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The Communal “I”: Exclusion and Belonging in American Autobiographies 

By 

Melissa Coss Aquino 

When you are hungry 
learn to eat 
whatever sustains you 
until morning 
but do not be misled by details 
simply because you live them. 

Audre Lorde, “For Each of You” (1969) 

Introduction 

In her poem “For Each of You” (1969) Audre Lorde wrote, “Don’t be misled by the 

details simply because you live them,” to indicate that lived experience holds a dangerous 

power to seduce. She questioned the veracity of details that seek to confirm their own existence 

and rightness by virtue of having been lived. Her poetic demand is that the autobiographical be 

known for its potential to mislead. Lorde articulated an acute challenge for communities living 

under oppressive systems designed to convince them of the inevitability of their condition. She 

illuminated the difference between survival tactics, “when you are hungry learn to eat whatever 

sustains you until morning,” and truth, “but do not be misled by details simply because you live 

them.” It is my argument that the very challenge of writing from the autobiographical in this 

complicated terrain calls forth independent but interrelated aesthetic experiments that I call the 

communal “I.”1 To use “the margins” or marginalized communities to refer to this “complicated 

terrain” is itself complicated. There are those who resist the term marginalization as a 

perpetuation of isolation and exclusion. However, I use the term to refer to social and political 

acts of law and will that literally push people physically and psychologically to the margins so 
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as to solidify an invented center. The margins make the center possible. However, the margins 

also refer to a place of generative power in writing, a kind of Anzaldúan borderlands, where 

disparate ideas make contact. It is in the margins that readers speak to the text, offer possibilities, 

question, push back, clarify and even revise or refute what is written. There is a hidden transcript 

in the margins. I want the margins to be known for the generative power they have. The 

communal “I” emerges as a way to navigate lives that go from the margins to the center and back 

in a constant flow of bonds and ruptures. 

In a famous talk at the Second Sex Conference in 1979 Audre Lorde asked the audience 

to consider what it means “when the tools of a racist patriarchy are used to examine the fruits of 

that same patriarchy?” She responded, “It means that only the most narrow perimeters of change 

are possible and allowable” (98). Although Lorde was pushing back at the exclusion of women 

of color by white feminists, she was also theorizing the complex paradox of working for radical 

change within existing institutions, traditions and practices. Lorde then made what has become 

one of her most quoted and debated statements: “For the master’s tools will never dismantle the 

master’s house” (99). The statement questions tools of every sort without clearly defining them, 

even as Lorde directed it to white feminists: “They may allow us to beat him at his own game, 

but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change. And this fact is only 

threatening to those women who still define the master’s house as their only source of support” 

(99). Thirty years later, Roderick Ferguson gathered the results of this paradox in his book The 

Re-order of Things: The University and its Pedagogies of Minority Difference (2012). The book 

is a wide ranging examination of the emergence of minority/ethnic studies in universities and the 

erosion of their original link with the radical student-led movements that created them. Ferguson, 

similarly to Lorde, questions the way the institutional absorption of the minority demand for 
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diversity and representation was transformed into an intentional way of removing the political 

content and power to disrupt. 

I argue that the communal “I” emerges as an aesthetic response to the pressure of using 

“the master’s tools” to write from a community on the margins. In this case I use “the master’s 

tools” to refer to several distinct elements the communal “I” is tasked with navigating: the use of 

what we have come to identify as standard English, the form and function of European 

autobiography as a celebration of individual exceptionalism, and the contradictory pressures on 

these autobiographies to both elevate and protect the communities in question from further 

marginalization. In addition, the concerns of Lorde and Ferguson converge as I examine how 

three writers from these communities (Frederick Douglass, Maxine Hong Kingston and Gloria 

Anzaldúa) have been absorbed and framed within the emerging minority/diversity canon, and 

how one (Jesús Colón) has been conspicuously left out. Ferguson argues: 

…the ethnic and women’s studies movement applied pressure on the archival 
conventions of the academy in an effort to stretch those conventions so that previously 
excluded subjects might enjoy membership. But it also meant that those subjects would 
fall under new and revised laws…the American academy would help inform the archival 
agendas of state and capital--how best to institute new peoples, new knowledges, new 
cultures and at the same time discipline and exclude those subjects according to a new 
order. (The Reorder of Things 12) 

The intention of effecting social change complicates and shapes the autobiographical in many 

ways. The pressures on the writing (across various historical periods and across communities) 

are then compounded by becoming absorbed into the academy and being subject to “new and 

revised laws” which include how the work will be framed and read. Absorption into the 

academy, as Lorde warned, also limits the power to bring forth social change. The communal 

“I,” as it operates in the autobiographies I focus on, both limits and expands the singular “I.” It 

gives the writers strategic options for balancing self-representation with communal 
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representation, but it also facilitates their work becoming entangled in the representational 

dynamics of the diversity canon. An ancillary concern is the way autobiography from the 

margins is so frequently excerpted and used in the freshman composition classroom, yet 

autobiographical writing is widely resisted as a valued form for college students. I argue that the 

archival pressures and goals of academia to preserve a certain “order of things” limit the ways 

these texts are being taught and read. 

Autobiography as Writing for Survival 

Autobiography can be conceived ‘politically.’ 
One knows that one’s life is similar to that of a thousand others, 
but through ‘chance’ it has had opportunities that the 
thousand others in reality could not or did not have. 
By narrating it, one creates this possibility, 
suggests the process, indicates the opening. 

Antonio Gramsci (Selections from Cultural Writings, 1929-1935) 

How does one express individuality, which is the sine qua non of autobiography, without 

doing violence to the self so closely aligned and identified with the details Lorde warns about, 

especially if those details have been lived as a member of a community under siege? I propose 

the concept of a communal “I” in American autobiography as a tool for dismantling, to use 

Lorde’s term, the notion of ethnic autobiography as a diversity project to be used as 

“representations of identity” or inclusions of entire communities. The communal “I” emerges as 

both burden and opportunity. The writers I have selected develop complex strategies that expand 

autobiography to include language, mythology and structure to communicate the tensions of 

exclusion and belonging that are, and have always been, at the core of American identity and 

literary production. 
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Edward Said argues against the danger of the diversity model as “otherness,” how 

reading one’s self against an established pattern accepted as the norm makes it so that “…we 

appear as dislocations in their discourse” (140).2  Ethnic autobiographies are often anthologized 

and taught as fetish objects encased in an ethnic spectrum of inclusion: the Latino/a, the Asian, 

the African American, even if they are not overtly framed as such. The concept of the communal 

“I” takes up the challenge posed by Werner Sollors’s position in Beyond Ethnicity. “Taken 

exclusively,” he writes, “what is often called the ethnic perspective—the total emphasis on a 

writer’s descent—all but annihilates art movements…” (15). Sollors argues that ethnic literary 

history should be more about contact with literary movements, other groups, and “the 

persistent conflict between consent and descent in America.” Read as representations of 

groups, these works become their own canon of diversity, with a few of them occupying the 

largest spaces within the limited space reserved for “diversity” in academia. In the context of 

movements, aesthetics, and experiments in autobiographical production, however, they appear 

only sporadically, in their own “sections” to explore “otherness” in autobiography, or not at 

all. 

The authors I have chosen form part of what I see as an ongoing historic use of American 

autobiography that I call “writing for survival.” What brings these writers together across time is 

not their representative status from each ethnic or racial group, but shared aesthetic challenges. 

