A112: American Diversity
Dr. Janine Giordano Drake

American Autobiography Project

Task: Pick an autobiography from the list below and read it. Reflect on what insights it can offer us, as people and historians, when we assess this memoir as a primary source. What does this memoir help us to better understand? What conflicts and challenges are front and center when we tell the story of the twentieth and twenty-first century through this person’s life? 

Purpose: In this class, we’ve thought quite a bit about the relationship between American history and our national mythologies of “democracy” and “freedom.” This paper gives us the opportunity to practice the skill of close reading to better understand one person’s life as a window into the story of the United States in the twentieth century. When we get together in class, we will assess how this person’s life helps us to better understand the central tensions and conflicts within the United States in the twentieth century. We will also look at this person’s life as a window into understanding what changed, and what did not change, in the course of the twentieth century.

Audience: Your audience includes your classmates, your friends, your parents, your friends’ parents, high school teachers, and anyone else invested in telling true stories of the United States. Please assume that your reader has not read the book you have read. In your introduction, provide an overview of the book. But, focus your attention on an analysis of what the book can offer our understanding of history.

Should I do outside research? You may read other sources to help you understand this source, but do not rely upon them for interpreting this historical document. This assignment simply asks you to read the autobiography and respond to it with your own assessments as a student of history. Citations of outside sources are unnecessary (unless you rely upon them for your analysis—then you must give them credit). Outside sources do not suffice for your own direct analysis of this document as a primary source.

Tips for success:
· Use this assignment as an opportunity to explore something new. Refrain from topics that feel very familiar, or which involve re-reading anything you have read for a previous class. 
· Get started early. You may find that a book is not readily available from our library, or that you don’t like it. If you don’t like a book, be courteous to your classmates and return it promptly to the library so someone else can consider it. 
· Keep a reading journal. As you read the book, keep a record of intriguing passages and your reactions to them. Your reading journal will help get you started on being specific when you offer examples of your assessments in your paper.
· In the introduction of your paper, give your reader a profile in who this person is and why they are important. Do not presume your reader knows anything about your subject.
· Organize your paper around a thesis and clear topic sentences. Use specific quotes to back up your claims. Cite your claims either using MLA (author and page number) and a Works Cited, or using Chicago Style Footnotes.

You should settle on an autobiography by March 10.



Assessment Criteria:

1. Content: Does the author convince the reader that they have engaged this book in a good-natured and fair way? Does the paper offer attention to detail and nuance to follow through on their broader claims?
2. Organization: Does the paper have a clear, defensible thesis? Does the paper defend that thesis in an organized way? Does the paper have clear, interlocking, sub-arguments? Does the paper have a conclusion that reflects on why this book matters? 
3. Mechanics: Is the paper free of typos and grammatical errors? Does the paper have a clear title that reflects the key assessment of the essay? Does the paper use properly cite specific examples?



Autobiographical Works About the Late 19th and Early 20th Centuries

Political Memoirs
Britton, Nan, The President’s Daughter (1927)
Coolidge, Calvin, The Autobiography of Calvin Coolidge (1929)
Creel, George, Rebel at Large: Recollections of Fifty Crowded Years (1947),
Hoover, Herbert, Memoirs of Herbert Hoover: Years of Adventure, 1874-1920 (1951) or The Cabinet 
and the Presidency, 1920-33 (1952)
Kennan, George, Memoirs 1925–1950 (1967) or Memoirs 1950–1963 (1972)
La Follette, Robert, La Follette’s Autobiography: A Personal Narrative of Political Experiences (1960)
Roosevelt, Eleanor, This I Remember (1949)
Roosevelt, Theodore, An Autobiography (1913)
Smith, Al, Up to Now: An Autobiography (1929)
Taft, Helen Herron (Nellie), Recollections of Full Years (1914)
Wilson, Edith Bolling, My Memoir (1939)

