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Ch. 2 Petroff, Elizabeth A. “Reading and Writing, Teaching and Learning Spiritual Autobiography.”  Genre Across The Curriculum.  Eds. Anne Herrington and Charles Moran.

· Abstract:

In this chapter, Elizabeth Petroff, an English professor from the University of Massachusetts, shares her experience of teaching the genre of “spiritual autobiography,” which she defines as forms of autobiography in which the writer seeks deep psychological truths about him/herself.  Petroff typically begins the course by having students read from a list of both famous and not so well known texts: Black Elk Speaks, A Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, and other “classics” are juxtaposed with autobiographies from other cultures.  Then, she assigns students 3 autobiographical essays to write, in a logical progression: the first is event-centered, the second more emotion-centered, and the last commands the writer to comment on some spiritual truth that he/she learned through a life experience.  Throughout the course, Petroff utilizes the “tool kit” of autobiography writing articulated by Smith and Watson (2001): “memory, experience, identity, embodiment, and agency.”  Petroff undertook assessment of her pedagogical methods, and received generally favorable reviews.  Students commented that the reading and writing of spiritual biography allowed them to do several things: experience other cultures vicariously, recall their own memories more vividly, and undergo a type of “therapy” from painful memories.  Petroff is amenable to including many other forms—memoir, travel writing, etc.—in her definition of spiritual autobiography.

· Quotes:

“We read and write autobiography for similar reasons: a search for self-knowledge and a desire to place ourselves in the world.. . . what I term ‘spiritual autobiography’ is autobiography that explores the deepest parts of the self, the inner force that can keep us alive in the direst and most traumatic of circumstances, and at the same time reveals our place in the universe …” (23).

“we now include diaries, memoirs, letters, and as-told-to narratives under the heading of autobiography.  Many contemporary novels are autobiographical fiction, as are travel records, family chronicles, communal storytelling.”  (25)

“In writing the anatomy of the moments of suffering in his or her life, the autobiographer performs a kind of anamnesis, a recollection that reconstitutes the inner pain by standing outside it in order to record it.” (30)

· Questions:

1. We in the department have mixed responses to teaching “personal,” or narrative writing.  Why is this the case?  What negative outcomes might make teachers reluctant to assign writing that requires students to bare their souls?

2. How many teach memoir?  How valuable is this genre in reaching the Gen Ed outcomes that we are bound to pursue?

3. How can autobiographical forms be used in other departments to foster learning?  Could students, for instance, write memoirs of their undergraduate educations at the end of their senior years?

4. Do we teach and foster the idea of writing as therapy?  Does this have a place in our curriculum, and in the modern university?