The authors are writing from experiences of subjugation or marginalization that exist in various 

historical contexts of exclusion from the American “we.” They are not to be read as the same or 

even equivalent. They are also not representative of American diversity. What binds them is the 

impulse to find aesthetic space for the expression and invention of physical, psychological, social 

and spiritual survival tactics through autobiography. Their work represents an artistic mission as 

well as a political one. Across historical periods and ethnic or racial identities these works offer 
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examples of Gramsci’s idea that, “By narrating it, one creates this possibility, suggests the 

process, indicates the opening” for dismantling the overt exclusionary project of the American 

mythology based on alleged inclusion (132).3 Analyzing the literary strategies that bind them is a 

way of centering the art that emerges from communities writing for survival within the tradition 

of the American autobiography. These works do not simply operate to “tell a story” of the self, 

much less the story of a community. They engage in world building projects that offer new 

structures for representing the self in relation to others. I also argue that our current framing and 

reading of these autobiographical narratives within the diversity canon is often a new iteration of 

exclusion. 

Why Autobiography? 

There is no such thing as autobiography. 
There is only art and lies. 
Jeanette Winterson (Art and Lies, 1996) 

The implication of Jeanette Winterson’s epigram is clear: it is impossible to tell the truth 

about one’s self. It is, however, possible to make art out of the attempt. As an introduction to her 

philosophical fairy tale Art and Lies (1996), these words serve as a line in the sand. Fiction tells 

truth. Autobiography lies. In 2013, when Winterson published Why Be Happy When You Could 

Be Normal?, she seems to have decided to give autobiography as a form a second chance. In her 

memoir, she traces the “real story” of her adoption, her adoptive mother, and her reunion with 

her birth mother. Much of her autobiography covers material used in her first novel, Oranges Are 

Not the Only Fruit, and she often references one against the other. Winterson is careful to 

delineate how the adopted mother in the novel was based upon, but “not actually the one,” who 

raised her. This is a distinction that Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson establish and explain in their 

theory of the Four Autobiographical “I”s.4 Winterson’s birth mother, who gave he 
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adoption, had read her novel before they met for the first time. She apologized to Winterson for 

having had to suffer under such a terrible woman, referring to the adoptive mother from the novel. 

In her autobiography, Winterson writes about feeling protective of her adoptive mother and 

wanting somehow to say more about her, the “actual woman,” on record. It is a common impulse 

in autobiographical writing to try to set the record straight, but especially intriguing given her 

statement in Art and Lies. Her move seems to rely upon faith in a verifiable truth that can be 

revealed only in autobiography. 

It is a slippery slope to and from any agreement as to what that verifiable truth actually 

looks like or how it can be measured or even understood, never mind presented (Lejeune, de 

Man, Eakin).5 Hence, the centrality of Lejeune’s “autobiographical pact” relying on the authorial 

intention to come to terms with the truth of his or her life and not the exact rendering of it.6 

Lejeune also offers an interesting turn from the author to the reader as he explains, “To succeed 

in giving a clear and complete formula of autobiography would be, in reality, to fail…The 

history of autobiography would be therefore, above all, a history of its mode of reading: 

comparative history where we would be able to bring into dialogue the reading contracts 

proposed by different types of texts…” (30). This idea points to the pressures on these works 

from the framing and readings created by our anthologizing practices. 

The seeds for this dissertation take root in questions of truth telling. In her book 

Autobiography as Activism, Margo V. Perkins asks “In what ways does autobiography become a 

means for activists to seize control over their own images, often distorted or maligned in the 

popular press?” She then asserts, “Autobiography becomes an opportunity for activists to tell 

their own side of the story…” (xvi). She is analyzing three autobiographies written by women 

from the Black Power Movement to situate their books as political autobiographies. In that 
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Context, the turn to personal story telling is precisely directed at establishing a truth in contrast 

or response to perceived falsehoods generated about the community from the outside. This does 

not, however, address the challenges of such a project. What truth can autobiographies written 

under the pressures of marginalization verify? Whose truth can be told? Who will be believed? 

These questions do not appear in a vacuum, but rather in a historical continuum of American 

Literature and the ever shifting notions of what constitutes an American. I argue that these texts 

form a literary continuum of narrating the intersectional realities of race, language, gender, class, 

and sexuality through autobiography that is meant to contest the totalizing narrative of the myth 

of American inclusivity. Gramsci observed that, “Autobiography certainly has a great historical 

value in that it shows life in action and not just as written laws or dominant moral principles say 

it should be” (132).  Autobiographies from the margins are a literary record of the conflict 

around exclusion and belonging as it has been constructed and re-imagined legally and culturally 

in the United States. 

The constructions of self in relation to community are represented through a wide range 

of artistic choices in autobiographies that emerge from communities limited in their access to 

Sollors’s concept of consent and participation in the American “we.”7 These communities are 

limited in their ability to consent legally, socially, economically, and sometimes even 

geographically.8 I focus on formal literary experiments that illustrate the historic use of 

American autobiographies to navigate exclusion and belonging in communities under siege or on 

the margins. I pay particular attention to various literary strategies that serve to establish 

citizenship through language, recover lineages and mythologies, create new mythologies, 

engender empathy, and effect change for a communal “I.” The autobiographical experiments in 

form, frameworks, mythology, and self-revision have created “physical” and psychic space on  

8



the autobiographical page both to represent the communal “I” and push past community to 

represent an individual, even if the individual finds herself in conflict with her multiple 

communities. Closely examining the aesthetics deployed to create this record provides an 

opportunity to reframe the work. 

Modern autobiography has long existed in a cultural space fraught with doubts about its 

authenticity, veracity and literary worth or value. In addition, attitudes towards autobiographical 

writing or life writing have become symbolic of the so-called culture wars in the United States. 

James Olney writes about the confluence between autobiography and inclusion in the academy in 

1988: 

Not only have previously excluded groups of writers-women, blacks, other minorities- 
been given entry into the canon, but also various writing modes, in particular 
autobiography, are recognized as having claims equal to those of more traditional literary 
genres. And these two aspects of the redefinition of the literary canon are not unrelated 
since women and Afro-Americans especially among previously slighted groups have 
always been strongly drawn to creation of a distinct identity through autobiographical 
expression. (Studies in Autobiography 1988, xv) 

Olney’s exceptional claim that “women and Afro-Americans especially among previously 

slighted groups have always been strongly drawn to creation of a distinct identity through 

autobiographical expression” is a perfect starting point for my argument that autobiographies 

from the margins are required to develop a set of aesthetic tools and experiments to represent a 

communal “I” that is assumed to supersede the individual “I” authoring the work. Olney makes 

no mention of the historical legacy of writers from these communities being told to rely on the 

veracity of their stories and not the art of their words, as in the case of Fredrick Douglass. It also 

points to a minimizing of the artistic impulse as secondary to the “creation of a distinct identity” 

that evidently these groups somehow lack without autobiography. According to this notion, and 

the miles upon miles of anthologies designed to “display diversity” in freshman composition 

courses, what is on display in the autobiographical writing by these authors is identity, not 
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artistry. Not because the artistry is not there, but because it is not understood as the primary 

criteria for inclusion. Furthermore, if it is a group identity and a group impulse which renders the 

writers from these marginalized communities autobiographers, then it stands to reason that they 

create from a communal “I” as opposed to an individual “I.” 

I adapt the model of Jospeh Campbell’s “heroic journey” to elucidate how the structures 

of departure, initiation, and return (with a boon for the community), reflect the paradox of the 

journey all of these writers must take away from their communities of origin in order to become 

the writers from those same communities. An essential aspect of this journey that deeply 

informs the emergence of a communal “I” is the way in which theses writers must perpetually 

occupy a liminal space that Campbell presents as a threshold to be crossed once transformed. 

