasian
stance that egotism might be eradicated within the community due to a meaningful
conversation between its particular members. Such an approach is also inscribed in Native
American tradition. As Allen states, “the artistry of the tribes is married to the essence of
language itself, for through language one can share one’s singular being with that of the
community and know within oneself the communal knowledge of the tribe” (81).
When pondering her ethnic community, Glancy claims, “our world is both a partanthropomorphic, part – deus ex machina world with the different parts bleeding into one
another. It’s part magic, part horror. A quasi-solid, floating, changing and uncohesive world.
No wonder it is so difficult to see clearly” (105). The narrating self recognizes the fluidity of
her ethnic community’s sense of identity, which contributes to her identity also being in flux,
or constantly in the state of becoming. When Glancy admits that “it is so difficult to see
clearly,” she points to her confusion and lack of a coherent, definite vision of her subjectivity.
Glancy asks, “what is it to be Indian, or part Indian, removed by generations & space from
that heritage? The language dead. The culture severed. It should have little effect. But my
sense of place in the Midwest is defined by that land that was – the vast prairies & our
migration over them. It is also defined by a sense of language which is lost” (106). On the
other hand, despite obstacles it poses, Glancy also admits the value of Native American
constituent of her double heritage: “it has taken YEARS to find my way. But my Native
American heritage is also a strength (especially the images I get from it for writing). So my
structure has always been one of conflict and ambivalence” (52). First, the narrating self
points to the particularity of a historical moment she is influenced by when she admits that
she is “removed by generations & space” from her ethnic heritage. Glancy also recognizes the
significance of the natural surroundings for her sense of identity when she refers to her “sense
of place” affected by “the vast prairies.” Those two references resonate with the Bakhtinian
thought. Furthermore, Glancy mentions that her identity is “defined by a sense of language
which is lost.” Such a stance, in turn, resonates with the immense significance that Levinas
ascribes to language as a proper medium of the encounter between the self and the other.
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At some other point, Glancy ponders her sense of ethnic identity in this way, “it’s like being a
space man floating in air – Suddenly the hose is severed – You whizz backward through
space. That’s what it’s like to have no language. You are without the means to convey what
you think” (108). Glancy points to the special function of language that enables one to
constitute their own reality with their own discourse. She asserts, “if you don’t have words,
you don’t have your world … How do you tie together your truth & the experience which
goes against it? How do you make tolerable a world which is not?” (109). According to
Levinas, truth about one’s identity that Glancy refers to might be discovered through the
encounter with the other, which is made possible through language. Without sharing a
language with the other, the self does not possess the “the means to convey what [she]
think[s]” (Glancy 108). This stance resonates with the Levinasian claim that a communicative
situation requires active participation of both the self and the other because communication is
a “way of referring to the other: it is to have and unfold one’s own being without at any point
losing contact with the other. To break with participation is, to be sure, to maintain contact,
but no longer derive one’s being from this contact: it is to see without being seen” (Totality
and Infinity 61). Glancy seems to perfectly grasp the fundamental role language serves in
constituting one’s ethnic identity when she emphasizes that “when tribes were forbidden to
speak their native language, as happened in reservation schools, & this oral tradition was
forgotten, the human without his sense of culture, his spirit, emerged. Having one’s language
stripped is like having one’s skin removed” (110).

Claiming Breath is concluded with the vision of the narrating self, who imagines herself
turning into fish. In the subentry entitled “Renascence,” Glancy writes, “mother \ what shall I
do with these fins of my feet? They’re not suitable. & your daughter’s lips bulge gaa gaa …
My round eyes see from the sides of my head! They’re yellow-ringed \ lovely \ but I’m
corralled in these little pools with 2 eyes that used to be ears … Remember my arms? Now a
tight buckskin holds the shaft of my spine … I’m all silvery” (114-115). First, it is the only
passage where Glancy directly addresses her mother, which may be interpreted as a hint at
reconciliation with the oppressive (m)other after her death. Second, it includes reference to
Native American creation myth, in which “together Maheo, the creator, and the water beings
create the earth, and with the aid of these beings, Maheo creates first man and first woman
and the creatures and environment they will need to live good and satisfying lives” (Allen 85;
emphasis added). Thus, in her vision of a woman turning into a water being, Glancy imagines
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herself as a co-creator of the world, which may point to reclaiming the power over creating
her poetry and, in a broader context, agency over her life.

4. Conclusion
According to Smith and Watson, there are various strategies a life narrator may adopt to
handle the multiplicity of her identity’s constituents. Those strategies encompass thematizing
or denying splits of identity, as well as attempts to inscribe their self-portrayals into
“particular identity frames” (Reading Autobiography 34-35). In Claiming Breath, Diane
Glancy juxtaposes her past identity of a respectable mother and housewife with the figure of a
traveler/poet/resident teacher who is liberated from oppressive familial bonds and who now
has claimed the right and freedom to create literature, pursue a professional career, and travel
across the country without any external restraints. Consequently, the narrating self regains the
lost agency over her existence. Smith and Watson point to the fact that the multiplicity of
identity is “not additive, but intersectional” (Reading Autobiography 36). Therefore, those
different threads of identity are not accumulated into one entity, but each strand is separately
immersed in the historicity of social, historical and cultural circumstances. Out of numerous
patterns of identity Smith and Watson enumerate, what is relevant in the case of Diane Glancy
are the labels of mixed-race and diasporic identities.
The narrating self “re-claims” her fundamental rights, which may be identified with breath,
the indispensable prerequisite of human being’s physical existence. Indeed, in the entry
“Nostrum,” Glancy points to the eponymous phrase when she analyzes her misery in marriage
and her regained autonomy after the divorce: “& the next day after keeping him [her husband]
quiet when he’d wake with a thunderstorm [after heavy drinking] \ coaxing him \ praying
gently to the god who made us \ I sat alone claiming breath after his harping in the night” (70;
emphasis added). The interpretation of the title of Glancy’s diary is also connected with the
fact that in the Native American culture, “breath is life, and the intermingling of breaths is the
purpose of good living. This is in essence the great principle on which all productive living
must rest, for relationships among all the beings of the universe must be fulfilled; in this way
each individual life may also be fulfilled” (Allen 82; emphasis added). The communal
dimension of breath (“the intermingling of breaths” as “the purpose of good living”) resonates
with the other’s influence on the process of the narrating self’s identity constitution, which is
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the major concern of this thesis. By writing her diary, Glancy not only (re)claims breath, but
also unsilences herself as a woman’s author: “the glory of the plain self in search of words to
say, ‘the self’ \ the delight of it. The birth \ the shedding of invisibility” (Glancy 87; emphasis
added).

On account of the fact that the theme of feminism is crucial in the discussion of Claiming
Breath, and this particular life narrative conveys emancipatory ambitions of its narrator, the
notion of agency of the subject might be classified as agency that is derived from
performativity. Smith and Watson refer to the fact that the narrating I of a life narrative
“speaks in tongues or heteroglossia … These voices can include the voice of publicly
acknowledged authority, the voice of innocence and wonder, the voice of cynicism, the voice
of postconversion certainty, the voice of suffering and victimization, and so on” (Reading
Autobiography 60). This approach unmistakably resonates with the narrating I of Claiming
Breath, who speaks in the voice of a traveler, a teacher, an author, a poet, a former wife and a
mother of adult children, a divorcee, and, most significantly, a self of double ethnic heritage
as well as a single woman who acknowledges her desire to become emancipated.

Despite its classification as a collection of essays by the writer herself, Claiming Breath may
be studied as a diary since its form and content meet the fundamental prerequisites of a genre
that are explored by Philippe Lejeune in On Diary. This approach serves as the background
against which the self’s encounter with otherness and its influence on the process of the self’s
identity constitution are depicted in this chapter. The theoretical context of the analysis is the
Bakhtinian concept of answerability and the Levinasian notion of responsibility, which are
both equally operative in Claiming Breath. The organizing principle is the themes that can be
identified in Claiming Breath, and which serve as the framework for the analysis of particular
encounters between the self (the narrating I) and her significant others. These themes include:
art as the medium of encounter between the self and the other, internal and external
dimensions of alterity, the Great Spirit as the Great Other, feminism and SHEdonism,
traveling as the source and, at the same time, consequence of reclaimed autonomy, the process
of writing and teaching literature and, finally, the narrating self’s ethnicity and her split
between two cultural heritages.
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CHAPTER 6
The Process of the Narrating Self’s Identity Constitution and the Notions of
Collectivity, Shared Experience, Answerability and Responsibility as Reflected
in Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi (2003)

1. Introduction
Similarly to the autobiographical texts that I have discussed in the previous chapters, Funny in
Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (2003) by Firoozeh Dumas presents a
process of constituting individual identity affected by double otherness, i.e., being both ethnic
and female. In “Towards a Theory of Iranian American Life Writing” (2008), Amy Motlagh
points to the fact that the memoir was written in 2003, i.e., after September 11th, in the period
when it became possible for the US to impose military actions against Iran for its nuclear
program. The reception of the memoir was influenced by political upheavals (the 2001 attack
on the World Trade Center and the 2003 US invasion of Iraq), and the memoir was both
criticized for diminishing and trivializing Iranian culture (Negar Mottahedeh), and praised for
effectively embracing diasporic as well as American socio-cultural identity (Amy Malek)
(Motlagh 17). Motlagh emphasizes mixed critical reception of memoirs like Funny in Farsi.
While some critics claim that humorous depiction of complex Iranian-American relations
results in their trivialization (Negar Mottahedeh), others treat them as “unique forms of exilic
cultural production” (Amy Malek qtd. in Motlagh 17).

Nevertheless, Funny in Farsi has not received the critical attention it deserved due to the fact
that the memoir became a bestseller in the US and was given numerous prestigious awards.
The memoir has also marked the beginning of Dumas’s writing career as well as her activity
as a popular public speaker. As one may read on the author’s official website:

Firoozeh Dumas was born in Abadan, Iran and moved to Whittier, California at the age
of seven. After a two-year stay, she and her family moved back to Iran and lived in
Ahvaz and Tehran. Two years later, they moved back to Whittier, then to Newport
Beach. Firoozeh then attended UC Berkeley where she met and married a Frenchman.
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Firoozeh grew up listening to her father, a former Fulbright Scholar, recount the many
colorful stories of his life. In 2001, with no prior writing experience, Firoozeh decided
to write her stories as a gift for her children. Random House published these stories in
2003. Funny in Farsi was on the New York Times, San Francisco Chronicle and Los
Angeles Times bestseller lists and was a finalist for the PEN/USA award in 2004 and a
finalist in 2005 for an Audie Award for best audio book ... She was also a finalist for
the prestigious Thurber Prize for American Humor, the first Middle Eastern woman
ever to receive this honor ... In 2008, Firoozeh published a second set of stories,
Laughing Without an Accent, which also became a New York Times bestseller. In
2016, she published her first book of middle grade fiction, It Ain’t so Awful, Falafel …
Firoozeh has also written for the New York Times, Gourmet Magazine, Los Angeles
Times, and many other outlets … When not writing, Firoozeh is active on the lecture
circuit. She has spoken at hundreds of schools, conferences and festivals. She believes
that everyone has a story to tell and that everyone’s story counts. (firoozehdumas.com)

The fact that Dumas was a finalist for the Thurber Prize for American Humor as well as the
very title of Funny in Farsi may suggest that the main concerns of the memoir will be humor
and language. Indeed, in “Poetry and Polemics: Iranian Literary Expression in the Digital
Age” (2008), Janet Alexanian notes that

Iranian American identity is dynamic and also characterized by its awareness of a
transnational context. Unlike a diasporic or exilic identification based solely on
displacement, the narratives of Iranian Americans articulated on Iranian websites
incorporate a self-conscious irony and shared experience of doubleness which are not
necessarily troubling, but humorous, sincere, and uniquely transnational. (133)
Although Alexanian refers to unspecified “narratives of Iranian Americans” posted on various
internet websites, her remark may be applied to Iranian American life writing in general.
Humor and “self-conscious irony” are indeed significant constituents of Funny in Farsi.
However, the main background for the recounted stories is provided by the narrating self’s
extended family, and the main character is (as the author herself admits), the narrating self’s
father. As Dumas claims, “the main character in my book [is] my father. When I started
writing my stories, I had no idea that my father would figure so prominently. Often, I would
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start a story about myself, and by the time I was finished, it was about my father. How this
happened I do not know” (191). Since the author’s extended family is the predominant
significant other depicted in Funny in Farsi, I will start the discussion of the encounter
between the narrating self and otherness from this category.

Then, I will proceed to the particularity of experience, the historical moment as an important
background for the encounter between the self and the other, the oppressive dimension of
otherness, a sense of inner otherness, the issue of language and linguistic alterity that is indeed
one of the relevant themes that are depicted in the memoir, and, finally, to the theme of
feminist awareness of the narrating self. As Dumas writes in the afterword to Funny in Farsi,
entitled “(Not So) Funny in Farsi,” “anyone who has read Funny in Farsi knows that it is a
humorous and gentle memoir about shared humanity and the love of family” (90), and
concludes this section with calling her piece “a tale of love and family” (91). Accordingly, it
is legitimate to examine in this chapter the encounter between the narrating self and the other
against the background of the notions of collectivity, shared experience, the Bakhtinian
answerability and the Levinasian responsibility. This approach is a novel one because Funny
in Farsi has not been examined in this context to date.

2. The encounter between the narrating self and the other in Funny in
Farsi against the background of the extended family
As Jennifer de Peuter remarks in “The Dialogics of Narrative Identity” (1998), “unlike the
production model wherein autonomy is celebrated as independence from the object world, the
relational model privileges subject relations and defines autonomy as the denial

of

human

interdependence” (38). De Peuter also points to the fact that “the self is liminal, ‘becoming’
on the boundaries of self and other,” and “self-stories are double-voiced; words are directed at
both an object of speech and the words of the other” (de Peuter 39; emphasis added). This
approach is in concordance with what Bakhtin notes in “Author and Hero”: there is “a human
being’s absolute need for the other, for the other’s seeing, remembering, gathering, and
unifying self-activity—the only self-activity capable of producing his outwardly finished
personality. This outward personality could not exist, if the other did not create it” (35-36).
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In Funny in Farsi, Firoozeh Dumas definitely uses the relational model of the encounter
between the self and the other, which is the model that emphasizes the inevitable
interdependence of the human beings involved in such an encounter. In Dumas’s memoir, the
significant other is predominantly represented by the members of the narrating self’s extended
family, who not only support each other on a daily basis, but are strongly bonded in the
emotional, intellectual, cultural, and even economic dimension. Dumas’s self-narrative is
definitely “double-voiced” due to the fact that she explicitly admits that the figure of her
father is the main character of Funny in Farsi. The narrating self unmistakably relies on the
stories that involve numerous members of her close family as well as distant relatives. These
are the others, whose external perspective or “the other’s seeing, remembering, gathering, and
unifying self-activity” (Bakhtin, “Author and Hero” 35) is crucial for the narrating self to
construct a unified portrayal of her self, to constitute the core of her identity. This outer
perspective provided by the other is also entailed in the collective dimension of memories,
and their reworking in the process of writing a memoir. By using such a double-voiced model,
Dumas fits into the pattern of other Iranian-American self-narrators. In “Introduction: Writing
Iranian Americans into the American Literature Canon” (2008), Peris M. Karim and Nasrin
Rahimieh emphasize that “personal and collective memory are integral to the experience of
migration, and it is not surprising to see the prevalence of memoirs and personal histories
among the diaspora Iranian writers” (12).
In the first chapter of Funny in Farsi entitled “Leffingwell Elementary School,” Dumas
recounts her first day at an American primary school. The narrating self is accompanied by
her mother who does not speak English and, instead of supporting her daughter in this
stressful moment, becomes the source of Dumas’s mortification. Dumas writes:

The following Monday, my father drove my mother and me to school. He had decided
that it would be a good idea for my mother to attend school with me for a few weeks. I
could not understand why two people not speaking English would be better than one,
but I was seven, and my opinion didn’t matter much. Until my first day at Leffingwell
Elementary School, I had never thought of my mother as an embarrassment, but the
sight of all the kids in the school staring at us before the bell rang was enough to make
me pretend I didn’t know her. (4)
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When asked by the teacher to show Iran on the map, Dumas’s mother is completely puzzled
since she lacks basic geographical knowledge. This is the first point in the memoir when the
narrating self acknowledges, first, the importance of a particular historical moment and,
second, gender conditioning of one’s fate. The former is crucial in evaluating an answerable
act because, as Bakhtin concurs:

as a performed act, a given thought forms an integral whole: both its content/sense and
the fact of its presence in my actual consciousness—the consciousness of a perfectly
determinate human being—at a particular time and in particular circumstances, i.e.,
the whole concrete historicalness of its performance—both of these moments (the
content/sense moment and the individual-historical moment) are unitary and
indivisible in evaluating that thought as my answerable act or deed. (Toward a
Philosophy of the Act 3)
Dumas concedes, “the problem was that my mother, like most women of her generation, had
been only briefly educated. In her era, a girl’s sole purpose in life was to find a husband.
Having an education ranked far below more desirable attributes such as the ability to serve tea
or prepare baklava” (5; emphasis added). Nevertheless, this remark is undoubtedly made from
the perspective of the narrating self who, as an adult at the moment of writing a memoir is
capable of depicting the subtleties of socio-historical circumstances that led to the mother’s
embarrassment. The seven-year-old narrated self understandably feels bitter about the
negative impression her mother made and claims, “I was especially mad at my mother,
because she had negated the positive impression I had made previously by reciting the color
wheel. I decided that starting the next day, she would have to stay home” (6; emphasis
original). At this point, the narrating self emphasizes her separateness from the (m)other who
becomes the source of shame in front of a group of significant others, mainly new classmates.
Dumas recounts, “now all the students stared at us, not just because I had come to school with
my mother, not because we couldn’t speak their language, but because we were stupid” (6).

The decision of the narrated self to continue attending classes without the company of her
(m)other illustrates the awareness of the fact that the self should not be consummated, i.e., she
should not be merged with the other. This is one of the prerequisites of answerability, which
presupposes that “nothing in Being, apart from myself, is an I for me. In all of Being I
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experience only myself—my unique self—as an I. All other Is (theoretical ones) are not I for
me, whereas my own unique (non-theoretical) I participates in once-occurrent Being: I exist
in it” (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 41; emphasis original). At this point, the onceoccurrent particular lived experience is Dumas’s first day at a new elementary school, and her
awareness of radical alterity of the (m)other is illustrated by the narrated self’s resolution to
attend school on her own.
The first chapter of Funny in Farsi is concluded with this statement, “after spending an entire
day in America, surrounded by Americans, I realized that my father’s description of America
had been correct. The bathrooms are clean and the people are very, very kind” (Dumas 7).
This statement is clearly ironic since the narrating self’s classmates were far from being kind
when staring at Dumas and her mother, judging them merely on the basis of their inability to
communicate or lack of education which is, in this case, culturally conditioned. Even though
Dumas recounts some helpful people who accompanied her and her mother home after they
were lost, she does not fail to add that “perhaps fearing that we might show up at their
doorstep again, the woman and her daughter walked us all the way to our front porch and
even helped my mother unlock the unfamiliar door” (7).
In the second chapter entitled “Hot Dogs and Wild Geese,” Dumas refers to her father as the
significant other who was supposed to act as an interpreter of the foreign country the family
immigrated to. The narrating self admits, “we counted on him not only to translate the
language but also to translate the culture, to be a link to this most foreign of lands. He was to
be our own private Rosetta stone” (Dumas 8). At this point, the excess of knowledge is
ascribed to the other (father) who is expected to “explain the world” to the (narrating) self.
Using the Bakhtinian terminology, the other possesses the excess of seeing, which is
comparable to the author’s excess of seeing in relation to the viewpoint of his or her hero.
Similarly to the Bakhtinian hero, the narrating self, to perceive the wholeness of herself and to
obtain a unified vision of the external reality, needs the outer perspective of the other owing to
the fact that “the organizing power in all aesthetic forms is the axiological category of the
other, the relationship to the other, enriched by an axiological ‘excess’ of seeing for the
purpose of achieving transgredient consummation” (Bakhtin, “Author and Hero” 189;
emphasis original). In Toward a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin differentiates between the
position of “I-for-myself” and “I-for-the-other” and concurs that, as Erdinast-Vulcan explains,
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“experiencing myself from within, I cannot produce an autonomous and whole representation
of my self; my own boundaries are structurally inaccessible to my perception and
consciousness” (Between Philosophy and Literature 27).
Dumas’s family are justified in expecting the father’s excess of knowledge due to his graduate
years spent in the US on a Fulbright scholarship. Soon after the narrating self’s arrival in the
US, she discovers that her father is unable to effectively communicate in everyday situations.
Dumas writes:

We wondered how my father had managed to spend several years attending school in
America yet remain so utterly befuddled by Americans. We soon discovered that his
college years had been spent mainly in the library, where he had managed to avoid
contact with all Americans except his engineering professors. As long as the
conversation was limited to vectors, surface tension, and fluid mechanics, my father
was Fred Astaire with words. But one step outside the scintillating world of petroleum
engineering and he had two left tongues. (9)

At this point, the lack of communication is rooted in the lack of a plane that would be shared
by the self (Dumas’s father) and any other, who is not familiar with the technical jargon.
Furthermore, he was not willing to find such a shared plane since, as Dumas elucidates:
My father’s inability to understand spoken English was matched only by his efforts to
deny the problem. His constant attempts at communicating with Americans seemed at
first noble and adventurous, then annoying. Somewhere between his thick Persian
accent and his use of vocabulary found in pre-World War II British textbooks, my
father spoke a private language. That nobody understood him hurt his pride, so what
he lacked in speaking ability, he made up for by reading. (9)
Thus, the narrating self’s father did not become involved in an effective answerable act,
which is possible only if the subject

understands both the actual and the ought-to-be sense of the interrelationship between
himself and these [other] persons and objects—the truth [pravda] of the given state of
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affairs—and he understands the ought of his performed act, that is, not the abstract law
of his act, but the actual, concrete ought conditioned by his unique place in the given
context of the ongoing event. (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 30)

Relying merely on the technical vocabulary he used at university as well as the linguistic
repertoire he derived from outdated sources, the narrating self’s father was not capable of
grasping the idea of “the given context of the ongoing [communicative] event” (Bakhtin 30).
By compensating for the lack of “speaking ability” with reading skills, the father substituted
the centripetal (inwards) activity for the centrifugal movement (towards the others), which
proved unsuccessful.