Military Memoirs (1898, 1917–18, 1936–39)
Herrick, William, Jumping the Line: The Adventures and Misadventures of an American Radical (1998)
Mahan, Alfred Thayer, From Sail to Steam: Recollections of Naval Life (1907)
Pershing, John J., My Experiences in the World War (1931), vols. 1 or 2
Rickenbacker, Eddie, Rickenbacker: An Autobiography (1967)
Roosevelt, Theodore, The Rough Riders (1899)

Native American Memoirs
Black Elk, Black Elk Speaks, Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux, John Neihardt, ed. (1932)
Geronimo, Geronimo: His Own Story, as told to S.M. Barrett, (c. 1900)
Goodbird, Edward, The Indian: His Story (1914)

African American Memoirs
Anderson, Marion, My Lord, What a Morning (1956)
Davis, Frank Marshall, Livin’ the Blues: Memoirs of a Black Journalist and Poet (1993)
Delaney, Sara L. and A. Elizabeth, with Amy Hill Hearth, Having Our Say: The Delaney Sisters’ 
First 100 Years (1993) 
DuBois, W.E.B., The Autobiography of W.E.B. DuBois: A Soliloquy on Viewing My Life from 
the Last Decade of Its First Century (1968)
Ellington, Duke, Music is My Mistress (1973)
Harper, France E.W., Sketches of Southern Life (1872)
Johnson, James Weldon, Autobiography of an Ex-Coloured Man (1912; 1927)
McKay, Claude, A Long Way from Home (1937)
Terrell, Mary Church, A Colored Woman in a White World (1940)
Washington, Booker T., Up From Slavery: An Autobiography or The Story of My Life and Work (1901)
Wells, Ida B., Crusade for Justice: The Autobiography of Ida B. Wells (1970)
White, Walter, A Man Called White (1948) 
Wright, Richard, Black Boy: A Recollection of Childhood and Youth (1945)
X, Malcolm, Autobiography of Malcolm X (1965)

Memoirs that Explore American Identity
Ameringer, Oscar, If You Don’t Weaken: The Autobiography of Oscar Ameringer (1983)
Antin, Mary, The Promised Land (1912)
Appo, George, Urban Underworld in Late Nineteenth-Century New York: The Autobiography of 
George Appo, ed. Timothy Gilfoyle (2013)
Bok, Edward William, The Americanization of  Edward Bok: Autobiography of a Dutch Boy… (1923)
Bulosan, Carlos, America is in the Heart (1946)
Cisernos, Sandra. The House on Mango Street  (1991)
Cohan, George M., My Twenty Years on Broadway and the Years it Took to Get There (1925)
Galaraza, Ernest, Barrio Boy (1971)
Gutiérrez, José Angel, The Making of a Chicano Militant—Lessons from Cristal (2015)
Goldman, Emma, Living My Life, vols. 1 or 2 (1931)
Houston, Jeanne Wakatsuki, Farewell to Manzanar (1973) 
Hsiang, H.T., And China Has Hands (1937)
Lee, Mary Paik, Quiet Odyssey (1984)
Mangione, Jerre, Mount Allegro: A Member of Italian American Life (1943)
Mukerji, Dhan Ghopal, Caste and Outcaste (1923)
Park, No-Yong, Chinaman’s Chance (1940)
Riis, Jacob, The Making of an American (1901)
Sone, Monica. Nisei Daughter (1953)
Spewack, Bella, Streets: A Memoir of the Lower East Side (c. 1922) (1995)
Thomas, Piri. Down These Mean Streets (1967)
Takei, George. To the Stars: The Autobiography of George Takei (1995)
Yezierska, Anzia. Red Ribbon on a White Horse (1950)

20th Century Self-Made-Man Memoirs
Baruch, Bernard M. Baruch: My Own Story (1957)
Carnegie, Andrew, Autobiography of Andrew Carnegie (1920)
Ford, Henry, My Life and Work (1922)
Gates, Frederick T., Chapters in My Life (1977)