The liminal, as explained by anthropologist Victor Turner, occurs in the middle of a ritual when 

participants "stand at the threshold" between a previous way of structuring identity, time, or 

community, and a new way, which the ritual establishes. Gloria Anzaldúa establishes how this 

operates in her own story as a Chicana Feminist Lesbian: “In a constant state of nepantalism, an 

Aztec word for torn between ways…the new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for 

contradictions, a tolerance for ambiguity” (78). Anzaldúa argues that to tolerate the constraints of 

the tightrope she walks between cultures she must sustain a constant state of liminality. As 

opposed to crossing a threshold, on the other side of which one is new, she establishes the 

liminal as a space more akin to borders which are regularly crossed and borderlands where one 

resides indefinitely. There has been significant feminist critique of Campbell’s heroic journey as 

specifically masculine (Murdoch; Nicholson), especially the notion of the woman as prize or 

object of quest and the hero as master.9 However, the element of journey away from community, 

as a requirement for the experience of self as autonomous, and the return with something of 
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value, being necessary for the experience of identity as part of the communal, allows for an 

expansive reading of several of these autobiographies as structurally similar to the heroic 

journey. It also speaks to the ways in which Hong Kingston and Anzaldúa specifically use 

mythology and structure to invert or contradict the masculine heroic project. 

The communal “I” represents a liminal space created in these autobiographies. On the 

one hand, it offers a way of articulating marginalization or being between cultures that negates 

one’s wholeness. On the other, it is also a way of claiming space for the shaping of individuality 

in between the clearly defined spaces available for communal identity on either side of the 

threshold. If there is a communal “I,” there must be an implied individual “I” that is different 

and separate. Liminal space is neither inherently good nor bad but influenced by the power of 

choice. There is the power of the chosen liminal space of an artist whose membership in a 

dominant class assures his ultimate belonging. There is also the suffocation and shame of the 

forced liminal space of exclusion and subjugation. For a writer from the margins, selecting the 

liminal space of life as an artist from the already marginalized spaces of social, economic, and 

legal exclusion is fraught with complications. Expressing this state of in-between, both chosen 

and forced, becomes the central task of the aesthetic experiments that constitute the communal 

“I.” 

The communal “I” emerges from a distinct group of autobiographical texts that relate 

stories bound not by descent, but by lack of consent. The having not come by choice,10 and 

having nowhere else to call home, is the universal inciting incident for these aesthetic 

experiments. This presents a protagonist with unique struggles and concerns. “Ni de aqui ni de 

alla” is a Spanish phrase that contains the surface tension. Literally it translates as “from neither 

here nor there.” Figuratively, it has a merry-go-round sound and feeling of a “no man’s land” of 
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constantly shifting identities many document in these autobiographies. That is the big tension at 

the heart of the communal “I”: we are neither this nor that, neither here nor there, and neither 

included nor fully excluded (or we would not be reading their words.) This is starkly visible for 

those who have been politically shut out of the great American “we” of whiteness that slowly, 

but surely, has engulfed all European ethnicities, including European Jews (though the latter 

entailed a separate and longer period of prejudice and exclusion). My main objective is to 

establish how these writers have navigated the aesthetic representation of exclusion and 

belonging in both the communities from which they emerge and in the communities into which 

they are thrust as representational. 

The Public Transcript Versus the Hidden Transcript 

The first open statement of a hidden transcript, 
a declaration that breaches the etiquette of power relations, 
that breaks an apparently calm surface of silence and consent, 
carries the force of a symbolic declaration of war. 
James. C Scott (Domination and the Arts of Resistance, 1990) 

Unlike the testimonio tradition from Latin America, in which one speaker speaks in the 

first person on behalf of a whole community, such as the highly contested but revelatory 

Rigoberta Menchú, the autobiographies I have chosen are deeply personal and aligned with the 

American tradition of establishing the exceptional self. They are also openly political. I contend 

that the communal “I” emerges as a tool for navigating what aspects of the exceptional “I” have 

been shaped and forged within the subjugated community and what has been given up in order 

to find space/voice outside the communal and often within the realm of the dominant. 

The autobiographies from the margins must be read within the structures of the power 

relations in which they are created and as a direct response to those pressures. These 
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autobiographies go beyond revelations of self to explore how power circulates and how 

subordinated cultures are expressed, perpetuated, dismantled, rebuilt, and understood by 

individuals within those communities.11 I interrogate the “us” and “them” of the dominant and 

the subordinate and the ways in which the needs for privacy and safety (secrets) in communities 

of origin often conflict with autobiographical works that reveal “us” to “them.” These 

autobiographies cannot unselfconsciously narrate the great American bildungsroman, nor can 

they ignore or negate the influence of education and European/American texts to which the 

emergence of their voices is inextricably linked. Ferguson argues that one of the “signature 

achievements of the affirmation of minority difference by the academy was to make the pursuit 

of legitimacy into formidable horizons of pleasure, insinuating themselves into radical politics, 

trying to convince insurgents that ‘your dreams are also ours’” (13). How do these writers 

experience this, express it, resist it, and create new forms to respond to these challenges of 

influence and incorporation? In many ways, the aesthetic choices made by these writers create a 

location where the most singular self may actually reside. It is in the singular power of the writer 

to choose and execute form, shape, and language that the most individual identity within this 

communal construct can be achieved. This is an indication of an “opening” towards liberation. It 

can also create conflict within the community of origin. 

There is an “us” and “I” within the subordinated groups as well. Limits (silencing) on 

individuality and self-expression are created from within these groups as both a rational response 

to fear and domination (do not trust outsiders and do not tell them our business because they 

have and will use it against us), but also as protective/defensive measures to maintain a space of 

freedom from surveillance/critique. As James Scott points out, “Every subordinate group creates, 

out of its ordeal, a “hidden transcript” that represents a critique of power spoken behind the back 
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of the dominant...” (3). The hidden transcript is also where self-critique of the community is 

expected to take place outside of the purview of the dominant. These autobiographies from the 

margins are often experienced by the community of origin as an invasion of the private spaces 

away from the dominant group. As a result, the texts are often rejected or critiqued from within 

the group as either anthropological tours (this is how we eat, raise our children, talk about white 

folks, deal with our humiliations) for predominantly white audiences, performances of 

assimilation for acceptance by the dominant, or worse yet, as confirmations of stereotypes that 

already hamper the community.12 By documenting the hidden transcript of their own 

communities through the “master’s tools” of education and literature, these autobiographers 

often seek to elevate their groups against stereotype and oppression. They also risk alienating 

themselves from the group by doing so, especially when they focus on the liberation of women 

within marginalized communities. 

The pressure to both write the self and represent community creates a secondary pressure 

to perform “authenticity” and “authority.” This dance between worlds has been a pervasive 

challenge for autobiographies from the margins since the slave narratives. In addition to 

performing this “authenticity” within their own communities, autobiographers from marginalized 

communities are pressured to perform it for the dominant power. William Andrews explains how 

the pressure to authenticate operated in the slave narratives since white audiences were only able 

to assume sincerity and authenticity from white writers they considered political peers and racial 

equals (3). The challenge facing the writers of the slave narratives, since “they could not 

predicate their life stories on this racially based trust,” was “to invent devices and strategies that 

would endow their stories with the appearance of authenticity” (3). My readings of these texts  
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identify the devices and strategies used to position an assumed (and often mistrusted) 

representational communal “I” in relation to the individual “I” of autobiography. They also show 

how these autobiographies, and the responses to them, can be understood in relation to the 

“hidden transcript” that circulates within marginalized communities. 

Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of borderlands, Audre Lorde’s assertion of the liability of 

using the “master’s tools,” Gramsci’s concept of the “organic intellectual,” James Scott’s 

“hidden transcript,” and Foucault’s “circulation of power” form the theoretical underpinnings for 

my concept of the communal “I.” All five theorize the role of power, visibility, and validation 

from within conditions of power disparity to reveal the spaces in between. Gloria Anzaldúa 

coined it nepantalism (78), a condition of in-betweeness or being torn between ways that is not 

just marginal, but often beneficial and sacred. Where do the marginalized speak? Share ideas? 