In the same chapter, Dumas acknowledges a similar approach that was adopted by her mother.
The latter acquired the knowledge of English mainly by watching tv shows, which was
obviously inefficient. The strategy the narrating self’s (m)other devised was to “use [her] as
an interpreter” (10). As Dumas asserts:

My brother Farshid, with his schedule full of soccer, wrestling, and karate, was too
busy to be recruited for this dubious honor. At an age when most parents are guiding
their kids toward independence, my mother was hanging on to me for dear life. I had
to accompany her to the grocery store, the hairdresser, the doctor, and every place else
that a kid wouldn’t want to go. (10)

Therefore, the (m)other was completely dependent upon her school-age daughter as far as the
communicative act was concerned. The narrating self comprehends the idea of the ought, or
moral obligation conditioned by individual circumstances of the event, marked by the
“uniqueness of a performed act, of its once-occurrent compellentness, of its historicity, of the
impossibility to replace it with anything else or to provide a substitute for it” (Bakhtin,
Toward a Philosophy of the Act 25). Nevertheless, such an overwhelming interdependence of
the (m)other and daughter (self) may result in the latter’s consummation, or finalization,
which is undesirable in the encounter between the self and the other. Therefore, the narrating
self declares that she “always encouraged [her] mother to learn English” and “despite little
progress on [her] mother’s part, [she] continually encouraged her” (11). Dumas continues,
“rather than teach her [mother] English vocabulary and grammar, I eventually decided to
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teach her entire sentences to repeat. I assumed that once she got used to speaking correctly, I
could be removed, like training wheels, and she would continue coasting. I was wrong” (11).

Another instance of the narrating self serving the role of a translator is mentioned in the
chapter entitled “Me and Bob Hope,” where Dumas refers to a sense of alterity her family felt
during Christmas time. Dumas reports that they spent Christmas watching tv shows:
My parents … had a particular fondness for the annual Bob Hope Christmas specials
with frequent guest star Brooke Shields. They didn’t understand any of Bob’s jokes,
but my father laughed along with the laugh tracks. Then my father would ask, “What
did he say?” And that was how I spent Christmas Eve—translating Bob Hope’s jokes
into Persian, joked that my parents didn’t understand in any language. (107-108)
It seems that the narrating self liberated herself from the duty of being her parents’ interpreter
only when she entered adulthood. Dumas asserts, “I no longer encourage my parents to learn
English. I’ve given up. Instead, I’m grateful for the wave of immigration that has brought
Iranian television, newspapers, and supermarkets to America” (12).

The sense of collectivity that is the major background of Funny in Farsi is rooted in Iranian
culture and, consequently, within the narrating self’s extended family. Apart from this cultural
conditioning, in the chapter entitled “In the Gutter,” Dumas portrays the uniquely strong
familial bonds initiated (in the context of the narrating self’s immediate family) by the figure
of her father. Dumas points out that after the death of her father’s parents:

He and his siblings survived through teamwork, and now, even though they are well
into their seventies and have many kids and grandkids, they remain the central players
in one another’s lives. They have supported one another through deaths and illnesses
and rejoiced in one another’s good fortune … The unbreakable bond between my
father and his siblings serves as a testimonial that even though their parents lived very
short lives, they did something right. (13)

What is striking in this chapter is the fact that the family spends most of their spare time
together, which is exemplified by their shared experience of watching the show Bowling for
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Dollars. Dumas reports, “my parents and I watched the show religiously, with my father’s
running commentary” (14). The narrating self’s father decided to take part in the show
himself, which was a complete disaster. The father’s failure resulted in the whole family
giving up watching the show they used to enjoy so much. Dumas contends, “after this brush
with fame [the father’s appearance on the show], we no longer watched Bowling for Dollars.
We didn’t feel the same emotional involvement” (16). Firstly, at this point Dumas starts using
the first person plural pronoun that will be a recurrent technique throughout her memoir and
which points to the predominant focus on the shared experience. Secondly, the fact that the
whole family quit watching the show illustrates an example of the self’s sympathetic coexperiencing with the significant other (her father). As Greg Marc Nielsen clarifies, in the
Bakhtinian thought, sympathetic co-experiencing is the preferable and “does not mean we
fuse the I-for-myself with its viewpoint or experience. Indeed, we can never be outside of our
own experience … we can only be outside the experience of the other. Boundaries or zones
are fundamental to both the self and its discourse but they are also passable both in the
imaginary and the real” (39-40; emphasis original).
The next chapter, “Save Me, Mickey,” also begins with emphasizing the commonality of
experience by the use of the first person plural pronoun:

When we first came to America in 1972, we knew we would be staying only for about
two years. This gave us approximately 104 weekends to see everything there was to
see in California … Because we were new to this country, we were impressed not just
by the big attractions but also by the little things—smiling employees, clean
bathrooms, and clear signage. Our ability to be impressed by the large selection of key
chains at the souvenir shops guaranteed that every place we saw delighted us. (17;
emphasis added)

What prevails in Funny in Farsi is a sense of community, commonality of experience and a
profound belief that sharing joy with others strengthens any positive occurrence. Such an
attitude is compatible with the Bakhtinian stance that the co-existing human being is (next to
God), the unique potential determinant of the self’s happiness. In “Author and Hero,” Bakhtin
asserts that
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joy is possible for me only in God or in the world, that is only where I partake in being
in a justified manner through the other and for the other … It is my otherness that
rejoices in me not I for myself … I can celebrate and jubilate in the world and in God
but not within myself. I can only reflect the joy of the affirmed being of others. The
spirit’s smile is a reflected smile. (136-137; emphasis original)
In Funny in Farsi, Dumas’s father’s convictions perfectly resonate with the Bakhtinian
thought. As the narrating self observes:

According to my father, any activity that is enjoyed by our family will be
exponentially more enjoyable if shared with others. A crowded dinner at his sister’s
house where only half the guests have chairs is preferred to a meal with four people
and ample seating. His tribal nature may result from having grown up with eight
siblings, but whatever the root cause, my father decided that if Disneyland was fun for
our family, just think how much more fun it would be with twenty other people. That
is how one weekend we found ourselves at Disneyland’s main entrance with six of my
father’s Iranian colleagues and their families. (Dumas 18; emphasis added)
The importance of sustaining close emotional bonds with the members of Dumas’s extended
family is emphasized in the chapter entitled “Swoosh-Swoosh,” where she contends:
For my American friends, “a visiting relative” meant a three-night stay. In my family,
relatives’ stays were marked by seasons, not nights … It didn’t matter that our house
was barely big enough for us. My father’s motto has always been “Room in the heart,
room in the house.” As charming as this sounds, it translates into a long line for the
bathroom and extra loads of laundry for my mother. (24-25)

Dumas also acknowledges a more prosaic explanation for such prolonged visits of relatives:
“no one bothered coming halfway around the world for just the month of December. Might as
well stay to experience spring in California, the children’s graduation ceremonies in June, and
Halloween” (24). Nevertheless, the excerpt starting from “For my American friends”
illustrates, first, the cultural conditioning of the family’s firm sense of community and,
second, the fact that it is the woman (here Dumas’s mother) who bears the direct
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consequences of such generous hospitality. At another point in her memoir, Dumas also points
to the fact that the practical side of organizing family gatherings is assigned to female
relatives: “my father’s idea of eating out is going to his sisters’ houses. My two aunts, who
live in small, modest homes with tiny kitchens, are always ready to serve whoever drops by
around mealtime, a term loosely defined as anywhere between breakfast and bedtime, give or
take two hours” (75). As a result, the female members of the family are obliged to host other
relatives regardless of inconvenience their visits may bring (lack of space in the kitchen, late
hours).
In the chapter entitled “Swoosh-Swoosh,” Dumas points to a sense of collectivity and
profound emotional bond that extends beyond the immediate familial circle. She asserts that
the family was attached to their servants: “Ali and Zahra were from a small village in northern
Iran; with us, they could earn more money than was possible back home. They were very
happy, and even though my parents found them another family to live with, no one cried
harder than they did when we moved to America” (Dumas 26). In the same chapter, Dumas
reports one of the pillars of her family’s sense of collectivity, which is eating together. She
unmistakably uses the first person plural pronoun, and writes, “when the meal was finally
ready, we all sat together and savored the sensuous experience of a delicious Persian meal”
(25; emphasis added). When Dumas refers to exploring American cuisine, the final verdict
regarding the best meals is also reached collectively. Dumas claims:

After weeks of research, we concluded that Kentucky Fried Chicken was the best thing
we had tasted in America, followed by Baskin-Robbins, every last one of its flavors.
No one was made happier by our foray into eating prepared foods than my mother,
who, lacking both Iranian ingredients and Zahra, had a very difficult time cooking in
America … Several times a week, my father would buy a couple of buckets of fried
chicken on his way home from work. We’d fight over the crispy crumbs at the bottom
and wash it all down with Coke. On other nights, we ate pizza, marveling at the
stretchy cheese and our insatiable appetite for this wondrous food. (26-27; emphasis
added)

In the same chapter, Dumas depicts another family member, Uncle Nematollah, who,
similarly to her mother, needs the narrating self as an interpreter. Dumas’s uncle, who was
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staying with the family for several months after his divorce, “had come to America to forget
his marital problems. In a way, he had succeeded. Now he had his weight to worry about.
Starting that day, my uncle decided to lose weight. Dragging me along as his interpreter, he
and I headed for the Sav-On drugstore to buy diet pills and a scale” (27; emphasis added). The
use of vocabulary in this excerpt (“dragging along”) points to the narrating self’s discomfort
resulting from the other again being dependent upon her. Nevertheless, she obeys and
accompanies her relative, which may be interpreted as the self comprehending the category of
the ought within the Bakhtinian answerable act. At this point in Dumas’s memoir, the
presence of the other (Uncle Nematollah) is also the source of her family’s alterity within the
neighboring community. As Dumas recounts, the uncle bought a special outfit which was
supposed to help him lose weight but was, at the same time, ridiculous to look at. Dumas
writes:

My uncle decided to speed the weight-loss process by wearing his moon suit all day.
He thought nothing of circling the block endlessly, leaving neighbors wondering
whether perhaps he was looking for the mother ship. Dressed for a jaunt on Venus, he
strolled to the supermarket, the hardware store, and everywhere else he needed to go.
Unable to understand English, he had apparently forgotten the international meaning
of stares as well. Kids at school asked me about the strange guy who was staying with
us. In terms of weirdness, my family and I were now off the charts. (29; emphasis
added)

Although the presence of an eccentric uncle was embarrassing for the family, the chapter is
concluded with emphasizing the emotional bond they nevertheless developed during
Nematollah’s visit. He became a significant other for the narrating self, who recounts his
departure: “we watched him pack his suitcases, all of us wishing he could stay longer. My
uncle had exercised his way into our hearts, and the house was going to seem empty without
him” (Dumas 30). The sense of alterity in the community that resulted from the uncle’s nonstandard behavior is at this point overshadowed by a sense of familial solidarity. The narrating
self’s depiction of the uncle’s figure points to her becoming involved in an answerable act, in
which two dissimilar subjectivities encounter although each of them is intertwined in their
particular socio-historical circumstances. As Bakhtin notes, “the answerability of the actually
performed act knows a unitary plane, a unitary context in which this taking-into-account [of
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alterity] is possible … The performed act has, therefore, a single plane and a single principle
that encompasses all those moments within its answerability” (Toward a Philosophy of the Act
28). In the depiction of the family’s profound bond with the uncle, the “unitary plane and
context” of an answerable act is possible due to, first, individual circumstances (strong
interdependence of Dumas’s father’s siblings) and, second, cultural conditioning that
privileges relatives over one’s neighboring community.
The figure of Dumas’s father as a pioneer in immigration to the US as well as a decisive
person in fostering the familial bonds and the well-being of numerous relatives is depicted in
the chapter entitled “Waterloo.” Dumas writes, “my father is a proud man. He was the first
member of his family to study in America, the first to win a Fulbright scholarship, and, years
later, the first to settle permanently in America. Because of him, his siblings and their families
ended up in Southern California, where they all live within half an hour of one another” (68).
In the same chapter, Dumas recounts her swimming lessons with the father as a selfproclaimed swimming coach, who successively taught the children in his extended family
how to swim. Unfortunately, the teaching techniques that worked with her relatives proved to
be completely unsuccessful in the case of the narrated self. Dumas concedes:
My father … never quite understood the role of anxiety in my fruitless swimming
lessons. He eventually decided that perhaps if he yelled or hurled insults, I might learn
more quickly. “You’re like a rock! You’re hopeless! What’s wrong with you?” This
method may work wonders in the army, but it didn’t work with me. I now had two
hurdles to overcome, fear of water and fear of being in the water with my father. (70)
This excerpt points to the lack of an effective answerable act within the narrated self’s
encounter with otherness (father). The other’s insensitive attitude accompanied by offensive
remarks and verbal violence resulted not only in the lack of effects as far as swimming skills
of the self are concerned. They also evoked fear that disturbed any further attempts at
communicating the narrated self’s needs. As Courtney Bender explains, “Bakhtin’s self learns
to respond to many others, and learns many different ways of interacting … that encompass
the other-for-myself and the I-for-another. Mastering answerability entails finding the right
tone and content to present in many situations, as well as mastery of understanding one’s own
relationship to others and their relationships to the self” (192-193; emphasis original). The
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narrating self’s father did not succeed in the answerable act because he applied the same
teaching technique that he had used before when instructing other children in the family. He
was unable to modify his “tone and content” in order to find a shared plane with his daughter.
What the narrating self’s father missed was the particularity of another participant of
answerability (his daughter) due to the fact that, as Bakhtin asserts, “the performed act has to
do only with one single person and one single object, where, moreover, this person and this
object are given to it in individual emotional-volitional tones” (Toward a Philosophy of the
Act 53).
Dumas’s failure in learning how to swim is presented as a source of deep disappointment for
her father: “after a couple summers’ worth of lessons, I had managed, by age six, to learn
nothing, setting an all-time failure record for my father” (70). The inability to find the
appropriate way to communicate with his daughter was aggravated by the narrating self’s
father use of verbal violence on the verge of body shaming. Dumas admits:
My father eventually decided that we didn’t actually have to be in a pool for him to get
angry with me for not knowing how to swim … If anybody used the word “swim,” my
father would glare at me with a combination of shame and anger … To save face, he
had come with a theory of why I couldn’t swim. “She’s built like a rock,” he’d always
say. “She just sinks” … He finally announced to the world, which for us consisted of
my aunts, uncles, and cousins, that some people are incapable of swimming. “Firoozeh
is one them,” he concluded. (70-71)
At this point, the narrating self’s humiliation is intensified by the fact that it is reported to the
whole “world,” which is identified with the extended family (a sense of collectivity is
emphasized again). Interestingly, the use of body shaming is not gender-specific (used only by
the father) because it is also adopted by the narrating self’s aunt who is supposed to finally
teach her niece how to swim (she is trustworthy as “a doctor in Switzerland”). After an
unsuccessful attempt at the latter, Dumas acknowledges, “my aunt dragged me out of the pool
and, doing her best imitation of General Patton in a bad mood, announced that I was hopeless.
When my parents joined us, she announced, ‘Firoozeh is a rock.’” (72; emphasis added).
Body shaming is at this point again accompanied by military connotations, which are
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supposed to evoke fear and respect. The latter are meant to cover the aunt’s failure as a
swimming coach.

Finally, the narrating self acquired swimming skills on her own during holidays by the
Caspian Sea. The reaction of her father is summarized: “when we returned to Abadan, I
proudly told my father the news. He did not believe me. He and I headed straight for the pool,
where he watched in disbelief. “You, Firoozeh,” he said, shaking his head, “are an odd child.”
“No,” I said, “there was nobody yelling at me in the sea” (Dumas 73). Thus, the narrating self
emphasizes the oppressive character of the swimming lessons as well as verbal violence that
was their part and parcel. Earlier in this chapter, there is an essential excerpt containing
judgement of the narrated self’s attitude made from the perspective of the narrating self: “in
hindsight, I believe my ability to dodge all learning opportunities did reveal a certain inner
strength, a persistent refusal to be like the others” (Dumas 70). This remark reveals the
narrating self’s sense of individuality as well as the grasp of singularity of her experience,
which may be identified with “rays of light [that] radiate from [the self’s] uniqueness”
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 60).

Despite some hints at the oppressive character of the relation the narrating self has with her
father (e.g. swimming lessons), what prevails in Funny in Farsi are illustrations of strong
emotional bonds with this (most) significant other. In the chapter “The Ham Amendment,”
Dumas refers to her father’s “ham cravings,” that are not shared by the narrating self’s mother
who “would not touch the stuff with a ten-meter pole” (85). The reason why Dumas’s mother
resents ham is Islam that is professed by the family, who are nevertheless “secular Muslims,
like most of the population” (Dumas 104). At that point, however, the narrated self is not
aware of this religious explanation. As Dumas concedes:

I had no idea why my mother reacted so strongly. All I knew was that whenever my
father wanted to buy ham, I was his chosen partner. And I was honored. The
opportunity to spend time alone with my father was so rare that I would have done just
about anything to have him all to myself. Had he wanted to rob a bank, I would
happily have driven the getaway car … Once the ham was purchased, my father and I
rode home, sharing the excitement felt by cavemen who had successfully hunted the
elusive mammoth. My mother and brothers stayed away from the kitchen while my
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father meticulously prepared his meal … He then sat down to savor every mouthful
while I watched him. Eating his beloved jambon always put him in a good mood,
which then led to stories about America and his exciting graduate years. I never asked
to eat the ham and my dad never offered. Having been part of the hunt was satisfying
enough for me. (85-86; emphasis added)
This excerpt confirms that the fact of being chosen as her father’s “partner in crime” is for the
narrating self the source of great honor and trust. Although in her memoir Dumas praises the
collectivity of the experience oftentimes shared with the extended family, at this point she
unmistakably strives for time that the father would spend exclusively with her (even her
mother and brothers are excluded from the experience). Furthermore, the experience of eating
ham is a starting point for the father’s storytelling, which adds some epistemological value to
the self’s perception (getting to know the other better). The excerpt quoted above is one of the
most remarkable instances of the narrating self’s admiration for her father that may be found
in Dumas’s memoir. The chapter is concluded with the narrating self’s discovering why her
mother rejected ham so vehemently (it was forbidden food in Islam).
Although the family are Muslim, the father explains that “it’s not what we eat or don’t eat that
makes us good people; it’s how we treat one another … You have to look and see what’s in
their [people of different religions’] hearts. That’s the only thing that matters, and that’s the
only detail God cares about” (Dumas 87). Dumas acknowledges, “I was six years old and I
knew that I had just been made privy to something very big and important, something far
larger than the jewels in the Shah’s crown, something larger than my little life in Abadan. My
father’s words felt scandalous, yet utterly and completely true” (87). Hence, a prosaic event
(her father’s indulgence in ham) leads to the other sharing with the self some fundamental
truths about religious dogmas, human nature, and ethics.