Labor Memoirs
Chaplin, Ralph H., Wobbly: The Rough and Tumble Story of an American Radical (1948).
Dubinsky, David and A.H. Raskin, A Life with Labor (1977)
Flynn, Elizabeth Gurley, Rebel Girl, an Autobiography: My First Life (1906-26) (1955)
Gompers, Samuel, Seventy Years of Life and Labor: An Autobiography (1925)
Haywood, William D., Bill Haywood’s Book (1929)
Jones (Harris), “Mother”, Autobiography of Mother Jones, Mary Field Parton, ed., (1972)
Schneiderman, Rose, with Lucy Goldthwaite, All for One (1967)

“First Wave” Feminist Memoirs
Addams, Jane, Twenty Years at Hull House (1910)
Gilman, Charlotte Perkins, The Living of Charlotte Perkins Gilman: An Autobiography (1935)
Goldman, Emma, Living My Life, vols. 1 or 2 (1931)
Sanger, Margaret, An Autobiography (1938)
Stevens, Doris, Jailed for Freedom (1920)
Kelley, Florence, Notes of Sixty Years: The Autobiography of Florence Kelley (1926-27)
Wald, Lillian, Windows on Henry Street (1934)
Willard, Francis, Glimpses of Fifty Years: The Autobiography of an American Woman (1889)

Memoirs on the Possibility of Progressive Reform
Baker, Ray Stannard, American Chronicle: The Autobiography of Ray Stannard Baker (1945)
Bryan, William Jennings, Memoirs of William Jennings Bryan by Himself and His Wife (1925)
Darrow, Clarence, The Story of My Life (1932) 
Gladden, Washington, Recollections (1909)
Guthrie, Woody, Bound for Glory (1943)
Hapgood, Hutchins, Victorian in the Modern World (1967)
Howe, Frederic, Confessions of a Reformer (1925)
Keller, Helen, The World I Live In (1904)
Muir, John, Stories of My Boyhood and Youth (1913)
Nearing, Scott, The Making of a Radical: A Political Autobiography (1972)
Russell, Charles, Bare Hands & Stone Walls: Some Recollections of a Side-Line Reformer (1933)
Sinclair, Upton, The Autobiography of Upton Sinclair (1962)
Steffens, Lincoln, The Autobiography of Lincoln Steffens, vols. 1 or 2 (1931)
Tarbell, Ida, All in the Day’s Work: An Autobiography (1939)
Villard, Oswald Garrison, Fighting Years (1939)
White, William Allan, The Autobiography of William Allen White (1946)

Reflections on the 1960s
Boggs, Grace Lee. Living For Change (2016)
Dylan, Bob, Chronicles (2005)
Post, Gaines, Jr., Memoirs of a Cold War Son (2000)
Galvin, John R., Fighting the Cold War: A Soldier’s Memoir (2015)
Moody, Ann, Coming of Age in Mississippi (1968)
Neumann, Osha, Up Against the Wall, Motherf**er: A Memoir of the ‘60s, with Notes for Next Time 
(2011)

Twenty-First Century Memoirs on Race, Class, Gender, and Identity 
Alexie, Sherman. You Don’t Have to Say You Love Me: A Memoir (2017)
Chung, Nicole. All You Can Ever Know (2018)
Grande, Reyna. The Distance Between Us: A Memoir (2012)
Hernandez, Daisy. A Cup of Water Under My Bed (2014) (LGBTQ themes)
Hong, Cathy Park. Minor Feelings: An Asian American Reckoning (2020)
Jones, Saeed. How We Fight for Our Lives (2019) (LGBTQ themes)
Lam, Andrew. Perfume Dreams: Reflections on the Vietnamese Diaspora (2012)
Layman, Kiese. Heavy: An American Memoir (2018)
Obama, Michelle. Becoming (2018)
Sotomayor, Sonia. My Beloved World (2013)
Vargas, Jose Antonio. Dear America: Notes of an Undocumented Citizen (2018)
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