Strategize? How do individuals from marginalized groups tell a story of moving from the 

margins to the center if education only further illuminates their marginalization? Considerations 

of power and domination expressed through the communal “I” operate at various levels to bring 

forth unique creative experiments in autobiography. 

The Writers 

Ch 1 Frederick Douglass 

Black American male autobiographies have perhaps been the most historically and 

persistently “shaped” in terms of what they must represent, to whom they must speak, and how 

they must sound doing so. There is a clear line of historical burden and sanctuary in the 

communal “I” of Black men writing in the United States. Frederick Douglass’s Narrative labored 

under the constructed audience and intentions placed upon it by white abolitionists. The recently 

best-selling epistolary declaration of a father’s love and outrage in Ta-Nehesi Coates’s Between 

the World and Me is embattled from within his own community by writers he considered role 
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models and heroes. The communal “I” operates to balance the strain of representing, the 

requirement to perform, and the desire to function as witness for both self and community. 

Although writing autobiographically (from the singular “I”), Douglass and Coates must speak to 

the violence against the Black male body, the rejection of Black individuality by American 

society, and refuge in a communal world of “blackness,” which also stifles due to its endless 

systemic oppression. Most revealing are the ways in which each writer finds voice and liberation 

in Europe,13 despite the historical links to the slave trade and colonialism, by simply escaping 

from the white American power to inflict bodily harm and render them invisible.14 There is a 

powerful link between the history of direct violence against African-American men and the 

ways in which this violence has shaped a communal “I” that provides sanctuary, as well as a 

representative burden of generating empathy, proving viability and worth, and finally defending 

a right to exist. In chapter one, I examine Frederick Douglass’s work and canonization as a case 

study of how our reading of these autobiographies, especially in undergraduate classrooms, is 

limited by what the diversity canon model allows them to represent. I focus specifically on the 

ways in which Douglass exposes the explicit expectation that he represent, protect, and uphold a 

communal “I.” 

In this chapter on Douglass, my concerns as a writing instructor merge with my scholarly 

and critical interests in the reading of autobiography from the margins. I am interested in the 

aesthetic disruptions, inventions, and manipulations that Douglass uses to create art for the 

purpose of liberation, and the ways in which he is too often taught in higher education settings in 

the U.S. as an identity place holder for slavery. I disagree with Winterson’s quip about 

autobiography and lies. I do think there is such a thing as autobiography telling truth, especially 

in terms of authors from the margins coming to terms with the truth of their lives (and being 
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believed) as a form of confronting the lies they are told about why they are marginalized in the 

first place. What I can agree with is that whether in truth or lie or some sliding scale in between, 

there is art. The work and framing of Frederick Douglass is a perfect example of how 

autobiography that has emerged from communities under siege in the United States reflects an 

art invented to represent the experiences of exclusion and belonging through both a singular and 

a communal “I.” 

At various points early in his career, Frederick Douglass was given directives by white 

abolitionists, who both extolled and depended upon his rhetorical powers, to “tone down” his 

eloquence and focus less on how he was telling his story than on the details of the story itself. He 

was also told to leave the “philosophizing” to them.15 His rejection of this advice, and his 

determination to free his voice and body from slavery, stands as one of the oldest examples of 

the American legacy of trying to control the use of language by an African American writer. Ta-

Nahesi Coates in 2017 still faces challenges to his voice and style that Frederick Douglass would 

have found familiar.16 That his central audience is white, that he is fetishized by these white 

audiences, and that in turn he fetishizes race are just a few examples of the ways in which his 

voice as a Black American man is expected to do a specific kind of work in the United States in 

clearly defined ways. These are critiques that often come from within the African-American 

Community that reverberate with the legacy of the struggle of the individual “I” from 

marginalized communities in the United States. Coates is not allowed to be simply a man writing 

an autobiography about his son and his body and his sense of safety in the world (a singular I). 

Coates must walk a very fine line between engendering empathy and being accused of 

pandering, between representing himself and representing his community in the pervasive 
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crisis of white supremacy. To do so he must take on a sense of the communal “I” even as he 

immediately comes upon its limitations. 

Frederick Douglass is a founding theorist of the possibilities and limits of language, and 

singular autobiographical stories, for communal representation. His voice, and his revisionist 

autobiographical practices, stand at the cusp of a long lineage of African American voices being 

restrained, trained, subjugated, and judged for the use of language(s) deemed “inauthentic” or 

“incorrect.” Voice, though always performative in writing, is somehow expected to reflect some 

kind of boiled down “authenticity” in African American writing and, specifically, in the work of 

Frederick Douglass as it is framed in freshman composition courses or textbooks. Douglass’s 

writing always responded to a need to represent a community and pushed back against the 

demand that it needed to sound a certain way. In this chapter, I analyze the pressures of the 

communal “I” on both his writing and on how his work is specifically used/limited in the 

classroom to represent “diversity” or “a people” or “slaves” as opposed to the aesthetic power 

and artistry of his words. I argue that this framing misses entirely the unique opportunity that 

Douglass and his path to literacy and rhetorical exceptionalism gives the freshman composition 

course to teach writing as both process and product for the dissemination of world- changing 

ideas. 

Ch 2 Maxine Hong Kingston 

The Woman Warrior: A Childhood Among Ghosts has been so completely embraced by 

the mainstream intellectual and academic world that it is documented as the most widely taught 

book by a living author.17 Kingston has won everything from a National Humanities Medal to a 

Guggenheim to a National Book Award to a Lifetime Achievement Award from the National 
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Book Foundation. From her excerpts in anthologies to the volume dedicated to teaching her 

work, MLA Approaches to Teaching Kingston's The Woman Warrior, her place in the canon 

seems secure. This immediately makes The Woman Warrior both suspect and champion in the 

same ways the most successful and well acculturated immigrants are in their own communities. 

They are hailed as success stories and often relied upon to resolve issues that require interaction 

with a dominant class. However, these same immigrants are often mistrusted and branded as sell 

outs if they seem “too” well integrated and not sufficiently “authentic” and concerned with the 

plight of the people they come from. Kingston’s treatment by many Chinese-American critics 

makes clear that the correlation is not far-fetched. This concept is most well documented in the 

idea of “hidden transcripts,” which Scott posits as the real behaviors, thoughts, and feelings of 

those who “perform” and acquiesce for a dominant class or power structure in public (Scott 5). 

The strong community reactions against many autobiographical works by members of a 

marginalized community often come from a sense of the dangers of exposing the “hidden 

transcript” that autobiography insistently complicates and challenges. 

I explore the response to Hong Kingston’s work through James Scott’s theory of “hidden 

transcripts.” I also argue that her use of mythology, as both structure and content, establishes a 

communal “I” that represents a much longer memory than typical autobiography. I argue that 

Hong Kingston can be read as creating her own journey as a more complicated mythological tale 

as a response to the impossibility of inserting herself into a classic bildungsroman. Her battles 

with silence, secrets, and community are not simply “corrected” or “cured” through education 

and upward mobility. In fact, in many ways they are exacerbated by it. The mythological 

structural elements of The Woman Warrior create a way of reading the personal struggles of 

autobiography as epic, timeless, and communal. 
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Maxine Hong Kingston reaches back into a mythical community of empowered women 

warriors, ancient stories, and an imagined land of origin to establish a link between her feminism 

and the strength of the women in her lineage who are historically portrayed as weak, victims, 

and submissive. Hong Kingston’s uses mythology to resolve the conflict of creating an 

inherently stronger individual “I” than Hong Kingston’s mother, which would be 

problematically linked to an exclusively white Eurocentric feminism that erases the power and 

the strength of the women she comes from. Both Hong Kingston and Anzaldúa set out to 

integrate and recover myths of the ancient lineage of power belonging to them and their mothers. 