In Funny in Farsi, the chapter that most extensively illustrates a sense of collectivity that
underlies the encounter of the self and the other is tellingly entitled “It’s All Relatives.”
Dumas asserts:

Growing up in Iran, I was surrounded not by snow [unlike Inuits she mentions before]
or tanned people [like the inhabitants of Newport Beach], but by relatives. Not
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surprisingly, my native language, Persian, contains many more precise words for
relatives than does the English language … Only one word describes their [aunts and
uncles’] children in English, “cousin,” whereas in Persian, we have eight words to
describe the exact relationship of each cousin. (96)
At this point, the narrating self acknowledges the cultural conditioning of her family’s
dependence upon numerous relatives, which is reflected in their native language. In the same
chapter, Dumas refers to a significant other embodied by Aunt Sedigeh. Their bond is
illustrated in this way:

Since my aunt Sedigeh never had a daughter, she regarded me as her own. Always
warm and affectionate, she showered me with compliments that stayed with me long
after our visits had ended. She often told me that I was smart and patient and that she
wished that I were her daughter. She never criticized me, but loved me as only a
father’s sister could. To me, the word ameh [father’s sister in Persian] still conjures up
feelings of being enveloped with love. (97; emphasis original)

The narrating self emphasizes the love and complete acceptance that she received from this
significant other. The unconditionality of the recognition of the self’s attributes may be
contrasted with the oppression that she at some points experienced from her father (e.g.
swimming lessons). The father’s wish to “format” the self in order for her to fit his scheme (as
another product of his successful procession of children who were taught how to swim) may
be interpreted as an attempt at the self’s finalization. On the other hand, the aunt’s attitude of
unconditional love and acceptance resonates with the Bakhtinian view, in which any of the
participants’ finalization or consummation is undesired. In Towards a Philosophy, Bakhtin
explains that “in my emotional-volitional consciousness the other is in his own place, insofar
as I love him as another, and not as myself” (46 emphasis original). This is also concordant
with the Levinasian concept of radical alterity of both the self and the other, which is
necessary within their encounter (Totality and Infinity 121).

In the same chapter, Dumas conjures up memories that are brought by scents, like in the story
of Proust’s madeleine. Dumas reports:
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When we moved to America, I no longer had access to those fragrances and I forgot all
about my aunt’s garden. Strolling through a market in Berkeley one day, I spotted a
vaguely familiar flower. I bent down and smelled a sweet pea for the first time in
fifteen years. Suddenly, I was six years old again and running around chasing
butterflies in my aunt’s garden. (97)

The narrating self ponders her present bond with the aunt, whose warm feelings still
accompany Dumas in her adulthood: “my sweet ameh still delivers her kind compliments, but
nowadays she tells me what a good mother I am, and I tell her what a compliment that is
coming from her” (98-99). The fact that the other adjusts her praise of the self to the
peculiarities of the narrating self’s present life moment (being a mother) resonates with the
Bakhtinian prerequisite to find “the right tone and content to present in many situations”
(Bender 193). Nevertheless, the fact that the aunt’s compliments focus only on one dimension
of the narrating self’s identity (i.e., maternity) is also symptomatic. The other at this point
seems to neglect other constituents of the self’s personality (such as being a university
graduate or a prospective author). It may be interpreted as the aunt’s association with merely
domestic and family life, and her husband’s affinity with knowledge and education. The latter
is confirmed by Dumas in this way: “uncle Abdullah … was a man of books, a learned man
who enjoyed learning for its own sake” (97). The fact that the narrating self’s aunt praises her
solely on being “a good mother” also dovetails with the patriarchal culture’s scheme, within
which social value of a woman is measured merely by her being an effective mother, wife,
sister or daughter (Rosaldo 26).

This cultural conditioning is also discernible in the fact that Sedigeh is presented as the most
intelligent one out of Dumas’s father’s siblings, who was nevertheless denied education
because of her gender and socio-historical circumstances. Dumas writes, “times being what
they were, Sedigeh was not allowed to pursue her education past sixth grade and was married
shortly thereafter. All her brothers became engineers and doctors” (100). Dumas comments:

Whenever my father told me this story [illustrating how smart Sedigeh was], his eyes
welled up, “What an injustice to deny a mind like that an education,” he always said,
his voice getting smaller and smaller, before he exclaimed: “And you, Firoozeh, will
go to a university!” My father could not change the past, but the past had most
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certainly changed him … It was payback time for my father, whose daughter was
destined to claim the education denied his sister. (101)
At this point, the father’s wish for the narrating self to somehow compensate for the aunt’s
lack of educational opportunities also veers towards self’s finalization. The narrating self is
meant to realize a ready-made pattern devised by her father (to fulfil his ambition by
obtaining university education). This contradicts the concept of subjectivity always in flux,
rejecting finalization for the reason that “the Bakhtinian architectonics of the subject … offers
a view of the human subject as fully embodied, singular rather than generic, and always in the
process of becoming” (Erdinast-Vulcan 25). Furthermore, if an “exilic” constituent of identity
is understood as “a position that is liminal and constantly in flux” (Janet Alexanian 131), the
narrating self should avoid consummation or finalization into a stable form. Interestingly, the
fact that the narrating self’s university education is considered in the context of experience (or
lack of experience) of a female relative is similar to what is depicted in Sandra Cisneros’s The
House on Mango Street. In the latter, the narrating self refers to the fate of her female
ancestors (grandmother, mother and aunts), and declares that she wishes not to follow the
patterns of their fate. Similarly, in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath, the narrating self presents
her late mother as invariably “homebound” (51), and roots her desire to travel and pursue
literary career in rebellion against such domestic imprisonment.
In Funny in Farsi, another attempt at the self’s finalization by the other is illustrated by the
narrating self’s father trying to control and influence whom his daughter votes for in the
election. Dumas asserts:

After every election, my father called me to ask me whom I had voted for. After
several such phone calls, we realized that our votes simply negate each other. We stand
on opposite sides of all issues. I have since learned not to share any information with
my father, instead reminding him that the voting process is confidential, which
explains why there are booths instead of, say, people just raising their hands in a
public vote hall so that someone like my father can tell them they’re wrong. (118-119)
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At this point, the narrating self rejects finalization and protects her radical alterity that is
endangered by the other’s attempts at controlling her choices and molding her opinions in
order to adjust them to his vision of the world.
The chapter “It’s All Relatives” includes numerous excerpts confirming the remarkable
strength of the familial bonds. Dumas acknowledges:
All of my ameh and amoo [father’s brothers] live within fifteen minutes of one another
and manage to get together for every possible occasion, from birthdays to that longstanding favorite, the Miss America pageant … As boring as graduation ceremonies
are, my relatives attend every one, rejoicing in the academic accomplishments of the
children and grandchildren … My relatives also attend one another’s housewarming
parties, New Year’s celebrations, and baby showers, all en masse. (102)
There is underlying pride and a sense of uniqueness in the narrating self’s accounts on her
family’s special ties. Dumas asserts that “together, my relatives form an alliance that
represents a genuine and enduring love of family, one that sustains them through difficulties
and gives them reasons to celebrate during good times” (103). Furthermore, the narrating self
situates her individual value in the fact that she is immersed in such impressive collectivity.
Dumas contends, “before I married Francois, I told him that I came with a tribe … Francois
said he loved tribes, especially mine. Now, whenever we visit my relatives …. I realize that he
didn’t marry me despite my tribe, he married me because of them. Without my relatives, I am
but a thread; together, we from a colorful and elaborate Persian carpet” (103; emphasis
original). The last sentence of this excerpt clearly points to the great relevance of a sense of
collectivity to the process of constituting the narrating self’s identity, which is the major
concern of this dissertation.
In Funny in Farsi, Dumas’s husband is depicted as a significant other, whose alterity is
derived predominantly from different cultural conditioning of the spouses’ upbringing. In the
chapter “Of Mosquitoes and Men,” Dumas points to her husband’s habit of recounting
peculiar stories from his childhood and claims:
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I loved all of Francois’s stories and never had to impress him with any exotic tales,
since as far as he was concerned, being Iranian and having a name like Firoozeh far
outweighed any of his adventures. I didn’t quite agree with him, but who was I to burst
the bubble of a man whom I had somehow managed to effortlessly impress, a man
who was captivated by the mere details of my life? (58; emphasis added)
The phrase that the narrating self uses in this excerpt (starting from “who was I”) sounds
somewhat self-deprecating. On the one hand, it may be interpreted as ironic but on the other,
considering that at several points in her memoir, Dumas acknowledges that she grew up
entangled in patriarchal culture, this remark may as well be understood literally. For instance,
when recounting her family’s celebration of Thanksgiving, Dumas asserts, “during our
Thanksgiving meal, my father gives thanks for living in a free country where he can vote. I
always share gratitude for being able to pursue my hopes and dreams, despite being female”
(75; emphasis added). In the chapter “Of Mosquitoes and Men,” Dumas illustrates the
discrepancies of the spouses’ experience when she recounts their honeymoon. She notes:

having grown up in southern Iran, I experienced enough physical discomforts to make
me truly appreciate a nice resort. Francois’s life of affluence in the Parisian suburbs,
on the other hand, had left him itching for adventure … To Francois’s family, a
vacation meant going to their secluded seaside villa in Greece, where they brushed up
on their tanning and windsurfing skills. These activities were interspersed with fishing
or looking for ancient relics that washed up on the beach. To my family, a vacation
usually meant going to a relative’s house and sleeping on the floor, squeezed between
several cousins. (Dumas 59)

Apart from the difference in the financial side of holidaying, what Dumas emphasizes again is
a sense of collectivity that is celebrated in her family. She grants, “during other vacations,
Francois saw the sights in Thailand and Bali. The only sights we ever chose to see were the
faces of family members who lived in other towns” (Dumas 60). What is significant at this
point is the fact that the narrating self does not seem bitter about the differences in the way
she and her husband spent holidays as children; instead, there is underlying pride in her strong
familial bonds.
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The figure of Dumas’s husband represents cultural and religious alterity that is nevertheless
“tamed” within the mixed family. In the chapter “Me and Bob Hope,” Dumas asserts, “when I
married a Catholic, I became a card-carrying member of the Christmas Club. Now, every
December, my children and I drag a tree into our house, leaving a trail of pine needles” (108).
As Dumas declares, this element of her acculturation process is now firmly established within
her identity. She claims, “in every Iranian living room, the sweet scent of hyacinths trumpeted
the arrival of Nowruz [Iranian New Year’s Day] and the beginning of spring. In America, our
Christmas tree fills our house with the unmistakable aroma of pine, a scent I now associate
with winter celebrations” (109).

3. Particularity of experience
The Bakhtinian concept of answerability is strictly connected with the notions of particularity,
specificity and individuality both of the selves who become involved in an answerable act and
the socio-historical background of the act itself. The individual character of both the self and
the other is derived from the fact that “man-in-general does not exist; I exist and a particular
concrete other exists—my intimate, my contemporary (social mankind), the past and future of
actual human beings (of actual historical mankind)” (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act
47). The once-occurrent lived experience is the foundation of an answerable act because it
enables one to “get back to the naked immediacy of experience as it is felt from within the
utmost particularity of a specific life, the molten lava of events as they happen. He [Bakhtin]
seeks the sheer quality of happening in life before the magma of such experience cools,
hardening into igneous theories, or accounts of what has happened” (Holquist x). Similarly,
Levinas in Totality and Infinity postulates to substitute totality (identified with the general)
with infinity (associated with specificity and particularity of both experience and the selves
that are involved in a responsible act).

In Funny and Farsi, the particularity of experience is predominantly illustrated against the
background of specificity of the narrating self’s family’s collective experience. One of the
instances is presented in the chapter entitled “The Ham Amendment,” where Dumas recounts
the visit of the Iranian Shah in her hometown, Abadan. Dumas recalls:
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When I was five years old, the Shah was scheduled to come to Abadan for the
inauguration of a petrochemical plant. A parade had been arranged and a special float
had been built for him. To avoid the large crowds, we decided to skip the parade,
knowing that we would not be able to see anything. We were not, however, willing to
miss our only opportunity for a brush with royalty. My father, a man whose
engineering mind always comes up with a solution, devised a plan. On a scorching hot
day, the day before the parade, my mother wore her Jackie Kennedy sleeveless dress,
my brothers put on long-sleeved shirts and ties, and the five of us drove to the parade
site in my father’s air-conditioned Chevrolet. Granted, there was no parade, no
cheering crowd, no music, and, least of all, no royalty. But none of that mattered. We
climbed on the beribboned float intended for the Shah, our faces protected by the
awning built to shield the royal face from the blazing sun. We smiled. My father’s
camera captured our royal moment. (83; emphasis original)
First, this excerpt points to the figure of the narrating self’s father as the decisive person who
devises strategies for the whole family, and the family unquestioningly follows his somewhat
extravagant plans. Second, Dumas illustrates the particularity of the family’s experience by
giving specific details (the mother’s dress, the brand of their car). Furthermore, what is
relevant to the family is not the original purpose of the event (the visit of the Shah to their
hometown), but the fact that they share the experience with each other, i.e., a sense of
collectivity and particularity (the absence of the Shah did not matter). The fact that Dumas
affirms that the “camera captured our royal moment” refers to the dignified, magnificent
moments spent together by the narrating self’s family, regardless of the absence of the Shah.
Royalty is thus derived from the particularity of the shared experience.

4. Historical moment as an important factor influencing the relation
between the self and the other
In the Bakhtinian thought, the particularity of a historical moment is an essential determinant
affecting the encounter between the self and the other. The self that becomes involved in an
answerable act should possess “the consciousness of a perfectly determinate human being—at
a particular time and in particular circumstances, i.e., the whole concrete historicalness of its
performance” (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 3). The historical moment that is the
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background of a given encounter between the selves is superior to any abstract systems due to
the fact that “regardless of the moments we distinguish in a theoretically valid judgment …
the validity of all these moments remains completely impervious to the moment constituted
by an individual act—a deed performed by the one thinking” (Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy
of the Act 4).

The Levinasian approach contradicts the relevance of the historical moment within the
encounter between the self and the other. Levinas concedes that “history as a relationship
between men ignores a position of the I before the other in which the other remains
transcendent with respect to me … History is worked over by the ruptures of history, in which
a judgement is borne upon it. When man truly approaches the Other he is uprooted from
history” (Totality and Infinity 52). In view of that, what prevails in Funny in Farsi resonates
with the Bakhtinian belief that historical moment is a considerable constituent of an
answerable act. Furthermore, Karim and Rahimieh point to the fact that
[t]he formation of today’s vibrant Iranian American community paradoxically is
steeped in the history of political strife between Iran and the United States. The Iranian
Revolution of 1979 was fueled in part by wide-spread discontent across all sectors of
Iranian society and was coupled with the perception that US economic and political
interests in Iran were undermining Iranian democracy and sovereignty … While
pervasive demonstrations and mass strikes coalesced into a revolution aimed at
curbing foreign and American influence in Iran, many Iranians sought refuge in the
very country targeted in the infamous “Marg bar Amerika”—“Death to America”—
revolutionary slogans of the time. (7; emphasis original)
In the chapter “With a Little Help from My Friends,” Dumas acknowledges, “I was lucky to
have come to America years before the political upheaval in Iran. The Americans we
encountered were kind and curious, unafraid to ask questions and willing to listen” (31).
Those first years of the family in America were marked not only by kindness of the others, but
of an attitude that may be interpreted as answerability. The friends and strangers alike were
willing to ask questions about Iran, a country about which the “American minds were tabulae
rasae” (Dumas 31). The narrating self’s father is depicted at this point as an especially active
“patron” of his native country. Dumas notes, “intent to remedy the image of our homeland as
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backward, my father took it upon himself to enlighten Americans whenever possible. Any
unsuspecting American who asked my father a question received, as a bonus, a lecture on the
successful history of the petroleum industry in Iran” (32). This excerpt illustrates the father’s
answerability or responsibility, understood as a constant readiness to respond to the other’s
inquiries. As Steinby and Klapuri aptly put it, “being in the world with other human subjects
means for Bakhtin first and foremost that we are obliged to show responsibility or
answerability towards the others” (xvi).

The narrating self also declares to have adopted the attitude of answerability when
interrogated about the peculiarities of her native country. Nevertheless, at some points the
others who inquired about such issues were tiring or even oppressive. Dumas claims, “I tried
my best to be a worthy representative of my homeland, but, like a Hollywood celebrity
relentlessly pursued by paparazzi, I sometimes got tired of the questions. I, however, never
punched anybody with my fists; I used words” (33). At this point, verbal communication and
language are presented as tools to gain a shared plane with the other (the concept I outline in
the following subsection of this chapter, “Language and linguistic alterity”). The narrating self
claims that she always attempted at educating her classmates, and ridiculed those who were
especially annoying. Dumas asserts:
Often kids tried to be funny by chanting, “I ran to I-ran, I ran to I-ran,” The correct
pronunciation, I always informed them, is “Ee-rahn.” “I ran” is a sentence, I told them,
as in “I ran away from my geography lesson.” Older boys often asked me to teach
them “some bad words in your language.” At first, I politely refused. My refusal
merely increased their determination, so I solved the problem by teaching them
phrases like man kharam, which means “I’m an idiot.” I told them that what I was
teaching them was so nasty that they would have to promise never to repeat it to
anyone. They would then spend all of recess running around yelling, “I’m an idiot!
I’m an idiot!” I never told them the truth. (34)
This excerpt points to the other’s interest in what seems exotic and thus alluring. This
resonates with the Bakhtinian conviction that a lack of shared cultural tropes is an incentive
for an answerable act since “we cannot learn or progress from shared meaning; we only learn
by encountering new ideas and acting them out in intersubjective acts” (Bender, “Bakhtinian
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Perspectives on ‘Everyday Life’ Sociology” 193). The narrating self displays an answerable
attitude considering the fact that she does not neglect the others’ curiosity. When the latter
becomes overwhelming, she adopts a self-protective mechanism of mild mockery, which is
nevertheless not harmful to the other. Furthermore, Dumas emphasizes that oppressive
inquiring or laughing at her homeland were sporadic incidents because

[a]lmost every person who asked us a question asked with kindness. Questions were
often followed by suggestions of places to visit in California. At school, the same
children who inquired about camels [somewhat ignorant remarks] also shared their
food with me … Kids invited me to their houses to show me what their rooms looked
like. On Halloween, one family brought over a costume, knowing that I would surely
be the only kid in the Halloween parade without one. If someone had been able to
encapsulate the kindness of these second-graders in pill form, the pills would
undoubtedly put many war correspondents out of business. (34-35)

Hence, at this point the prevailing attitude of the others was a mixture of kindness and
willingness to enhance their knowledge about the narrating self’s native country and culture
as well as to facilitate her process of acculturation (offering American food, helping with the
Halloween costume, etc.). When the narrating self’s father’s contract expired after two years,
Dumas declares, “the last month of our stay, I attended one slumber party after another, all
thrown in my honor. This avalanche of kindness did not make our impending departure any
easier. Everyone wanted to know when we would come back to America” (35). In order to
reciprocate the kindness of others, the narrating self’s mother “spent her last few weeks giving
gifts to our American friends … These handicrafts, which probably turned up in garage sales
the following year, were received with tears and promises to write” (35). At this point, the
bond with the other is (at least declaratively) supposed to be continued in the form of
communication through letters. The narrating self’s mother, who was unable to communicate
with the others verbally, also forged an emotional bond with them. Dumas explains, “even
though I had been the beneficiary of all the attention [of her friends and their relatives], my
mother, watching silently from a distance, had also felt the warmth of generosity and
kindness” (36).
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The chapter that praises the encompassing kindness of the Americans is concluded with
pointing to the specificity of historical moment that was the background of such positive
attitudes, and which was responsible for a dramatic change after the political AmericanIranian disruption. Dumas asserts:

When my parents and I get together today, we often talk about our first year in
America. Even though thirty years have passed, our memories have not faded. We
remember the kindness more than ever, knowing that our relatives who immigrated to
this country after the Iranian Revolution did not encounter the same America. They
saw Americans who had bumper stickers on their cars that read “Iranians: Go Home”
or “We Play Cowboys and Iranians.” The Americans they met rarely invited them to
their houses. These Americans felt that they knew all about Iran and its people, and
they had no questions, just opinions. My relatives did not think Americans were very
kind. (36)

First, this excerpt illustrates the immensity of the relevance of the historical moment as a
determinant influencing the encounter between the self and the other. Second, the
consequence of the particularity of the historical moment is the lack of answerability on the
part of the other, who “had no questions, just opinions” (Dumas 36). The latter were formed
on the basis of preconceptions and stereotypes that are very distinct from what is desirable in
an answerable act. As Bakhtin understands it, answerability involves “an ethically acting
subject in a concrete human situation” (Steinby and Klapuri xvi), and should neglect
overgeneralized judgements that are inevitably derived from stereotypical thinking. The latter
ignores the “category of uniqueness and singularity” necessary for an effective answerable act
(Bakhtin, Toward a Philosophy of the Act 44).
Dumas continues her portrayal of the change that occurred in the Americans’ perception of
Iranians in the chapter “Bernice.” She recounts:

During our stay in Newport Beach, the Iranian Revolution took place and a group of
Americans were taken hostage in the American embassy in Tehran. Overnight,
Iranians living in America became, to say the least, very unpopular. For some reason,
many Americans began to think that all Iranians, despite outward appearances to the
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contrary, could at any given moment get angry and take prisoners. People always
asked us what we thought of the hostage situation. “It’s awful,” we always said. This
reply was generally met with surprise. We were asked our opinion on the hostages so
often that I started reminding people that they weren’t in our garage. (Dumas 39)

At this point, the narrating self, first, focuses on the immediate relevance of the particularity
of historical moment for the considerable shift in the other’s depiction of the self. Second,
Dumas emphasizes the rapidity of that shift (it happened “overnight”). Furthermore, what is
striking in her account is the overgeneralization that is operative when all Iranian people are
conceived as potential terrorists. In her next place of living, Berkeley, the situation was not
much better because, as Dumas asserts:

Sometimes, mentioning that I was from Iran completely ended the conversation. I
never knew why, but I assume some feared that I might really be yet another female
terrorist masquerading as a history of art major at UC-Berkeley. My favorite category
of question, however, assumed that all Iranians were really just one big family: “Do
you know Ali Akbari in Cincinnati?” people would ask. “He’s so nice.” (40)
The fact that discovering the narrating self’s ethnic origin “completely ended the
conversation” (Dumas 40) points to the lack of possibility of any answerable or responsible
act within the encounter between the self and the other. If the Bakhtinian concept of dialogism
encompasses the definition of culture as “the conversations we have and which we expect to
have with various people in various places at various times” (Michael Mayerfeld Bell 52), the
end of conversation is the end of a dialogic situation. The latter could become a source of
knowledge about the other’s alterity, which is nevertheless substituted by a set of
overgeneralized preconceptions formed on the basis of a singular historical event (Americans
taken hostage in Tehran). Another exemplification of overgeneralizing and ignorance is,
undoubtedly, the assumption that Iranians form such a unified whole that each of them knows
one another personally (the example of question Dumas gives).

The general perception that the Americans have of the narrating self in contrasted with their
attitude towards Europeans, who in Funny in Farsi are exemplified by Dumas’s French
husband. She recounts:
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During my years at Berkeley, I met Francois, a Frenchman who later became my
husband. It was during our friendship that I realized how unfair my life had truly been.
Being French in America is like having your hand stamped with one of those passes
that allows you to get into everything. All Francois has to do is mention his obviously
French name and people find him intriguing. It is assumed that he’s a sensitive, wellread intellectual, someone who, when not reciting Baudelaire, spends his days creating
Impressionist paintings … People see my husband and think of Gene Kelly dancing
with Leslie Caron. People see me and think of hostages. (Dumas 40-41)

In this excerpt, an overgeneralizing attitude to approaching the other is also discernible.
Nevertheless, stereotyping contributes to a positive image in case of a French person while it
leads to harmful judgements when regarding an Iranian. This points to, primarily, the
relevance of a historical moment but also to socio-cultural conditioning of the encounter
between the self and the other.
In the chapter “It’s All Relatives,” the specificity of historical circumstances is mentioned
again against the background of presenting strong bonds within the narrating self’s extended
family. What is also emphasized is the reciprocity of favors bestowed on each other within the
familial circle. Dumas recounts:

After the Iranian Revolution, my father, unable to find a job in Southern California,
had stayed with Mehdi’s [his nephew’s] family while working in Northern California
… Twenty years later, my husband and I cleared out a room in our house so Darius
[Mehdi’s oldest son] could stay with us while working as an intern at a nearby
computer firm. “I guess it’s payback time,” he said when he arrived. We all laughed,
knowing that the thread of kindness and generosity in our family has no beginning and
no end. (100)

In the same chapter, there is another reference to how the historical moment (represented by
the outbreak of the Iranian Revolution) affected the extended family’s life. Dumas mentions,
“my amoo had a successful practice in Ahwaz and enjoyed a life of luxury up until the Iranian
Revolution” (101). In the chapter “I-raynians Need Not Apply,” Dumas affirms, “with the
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Iranian Revolution, my father’s world turned up-side down. The building of more refineries in
Iran was halted and overnight my father’s expertise was no longer needed” (116). In “Towards
a Theory of Iranian American Life Writing” (2008), Amy Motlagh states that

the contemporary Iranian American memoirists typically portray themselves as victims
both of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 and the invisibility of their community in the
American schema of multiculturalism … [they] must endure the reversal of fortune
that revolution occasioned for most of Iran’s elite and middle classes, which
culminates in undistinguished lives as immigrants struggling to come to terms with
changed fates. (28-29; emphasis original)
Accordingly, Dumas’s portrayal of particular family members struggling with the effects of
the Iranian Revolution fits into a trend typical of other contemporary Iranian American life
narrators. Those effects encompass “the reversal of fortune” exemplified by a shift in the
Americans’ attitude towards Iranians (from kindness to hostility) as well as more tangible
changes (deterioration of financial status, difficulties with finding a job appropriate to
qualifications).

5. Oppressive dimension of otherness
The oppressive dimension of otherness is not predominant in Funny in Farsi, yet there are
several points at which this issue is hinted at. In the context of the Bakhtinian thought, the
concept of oppressive otherness is connected with two-sided answerability. The latter implies
that the self’s encounter with the other may be either contributive to or detrimental for the
former. As Nielsen affirms, “however radically different the other’s experiences may be they
can respond with answers that are potentially harmful or supportive [for the self that becomes
involved in an answerable act]” (149). When commenting on the Bakhtinian conception of
ethics, Erdinast-Vulcan grants, “oscillating between vulnerability and resistance, navigating
between the appeal of the needy other and the violence of the oppressive other, as we all do in
the real world, this position is both all-too-human and thoroughly humane. It has to do with
the making of choices, which is what ethics is all about” (195).
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In the chapter “Save Me, Mickey,” in which Dumas recounts the family’s visit to Disneyland,
she sketches the comparison between her native country and the US as far as preconceptions
about public safety is concerned. Dumas notes:
One of my father’s biggest fears in moving to America was child kidnappings. Our
hometown, Abadan, was about as safe a place as one could hope for. We knew all the
neighbors, everyone looked out for everyone else’s kids, and there was basically no
crime other than petty theft. Whenever my relatives came to visit us in America, they
would watch the evening news a few times, and then refuse to leave the house. “It’s
too dangerous here,” they always said. “Why are there so many shootings?” (19).
In the chapter entitled “Bernice,” Dumas depicts a sense of alterity the family felt when
moving to Newport Beach in 1976 (their second stay in the US) because of her father’s new
job there. She refers to the place as

a coastal town where everyone is blond and sails. There, we stood out like a bunch of
Middle Eastern immigrants in a town where everyone is blond and sails. People rarely
asked us where we were from because in Newport Beach, the rule of thumb was “If
not blond, then Mexican.” People would ask me things like “Could you please tell
Lupe that she doesn’t have to clean our house next week, since we’re going to be on
vacation.” (38)

At this point, the attitude of curiosity and answerability that Dumas depicts when referring to
the family’s first stay in the US is substituted with the others’ ignorance that is on the brink of
offensiveness. The Americans portrayed in this excerpt automatically turn to the stereotypical
view of otherness that they identify with being Mexican, and thus associate with their
housekeepers. The lack of willingness to go beyond such a stereotypical view of the narrating
self excludes the meaningful answerable act within the encounter with the other. Dumas
illustrates her irritation with the other’s ignorance when reporting an event at school:

During my first year in Newport Beach, my junior high was conducting mandatory
scoliosis checks … When it came my turn, the nurse took a long look at my face and
said, “Oh my God! Are you Alaskan?” “No, I’m from Iran,” I replied. “No way!” she
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shrieked. “Bernice, doesn’t this one look Alaskan?” As Bernice waddled across the
gym, I wanted to make her an offer. “How about I tell Lupe not to come next week
since you’re going to be on vacation, and we just call it a day?” (38)
The excerpt above contains one of the most bitter remarks on the other’s insensitivity or even
crudeness that are expressed in Funny in Farsi. Dumas continues the chapter with recounting
another incident, when she “was asked to speak about [her] homeland to a seventh-grade
class” and prepared meticulously for the assignment, bringing her “books in Persian, a doll
depicting a villager weaving a Persian rug, several Persian miniatures, and some stuffed grape
leaves” (39). Unfortunately, the narrating self did not have a chance at presenting anything
because the teacher’s reaction was “Laura [Dumas’s friend she was supposed to help get extra
credit with giving a presentation], you said she’s from Peru” (39). The opportunity to find a
shared plane with the other and thus initiate an answerable act was lost.
In the chapter entitled “A Dozen Key Chains,” Dumas points to an oppressive dimension the
encounter with the other may have when recounting her stay at a summer camp. The narrating
self admits that she was the only participant to have signed up without any friends. She
discovers this fact at the moment of departure, and “to make matters worse, everyone was
staring at [her] Hefty trash bag” (46). What follows are nasty comments on the bus and the
embarrassment at the moment of accommodating (the bathroom had no door, so the narrated
self decides not to bathe at all). Dumas claims:

Out of the eleven other girls in my room, ten appeared to be mean. Mary, who slept on
the top of my bunk, was the only girl who would speak to me, or rather cry to me. I
liked her right away, not as a friend, but as someone who made me look good. Mary
and her younger brother, Willy, were both campers, and they spent all day trying to be
on the same team for all activities and all night crying at the idea of being separated …
Mary and Willy were a huge source of comfort to me, not only because they hated
Pine Lodge Mountain Summer Camp as much as I did but because they were the ones
whom everyone picked on … In fact, not only did I not get picked on, but I was
completely ignored by everyone, including the counselors. (46-47)
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The other’s oppression is avoided by the narrating self due to her following those two other
kids who stood out more painfully. Furthermore, a sense of alienation is evoked, which is
derived from the indifference of both peers and counselors. Dumas acknowledges that her
decision not to bathe was not noticed since “nobody, except for the macrame teacher, Pat, ever
talked to me, so I had no motivation to risk humiliation in exchange for hygiene” (48).
Although the experience of a summer camp was disastrous, the narrating self decides to hide
the truth when her father asks if she enjoyed her holiday. Dumas explains, “I knew he [the
father] had sent me to camp expecting $500 worth of fun, and I didn’t have the heart to tell
him the truth. So instead of weaving key chains, I spent the next few weeks weaving stories of
all my great adventures” (49).

The decision not to reveal the negative experience may be interpreted as aimed at protecting
the feelings of the significant other embodied by the narrating self’s father. In the Bakhtinian
terms, the objective truth (the fact that the summer camp was a distressing experience for the
narrating self) may be equaled with istina, and the truth that the narrated self conveys to her
father may be interpreted as her pravda. The latter originates from a given answerable act and
symbolizes the “choice of love rather than knowledge … or perhaps … is the kind of
supremely ethical knowledge that does not entail finalization and allows the other the freedom
of loopholes and agency” (Erdinast-Vulcan 204). Indeed, the other (father) is at this point
bestowed with “the freedom of loopholes and agency” due to the fact that Dumas admits it is
possible that he nevertheless interpreted her account individually and potentially discovered
the real portrayal of the summer camp experience: “I don’t know whether my father believed
me, but at least I learned a reputation as the best key-chain maker in the family” (49).
The oppressive dimension of otherness is also referred to in the chapter entitled “I Ran and I
Ran and I Ran.” The incidents that are depicted in this chapter are initiated by the Iranian
Shah’s visit in America in order to meet Jimmy Carter in 1977 (soon after Carter’s
presidential election). The Iranians living in the US “were invited to go to Washington, D.C.,
to welcome the Shah. The Iranian government would cover all expenses” (Dumas 111). The
narrating self’s brothers refused to accept the governmental offer due to foreshadowed antiShah demonstrations, but Dumas’s parents decided to go to Washington, taking the narrating
self with them. It occurred that the trip was indeed dangerous; upon their arrival at the hotel,
the family was “welcomed” with a flyer that said:
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Dear Brainwashed Cowards,
You are nothing but puppets of the corrupt Shah. We will teach you a lesson
you will never forget. Death to the Shah. Death to you. (Dumas 112)
This instance of verbal violence was followed by attacks at the parade’s site. The arrival of the
Shah was accompanied by the demonstrators “stampeding toward us [Dumas’s family]
waving sticks with nails driven into them. People were screaming and running. Instead of
Iranian flags, the lawn was suddenly covered with bloody and injured Iranians. My parents
and I ran and ran and ran” (113). The family board a random bus and manage to escape the
violence only to find another flyer in their hotel room: “Dear Brainwashed Cowards,/We are
going to blow you up,” which makes the father decide that it is time to return home: “‘That’s
it,’ my father announced. ‘We’re leaving’.” (Dumas 114).

First, this excerpt illustrates the most extreme manifestation of oppressive otherness that is
presented in Dumas’s memoir. Second, in such dramatic circumstances, it is again the father
who decides the course of action for the family, and the mother is silenced. The father’s
domination is visible at some other points in Dumas’s memoir, e.g., in the chapter “I-raynians
Need Not Apply,” where Dumas reports that during the elections, “he [father] tells my mother
how she should vote. My mother rarely questions my father’s choices, and when she does, he
answers her with one of his typical opinions: ‘Anybody with a brain can tell that’s a no vote’”
(119; emphasis original).

Another instance of a woman being silenced at a relevant moment of her life is mentioned
when Dumas recounts the preparations to her wedding. Because the Iranian tradition entails
slaughtering a lamb at important family occasions, it is supposed by the narrating self’s
relatives that a roasted lamb would appear at Dumas’s reception. She notes, “for my wedding,
the Iranian caterer told us that for an extra $250, which in Iran buys an entire flock of sheep
plus the sheepherder’s wages, he would roast a lamb and present it as a centerpiece. My
response was, ‘Oh God, no.’ But it’s not like the bride’s opinion stands a chance against
tradition” (Dumas 152).
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In the chapter “I-raynians Need Not Apply,” Dumas refers to hostility the whole family
experienced after the outbreak of the Iranian Revolution. Dumas declares that the family felt
“collective anxiety” due to a sense of oppression that was gradually aggravated:

With each passing day, palpable hatred grew among many Americans, hatred not just
of the hostage takers but of all Iranians. The media didn’t help … Crimes against
Iranians increased. People would hear my mother’s thick accent and ask us, “Where
are you from?” They weren’t looking for a recipe for stuffed grape leaves. Many
Iranians suddenly became Turkish, Russian, or French. (117)

Dumas grasps the paradox of oppressive attitude of Americans as well as collective
responsibility that was attributed to Iranians:

Perhaps the greatest irony in the wave of Iranian-hating was that Iranians, as a group,
are among the most educated and successful immigrants to this country. Our work
ethic and obsession with education make us almost ideal citizens. Nobody asked our
opinion of whether the hostages should be taken, and yet every single Iranian in
America was paying the price. (118)
In “Charting the Past and Present: Iranian Immigrant and Ethnic Experience through Poetry”
(2008), Persis M. Karim confirms that collective responsibility was assigned to the Iranians
who experienced the hostage crisis in the US. This is because they “were often subjected to
commonly-held stereotypes about Iranians as religious zealots, terrorists, and hostage-takers,
with little attention to the fact that many of those who had made their way to the United States
were critical of the events taking place in Iran” (Karim 113).
In the chapter entitled “Joyeuse Noëlle,” Dumas recounts her experience of going to Paris in
order to attend a French course, which was a prize she got in a speech contest organized by
Alliance Française. The narrating self reports that she was extremely excited about the
prospective encounter with cultural otherness that was awaiting her in Europe. She claims, “I
had never been so excited in my entire life. I couldn’t wait to meet my host family. I couldn’t
wait to eat an authentic baguette. I couldn’t wait to make French friends. This was going to be
the best summer of my entire life, the kind of summer that somebody would want to make a
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movie out of” (Dumas 132). However, upon arrival at the Parisian airport, the narrating self
experienced oppression:
As soon as I set foot in the Paris airport, I was whisked away by two gendarmes …
These men found it odd that three years after the revolution, a seventeen-year-old
Iranian should be traveling by herself and staying in Paris for two months. In a small,
windowless room, I explained to them in French, but with a perky Southern California
demeanor, all about the contest and how I had won and how much I was looking
forward to seeing the Louvre and going to cafés and eating a crepe on a street corner
… After answering all their questions, I had to endure the luggage search. (132-133)
At this point, the peculiarity of the historical moment that affects the self’s encounter with the
other is also emphasized. The self attempts at creating a shared plane with the oppressive
other by referring to the local attractions she was looking forward to. Upon arrival at her
hosts’ apartment, the narrating self is disappointed at the reception. She has hoped to become
involved in an answerable act: “Michel and Christiane were journalists working for
Libération, a left-leaning newspaper. They also had a six-month-old daughter. I had
envisioned myself spending evenings having enlightening discussions over home-cooked
French meals” (133-134). Unfortunately, the narrating self’s wish is confronted with harsh
reality:

Once my hosts had opened all the presents, Christiane blithely informed me that the
next morning they would be leaving for the countryside, where they would be staying
for the entire summer, but here were the keys to the apartment … It became painfully
obvious to me that there was to be no cultural exchange with these people. The only
exchange they were interested in was the exchange of currency between them and the
rental office. (Dumas 134)

Therefore, no shared plane between the narrating self and the others was established, and the
potential answerable act (represented by the cultural exchange) did not occur. The Bakhtinian
ethics unfailingly requires subjects to display answerability or responsibility towards other
subjectivities. The narrating self’s hosts unmistakably represent the others who do not comply
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with this obligation. Similarly, the teachers that the narrated self meets at the language school
are not masters of answerability, either. Dumas contends:
The classes … were a huge disappointment. All my teachers were in their early
twenties and none seemed very interested in teaching … One teacher spent the whole
time flirting with the men in class while completely ignoring the women. Another
made us translated the lyrics of the works of Jacques Brel … We spent hours plodding
through the songs, while our teacher sat with a far-off look in her eyes … the teacher
had a certain hands-off style of teaching, a style that translated into her sitting in the
corner recalling, perhaps, a summer spent elsewhere. (138)
The disappointment caused by the teacher’s lack of answerable attitude is strengthened by the
lack of any meaningful encounters with the others embodied by fellow students. Dumas
declares:

had I made some friends during my melancholic French lessons, I would have at least
been a few degrees happier … Unfortunately, the students in my classes were quite a
bit older than I was and most were newly arrived immigrants struggling to learn
French. These were not people hoping to find Gertrude Stein’s favorite haunt; they
were hoping to find a job. (139)

Hence, the source of lack of communication between the self and other was the difference of
age as well as the discrepancy of education and status. The latter is a factor similar to the one
that disturbs an answerable act between the (narrating) self and the other represented by truck
drivers or some of the narrating self’s students in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath.
The oppressive otherness in Funny in Farsi is undoubtedly represented by the narrating self’s
mother-in-law who did not accept her in the family as a woman of color and a Muslim. In the
chapter “The Wedding,” Dumas admits, “when I first started dating Francois, his mother
declared that I ‘would never be allowed to set foot in her house.’ This was before she met me”
(141; emphasis original). This quotation points to the hostility the other expresses prior to any
encounter with the self. In consequence, oppression is initially based upon preconceptions and
stereotypes. The latter are necessarily formed on the basis of generalization, which ignores the
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particularity of the narrating self (crucial in an effective answerable act as understood by
Bakhtin).
In the chapter “I Feel the Earth Move Under My Feet,” Dumas describes a strong earthquake
she experienced after moving to San Francisco with her newly-wed husband. After calling her
parents in order to let them know she is safe after the earthquake, the narrating self decides to
contact her in-laws. Dumas recalls:

Ever since marrying Francois, I had clung to the notion that my mother-in-law, in a
moment of enlightenment, would cast aside her prejudices and join Francois and me in
celebrating our union. I imagined us preparing elaborate Christmas dinners together
and her telling me for the hundredth time how narrow-minded she had been before
getting to know me. And for the hundredth time, I would tell her that I forgave her.
(157)

At this point, the narrating self hopes that getting to know her particularity, the other would
appreciate her personality. The narrating self also strives for sharing experience with the other
(preparing Christmas meal together) as a tool of reconciliation. Nevertheless, her hopes prove
futile for the reason that the mother-in-law’s reaction to the considerable danger of the
earthquake is: “my mother-in-law asked whether her china had broken” (Dumas 157). The
answerable act presupposes the category of ought, which is the moral obligation
circumscribed by specificity of the once-occurrent event. The ought may be identified with
the “uniqueness of a performed act, of its once-occurrent compellentness, of its historicity, of
the impossibility to replace it with anything else or to provide a substitute for it” (Bakhtin,
Toward a Philosophy of the Act 25). In this fashion, the indifferent reaction of the other
(mother-in-law), who actually dehumanizes the whole event by focusing on the material items
instead of the survival and well-being of the narrating self, does not comply with the
Bakhtinian ought. Dumas decided to donate the china dishes for charity, and she claims, “we
never did tell my mother-in-law about the china. She never accepted our marriage; even the
birth of our children did not soften her. We eventually stopped having contact with her” (160).
The lack of answerability in the particular situation (earthquake) initiated a sequence of events
that made the narrating self abandon hope of reconciliation with the other represented by her
mother-in-law.
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In the chapter “Judges Paid Off,” the oppressive otherness is represented by the audience of a
beauty pageant that are not satisfied with the jury’s verdict (Dumas becomes an accidental
judge in the contest). The crowd is extremely angry, so the narrating self and her husband
barely manage to “get out of the auditorium, running all the way back to [their] hotel.
‘They’re going to kill us,’ I said to Francois” (178). The chapter is concluded with a sense of
terror the narrating self experiences, which is nevertheless not shared with the other (her
husband), who manages to sleep well despite the racket outside:

By the time I got to the door, I could hear the distinct chanting of a large, angry crowd.
“Judges paid off! Judges paid off!” The protest went on well into the night. I could not
fall asleep, knowing that if the mobs stormed our dinky hotel room, my only weapon
was a collection of conch shells. I tried to imagine how my parents would be contacted
to claim our bodies. “It was a violent incident involving a beauty pageant,” they would
be told. It was a long night, during which my husband slept like a log. (179)

6. Inner otherness
Inner otherness is articulated in the Bakhtinian thought since, as Erdinast-Vulcan asserts, next
to the other’s (external) alterity, Bakhtin assigs comparable significance to the self’s inherent
inner alterity (182). In Funny in Farsi, the most remarkable example of a sense of inner
alterity is represented by the narrating self’s problems with her name depicted in the chapter
entitled “The ‘F Word’.” Dumas begins the chapter by giving examples of how Americans
made fun of the Iranian names of her relatives:
My cousin’s name, Farbod, means “Greatness.” When he moved to America, all the
kids called him “Farthead.” My brother Farshid (“He Who Enlightens”) became
“Fartshit.” The name of my friend Neggar means “Beloved,” although it can be more
accurately translated as “She Whose Name Almost Incites Riots.” Her brother Arash
(“Giver”) initially couldn’t understand why every time he’d say his name, people
would laugh and ask him if it itched. (62)
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Due to the inconveniences her Iranian name caused, at the age of twelve, the narrated self
“decided to simplify [her] life by adding an American middle name” (Dumas 63). The
decision is motivated not only by offensive remarks the name inspires, but also the way it
disturbs communication with the other or an answerable act within the encounter with the
other. Dumas asserts, “in America it [her Iranian name] means ‘Unpronounceable’ or ‘I’m Not
Going to Talk to You Because I Cannot Possibly Learn Your Name and I Just Don’t Want to
Have to Ask You Again and Again Because You’ll Think I’m Dumb or You Might Get Upset
or Something” (63). Thus, the answerability was disrupted not only due to unkindness of the
other (her American peers who laughed at the name), but also because of the other’s anxiety
about potential misunderstanding. At this point, the lack of meaningful encounter between the
selves may be interpreted as resulting from the unwillingness to go beyond the comfort of
interiority and enter the uncomfortable domain of searching for the others’ truths. As Levinas
affirms, “the same can rejoin the other only in the hazards and risks of the quest for truth; it
does not rest on the other in complete security” (Totality and Infinity 60).

To lessen this discomfort, the narrating self admits that she desired to have a name that would
not be so strongly marked, and could pass unobserved. Dumas explains, “I wanted to be a kid
with a name that didn’t draw so much attention, a name that didn’t come with a built-in
inquisition as to when and why I had moved to America and how was it that I spoke English
without an accent and was I planning on going back and what did I think of America?” (63).
At this point, Dumas admits that her Iranian name nevertheless evoked interest in the other,
but it was based upon tiring inquiries that focused on her self merely as an immigrant,
neglecting any complexities of her individual identity. Adding a new name (“Julie”) proved to
initially simplify the narrating self’s life. Nevertheless, after the Iranian Revolution, the shift
turned out to be a two-edged sword. As Dumas clarifies:

All was well until the Iranian Revolution, when I found myself with a new set of
problems. Because I spoke English without an accent and was known as Julie, people
assumed I was American. This meant that I was often privy to their real feelings about
those “damn I-raynians.” It was like having those X-ray glasses that let you see people
naked, except that what I was seeing was far uglier than people’s underwear. It dawned
on me that these people would have probably never invited me to their house had they
known me as Firoozeh. I felt like a fake. (65)
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First, this excerpt again points to the considerable pertinence of a particular historical moment
that affects the encounter between the self and the other. Second, the phrase “I felt like a fake”
insinuates that inner alterity achieved by the narrating self due to a novel name results in an
even greater sense of alterity experienced in the encounter with the external other. At college,
Dumas decides to use her real name again, which nevertheless disturbs the process of looking
for a job after graduation. The narrating self acknowledges racial discrimination she was
probably a victim of: “after three months of rejections [of her application letters], I added
‘Julie’ to my résumé. Call it coincidence, but the job offers started coming in. Perhaps it’s the
same kind of coincidence that keeps African Americans from getting cabs in New York”
(Dumas 65).
When after marriage, she adopted the husband’s surname, the narrating self “became Julie
Dumas.” She admits, “I went from having an identifiably ‘ethnic’ name to having ancestors
who wore clogs … My life became one big knot … I couldn’t blame my mess on a
screenwriter; it was my own doing” (65-66). At this point, Dumas points to her being
responsible for modifying her identity’s constituent (name), and, consequently, her possessing
agency over the process of her identity’s constitution. By going back to her original first name
after becoming “a stay-at-home mom,” the narrating self asserts that “once in a while …
somebody comes up with a new permutation [of her name] and I am once again reminded that
I am an immigrant with a foreign name” (Dumas 66). The conclusion points to the fact that
despite her acculturation into American culture, the narrating self cannot possibly become
liberated from a sense of external alterity within the encounter with the other.

7. Language and linguistic alterity
According to Levinas, language is the proper tool of the encounter between the self and the
other. In the Levinasian thought, language is superior to action, which is mute. Therefore,
conversation is, for Levinas, the most appropriate site for the ethical encounter between the
selves. Through language, the self may “coexist with him [the other] and still leave his
otherness intact” (John Wild 14). For Levinas, responsibility is derived from “the questioning
glance of the other [who] is seeking for a meaningful response” (Wild 14). In the Levinasian
approach, language is treated as a gift for the other because “responsible communication
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depends on an initial act of generosity, a giving of my world to him [the other] with all its
dubious assumptions and arbitrary features. They are then exposed to the questions of the
other, and an escape from egotism becomes possible” (Wild 14). What Levinas emphasizes in
Totality and Infinity is the relevance of the present discourse that overweighs any past
discourse which “no longer speak[s]” and “is forever absent from its very presence” (65).
Furthermore, the entanglement of the speaking selves in history may diminish the
effectiveness of a responsible act due to the fact that “existence in history consists in placing
my consciousness outside of me and in destroying my responsibility” (Totality and Infinity
252).

In this context, the linguistic alterity that is depicted in Funny in Farsi may be the factor that
disturbs a meaningful encounter between the self and the other. In the chapter “Save Me,
Mickey,” Dumas for the first time in her memoir refers to the alterity of her name. When the
narrated self (then a little girl) is lost in Disneyland, one of the ladies who are supposed to
help her asks, “what kind of a name is that?” Dumas comments on the remark, “it was as if I
was doomed to answer the same question over and over again, for the rest of my life” (20).
This commentary clearly affirms the narrating self’s annoyance, irritation and tiredness with
the recurrence of such questions. In the same chapter, Dumas evokes the reality of “the Tower
of Babel” that symbolizes the lack of possibility of communication (an image similar to the
one depicted in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath).
Dumas recounts her stay at Disneyland’s office, where she was asked to attempt at talking to
another child that got lost, and who apparently did not speak English. Dumas writes, “just to
get rid of her [the official], I walked up to the boy, who, breaking all stamina records, was still
crying, and said in Persian, ‘Are you Iranian?’ The boy stopped crying for a moment, then let
out the loudest scream heard since biblical times. Not only was he separated from his loved
ones, he was now trapped in the Tower of Babel” (21). In the chapter entitled “Bernice,”
Dumas points to language as an indicator of alterity when she recounts, “when we moved to
California, we no longer looked foreign. With its large Mexican population, Whittier could
have passed as our hometown. As long as we didn’t open our months, we looked as if we
belonged” (37).

8. (Problematic) feminism
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In “Review: Can the Memoirist Speak? Representing Iranian Women, Gender, and Sexuality
in Recent Popular and Scholarly Publications” (2012), Roshanak Kheshti points to the fact
that “[female Iranian intellectual] haunted by the echoes of Orientalism, contemporary forms
of Islamophobia, and a complex of overlapping patriarchies … is dealt a heavy burden of
representation” (51). Indeed, in Funny in Farsi, the narrating self’s feminist awareness is too
problematic to be evaluated unequivocally. At some points, Dumas expresses the awareness of
the limitations that the patriarchal culture she grew up in imposes on women. The examples
include recounting the lack of educational opportunities aunt Sedigeh experienced, situations
in which women are silenced (Dumas’s mother at polling station, the narrating self while
preparing for her own wedding), or verbal violence and body shaming that accompany the
narrating self’s swimming lessons. On the other hand, there are passages in which the
narrating self uses body shaming herself. In the chapter “Joyeuse Noëlle,” the eponymous
character is at some point judged merely on the basis of her physical appearance. Dumas
asserts:

In search of a husband, she told me, she had recently moved to Paris from the
countryside, but she was hugely disappointed with the men: according to her, they
were all married. I was surprised that she had any minimum standards, since her dress
and high heels gave the impression that anyone in possession of a simple set of one X
and one Y chromosome would suffice. (136)
What underlies this judgement is the narrating self’s thinly disguised contempt and a sense of
superiority. The lack of respect is somehow mitigated by the narrating self admitting that she
was grateful to the other (Noëlle) for taking her to “the Champs-Elysées on Bastille Day to
fulfill one of [her] dreams” (Dumas 140). Dumas asserts, “granted, she had mistaken me for a
real Californian, someone who perhaps knew Paul Newman or Cher. But in exchange for
making one of my dreams come true, I sincerely hope that she would find Monsieur
Merveilleux waiting for her on that little island in the Pacific [Noëlle moved to New
Caledonia]” (140). The time and company the other gives to the narrating self complies with
responsibility understood as a gift bestowed on the other with a benevolent intention: “the
surpassing of phenomenal or inward existence does not consist in receiving the recognition of
the Other, but in offering him one’s being. To be in oneself is to express oneself, that is,
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already to serve the Other. The ground of expression is goodness” (Levinas, Totality and
Infinity 183).
In the chapter entitled “A Nose by Any Other Name,” Dumas depicts her being intrigued by a
librarian at Berkeley who

had the ugliest nose I had ever seen. It was as if God, in a moment of confusion, had
switched her nose with the beak of an exotic bird. I suspected that somewhere deep in
the rain forests of Brazil, high in a mango tree, lived a toucan with a human nose.
What triggered my fascination wasn’t the sheer majesty of the librarian’s nose, but her
abundant confidence. This woman carried herself like a beauty queen. As I watched
her go about her duties in her self-assured manner, I couldn’t help but wonder, “Why
doesn’t she have a complex?” (161)
What is striking in this excerpt is the narrating self’s focus on an element of physical
appearance as defining one’s identity (later on, she nicknames the librarian “Toucan”) as well
as her astonishment at the other apparently not adopting the role of a body-shaming’s victim
(she “doesn’t have a complex”). The explanation lies in the cultural conditioning because, as
Dumas acknowledges:
In Iranian culture, a woman’s nose is much more than a breathing device; it is her
destiny. A girl with an ugly nose learns early on to dream of one thing only—a skilled
plastic surgeon. Only the poorest families do not intervene to correct nature’s nasal
missteps. No amount of charm, talent, or intelligence can make a girl overcome an
ugly nose; it simply must be fixed. (161)
Thus, the narrating self admits having been raised in a culture that determines a woman’s
value solely on the basis of one element of their face. Dumas asserts that she experienced the
procedure herself:

When I was small, all eyes were on my nose. I was considered a cute little girl, but
whenever anyone commented on my looks, someone, usually my mother, would say,
“We’ll see.” Everyone knew what that meant. History is full of girls who were cute
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one day and then boom, the nose grew. And my female relatives had known them all.
They continued their nose watch, tracking my rhinal growth like traders tracking stock
on Wall Street. (162)
First, in this excerpt, there is a collective jury that is supposed to give a verdict on the girl’s
value (“we’ll see”). Second, the oppressive judgmental procedure is conducted by female
relatives who themselves were once victims of this body shaming act. When taken to a plastic
surgeon, the narrating self decides “against a nose job;” it is her father who gives the “final
verdict” of acceptance: “my father was relieved that I had decided against a nose job. He
thought it was way too expensive. ‘You can buy me a car instead,’ I suggested. ‘Your nose is
fine,’ he replied, ‘and you don’t need a car’” (Dumas 163). This excerpt points to the fact that,
first, it is a male relative who is the ultimate authority in judging the girl’s appearance and,
second, the narrating self’s father is indeed (just as she declares) the most significant other
depicted in her memoir. The chapter “A Nose by Any Other Name” is concluded with Dumas
finding out Toucan’s source of self-acceptance (the narrating self accidentally watches a tv
document about nudism, which is practiced by the peculiar librarian). Dumas asserts:

Watching this jovial group [of nudists], I found myself overcome with sadness. I
couldn’t help but think of all the Iranian women who had paid to have their noses
broken and reshaped just so someone might find them worthy of love. I thought of all
the little girls I had known who had learned to cringe at their own reflections. I
remembered how much I admired Jane Fonda’s nose when I was in fourth grade in
Tehran, and how much I hated my own. Thinking of all that wasted energy, I wanted to
scream and tell my fellow countrymen and countrywomen that a nose by any other
name is just a nose. It does not hold the soul, for no matter how big our noses may be,
our souls are far, far bigger. (165-166)
This excerpt illustrates the growth of the narrating self’s feminist awareness after accidentally
“solving the riddle” of Toucan. Consequently, the impression of the narrating self using body
shaming at the beginning of the chapter is lessened by its conclusion.
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In the chapter “Judges Paid Off,” Dumas also refers to judging women on the basis of their
appearance as she recounts her being an accidental judge in a beauty pageant while staying in
the Bahamas for summer holidays. When asked to serve as a judge, Dumas claims:

I hate beauty pageants. This may have to do with the fact that I was one of those girls
who learn early on that they will have to rely on their brains to open doors. It took me
years to overcome the beauty expectations of Iranian culture and a few more years to
overcome growing up in Newport Beach, where the standard of beauty involves
rigorous exercise, bottles of hydrogen peroxide, and silicone. There was no way I was
going to dip my toe in the dysfunctional pond of beauty pageants. (173-174)

Nevertheless, Dumas and her husband finally agree to be the members of the jury. At this
point, the narrating self’s awareness of the inappropriateness of such contest is visible:

Swimsuit competitions go against everything that is right and decent in this world.
We’re told that beauty is on the inside and that who we are matters far more than what
we look like. But could you please just put on this bikini and walk around on high
heels so I can judge your inner beauty? I don’t know which was worse, to be a
contestant or a judge. I wanted to stand up on the table and tell the girls to take off
their high heels and hurl them at the organizers of this event, demanding that the
pageant be replaced by a spelling bee. Instead, I just sat there and prayed for the end.
(176-177)
What is emphasized is the oppressive character of the event, and the narrating self’s
advocating the contestants’ rebellion (at least inwardly). Her silent protest is somewhat
expressed by the verdict that is supported by the narrating self, and which announced as the
winner the girl who “was undoubtedly the underdog. She was quite overweight, she was the
least physically attractive, and she had the smallest cheering section. She was, however, the
most articulate” (Dumas 178).
The theme of feminist awareness is briefly mentioned in the chapter “If I Were a Rich Man.”
Dumas recounts her childhood fascination with the family’s vegetable garden as well as the
creatures it was inhabited by. She claims, “my mother found my interest in bugs an odd and
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somewhat disturbing hobby for a little girl. My daughter shares that fascination with things
that creep and crawl, and I tell her that a career in entomology awaits her” (Dumas 181).
There is a contrast made between the attitude of the narrating self’s mother, who wished that
the daughter pursued interests culturally approved as appropriate for girls. On the other hand,
the narrating self firmly declares that she accepts and supports similar hobby of her own
daughter.
Referring back to Dumas’s childhood, the evolution of the narrating self’s feminist awareness
may also be portrayed by the reference to her then fascination with the Barbie doll. In the very
first chapter of Funny in Farsi, Dumas recounts her reaction to her older brother Farid’s
departure for the US (the year before the whole family moved to California). Dumas notes,
“suddenly, having my brother on a different continent seemed like a small price to pay for
owning a Barbie complete with a carrying case and four outfits, including the rain gear and
mini umbrella” (3; emphasis added). In the same chapter, Dumas claims that while to her
father America was “the Promised Land,” for her “it was where [she] could buy more outfits
for Barbie” (4; emphasis added). The word “outfits” is echoed in the chapter “Me and Bob
Hope,” where Dumas writes, “my mother thought Brooke Shields, in the dozen different
outfits she wore for each show, was the embodiment of perfection. I could not understand why
Brooke, who is the same age as I am, never went through an awkward adolescent stage. I
wished I could be Brooke Shields. So did my mom” (108; emphasis added). The narrating self
experiences a profound sense of alterity in relation to the celebrity her mother admires. She
recognizes her mother’s desire to make her daughter fit into the beauty standards set by
popular culture and epitomized by a tv star, a wish that may be interpreted as another attempt
at the narrating self’s finalization. The fact that Brooke Shields is considered by the narrating
self’s mother as the “embodiment of perfection,” and the reason is clearly the celebrity’s
physical appearance (symbolized by the multiplicity of outfits she wears) may be interpreted
as a reference to the importance of the Barbie doll in constituting Dumas’s self-image.
Interestingly, “the Brooke Shields celebrity [Barbie] doll was made … in 1982”
(celebritydollmuseum.com), so the reference is justified. Due to the fact that a Barbie doll
negatively affects girls’ body image, the narrated self’s interest in this toy may reflect the
roots of body shaming attitudes the narrating self presents at some points in the memoir
(“Joyeuse Noëlle”, initial remarks about “Toucan”). The fact that in the chapter “Judges Paid
Off” Dumas sharply criticizes beauty pageants and the very idea of assessing a woman’s value
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on the basis of physical appearance points to the effective development of the narrating self’s
feminist awareness.