The communal “I” constructed from these mythologies reaches back to an origin myth of female 

strength that counters the notion of an isolated, individual ethnic American “I” as exceptional 

and rare or assimilated and “inauthentic.” Through the use of mythology, Woman Warrior is 

able to reflect and embody a lineage of strength that creates space between the claim that Hong 

Kingston’s strength originates only from the liberation of women in the U.S. and the most recent 

history of women in her cultures as oppressed. Since Hong Kingston and Anzaldúa are writing at 

the height of the feminist revolution and are engaged with it at many levels, it is necessary to see 

how their use of mythology forms part of their participation in the recovery project of second-

wave feminism. They are recovering the lost stories, mythologies, and histories of strong women 

(a feminist project), as well as making space for themselves to form a mythological collective 

with the women in their lineage. By including these mythological female figures (who are not 

participating members of the modern feminist revolution and belong by lineage to their mothers 

as well), these writers set out to recover their double marginalized stories (an anti-colonial/anti- 

racist project). These works mythologize and re-frame a genealogy of female strength in each of 

their cultural lineages. The communal “I” transposes the archetypal over the  
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historical “details” making space for each individual author’s “heroic” journey between the 

communal “I” and the individual “I.” Although I investigate the mythological in both Hong 

Kingston and Anzaldúa, the focus in Hong Kingston is on the content and the way her right to 

transform or change the details of Chinese mythology was challenged by some male writers from 

her community, most publicly Frank Chin, as pandering to white feminists. I argue that, in fact, 

she uses the feminist project to recover her own lineage through the practice Audre Lorde termed 

“biomythography.” 

Chapter 3 Gloria Anzaldúa 

In Chapter three, I focus on Gloria Anzaldúa’s use of experimental forms in 

autobiography to theorize race, gender, and “latinidad” as aspects of the communal “I” to be 

interrogated. These experiments are most powerfully deployed in Anzaldúa’s two major books: 

Borderlands (1987) and Light in the Dark/Luz en lo Oscuro: Rewriting Identity, Spirituality, 

Reality (2015).18 Specifically, I am analyzing her use of multilingual texts, poetry, Aztec female 

mythology, and a multi-genre non-linear structure to invent and represent on the page her 

proposed mestizaje/mixture of form and message. Anzaldúa uses mestizaje, a word that in 

Spanish literally means a mixture of Indian and Spanish blood, as a theoretical framework and a 

literary form. Mestizaje as structure displays that mixing and melding does not have to mean 

embracing or giving up everything that gets mixed. Anzaldúa posits the notion that mestizaje is 

born in the borderlands, a space she argues creates new people, new mixtures, and new 

consciousness. My reading of her book, Borderlands, focuses on her use of experimental 

structure to both represent the borderlands as a literary space, and the use of structure as theory 

for representing identity shaped by a constant confrontation with exclusion and belonging. I 

place particular emphasis on her structure of Borderlands as a way of recreating Campbell’s 

heroic journey in the image of her journey: a singular and communal ongoing quest for survival. 
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Ch 4 Jesus Colon 

Jesús Colón, is a seminal, if obscured, figure in the foundation of a Latino/a Literature 

written in English in the U.S.. Colon arrives in New York City in 1918, the year after Puerto 

Ricans are granted American citizenship in 1917. His book, A Puerto Rican in New York and 

Other Sketches, published in 1961, is a compilation of vignettes/crónicas that are an 

experimental autobiographical portrayal of the formation of a community in exile in the very 

country of their legal citizenship. He is virtually absent from the diversity canon despite 

American citizenship and early literary production in English. In the preface to his book in 

1961, he explains, “Very little has been written about the Puerto Ricans in New York 

City…[yet] magazines like Fortune, Harper’s, and The New Yorker have found it expedient on 

occasion to provide their readers with elaborate highly-documented “surveys” of the “difficult” 

problem of the “unwanted, inassimilable Puerto Ricans…” (9). The pressures on his project to 

perform, defend, and illuminate a communal “I” are clear and straight forward. Colón used a 

series of strategies and techniques to both individuate from the media generated stereotypes and 

simultaneously represent the Puerto Rican community. These include journalistic reporting on 

his own life by casting his singular autobiographical “I” as a communal one (A Puerto Rican in 

New York). He used family members, real names, and real life experiences to create an intimate 

portrait of real people, but he was also performing authenticity and authority. Colón’s work 

focused on “branding” Puerto Ricans as hardworking, politically active, modern, and 

cosmopolitan. 

22



This chapter establishes the presence of a communal “I” used by Colón to set the record 

straight against a wave of negative media attention that plagued the recently arrived Puerto Rican 

community. His stated project of countering the negativity demanded he leave out most, if not 

all, of the negative aspects of the community. In addition, Colón also deploys a communal “I” to 

establish an imagined community19 between the Puerto Ricans in New York and those who 

remain on the island. His work documents an unsanctioned and liminal space of “Puerto 

Ricanness” in spite of geographic separation and imposed American citizenship. Finally, he is 

the first Puerto Rican to write and publish his book in English. This choice, in 1961, 

simultaneously expands his imagined audience, but confines the communal “I” he can represent 

to a language most Puerto Ricans don’t yet speak. 

Anthologies, Canons and Culture20

From Douglass’s careful use of a famous and widely used composition anthology (The 

Columbian Orator), through his own work as an anthologizer, to the presence of these writers in 

modern anthologies, there is a way in which anthologies serve as imagined communities.21 They 

are spaces where we put things together to make them appear unified or interrelated, even if they 

don’t have that relationship in the material world. The use of anthologies in freshman 

composition and literature courses remains an attempt to imagine a solidified set of American 

values. It makes sense that diversity as a new, still contested, value would apply new pressures 

on the form. However, there are other pressures to contend with. The composition and rhetoric 

anthology, like all other literary forms, is under massive “technical renovation.” From digital 

commons attempting to make learning and teaching materials free to new initiatives from 

publishing companies that allow professors to “design” their own anthology and offer them to 

students as print on demand, the use of a common set of readings is under more pressure now 
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than ever. Hence, my choice to focus on one anthology for the purpose of this dissertation was 

based on three attributes: the claim it makes of being representative of a history of anthologies, 

the appearance of all three writers I am examining as part of the diversity canon in the same 

anthology, and finally, the ways in which this anthology emphasizes canons and contexts. 

The Brief Arlington Reader: Canons and Contexts was published in 2004 (Bedford/St. 

Martins) and makes the unique claim of being based on research of the history of published 

essays. Therefore, it offers some semblance of having a hand on the pulse of how these writers 

are frequently framed. One of the editors, Lynn Z. Bloom, conducted five years of research on 

“The Essay Canon” and identified the “two hundred major essayists of the past fifty years, those 

whose essays have been most widely reprinted in college textbooks since 1946” (iv). What 

follows is an interesting example of authentication for the text: 

This is a teaching canon as distinct from a critical canon, and it is unique. Although other 
literary canons—of works by novelists, poets, playwrights—are determined by the 
esteem of editors, reviewers, and critics, the essay canon is the only canon determined by 
teachers and, indirectly, by their students. It is not only the most democratic canon, but 
the canon with the most real world orientation, for the works in this canon may, indeed, 
constitute the core of a liberal education for many first year students nationwide. (Bloom 
and Smith 2004) 

After this sweeping claim of teachers as more democratic than critics and editors, thereby 

establishing this text as more democratic and universal, the preface goes on to enumerate what 

makes an essay canonical, namely, its “teachability.” There are many such inconsistencies. It 

begs the question that if the editors used the very textbooks compiled by critics and editors since 

1946, how is it that these essays reflect “teacher’s choices” when in fact the teachers are merely 

teaching from what is offered in the textbooks? The anthology simply reifies previous choices. 

There is also the question of how Douglass or Lincoln or several others fit into “major essayists 

of the past fifty years.” No convincing argument is offered about what makes the teachers, who 
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are often critics and editors themselves in academia, particularly different as a source of 

guidance. However, the self-authentication as representing works in a canon that “may, indeed, 

constitute the core of a liberal education for many first year students nationwide” offers an entry 

point worth exploring. The use of this one anthology is a case study, but my work as a whole is 

not predicated on analyzing the anthologies. I am more focused on the art than the frame, but I 

think it is important to view them together. 

Olney’s earlier argument encapsulated how autobiographies from the margins have often 

been seen and used as part and parcel of the “diversification project” that Ferguson asserts is a 

move to control and frame how these voices will enter and be archived within the academy. The 

alleged, and continuously debated, culture wars have a limited role to play in my analysis. They 

matter in that the work in question in those “wars” is the work I am reading. However, the public 

fervor around identity content and the canon seemed to have reached some sort of public 

intellectual peak with the publication of The Closing of the American Mind by Allan Bloom in 

1987.22 Bloom argued, “The most striking fact about contemporary university students is that 

there is no longer any canon of books which forms their taste and imagination...This state of 

affairs itself reflects the deeper fact of the decay of the common understanding of - and 

agreement on - first principles that is characteristic of our times” (iv). The association between 

the loss of a canon and the loss of agreed upon principles was not new to the 80’s or to the 

inclusion of autobiography. It can be traced back to an earlier iteration of these culture 

wars, which Michael North captures in his book The Dialect of Modernism: 

Thus the culture wars of the 1920s were fought in terms that were simultaneously 
linguistic and racial…[T]he debate between the academic establishment and the young 
writers of the 1920s linked language, literature and race so closely together that aesthetic 
experimentation seemed racially alien to certain authorities even if it had nothing to do 
with race. Thus at the same time that the American Academy was mounting its campaign 
against alien influences in the language, the art critic Royal Cortissoz attacked what he 
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called “Ellis Island Art”: “The United States is invaded by aliens, thousands of whom 
constitute so many acute perils to the health of the body politic. Modernism is of 
precisely the same heterogeneous alien origin and is imperiling the republic of art in the 
same way.” (131) 

So neither the culture wars, nor the idea of some “alien” invasion of the academic and artistic 

canon, are new. The myth-building of a singular, masculine white America has long been 

staunchly defended through a desire to control the language and the art of the perceived 

outsiders. Ferguson writes that “…minoritized cultural forms and practices represent both an 

aspiration to and estrangement from processes of archivization, institutionalization, and 

professionalization… [T]his book attempts to provide a theorization of minority cultural forms 

and practices as expressions of complex relationships between institutionality and textuality in 

the post-civil rights moment” (17). 

This is, in fact, what my argument on the communal “I” is most concerned with: How 

have autobiographies from the margins constituted an actual American mythology of lives 

navigating the borderlands of exclusion and belonging as a truly original and unique American 

experience. A mythology built not by virtue of the contents of their identities in a multicultural 

display of diversity, but in a series of aesthetic literary experiments in autobiography. 

1 The wording communal “I” builds from Smith and Watson’s work with the four autobiographical “I”s, 
and I propose it as a fifth “I” at work in autobiographies from the margins. It is also intertwined with 
DuBois’s double consciousness theory in that it reflects a double awareness of writing autobiography that 
will be read as singular, but also as that of the community represented. 
2 In After the Last Sky: Palestinian Lives (1986) 
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3 From Douglass working against the legal exclusion from freedom of slavery to his life-long project of 
working against the exclusion of his voice, the issue of exclusion is at its most extreme in slavery and the 
genocide and displacement of the Native Americans. However, it remains a thematic concern and legal 
reality for the other writers, be it Kingston and the background of the exclusionary acts, Anzaldúa and 
the border, and Jesus Colón and colonialism in Puerto Rico. 
4 Smith and Watson (2001) 
5 Autobiography as referential (or not) to something real and true is a point of contention and constant 
debate among the most important scholars in the field. I have found that in thinking about autobiography 
from marginalized communities as deploying aesthetic choices for the documentation of lives that are 
often obscured and authors who are often “not believed,” it is important to rely on Lejeune’s 
autobiographical pact. This is especially true since the pact speaks to reception and audience reception or 
rejection as a significant pressure that the communal “I” contends with.
6 The autobiographical pact Lejeune establishes is a kind of contract between the author and the reader in 
which the writer of the autobiography is committed not to some “historical exactitude” but to sincere 
effort to come to terms with and to understand his or her life. He offers the definition of the pact as linked 
to the proper name: “The autobiographical pact is the affirmation in the text of this identity, referring back 
in the final analysis to the name of the author on the cover. The autobiographical pact comes in very 
diverse forms; but all of them demonstrate their intention to honor his/her signature. The reader might be 
able to quibble over resemblance, but never over identity” (Lejeune 14).
7 Sollor defines his task as revealing the conflict between “Contractual and hereditary, self-made and 
ancestral, definitions of American identity—between consent and descent—s the central drama in 
American culture” (6). He never complicates access to consent (or exclusion from it) and in fact glosses 
over it in statements like: “...how can dissent be articulated without falling back on myths of descent?”
or “But whenever it was that America was born or came of age, in all the instances mentioned we may 
also look at the writing of and about people who were descended from diverse backgrounds but were, or 
consented to become, Americans” (7). He goes on to the call books by members of ethnic groups as 
work that can be read “not only as expressions of mediation between cultures but also as handbooks of 
socialization into the codes of Americanness” (Beyond Ethnicity 1986). I would argue that consent is 
absent as a possibility for all of the groups that suffer legal and racial exclusion; therefore, the language 
of exclusion and belonging is much more telling than consent and descent.  
8 Legal structures that have been put in place against certain racial and ethnic minorities (primarily 
African Americans, Native Americans, Chinese Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Mexicans) have 
impacted autobiographical writing and the formal deployment of a communal “I” in work that emerges 
from those communities. These conditions, like the “Immigration Acts” or the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo, that have not existed in relation to other ethnic identities create thematic conditions of survival 
and community that these works share as a result. 
9  Maureen Murdoch reimagines the journey in her book The Heroine’s Journey (1990), but Nicholson 
examines the space contained within the heroic journey for archetypal understandings of a journey that is 
undertaken regardless of gender. 
10 Absence of choice is most clearly the experience of slavery but is also the case for children born to 
immigrants or brought over young, as well as the historical minority experience of occupation by the 
United States that uniquely made American citizens of millions of Puerto Ricans and Mexicans through 
war treaties and not by immigration. 
11 The concept of power never resting solely in the hands of the dominant, but existing in 
constant circulation as understood by Foucault (“Society Must Be Defended” 1976).
12 Maxine Hong Kingston and Alice Walker were virulently attacked by males from within their 
respective communities as being overtly influenced by and writing for white feminism at the expense of 
the men of their own communities of origin. 
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13 From Douglass, to Baldwin, to Coates, and many others there is a fascinating history of writing about 
time in Europe as relief. Although it is not the focus of this work, it is relevant to note how this becomes a 
binding communal “I” experience for these writers.
14 There is a very interesting communal “I” reverberation in reading Frederick Douglass, James Baldwin, 
Richard Wright, Ta Nahesi Coates, and Malcolm X through their writings or commentary on experiences 
in Europe or other parts of the world. It could be called a sigh of relief. It is punctuated by awareness of 
how personally stressful life in the race chaos of the United States was for all of them despite the long 
historical period they cover, and how Europe provides a kind of breathing room. Not just from the work 
of dealing with the racism, but from enduring the actual hatred and danger. 
15 Douglass, My Bondage, My Freedom (1855), 803 
16 This was demonstrated recently in an article in The New York Times, but also most prominently bell 
hooks and Cornell West for somehow performing “blackness” and “despair” for white audiences. This 
occurs despite his unequivocal endorsement by Toni Morrison. This is a clear example of the limitations 
of the communal “I” in that it is rare to agree as a community on what is actually representational.
17 Ludwig, Sämi, and Nicoleta Alexoae-Zagni, eds. On the Legacy of Maxine Hong Kingston. Vol. 7. LIT 
Verlag Münster, 2014. 
18 This is the title of her incomplete, at the time of her death, dissertation that was posthumously edited by 
Ana Louise Keating and published in 2015. 
19 From Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of 
Nationalism (2006).
20 There is some irony in using a single anthology when there are thousands to represent the way these 
writers are included or excluded, especially as I argue against the use of the singular to represent the 
whole. However, in my research I discovered two things that narrowed my focus on the one. The first was 
that the examination of anthologies is an enormous, fascinating, but separate project from the one I have 
undertaken. The second was that it requires a different focus and framework from the one I have, and it 
deserves much more historical contextualization than I can currently offer. 
21 Specifically, Anderson’s idea that the decline of binding worldviews based on religion, monarchy and
temporality created a “search…for a new way to link fraternity, power and time meaningfully together. 
Nothing perhaps more precipitated this search, nor made it more fruitful, than print capitalism, which 
made it possible for growing numbers of people to think about themselves, and to relate themselves to 
others, in profoundly new ways” (36). 
22 David Brooks is doing his best to bring the culture wars back, and Trump’s election certainly has 
reignited passions. It is possible to hear in these statements from the 1920s the ancestral roots of ideas that 
began filling The New York Times shortly after the election of Trump and most recently appeared in David 
Brooks’ editorial on February 3, 2017, “A Return to National Greatness”: “That American myth was 
embraced and lived out by everybody from Washington to Lincoln to Roosevelt to Reagan. It was 
wrestled with by John Winthrop and Walt Whitman. It gave America a mission in the world to spread 
democracy and freedom… But now the myth has been battered. It’s been bruised by an educational 
system that doesn’t teach civilizational history or real American history but instead a shapeless 
multiculturalism” (NYT 2/3/2017). Although Brooks is using the word myth as in mythology or guiding 
principles by which to organize beliefs and worldviews, it reads absurdly contrary to his point. 
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Chapter I