9. Conclusion
In her “Afterword,” Dumas acknowledges that

It is true that most people write a memoir after an achievement. I, however, skipped
the achievement part and moved straight to the memoir. This is because I truly believe
that everyone has a story and everyone’s story counts. You don’t have to win a Nobel,
be a supermodel, or be involved in a scandal to have an interesting story. (189;
emphasis original)

Indeed, the content of Funny in Farsi is predominantly down-to-earth everyday life of a
family of Iranian immigrant in the US. Numerous others that the narrating self encounters are
predominantly members of her extended family, and the sense of collectivity is prevalent in
the memoir. The notion of shared experience is exemplified by illustrating the particularity of
this experience as well as the relevance of historical once-occurrent moment that is at many
points the background of the self’s encounter with alterity. As Karim and Rahimieh assert,
“for the generation of Iranian Americans coming of age in the post-exile, post-revolution
period, literature became a vehicle by which to wrestle with their origins and the landscape of
their American identity” (11). The oppressive dimension of otherness is also adequately
represented in Funny in Farsi, which enables one to interpret this issue in the context of the
Bakhtinian two-sided answerability.

What also resonates with the Bakhtinian thought is the concept of inner alterity, represented in
Dumas’s memoir by, i.a., the narrating self’s several shifts of name, which is one of the
fundamental constituents of one’s identity. The significance of language and linguistic alterity
in interpreting the responsible act between the self and the other resonates with the Levinasian
thought that treats conversation as the proper site of such an encounter. In Funny in Farsi,
linguistic alterity disturbs the self’s encounter with the other (e.g., in the chapter “Save Me,
Mickey,” in which the reality of the Tower of Babel is portrayed). Several shifts of name that
Dumas depicts may be summarized with the reflection that the narrating self cannot possibly
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become liberated from a sense of external otherness, however hard she tries. In Funny in
Farsi the theme of the narrating self’s feminist awareness is relevant to the depiction of the
process of identity constitution. On the one hand, Dumas presents socio-cultural conditioning
of her upbringing (dominated by patriarchy and gender-specific discrimination) that at some
points still seems to influence her perception. On the other, she also declares her rebellion
against and the wish to detach from cultural constraints imposed on women.

Dumas uses a relational model of the encounter between the self and the other, and her
extended family’s members embody most of the significant others portrayed in the memoir.
Those members are bonded on many levels: emotional, intellectual, cultural, and economic.
Their sense of collectivity extends beyond the immediate familial circle (encompassing, e.g.,
the family’s servants), and is undoubtedly culturally conditioned, yet especially strong within
the narrating self’s family. In Funny in Farsi, the exceptional strength of the familial bonds is
the source of underlying pride and a sense of uniqueness. The predominant use of the first
person plural pronoun emphasizes the idea of sharing the experience within the family:
spending free time and eating together, attending each other’s important events (birthdays,
graduations, weddings, etc.), celebrating significant historical moments and holidays together
(parades, the Shah’s visits, Christmas, etc.). Both misery and joy are shared collectively, and
what prevails is the attitude of sympathetic co-experiencing with the other, which resonates
with the Bakhtinian thought.

As Dumas openly declares, her father is indeed the main character of Funny in Farsi. The
Bakhtinian excess of vision is attributed to the father as a pioneer in immigration as well as
the most decisive person in the narrating self’s immediate family. At some points, the father is
presented as unable to conduct an effective answerable act or, in other words, to master
answerability. This inability is predominantly derived from refusal to perceive particularity of
the self or specificity of the circumstances that form a background of the encounter between
the self and the other (e.g., the father’s failure in teaching the narrating self how to swim, his
inability to use language other than technical jargon, and adjust his vocabulary repertoire to
the interlocutor). At some points, the narrating self’s father attempts at consummation or
finalization of the self (e.g., his desire to make the narrating self fit his teaching scheme
during swimming lessons, wish to control the narrating self’s political choices and to mold
her worldview). However, the narrating self manages to escape finalization and to liberate
305

herself from the others’ dependence on her as, e.g., their interpreter. By sustaining her radical
alterity and unconsummation, the narrating self uses answerability effectively.
Within the encounter with the cultural other (represented by Americans), the attitude of
answerability or responsibility is presented both by the narrating self and her father (they
eagerly respond to those others’ inquiries about peculiarities of the Iranian culture or
economy). Consequently, the narrating self comprehends the Bakhtinian category of the ought
understood as the self’s moral obligation to display the attitude of answerability. In Funny in
Farsi, alterity is represented by the Americans encountered (friends, teachers, neighbors), but
also by the narrating self’s French husband, brought up in different cultural and economic
conditions. In the case of this type of otherness, the oppressive character of the encounter is
derived from generalized judgements of the self based upon stereotypes, prejudices and
preconceptions. The narrating self experiences this oppression both from some Americans
(ignorance on the brink of offensiveness) as well as her mother-in-law. In both contexts,
generalization precludes particularity of the self and, consequently, leads to the lack of any
answerable or responsible act. In Dumas’s memoir, two-sided nature of the encounter with the
other (which may be harmful) is represented by scarce, yet evocative passages illustrating
cruelty or violence (e.g., family’s visit in Washington, anger of the beauty pageant audience).
In Funny in Farsi, Dumas points to women’s oppression by patriarchal culture that is
exemplified by, i.a., female relatives solely burdened with domestic duties, deprived of
education, oppressed by body shaming, and silenced by male relatives. Nevertheless, it is hard
to assess the narrating self’s feminist awareness unambiguously since at some points in her
memoir, she uses body shaming herself or expresses self-deprecating remarks when referring
to her husband (in the chapter “Of Mosquitoes and Men”). What seems to support the
“evolution” of her feminist maturity are passages firmly criticizing beauty pageants and the
very idea of evaluating a woman on the basis of her physical attributes, pointing to the
shamefulness and injustice of such practice (the chapter “A Nose by Any Other Name”), and,
finally, expressing the acceptance of Dumas’s daughter’s choice of a hobby that is not
perceived as suitable for girls.

Finally, Funny in Farsi is consistent with the tradition of contemporary Iranian American life
writing because it employs personal memory intermingled with collective memory (Karim
and Rahimieh), portrays particular examples of the sudden “reversal of fortune” that Iranians
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experienced after the Revolution of 1979 (Motlagh), and points to collective responsibility
that was attributed to Iranian immigrants after the political upheavals brought by the
Revolution (Karim).
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FINAL CONCLUSIONS
Mary Oliver, an American poet and winner of the Pulitzer Prize, writes about the relevance of
otherness to the formation of the self’s identity in this way: “I stood willingly and gladly in
the characters of everything – other people, trees, clouds. And this is what I learned, that the
world’s otherness is antidote to confusion – that standing within this otherness – the beauty
and the mystery of the world, out in the fields or deep inside books – can re-dignify the worststung heart” (14; emphasis added). Thus, otherness of various kind (epitomized by another
subjectivity as well as alterity within nature or magic) is, according to Oliver, contributive to
the well-being of the self, and the self’s establishing her own place in the confusing external
world. This approach is shared by all the women authors whose life narratives have been
examined in this dissertation. In the selected autobiographical texts by Sandra Cisneros, Diane
Glancy and Firoozeh Dumas, the narrating selves depict relationality, a sense of collectivity,
collective remembering, and various forms of alterity as absolutely crucial for the process of
her identity’s formation.
In each of the selected life narratives, alterity may be classified into identifiable “themes” (as
defined by William L. Howarth), around which the encounter between the self and the other
revolves. In Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street, these themes include gender
otherness, social class and racial otherness, linguistic otherness, otherness as a source of
oppression, and, last but not least, otherness in the domain of nature and magic. In Diane
Glancy’s Claiming Breath, the themes encompass art as the medium of the encounter between
the self and the other, internal alterity derived from the identity split between two cultural
heritages, external otherness, feminism and SHEdonism, traveling, writing and teaching, the
Great Spirit as the other, and the narrating self’s ethnicity. In Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in
Farsi, those themes are extended family as the background for the self’s encounter with
otherness, the historical moment as an important factor influencing this encounter, the
oppressive dimension of otherness, inner otherness, language and linguistic alterity, and
(problematic) feminism. What is to be noted is the fact that all these life narratives include
common identifiable themes, such as the external and internal sense of alterity, otherness as
both contributive and oppressive to the self, gender otherness and the narrating self’s feminist
awareness, as well as linguistic alterity. The latter corresponds with the Levinasian view that
language is the most appropriate tool of the encounter between the self and the other.
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Language is privileged over action (e.g., in a crisis: in The House on Mango Street) and it is
an object of experiment (Claiming Breath intermingles word formation and word plays; The
House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi mix up languages).
Furthermore, the fact that linguistic otherness is one of the most relevant themes around
which the narrating self’s relation with otherness is clustered resonates with Lyotard’s concept
of the potential to (re)gain agency that resides within the linguistic domain.

All the explored life narratives may be viewed as representatives of positive ratification (to
use Barrett J. Mandel’s term) as they acknowledge the narrated past, without neglecting the
oppressive and traumatic instances of the self’s encounters with otherness, i.e., without
attempts at idealization of the narrated past. This open acknowledgement of both positive and
negative aspects of the encounters with significant otherness resonates with Estelle Jelinek’s
observation that women authors, in contrast to men, do not tend to omit obstacles in life,
which is aimed at producing an encompassing portrayal of personal struggles (Jelinek 14-15).
Each of the selected authors includes in their life narrative the oppressive dimension of the
self’s encounter with the other, which is also concordant with the Bakhtinian notion of twosided answerability. Furthermore, the potential danger that is implied by the confrontation
with oppressive alterity may add epistemological value to this encounter. Such an approach
fits into the Levinasian concept of “quest for truth” (Totality and Infinity 60), in which the self
necessarily enters the domain of danger posed by the other.

The narrating selves of The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi use
the mode of memory that may be classified as processual (to use James Olney’s terminology).
Processual memory implies that the configurations of memory are ever-changing, which
resonates with the narrating selves’ process of identity formation as always in the state of
becoming. Postulating such a fluxionary nature of subjectivity dovetails with both the
Bakhtinian (“yet-to-be” identity) and the Levinasian thoughts (“yet-to-come” identity).
Although both approaches are operative in the analysis of the encounter between the self and
the other in the life narratives under discussion, the Bakhtinian model is unmistakably
prevalent.

In all of the selected autobiographical texts, the narration is focused on the Bakhtinian
prerequisites of an efficient answerable act which include the particularity of everyday life
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experience; the unique, singular, once-occurrent, lived moment; the relevance of the historical
moment to the interpretation of the encounter between the self and the other; and the notion of
the sympathetic co-experiencing with the other. The narrating self in each of the selected life
narratives resists consummation or finalization by the other. Finally, each of the selected
autobiographical texts presents two-sided answerability within the depiction of the oppressive
dimension of otherness. In The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi,
the Levinasian thought is operative to a much lesser extent. Nevertheless, it is visible in the
sections devoted to linguistic alterity, which resonates with the Levinasian concept of
language and conversation as the major site which is proper for the self’s encounter with
otherness. The Levinasian approach is also used in interpreting the ethical (oftentimes
altruistic) dimension of such an encounter, which is represented by responsible acts depicted
in these life narratives. Furthermore, the Levinasian thought is identifiable in constantly being
alerted to sustain radical alterity of both the self and the other. Finally, the Levinasian concept
of God as the “Great Other” is operative (predominantly) in Diane Glancy’s Claiming Breath.
The shared prerequisites of the encounter between the self and the other in the Bakhtinian and
the Levinasian thoughts are operative in the selected autobiographical texts. These are, firstly,
the epistemological value that is attached to the encounter between subjectivities and,
secondly, the recognition of superiority of both answerable and responsible act over any
theoretical scheme.

All of the narrating selves of the selected life narratives, through writing and publishing their
autobiographical texts, regain agency understood as control over autobiographical narration,
but also – in a wider sense – over their lives. They all depict socio-cultural patterns that are
imposed on women, and by the reconfiguration of those schemes, the narrating selves
reformulate their sense of self (which resonates with Judith Butler’s theory of agency as well
as with de Certeau’s concept of “tricking” ideological order). Cisneros “leaves Mango Street,”
Glancy regains (or “re-claims,” to refer to the eponymous breath) autonomy after her divorce
and the death of her mother, and Dumas begins a successful writing career after years spent
fulfilling familial duties as a mother and wife. Each of the women authors whose life
narratives are studied in this dissertation unsilences herself and legitimizes her own voice
within the multiplicity of voices of her significant others as well as of the socio-cultural
community she has grown up in. Finally, in the selected life narratives, the process of
unsilencing is accompanied by detaching oneself from the restraints of the (predominantly)
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patriarchal society as well as from the figure of the mother, who is unfailingly presented as a
victim of patriarchy. Cisneros embarks on a “journey which [her] mother never made before
she folded up her camp” (87), Glancy becomes liberated from domestic imprisonment that
was her mother’s fate, and Dumas detaches herself from the generational heritage of her
female ancestors who were silenced and deprived of both education and the right selfdetermination.

The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi all fit into the tradition of
women’s autobiographical writing. The chief focus of this dissertation, i.e., the formation of
identity influenced by the encounter with the other resonates with the theme of interpersonal
relations. The latter were depicted as early as in the first century A.D. in Agrippina’s Memoirs.
At the beginning of autobiographical literary production in England (the second half of the
17th century), men’s life narratives were more varied due to, i.a., better educational
possibilities they enjoyed. Those discrepancies in self-development opportunities between
men and women is the issue that Dumas explicitly addresses in her memoir published at the
beginning of the twenty-first century. Eighteenth-century Puritan and Quaker spiritual
testimonies may also be treated as forerunners of contemporary women’s autobiographies,
including the texts analyzed in this dissertation. This is because they express a deep sense of
belonging (and urge to belong) to a community as well as a focus on relationality, not an
individual self. This sense of being a member of a diasporic community is especially vivid in
The House on Mango Street, and communal, i.e., shared experience is well-articulated in
Funny in Farsi. Claiming Breath refers to Native American ceremonies, which aim at
emphasizing wholeness within the tribal community, and hence correspond with Puritan and
Quaker spiritual autobiographies’ major focus, i.e., “religious and spiritual experience of the
community at large” (Edkins 40).

The analysis of selected life narratives noticeably shows the considerable impact of
significant otherness on the process of a female narrating self’s identity formation. This aspect
is unmistakably linked with the focus on intersubjectivity, which is discernible in twentiethcentury autobiographies by, i.a., Eleonor Roosevelt, Golda Meir, Simone de Beauvoir, or
Virginia Woolf. These authors were women considerably active in the public sphere (like
Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas), who nevertheless present how they repeatedly strive for
reconciliation of their professional and public lives and ponder the roles they serve within the
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family and society. These concerns are addressed in The House on Mango Street (a young
girl’s status within the family and diasporic community), Funny in Farsi (with major focus on
familial relations) and Claiming Breath (functioning in society as a female traveler and
teacher, who becomes liberated from familial constraints). Cisneros, Dumas and Glancy in
their life narratives oppose the traditional cultural model within which woman’s status is
defined solely in familial terms (as sisters, daughters, mothers, spouses).

Glancy and Dumas are mothers, and in their life narratives, the theme of maternal role is
unfailingly attached to the domestic sphere (Rosaldo 24; Ortner 74). The fact that childcare is
culturally perceived as the factor necessarily limiting (or even cancelling) woman’s public
activity is presented both in Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi. Furthermore, women’s
functioning in society as conditioned by complex familial interrelations (Rosaldo 28) is
predominantly depicted in Dumas’s memoir and hinted at in Cisneros’s life narrative. This is
because in Funny in Farsi, the prevalent others are members of the narrating self’s extended
family, and The House on Mango Street includes numerous instances of young girls and adult
women as restrained by (usually externally imposed) familial obligations. In The House on
Mango Street, responsibility is predominantly identified with altruistic behavior, which is
perceived as deriving from the notion of motherhood (Glover and Kaplan 5). Interestingly,
this affinity between being responsive to the other and the self’s altruism is best articulated in
a life narrative, whose narrator is not depicted as a mother (Cisneros).
The figure of the (m)other is vital for the process of the narrating self’s identity constitution in
every selected autobiographical text. Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas all depict their mothers as
counter role models, mostly due to their submissiveness, passivity, and being homebound.
Dumas explicitly states that it is her father who embodies the most significant alterity, and
portrays her mother as silenced and dependent upon her husband. All the selected authors
resonate with Jelinek’s assertion that women are less eager than men to depict their mothers in
a life narrative (13).

Not only the thematic content, but also the external structure of selected life narratives suits
into the tradition of women’s autobiographical texts. The purposeful suspension of external
coherence dovetails with Jelinek’s observation that women authors often cluster their
autobiographies around “self-sustained units rather than connecting chapters” (17). The
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choice of a fragmentary structure (instead of a comprehensive “traditional” form of a linear
autobiography) is especially relevant in The House on Mango Street (vignettes) and Claiming
Breath (montage of entries of various generic origin). Funny in Farsi is divided into chapters,
which are nevertheless relatively short and do not follow strict chronological pattern. By
producing externally fragmented texts, Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas appear to resonate with
the tendency of female authors who preferred such genres as diary or journal to avoid the
explicit expression of individual importance (Spacks 112). Such self-deprecation resonates
with what Jelinek calls understatement, which is discernible in Dumas’s memoir and its
extensive use of self-irony. Claiming Breath is composed of repetitive themes, which, on the
one hand, resonates with the genre of diary (prevalent in Glancy’s text). On the other hand, it
points to the observation that the form of a literary piece reflects women’s lives marked by
repetitive units typical of the routine of domestic duties, even if the author is active in the
public sphere (Juhasz 223-224). By suspending the external structural coherence of their texts,
Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas follow the pattern chosen by early female authors (i.a., Margery
Kempe or Mary Rowlandson) as well as such canonical twentieth-century authors as Gertrude
Stein, Mary McCarthy or Maya Angelou (Jelinek 19). Finally, the fact that the critical texts
discussing Diane Glancy’s and Firoozeh Dumas’s life narratives are sparse also fits into some
kind of “tradition” since the dominant approach of most critics to women authors’
autobiographies has been judgmentally insignificant (Jelinek 3).

The processual nature of identity formation, which is thoroughly examined in this
dissertation, is depicted in each of the selected life narratives. Such identity, always in flux,
resonates with the process of “becoming a woman” (Beauvoir), invariably unfinished and
controlled by incessant acculturation (Butler 33). Another corresponding notion is that of
subjective composure, which is also unceasingly incomplete (Summerfield 92), and hence
enables the analysis of identity constitution of the narrating self. The latter is explored against
the background of the impact that the significant others exert on the process of identity
formation. The others’ influence is predominantly addressed in The House on Mango Street,
Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi due to the relational model of subjectivity that is
operative in each of the selected texts. This model resonates with Butler’s assertion that the
category of gender is oftentimes equated with a relation rather than any particular individual
feature (9) as well as with Chodorow’s view of female subjectivity established prevalently “in
relation” with the others (44). Chodorow situates this feature in girls’ involvement in family
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childcare, which is especially vivid in The House on Mango Street (the narrated self is
responsible for her little sister; numerous adolescent female characters are expected to take
care of their family members). Irigaray asserts that a little girl’s language is marked by
intersubjectivity (15-16), which is discernible in Cisneros’s text (numerous instances of
responsibility the narrated self, herself a child or teenager, has towards the others) as well as
Dumas’s memoir (as a little girl, she acts as an interpreter of linguistic and cultural
peculiarities her parents or uncle do not grasp). While Cisneros and Dumas present their
childhood and adolescent selves, Glancy focuses on her contemporary adult self (diary
sections prevail). Nevertheless, the attitude of responsibility towards the other, which is
strictly connected with the intersubjective model of identity constitution, is identifiable in
each of the selected life narratives.