Frederick Douglass: Writing Liberation

Despite the ongoing struggle to render intersectionality visible, it is still rare to hear 

Frederick Douglass ever mentioned in relation to his work on behalf of feminism. Douglass

was one of forty men who attended the First Women's Rights Convention in Seneca Falls, 

N.Y. and in an issue of the North Star1 published shortly after the convention, Douglass

wrote,

In respect to political rights, we hold woman to be justly entitled to all we claim for man. 
We go farther, and express our conviction that all political rights which it is expedient for 
man to exercise, it is equally so for women. All that distinguishes man as an intelligent 
and accountable being, is equally true of woman; and if that government is only just 
which governs by the free consent of the governed, there can be no reason in the world 
for denying to woman the exercise of the elective franchise, or a hand in making and 
administering the laws of the land. Our doctrine is, that "Right is of no sex."2

In 1866 Douglass joined Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony, to found the

American Equal Rights Association, an organization working on behalf of universal 

suffrage. The group only lasted three years, due in part to growing tension between women's 

rights activists and African American rights activists, but Douglass remained influential in 

both movements, championing the cause of equal rights until his death in I 895. The 

omission or understatement of this aspect of his career stands as a perfect example of how his

work as a liberator, writer and thinker has been shaped strictly around slavery. I argue that 

this has been done in a way that limits our understanding of his foundational role in an

American rhetorical tradition of claiming language for the purpose of engaging in struggles 

for justice.

Frederick Douglass is a founding Composition and Rhetoric theorist who understood 
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the complex relationship between power and language. Instead of framing his work as 

historical evidence of an early, unique American voice that was speaking to the theoretical 

framework in which language was evolving in the United States to divide and conquer, he is 

in the canon as a former slave exclusively writing about slavery from the position of the 

autobiographical. We don't get the story of Frederick Douglass, the individual "I," but the 

Douglass of the communal "I" of slavery. Douglass was encouraged to rely on his public 

speaking at the behest of the abolitionists, but he was insistent that the only way to achieve 

his own voice was by establishing himself as a writer, editor and anthologizer. Yet, despite 

the vast body of written work he created to combat the linguistic infrastructure of exclusion 

and belonging, and his firm belief that the powerful and effective use of language was an 

important way to combat pervasive exclusion, he remains encased in the opening lines used 

to present almost all of his work: "born a slave" or "as a former slave." It is not my argument 

that this detail in any way diminishes him, or should be left out, but rather that it places 

strictures on what we are to understand about what he can teach us as writers and thinkers. 

As a case study this examination begins in the long, historical struggle for "containing" or 

"shaping" the Black voice in American education. It follows the line through the students 

accused of being incapable of using/acquiring academic English to the writers and thinkers 

who clearly emerge as fluent in the language of power, but remain sidelined in the ways in 

which their work is presented and framed. For the purposes of my larger argument, about 

the pressure of the communal "I" on autobiographies from marginalized communities, 

Freshman Composition courses/textbooks are a unique space where college students are 

being asked to shed a "home" communal identity so as to join a college-educated American 
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one. The use of writers from the margins as representatives of groups, as opposed to 

practitioners of aesthetics or rhetorical choices, is a frame that diminishes the impact these 

writings can have on the formation of the larger communal American "I." It also limits the 

guidance these writers can offer the students about navigating the path of language and 

power for themselves.

This argument begins in the attempt to catastrophize the "struggles" African

American students have historically been accused of having with the absorption and use 

of "standard" English in school settings. Keith Gilyard explains:

Over the past quarter century few problems in education have received as much media, 
professional, and parental attention as the fact that, by and large, young urban African-
Americans have not achieved standard English competence in public schools. The 
reasons for this are complex and, as expected, explanations abound and many solutions 
have been readily proposed ... Throughout all these developments, amid the cacophony of 
voices African-American students in large numbers continue not to master standard 
English. Oddly enough, conspicuously absent are the voices of the students themselves. I 
am not speaking about the street stories or the recorded snatches of conversation that 
typically have provided some researcher with his or her data, but the articulate opinion of 
those African American students who face the task of public school language education.3
(Voices 9)

Gilyard shifts our attention to a missing "articulate opinion" from the students since they 

are usually relegated to a heap of inarticulate statistics in every study done on their 

alleged behalf. The same way student voices have been largely absent from this debate, 

Douglass's voice as a self-taught writer, thinker, editor is also absent. Despite how much 

time and attention he gave to the questions of voice, literacy and authenticity in his own 

work, his story is almost always exclusively presented as a narrative about slavery. 

Douglass's use of various voice experiments, and his continuous reflection on the power

and importance of voice, offer a starting point to trace the struggles for an African
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American voice in a language that at once demands it be acquired in a "standard" way 

(aka Lorde's "the master's tools"'), and is also forbidden as not "authentically" your own 

unless you are a white male.