Intersubjectivity is closely connected with a sense of collectivity and the notion of collective
remembering, which are both operative in each of the selected life narratives. In The House on
Mango Street, the themes that are depicted (“poverty, racism, migration, patriarchy”) are of
collective importance (Kevane 93). Furthermore, collectivity is visible in close bonds that are
sustained between the members of the barrio as well as epitomized by shared possessions
(e.g., a bike). In Claiming Breath, Glancy recurrently addresses the collective dimension of
Native American tradition (epitomized by, i.a., functioning within tribal community or
ceremonies that focus on communal wholeness, not individuality), but also acknowledges that
her “sense of belonging” is incessantly merged with the “sense of individuality.” Glancy also
presents herself as the subjectivity in the act of connecting: two temporal spheres (the past and
the future) and two ethnic communities, which also adds the collective dimension to her
individual experience. Dumas emphasizes the cultural conditioning when she affirms that a
sense of collectivity is rooted in the Iranian culture and is also her own source of uniqueness.
In Funny in Farsi, the belief is expressed that sharing joy with others strengthens any positive
occurrence (the concept of collective joy in the Bakhtinian thought). Negative feelings are
also shared collectively: Dumas points to “collective anxiety” (117), experienced by Iranian
diaspora after political upheavals. Collective remembering is shared by each of the selected
authors since they all acknowledge generational heritage (of mostly female ancestors) that
serves as role model or counter role model for the process of the narrating self’s identity
formation. Yet, the collective dimension of memories is most explicitly articulated in Funny in
Farsi due to the fact that Dumas repeatedly uses first person plural pronoun to depict shared
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experience.

The theme of feminist awareness of the narrating self is discernible in each of the
autobiographical texts examined in this dissertation. The selected authors (especially Cisneros
and Glancy) rebel against the view (prevalent in women’s autobiographies up to the beginning
of the twentieth century) that writing is inferior when weighted against one’s domestic duties.
Cisneros declares that she would not meet the social expectation that solely girls should be
burdened with household chores. Glancy elevates the status of writing and artistic creativity
(poetry) by emphasizing that she only became liberated from the restraints of domestic duties
after her divorce and children becoming adults. Dumas, despite depicting her husband and
children as significant others, also expresses (at least partial) liberation from the traditional
marital and maternal roles. Glancy’s example (i.e., her newly-acquired status of a divorcee
with adult children) appears to resonate with the scheme pioneered by, i.a., Charlotte Perkins
Gliman (Autobiography, published in 1935), who embarked on a teaching and writing career
that contributed to “the whole human race” (Winston 101). A similar sense of transcending
one’s singular familial or communal circle is echoed in dedication that Cisneros provides in
The House on Mango Street: “To the Women.” Such a sense of collectivity that goes beyond
the immediate family or close friends is also discernible in Claiming Breath. The analysis of
the influence that alterity makes on the process of identity constitution in Glancy’s life
narrative is evaluated against the background of the encounter with significant otherness that
is predominantly epitomized by strangers: the narrating self’s students, other drivers, farmers,
“white settlers” (as a group) as well as elements of the natural world or the Absolute (the
Great Other). In Claiming Breath, the other embodied by family members (mother, father,
brother) is of lesser importance.

Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas depict life narrators who creatively rework their sense of self by
resistance against the ideological system. Such methods of (re)gaining agency resonate with
both Judith Butler’s concept of performativity and Michel de Certeau’s transverse tactics
aimed at tricking the ideological order. According to Butler, the self transforms ideologically
enforced patterns of subjectivity because of her inability to encompass their multiplicity
(Butler 145). It appears that in their autobiographical texts, each of the selected authors
focuses on individually chosen constituents of their identities, rather than struggle to conform
to the diversity of roles that are imposed on women by the dominant ideology. Cisneros
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detaches from “the barrio” which symbolizes her refusal to adopt the role of a submissive
wife, daughter and sister. Instead, she embarks on a writing career. Glancy abandons domestic
imprisonment and, at least partially, the status defined by her martial and maternal duties. By
projecting herself as a co-creator of the world (a vision of a woman shape-shifting into a
water being) in the final section of Claiming Breath, Glancy legitimizes her (re)claiming
agency. Dumas gains agency by rebelling against the role of a silenced daughter who would
obediently comply with her father’s decisions or political judgements (as her mother does).
De Certeau’s theory entails the process of identity formation that would surpass the model
superimposed by ideology, which resembles Butler’s performativity. However, de Certeau
affirms that transgressive strategies that are employed to “trick” the ideological system are not
place-dependent. Thus, it appears that Glancy does not realize this model because her gaining
agency is interwoven in traveling, and the alterity of subsequent locations of her visiting
poet’s residencies is a crucial variable in the process of the narrating self’s identity formation.
On the other hand, Cisneros effectively rebels against the dominant ideolog(ies) without
changing her place of living. In The House on Mango Street, ideology is represented not only
by patriarchy (the narrating self’s decision to “leave the table like a man, without putting back
the chair or picking up the plate” (89)), but also the Catholic Church (mother superior).

Life narrators of The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi oppose the
dominant patriarchal ideology by unsilencing themselves. They are no longer condemned to
be mute, with the voice potentially ascribed to them solely by the active masculine subject
(Butler 37). In Cisneros’s narrative, the latter is represented by numerous male (and usually
oppressive) others (neighbors who explicitly comment on the girls’ behavior or outfit, abusive
fathers and husbands who assume absolute control over women’s lives). Glancy unsilences
herself (re-claims her own voice) in opposition to her ex-husband, and Dumas (at least
implicitly) rebels again her dominant father, who managed to almost completely silence the
narrating self’s mother. The selected authors’ literary production (the act of publishing a life
narrative) resonates with Helene Cixous’s calling women into action, i.e., into actively
entering both the public sphere and the literary canon (875). They succeed at least in the
former (out of three selected life narrators, only Cisneros may enjoy if not a canonical, then at
least recognizable status). Cisneros invades the public sphere by “leaving Mango Street” and
thus pursuing education and writing career outside her diasporic community. Glancy and
Dumas both flee from the restraints of the domestic and begin their public activity by teaching
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poetry (Glancy), giving speeches (Dumas), and publishing literary pieces of various genres
(both authors). In the “project of modernity” (Stanley 46), silencing was supplemented by
othering groups different than male white bourgeois subjects, such as women and people of
color. As female authors of color, the selected life narrators combine both of those identity
labels. In my dissertation, I have reverted the order of “woman as other” and situated the
female narrating/ed self as the self/same, which has enabled the analysis of the self’s identity
formation as a process remarkably influenced by the encounter with meaningful others.

In case of Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas, unsilencing themselves, i.e., (re)gaining their own
voice is accompanied by multivoicedness of their narratives. Hence, the selected authors
unsilence not only their individual selves, but also bestow their significant others with a
proper voice. Consequently, in The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in
Farsi, the encounter with significant otherness unfailingly affects the process of the narrating
selves’ identity formation. Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas defy patriarchal ideology, but in this
dissertation, the constitution of their identities has been analyzed from a wider perspective to
avoid strengthening masculinism as the only point of reference (Hohne and Wussow ix).
Therefore, I have applied the notions of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian
responsibility to the examination of the identity formation of selected narrating selves in their
confrontation with both external and internal forms of alterity. The House on Mango Street,
Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi epitomize what Hohne and Wussow acknowledge may
combine feminist criticism and the concept of heteroglossia. The selected life narratives all
depict narrating selves that explore both their “own positions and languages and those of
others” against the background of “race, class, gender, time, and space” (xii; xiv).
Undoubtedly, in each of the analyzed autobiographical texts, the relevance of racial, class,
gender, temporal and spatial nature of relationship between the self and the other is evident. It
is explicitly discernible in the themes within which significant otherness and the impact it
exerts on the narrating self’s identity formation has been explored in this dissertation.

In each of the selected life narratives, the encounter with the significant otherness is essential
for the process of the narrating self’s identity formation. This is possible due to the fact that in
The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi, the narrating/ed self
masters the Bakhtinian answerability as well as some elements of the Levinasian
responsibility. In consequence, she adopts an attitude of being incessantly open to the voice of
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the other and the other’s “truth” as well as adjusting her response to some of these others.
Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas root their life stories in particularity and uniqueness of their
surroundings and in the prosaic dimension of everyday experience. This resonates not only
with the Bakhtinian thought, but also with the notion of “relative concreteness” which implies
that a female self is focused on particularized “feelings, things, and people … it tends toward
personalism and particularism” (Ortner 81). Cisneros provides surnames or nicknames of
particular neighbors, friends and family members; others are presented as substantially
conditioned by singular circumstances (such as the death of a family member, being the eldest
or the youngest sibling, etc.). Both Glancy and Dumas extensively refer to concrete details of
everyday life (i.a., numbers, geographical location, brands, colors, decorations, details of
outfits, directly quoted thank-you notes in Claiming Breath or flyers in Funny in Farsi).
Accordingly, in each of the selected life narratives, the narrating self applies the Bakhtinian
pravda (concrete truth derived from the particularity of an answerable act) rather than istina
(universal objective truth) to her observations of significant otherness. The encounter with the
latter invariably has the epistemological value for the self. This is because each of the selected
life narrators grasps the Bakhtinian idea that the other possesses an excess of seeing, which
provides the self with an external (hence much wider) perspective. As a result, each of the
significant others exerts a particularized and thus remarkable impact on the process of the
narrating self’s identity constitution.

Narrating selves of The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi show
answerability/responsibility, i.e., they are ready to become involved in a dialogue even with
oppressive others. Therefore, harmful alterity also appears impactful on the process of their
identity formation. This resonates both with the Levinasian assertion that the “quest for truth”
inevitably requires entering the domain of insecurity and the Bakhtinian two-sided
answerability. Cisneros is the author who most explicitly addresses this two-sided nature of
answerability in her depiction of incidents of sexual harassment (in The House on Mango
Street, the juxtaposition of memory and trauma is the most vivid). Glancy shifts between
centrifugal and centripetal reactions to otherness in order to protect herself from the
potentially harmful gaze of the other (e.g., communication within the boundaries of a game,
refusing to respond to some of the other drivers), but makes some attempts to communicate
even with such dissimilar others as the burglars (a sash as a banner). Although Dumas points
to her father’s despotic behavior, she nevertheless sustains their dialogic relationship and
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bestows him with the status of her most significant other. Furthermore, Dumas does not
neglect the others’ curiosity, expressed in somewhat tiring inquiries about her being an
immigrant, but manages to respond to them in such a way that her self is protected.

In each of the selected life narratives, the radical alterity of the other is acknowledged. This is
accompanied by the awareness of the fact that neither the self nor the other should be
consummated (merged with one another) or finalized. Cisneros recognizes the radical alterity
of her significant others within the domains of, i.a., age, gender, and status. Yet, she manifests
the Bakhtinian sympathetic co-experiencing (rather than pure empathizing) when, e.g.,
pondering domestic aggression her friend is a victim of. Glancy points to the discrepancy
between educational and social status when she grasps the intellectual and emotional gulf
between herself and some of the others (truck drivers, some of her students). Nevertheless,
both Cisneros and Glancy strive for establishing a common plane of experience with the
other, and depict art as a proper site of the encounter (sharing the experience of writing,
reading and – in case of Glancy – teaching poetry). Out of the three analyzed texts, Claiming
Breath is most conspicuously focused on the self’s creative potential, which makes Glancy’s
diary resonate with Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior (1976). The latter explores
the theme of the imaginative potential of a female author (Juhasz 237). Dumas depicts the self
that consequently avoids consummation by the other, epitomized predominantly by a
domineering father.

Finally, in The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi, the encounter
with the significant other and its influence on the narrating self’s identity formation are
depicted against the background of particular historical moment. In consequence, the
Levinasian approach cannot be applied here due to his firm belief that “when man truly
approaches the Other he is uprooted from history” (Totality and Infinity 52). Each of the
selected life narrators refers to the past heritage of either female ancestors (especially
Cisneros and Glancy) or, in a wider context, of ethnic groups (Glancy) and diasporic
communities (Dumas). Such references to past generations are deeply rooted in history. In
Funny in Farsi, the relevance of the socio-historical circumstances of the encounter with
otherness is most explicitly addressed. Accordingly, Dumas diverges from the pattern
observed by Jelinek who affirms that providing socio-historical background is the domain of
male life narrators (6). The fact that the narrating self’s identity formation is a process
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necessarily conditioned by the particularity of historical moment is acknowledged by, i.a.,
Denise Riley, who emphasizes temporal specificity of identity formation process (14-17).

The major aim of this dissertation has been to analyze the impact that the significant otherness
exerts on the process of the narrating self’s identity formation in the selected representatives
of American ethnic women’s life writing at the turn of the 21st century. It has been proven that
this influence is undoubtedly decisive, and thus each of the selected life narratives is marked
by multivoicedness or heteroglossia. This multiplicity of voices heard considerably
contributes to (re)gaining and (re)shaping the individual voice of the narrating/ed self of The
House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi. Each of the selected
autobiographical texts employs a life narrator who belongs to a long-silenced group of female
authors of color. Thus, by unsilencing themselves and, through heteroglossia, other women
members of their ethnic communities, Cisneros, Glancy and Dumas “talk back” and form a
novel, emancipated identity. As bell hooks asserts in Talking Back: Thinking Feminist,
Thinking Black:

Moving from silence into speech is for the oppressed, the colonized, the exploited, and
those who stand and struggle side by side a gesture of defiance that heals, that makes
new life and new growth possible. It is that act of speech, of “talking back,” that is no
mere gesture of empty words, that is the expression of our movement from object to
subject—the liberated voice. (29)
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SUMMARY
The aim of this dissertation, entitled “Identity Formation in American Ethnic Women’s Life
Writing at the Turn of the 21st Century,” is to study the process of identity construction of the
narrating self in the context of her constant encounters with significant otherness. The
relevance of this encounter to the process of forming the sense of self of the authors that I
analyze is examined against the background of two theoretical approaches to alterity,
epitomized by Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of answerability and the parallel (yet not identical)
Emmanuel Levinas’s notion of responsibility. The women authors’ life narratives I explore in
this dissertation are Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango Street (1984), Diane Glancy’s
Claiming Breath (1992) and Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up
Iranian in America (2003). The selected authors belong to cultural and ethnic minorities.
None of the selected life narratives has been translated into Polish to date.

This dissertation is divided into six chapters: three theoretical and three analytical ones. In the
first chapter, I provide a theoretical background for exploring life narratives that represent
autobiographical genres by conducting a survey of crucial concepts, categories and theoretical
approaches within the contemporary literary criticism concerning life writing. I outline, i.a.,
the complexity of the autobiographical genres, the historical development of autobiographical
genres, crucial distinctions between several terms (life writing, life narrative, autobiography
proper, as well as life narrative vs. biography, novel and history), the controversies around the
notion of autobiographical truth, the complexity of memory, the notion of referentiality, and
the interrelatedness of five “constitutive processes of autobiographical subjectivity”: memory,
experience, identity, embodiment and agency (Smith and Watson, Reading Autobiography
16). The next sections of this chapter aim at, i.a., the investigation of the concepts of
collective remembering, collective sense of subjectivity, the concept of the autobiographical
“I” and a crucial classification into several categories, such as the real or historical “I,” the
narrating “I” vs. the narrated “I,” and the ideological “I.” Finally, I present the American
origins of autobiographical genres, and I emphasize the importance of various forms of
otherness to the constitution of an autobiographical subject’s identity.

The second chapter of my dissertation delves into the encounter between the self and the other
in the context of the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility. The former is
analyzed on the basis of four texts by Mikhail Bakhtin: “Art and Answerability” (1919; 1990),
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Toward a Philosophy of the Act (1919-1921; 1993), “Author and Hero in Aesthetic Activity”
(1920-1923; 1990) and Problems of Dostoyevsky’s Poetics (1963; 1984). The latter is
examined using Emmanuel Levinas’s Totality and Infinity (1961; 1979) as well as Ethics and
Infinity (1982; 1985). The relevance of this theoretical survey is justified in the three
analytical chapters of this dissertation, in which I apply the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian
approaches to three case studies of selected life narratives.

In the third chapter of my dissertation, I survey the most prominent concepts of feminist
criticism that are relevant to the analysis and interpretation of the autobiographical texts in
three following chapters. I provide the historical context of the relationship between women
and their literary production, and the (assumed) differences between masculine and feminine
life writing. Then, I proceed to the investigation of the problematic existence of a stable
legitimate category of women as well as the theoretical concept of woman as the other. I
address the idea that a female life narrator is supposedly fragmentary, fluid, discontinuous,
and more relational (focused on intersubjectivity). Then, I inquire into the complexity of the
notion of femininity, the adjective feminine, and the classification of femininity into good vs.
bad femininity. The last subsection of the third chapter aims at the analysis of the situation of
women in the United States between the 1980s and the early 2000s, which is the period that
constitutes a socio-historical background of selected life narratives that are analyzed in the
following three chapters.

The fourth chapter addresses the process of identity constitution of the narrating self in the
context of her repeated encounters with otherness in Sandra Cisneros’s The House on Mango
Street (1984), using the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility. The
analysis is preceded by a brief survey of critical literature exploring Cisneros’s life narrative.
Then I examine The House on Mango Street’s structure, its main identifiable themes, as well
as possible interpretations of particular encounters of the narrating self and her others. The
depiction of various forms of significant otherness in Cisneros’s life narrative in the context of
answerability/responsibility is structured around sections on gender otherness, social class and
racial otherness, linguistic otherness, otherness as a source of oppression, and otherness in the
domain of nature and magic.
In the fifth chapter of my dissertation, I inquire into narrating self’s identity construction
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influenced by encounters with various forms of significant otherness in the context of the
Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian responsibility in Diane Glancy’s Claiming
Breath (1992). Firstly, I briefly present the theoretical texts outlining Claiming Breath, the
fragmentariness of the text’s structure, and the prevalence of diary sections. Then, I consider
in detail particular instances of significant otherness that influences the process of the
narrating self’s identity formation in Claiming Breath. This section consists of subsections on
art as the medium of the encounter between the self and the other, internal alterity derived
from the identity split between two cultural heritages, external otherness (both contributive
and oppressive), feminism and SHEdonism, traveling as a source of regained autonomy and
pleasure, writing and teaching, the Great Spirit as the other, and the author’s ethnicity.
The sixth chapter of my dissertation ponders the process of the narrating self’s identity
constitution in Firoozeh Dumas’s Funny in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in
America (2003). This process is presented against the background of the notions of
collectivity, shared experience, the Bakhtinian answerability and the Levinasian
responsibility. Similarly to the life narratives that I discuss in two previous chapters, Dumas’s
memoir depicts the process of constituting the life narrator’s identity affected by double
otherness (ethnicity and womanhood) as well as recurrent encounters with external alterity. I
classify manifestations of significant otherness into several identifiable categories: the
background of the extended family, the particularity of experience, the historical moment as
an important background for the encounter between the self and the other, the oppressive
dimension of otherness, a sense of inner otherness, the issue of language and linguistic
alterity, and, finally, the theme of (problematic) feminist awareness of the narrating self.