From his first attempts at oration on behalf of the abolitionist movement, and the 

writing of his slave narrative, Douglass was questioned and forced to prove that this 

language he so masterfully wielded was  in fact  his. The fact that it came out of  his mouth 

in eloquent and stirring ways in front of hundreds of people was evidently not enough, and 

was sometimes considered "too much." These are details he does not offer in the Narrative, 

but offers in My Bondage and My Freedom once he has broken ties with the white 

abolitionist movement. When prodded to stick to the facts and leave the "philosophy to us" 

by the white abolitionist, he is finally told, "People won't believe you ever was a slave, 

Frederick, if you keep on this way... be yourself...and tell your story... Better have a little of 

the plantation manner of speech than not; 'tis not best that you seem too leamed."4

This is one of the earliest recorded instances of an attempt by white authority in the 

United States to shape, declare and demand a Black voice to sound a certain way, and to 

"perform" authenticity. Essentially he is being told to represent a communal “I” not a 

singular "I." Douglass is being positioned to represent the humanity of all slaves, so he must 

"resemble" what in fact the white imagination has constructed as the voice of a "slave." 

Historically, Douglass's writing serves as a foundation for understanding a whole complex 

set of issues that surround voice, authority, authenticity, and power in the acquisition and 

use of the English language in the context of race and slavery, as well as the uses of

language for social justice of liberation movements. If the "standard" language of power 
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inherently belongs to male whites from a certain class, and all others are, as many 

Composition and Rhetoric theoreticians assert, "immigrants" in a new academic world to

which they must adapt and assimilate, then it stands to reason that refusing to fully adapt to 

the language is an act of rejection as opposed to the failure as which it is currently framed.5

bell hooks offers her own experience as a way through which to imagine how language use 

in this landscape is not free, and certainly restricts the telling of full and true stories of the 

self. hooks argues:

... early on in my work I talked of" language as a place of struggle." Living in dominator 
culture we are often trapped by language that imprisons us in binaries, either/or options 
that will not let us claim all the bits and pieces that do not fit with neat categories. In mid-
life I have had much opportunity to reflect on the way in which the over-racialization of
the lives of Black people/people of color often prevents us from full self-actualization 
and self-expression.6 (Writing Beyond Race 190)

bell hooks, though using a controversial and under-explained concept of "over-

racialization," provides a different lens through which to view the alleged failure of African 

American students to master "standard" English, as well as a layered way of questioning the 

strictures placed on autobiographies from the marginalized. Even the notion of the 

"immigrant student" is weakened since immigrants are by nature viewed and defined as 

making choices, or to use Sollors's terms giving consent, about relocation. These choices are 

usually based on a desire to improve survival, material or political conditions. African 

Americans made no such choice and are in fact "home" in the only language they have. Still 

the students, and their voices, are often considered "problems to be solved" for their 

“communal” refusal (conscious or unconscious) to take on a language they don't experience 

as their own, but are also subtly reminded is not their own no matter how well they master 

it. These are the long echoes of Douglass being told he had to "sound" like a slave if he was 
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to be believed. The sound of his voice had to distinguish him enough from whites to 

represent Blacks. However, it also had distinguish him enough from the average Black slave 

so as to be heard by white audiences, yet not sound so much like whites as to render him 

"untrustworthy" as a communal representative. Language is then not just a tool of expression, but 

also the tool by which the speaker/writer will garner trust and empathy. It must hit the right 

"note" calibrated according to a long history of changing rules and expectations designed to 

silence.

Every autobiography I explore devotes some attention to the author's relationship to

standard English (their schooling). Although they all claim an early love of reading and 

language, they also share a refusal to relate a classic bildungsroman since their education in no

way secures them acceptance or inclusion. Gloria Anzaldúa offers an interesting example as a 

professed anglophile in love with Jane Eyre, who then demands the presence of Spanish and 

Nahuatl as the only way of being "authentic" in telling her story. Many Composition and 

Rhetoric theorists fail to make space for the ways in which the acquisition of standard English is 

not difficult, so much as it is unappealing or threatening. The language is the vehicle link of the 

very powers of oppression these students are facing. Some of the most well- known voices of 

Composition and Rhetoric are fraught with a not so secret contempt when it comes to identifying 

and discussing voice identity as it is "heard" in the classroom. In Vernacular Eloquence Peter 

Elbow writes:

The distance between every day speech and literate writing is most obvious in the case of 
speech that people often call '·bad": nonprestige versions of English like Black or Latino 
or working class English. But even I, growing up White, comfortable middle class, 
middle Atlantic-growing into a version of English called "standard" and even "good"-
even I am not supposed to use my everyday unmonitored talk-language for serious 
writing. In short, "correct writing" is no one's mother tongue. (4)
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It would be interesting to know how Latino English sounds to Elbow and if he would 

differentiate between the native born Latino English which shares an almost identical speech 

pattern with Black English when they live in shared neighborhoods from the Latino English 

of the immigrant, which is essentially heavily accented standard English with ESL errors that

would have more in common with recent arrivals from anywhere in the world than it would

with "inner city" Latino English. What happens if you are working class and Black or Latino 

or mixed race or any other complicated intersectional category? As bell hooks explained it is

an either/or world of language.

For the purposes of contextualizing Douglass's writing in the premise of the 

communal "I" in autobiography, my focus is placed on the final line, '"Correct writing' is no

one's mother tongue." Repositioning " standard academic white prestige"7 English as " no  

one' s  mother tongue," and therefore potentially anyone's authentic second or third 

language, encourages us to consider Douglass's work from the position of seeing it as full 

authenticity of expression. It is a language that belongs to him no matter how he acquired it 

or for what purposes. It also elides the important way Elbow’s assumed rights of inheritance 

to that language go unquestioned. Douglass was pulled and pushed by mostly white men 

who didn't think he sounded enough like a slave or that he should start his own 

newspaper. However, he has also been questioned by Black critics for his use of a

language deemed inauthentic. Carole Raybourn quotes Adam David Miller's explanation 

of what he (according to the Black Aesthetic Movement of the mid 1960's and early 

1970's) considered to be Douglass's predicament:

Partly because our early writers thought of themselves as spokesmen for the race to 
outsiders rather than spokesman to the race, they allowed themselves to use the language 
of outsiders instead of their own. They felt if they accepted the standards of white 
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writing, its conventions of language and correctness, its decorum that they and their race 
would be presented in a better light.8

Douglass was an early, if not foundational, theorist on voice and authenticity as it emerged in 

the United States in relation to the African American community during the era of  slavery.  

The most relevant element of the statement above is that they •·allowed themselves to use the 

language of outsiders instead of their own." This is another  way  of speaking  to the "master's 

tools" as somehow inherently off limits despite Elbow's  argument  about "'correct  writing  

being no one's mother tongue." This reveals an equal tension  or pressure to the one felt  

by Douglass from the white abolitionist who said to him, "People won't believe you ever  

were a slave, Frederick, if you keep on this way... be yourself and tell your story ... better 

to have a little of the plantation speech than not" (Life and Times 218). His language did 

not feel authentic to them either, and was not a performance for their benefit as some 

later critics would argue. Douglass explained the tension:

"Give us the facts," said Collins, "we will take care of the philosophy." Just here arose 
some embarrassment. It was impossible for me to repeat the same old story month after 
month and keep up my interest in it. I could not always follow the injunction, for I was 
now reading and thinking, new views of the subject were being presented to my mind. It 
did not entirely satisfy me to narrate wrongs,I felt like denouncing them. (Life and Times 
217)

Douglass was claiming the right to learn and grow. He was also demanding  the  

right to the use of his story for his own philosophical arguments, but was being asked to 

simply offer his identity in ways that resemble how some anthologies still present him 

today. He reflected on this theme often, but in his later works, which are given far less 

attention and are almost never excerpted in the diversity themed composition textbooks. 

However,  it is in his later  work where he was finally able to openly consider the 
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