In my conclusions, I affirm that in each of the selected autobiographical texts, various forms
of significant otherness are absolutely crucial for the process of the narrating self’s identity
formation. This is because each of the selected life narrators depicts relationality, a sense of
collectivity, collective remembering, and the Bakhtinian answerability (with inherent
multivoicedness or heteroglossia) as relevant factors which influence the process of the
narrating self’s identity constitution. I point to common identifiable themes (as defined by
Howarth) that all these life narratives include. I observe that all the examined life narratives
may be viewed as representatives of positive ratification (Mandel), which resonates with
female life writing tradition (Jelinek) as well as both the Bakhtinian (two-sided answerability)
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and the Levinasian (“quest for truth”) thoughts. Then, I note that the narrating selves of The
House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi use the processual mode of
memory (Olney), which dovetails with both the Bakhtinian (“yet-to-be” identity) and the
Levinasian thoughts (“yet-to-come” identity). I acknowledge that although both approaches
are operative in the analysis of the encounter between the self and the other in the life
narratives under discussion, the Bakhtinian model is unmistakably prevalent. Hence, I point to
the Bakhtinian prerequisites of an efficient answerable act that is the basis for the narrating
self’s identity formation within her encounter with the other in each of the selected
autobiographical texts. These are: the particularity and prosaic dimension of everyday
experience (affinity with Ortner’s “relative concreteness”); the unique, singular, onceoccurrent, lived moment; the relevance of the historical moment to the interpretation of the
encounter between the self and the other; and the notion of the sympathetic co-experiencing
with the other. The narrating self in each of the selected life narratives resists consummation
or finalization by the other. In The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in
Farsi, the Levinasian thought is operative to a much lesser extent. Nevertheless, it is visible in
the sections devoted to linguistic alterity, the ethical (oftentimes altruistic) dimension of the
encounter between the self and the other, and the idea of sustaining radical alterity of both the
self and the other. The shared prerequisites of the encounter between the self and the other in
the Bakhtinian and the Levinasian thoughts are relevant in the selected autobiographical texts.
These are, firstly, the epistemological value that is attached to the encounter between
subjectivities and, secondly, the recognition of superiority of both answerable and responsible
act over any theoretical scheme. I point to the most substantial reason why the Levinasian
approach cannot be invariably applied to the encounter with otherness in the selected life
narratives: this encounter is unmistakably depicted against the background of particular
historical moment, which is judged insignificant (or even disruptive) in Totality and Infinity.

Then, I assert that The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi all fit
into the tradition of women’s autobiographical writing (seventeenth-century women
autobiographies, eighteenth-century Puritan and Quaker spiritual testimonies, up to twentiethcentury prominent female autobiographies focused on intersubjectivity). I emphasize the fact
that not only the thematic content, but also the external structure of selected life narratives
suits into the tradition of women’s autobiographical texts (fragmentary structure). I also point
to the relevance of the figure of the (m)other as vital for the process of the narrating self’s
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identity constitution in every selected autobiographical text.
I note that the others’ influence is predominantly addressed in The House on Mango Street,
Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi due to the relational model of subjectivity that is
operative in each of the selected texts. Such a model resonates with Butler’s category of
gender as well as Chodorow’s and Irigaray’s views of female self. I present how closely
intersubjectivity is connected with a sense of collectivity and the notion of collective
remembering in each of the selected life narratives. Then, I sum up the discussion of the
theme of the narrating selves’ feminist awareness: how the selected life narrators creatively
rework their sense of self by resistance against the ideological system (according to Butler’s
performativity and de Certeau’s theory of agency) and in what manner they unsilence
themselves (according to Butler, Cixous, Stanley, bell hooks). I emphasize the fact that the
selected authors unsilence not only their individual selves, but also bestow their significant
others with a proper voice. Consequently, in The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath
and Funny in Farsi, the encounter with significant otherness unfailingly affects the process of
the narrating selves’ identity formation.

Finally, I affirm that The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi
epitomize what Hohne and Wussow acknowledge may combine feminist criticism and the
Bakhtinian concept of heteroglossia. I point to the fact that in each of the selected life
narratives, the encounter with the significant otherness is essential for the process of the
narrating self’s identity formation. This is possible because in The House on Mango Street,
Claiming Breath and Funny in Farsi, the narrating/ed self masters the Bakhtinian
answerability as well as some elements of the Levinasian responsibility.
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STRESZCZENIE
Celem rozprawy doktorskiej zatytułowanej „Budowanie tożsamości w amerykańskiej
etnicznej autobiografistyce kobiecej przełomu XX i XXI wieku” jest zbadanie procesu
budowania tożsamości żeńskiego podmiotu relacjonującego („narrating self”) w kontekście
nieustannego spotkania tegoż podmiotu ze „znaczącym” innym. Relewancja tego spotkania w
kontekście implikacji dla kształtowania się poczucia własnego „ja” („sense of self”) u
badanych autorek jest rozważana na tle dwóch teoretycznych ujęć inności („alterity”),
uosobionych przez pojęcia „zdolności do odpowiedzi” („answerability”) Michaila Bachtina
oraz „odpowiedzialności” („responsibility”) Emmanuela Levinasa. Teksty autobiograficzne,
omawiane w niniejszej rozprawie doktorskiej obejmują: The House on Mango Street (1984)
autorstwa Sandry Cisneros, Claiming Breath (1992) Diane Glancy oraz Funny in Farsi: A
Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (2003) Firoozeh Dumas. Każda z ww. autorek
należy do mniejszości kulturowej oraz etnicznej. Żaden z tych tekstów nie został dotąd
przełożony na język polski.
Rozprawa doktorska jest podzielona na sześć rozdziałów: trzy rozdziały teoretyczne oraz trzy
analityczne. Całość poprzedzona jest Wstępem, a zwieńczona Wnioskami końcowymi.
Rozdział pierwszy zawiera omówienie kluczowych pojęć, podziałów oraz ujęć krytycznych
najważniejszych zagadnień w obrębie współczesnej teorii intymistyki literackiej. W tym
miejscu omawiam m.in. złożoność gatunków autobiograficznych, ich rozwój historyczny,
kluczowe podziały pomiędzy definicjami, takie jak rozróżnienie szeroko pojętego
życiopisarstwa (life writing), narracji autobiograficznej (life narrative), autobiografii
właściwej (autobiography proper), jak również narracji autobiograficznej od biografii,
powieści czy tekstów historiograficznych. Następnie odnoszę się do kontrowersji wokół
pojęcia prawdy autobiograficznej, złożoności pamięci oraz konceptu relacyjności. Omawiam
wzajemne powiązania pięciu „konstytutywnych procesów podmiotowości autobiograficznej”,
tj. pamięci, doświadczenia, tożsamości, uosobienia („embodiment”) oraz kontroli, jaką
podmiot autobiograficzny posiada nad narracją („agency”) (terminologia Sidonie Smith i Julii
Watson). Kolejne części tego rozdziału są poświęcone m.in. omówieniu koncepcji pamięci
kolektywnej, kolektywnego poczucia własnego „ja” oraz „ja” autobiograficznego. Następnie
dokonuję kluczowego rozróżnienia pomiędzy „ja”-teraz a „ja”-wtedy, podmiotem
relacjonującym a podmiotem, który staje się bohaterem narracji oraz podmiotem
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warunkowanym przez ideologię („real” vs. historical „I”, narrating „I”, narrated „I”,
ideological „I”, za Smith i Watson). Rozdział pierwszy zamyka omówienie amerykańskich
źródeł gatunków autobiograficznych oraz znaczenia różnorodnych form inności dla
konstytuowania się tożsamości podmiotu autobiograficznego.
Drugi rozdział niniejszej rozprawy doktorskiej jest poświęcony omówieniu spotkania
pomiędzy podmiotem-jaźnią („self”) a innym („other”) w kontekście „zdolności do
odpowiedzi” („answerability”) Michaila Bachtina oraz „odpowiedzialności” („responsibility”)
Emmanuela Levinasa. Pojęcie „zdolności do odpowiedzi” przeanalizowano na podstawie tez
zawartych w czterech tekstach Bachtina: “Sztuka i odpowiedzialność” (1919; 1990), W stronę
filozofii czynu (1919-1921; 1993), “Autor i bohater w działalności estetycznej” (1920-1923;
1990) oraz Problemy Poetyki Dostojewskiego (1963; 1984). Koncepcję „odpowiedzialności”
omówiono na podstawie dwóch tekstów autorstwa Emmanuela Levinasa: Całość i
nieskończoność: Esej o zewnętrzności (1961; 1979) oraz Etyka i nieskończony (1982; 1985).
Tak szczegółowe omówienie zagadnień teoretycznych dotyczących koncepcji inności oraz
spotkania pomiędzy podmiotem-jaźnią a innym będzie niezbędne w trzech rozdziałach
analitycznych, w których wykorzystuję ujęcia krytyczne Bachtina oraz Levinasa w
szczegółowych studiach przypadku („case study”) wybranych tekstów autobiograficznych.
W rozdziale trzecim rozprawy doktorskiej omawiam najważniejsze zagadnienia krytyki
feministycznej w kontekście kobiecych tekstów autobiograficznych, przydatne w analizie i
interpretacji badanych tekstów. W tym miejscu omawiam związek kobiet i twórczości
literackiej w ujęciu historycznym oraz (domniemane) różnice pomiędzy pisarstwem męskim a
kobiecym. Następnie przechodzę do omówienia budzącego kontrowersje zagadnienia
stabilnej oraz powszechnie akceptowalnej „kategorii kobiety” („category of woman”) oraz
teoretycznej koncepcji „kobiety jako innego” („woman as the other”). Odnoszę się do
założenia, iż kobiece ego jest postrzegane jako fragmentaryczne, bardziej „płynne” od
męskiego, pozbawione ciągłości oraz bardziej niż męskie relacyjne. Następnie omawiam
złożoność zagadnienia kobiecości („femininity”), przymiotnika „kobiecy” („feminine”) oraz
rozróżnienia pomiędzy dobrą a złą kobiecością („good” vs. „bad femininity”). Ostatni
podrozdział rozdziału trzeciego poświęcony jest omówienia sytuacji kobiet w Stanach
Zjednoczonych w okresie od lat 80. XX wieku do początku wieku XXI, który to okres
stanowi tło socjologiczno-historyczne dla badanych tekstów autobiograficznych.
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Rozdział czwarty rozprawy omawia proces budowania tożsamości podmiotu relacjonującego
(„narrating self”) w The House on Mango Street (1984) autorstwa Sandry Cisneros w
kontekście jej nieustannych spotkań z innością, przy zastosowaniu pojęć „zdolności do
odpowiedzi”

(„answerability”)

Bachtina

oraz

„odpowiedzialności”

(„responsibility”)

Levinasa. Analiza jest poprzedzona krótkim omówieniem literatury krytycznej dotyczącej
przedmiotowego tekstu autobiograficznego Cisneros. Następnie przechodzę do omówienia
struktury tekstu, kluczowych motywów przewodnich na tle których ukazane są różnorodne
formy inności oraz możliwe interpretacje poszczególnych spotkań podmiotu relacjonującego
z innym. Omówienie poszczególnych form „znaczącej” inności („significant otherness”) w
tekście Cisneros w kontekście pojęć „zdolności do odpowiedzi” oraz „odpowiedzialności”
zawarte jest w podrozdziałach dotyczących: inności warunkowanej płcią, inności
uwarunkowanej przez klasę społeczną oraz przynależność rasową, inności językowej, inności
jako źródła opresji oraz inności w obrębie natury i magii.
Rozdział piąty rozprawy jest poświęcony omówieniu budowania tożsamości podmiotu
relacjonującego w Claiming Breath (1992) autorstwa Diane Glancy, na który to proces ma
wpływ spotkanie z różnorodną „znaczącą” innością w kontekście „zdolności do odpowiedzi”
Bakhtina oraz „odpowiedzialności” Levinasa. Rozdział otwiera krótkie omówienie tekstów
krytycznych dotyczących Claiming Breath, dalej zaś koncentruje się na fragmentaryczności
struktury tekstu, który w przeważającej części reprezentuje gatunek dziennika. Następnie
szczegółowo omawiam poszczególne przykłady „znaczącej” inności, która wpływa na proces
budowania tożsamości podmiotu relacjonującego w Claiming Breath. Ta część jest podzielona
na podrozdziały omawiające kolejno sztukę jako medium spotkania pomiędzy podmiotemjaźnią a innym, wewnętrzne poczucie inności wywodzące się od tożsamości rozdartej
pomiędzy dwoma dziedzictwami kulturowymi, zewnętrzną inność, feminizm oraz
„SHEdonism”, podróż jako źródło odzyskanej niezależności oraz przyjemności, pisanie i
nauczanie, „Wielkiego Ducha” jako innego oraz zagadnienia związane z pochodzeniem
etnicznym autorki.
W rozdziale szóstym rozprawy analizuję proces budowania tożsamości podmiotu
relacjonującego w Funny in Farsi: A Memoir of Growing Up Iranian in America (2003)
autorstwa Firoozeh Dumas na tle koncepcji kolektywności, wspólnoty doświadczenia oraz
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„zdolności do odpowiedzi” Bachtina oraz „odpowiedzialności” Levinasa. Podobnie jak w
tekstach autobiograficznych omawianych w rozdziałach czwartym i piątym, memuar Dumas
podejmuje kwestię procesu budowania tożsamości podmiotu autobiograficznego, na który
wpływ ma podwójna inność („double otherness”, wynikająca z pochodzenia etnicznego
autorki oraz jej płci), jak również nieustanne spotkania z innością zewnętrzną. Na potrzeby tej
analizy przypisuję „znaczącą” inność do poszczególnych kategorii: bliższa i dalsza rodzina
jako tło spotkania podmiotu-jaźni z innym, osobliwość (partykularność) doświadczenia,
moment historyczny jako istotne tło spotkania podmiotu-jaźni z innym, opresyjny wymiar
inności, poczucie wewnętrznej inności, kwestia języka oraz odmienności językowej oraz
motyw (problematycznej) świadomości feministycznej podmiotu relacjonującego.
We

Wnioskach

końcowych

stwierdzam,

że

w

każdym

z

wybranych

tekstów

autobiograficznych rozmaite formy „znaczącej” inności są absolutnie kluczowe dla procesu
budowania tożsamości podmiotu relacjonującego. Jest to powodowane faktem, iż każda z
wybranych narratorek autobiograficznych przedstawia relacyjność, poczucie kolektywności,
pamięć kolektywną oraz Bachtinowską „zdolność do odpowiedzi” (wraz z inherentną
wielogłosowością) jako istotne czynniki wpływające na proces konstytuowania się
tożsamości podmiotu relacjonującego. Wskazuję na wspólne wszystkim wybranym tekstom
motywy (według definicji Howartha). Zauważam, że wszystkie badane narracje
autobiograficzne reprezentują pozytywną ratyfikację („positive ratification”, według
Mandela), co koresponduje z tradycją kobiecego życiopisarstwa (Jelinek), jak również z
Bachtinowską „dwustronną” zdolnością do odpowiedzi („two-sided answerability”) oraz
dążeniem do prawdy („quest for truth”) Levinasa. Następnie wskazuję na procesualny model
pamięci (Olney), który jest wspólny dla podmiotów relacjonujących w The House on Mango
Street, Claiming Breath oraz Funny in Farsi, co łączy się zarówno z Bachtinowską „mającą
się stać” („yet-to-be”) podmiotowością, jak i „mającą nadejść” („yet-to-come”) tożsamością
według Levinasa.
Stwierdzam, że pomimo iż w omawianych narracjach autobiograficznych oba teoretyczne
podejścia mają zastosowanie w analizie spotkania jaźni z innym, model Bachtinowski
zdecydowanie dominuje. Dlatego wskazuję na wymogi, jakie Bachtin wyznacza dla
odpowiedzialnego aktu („answerable act”). Są one podstawą procesu formowania się
tożsamości podmiotu relacjonującego w ramach jej spotkania z innym w każdym z
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wybranych tekstów autobiograficznych i obejmują: specyfikę oraz prozaiczny wymiar
codziennego doświadczenia (powiązany z pojęciem relatywnej konkretności, „relative
concreteness” według Ortner); unikalną, jednostkową, niepowtarzalną chwilę; relewancję
momentu historycznego dla interpretacji spotkania jaźni z innym oraz pojęcie przychylnego
współprzeżywania („sympathetic co-experiencing”) z innym. Ponadto w każdym z
wybranych

tekstów

autobiograficznych

podmiot

relacjonujący

stawia

opór

byciu

„skonsumowanym” („consummated”) bądź „sfinalizowanym” („finalized”) przez innego.
Dowodzę, iż w badaniu spotkania podmiotu relacjonującego z innym w The House on Mango
Street, Claiming Breath oraz w Funny in Farsi, myśl Bachtina jest dominująca, jednak
zauważam również obszary analizy, które korespondują z teorią Levinasa. Jest ona widoczna
w częściach poświęconych odmienności językowej, etycznemu (częstokroć altruistycznemu)
wymiarowi spotkania jaźni z innym oraz konceptowi konieczności zachowania radykalnej
odmienności zarówno jaźni, jak i innego. Podkreślam wspólne dla Bachtina i Levinasa
wyznaczniki efektywnego spotkania jaźni z innym w wybranych tekstach autobiograficznych.
Są to: epistemologiczna wartość, jaka przypisana jest temu spotkaniu oraz wyższość
odpowiedzialnego aktu w stosunku do jakiegokolwiek schematu teoretycznego. Wskazuję na
najistotniejszy powód, dla którego w wybranych narracjach autobiograficznych myśl
Levinasa nie ma zastosowania w każdym aspekcie analizy spotkania podmiotu
relacjonującego z innością. To spotkanie jest nieodmiennie przedstawiane na tle konkretnego
momentu historycznego, który w Całości i nieskończoności uznany jest za nieistotny, bądź
nawet zakłócający spotkanie jaźni z innym.
Następnie zauważam, że The House on Mango Street, Claiming Breath oraz Funny in Farsi
wpisują się w tradycję kobiecego pisarstwa autobiograficznego (począwszy od wieku
siedemnastego, przez osiemnastowieczne protestanckie świadectwa religijne, aż do
czołowych

dwudziestowiecznych

autobiografii

kobiecych

skupionych

na

interpodmiotowości). Podkreślam fakt, iż nie tylko podejmowany zakres tematyczny, ale
również struktura zewnętrzna (fragmentaryczność) badanych tekstów autobiograficznych
stanowi kontynuację tradycji kobiecego życiopisarstwa. Wskazuję również na relewancję
postaci innego-matki – (m)other – jako istotnego dla procesu konstytuowania się tożsamości
podmiotu relacjonującego w każdej z analizowanych narracji autobiograficznych.
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Stwierdzam, że w badanych tekstach autobiograficznych wpływ znaczących innych jest
wyrażony dzięki relacyjnemu modelowi podmiotowości. Model ten koresponduje z pojęciem
płci kulturowo-społecznej (Butler), jak również z wizją kobiecej jaźni w ujęciu Chodorow
oraz Irigaray. Wykazuję ścisły związek interpodmiotowości z poczuciem kolektywności oraz
pojęciem pamięci kolektywnej w każdej z analizowanych narracji autobiograficznych.
Następnie podsumowuję omówienie motywu świadomości feministycznej u badanych
podmiotów relacjonujących: w jaki sposób kreatywnie przetwarzają one poczucie własnego
„ja” poprzez opór wobec ideologii (według performatywności Butler oraz teorii sprawczości,
„agency”, de Certeau) oraz jak odzyskują głos („unsilence themselves” według koncepcji
m.in. Butler, Cixous, Stanley, bell hooks). Podkreślam fakt, iż wybrane autorki odzyskują głos
nie tylko w wymiarze indywidualnych tożsamości, ale również obdarzają głosem swoich
znaczących innych (wcześniej „uciszonych”). Dlatego też w The House on Mango Street,
Claiming Breath oraz w Funny in Farsi, spotkanie ze znaczącym innym niezawodnie wpływa
na proces budowania tożsamości podmiotów relacjonujących.
Wnioski końcowe podsumowuję stwierdzeniem, iż badane teksty autobiograficzne stanowią
przejaw

połączenia

założeń

krytyki

feministycznej

z

Bachtinowskim

pojęciem

wielogłosowości (heteroglossia; w rozumieniu Hohne i Wussow). Każda z analizowanych
narratorek autobiograficznych reprezentuje kobiety należące do mniejszości etnicznych, które
przez długi czas stanowiły grupę „uciszoną” („silenced”). Poprzez (od)zyskanie głosu dla
siebie i innych kobiet należących do ich wspólnot etnicznych, Cisneros, Glancy oraz Dumas
zyskały nowy, wyemancypowany wymiar tożsamości. W The House on Mango Street,
Claiming Breath oraz Funny in Farsi, spotkanie ze znaczącym innym jest kluczowe dla
procesu budowania tożsamości podmiotu relacjonującego. Jest to możliwe dzięki temu, iż
każda z badanych narratorek autobiograficznych opanowała Bachtinowską zdolność do
odpowiedzi („mastered answerability”), jak również wybrane elementy odpowiedzialności
(„responsibility”) Levinasa.
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