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Auto/biography as Social Action 

 
Course Description: 
This course will take up genre theorist Carolyn Miller's concept of "genre as social action" to consider 
the various "work" life narratives perform in the late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries. Twenty 
years after scholars observed a "memoir boom" in popular culture (Couser; Gilmore; Schaffer and 
Smith), life narratives have become embedded in the daily practices of contemporary Western culture. 
This course will examine instances of auto/biography (texts about the selves and others) in the late 
twentieth and early twenty-first century. Among other topics, we will consider: 

 the role of self-representation in documenting trauma and bearing witness; 
 the potential of life narratives for political and social resistance; 
 the commodification of lives / stories, and their production and marketing; 
 the influence of genre on how these texts are produced and consumed in contemporary 

capitalist society; 
 the function of life narratives as testimony in legal and human rights commissions; 
 the cultural practices of "everyday autobiography" (Smith and Watson), particularly online. 

Students will be required to read and engage with relevant scholarship as well as course texts, and to 
undertake assignments that may include blogs or wikis as well as research papers. Note: we will not 
write our own life narratives, but rather reflect on the issues raised by the texts we study. 

Reading list & Topics: 

TEXTS TO BUY: 

 Spiegelman, Art. Maus I & II 
 Wah, Fred. Diamond Grill 
 De Vries, Maggie. Missing Sarah: A Memoir of Loss 
 Laferriere, Dany. The World is Moving Around Me 

TEXTS ONLINE OR SUPPLIED BY INSTRUCTOR: 

 Digital lives: Facebook, PostSecret, Six-Word Memoir 
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 Witness testimony from Truth and Reconciliation Commissions (South Africa and 
Canada), Bringing Them Home Report (Australia), Forsaken: The Report of theMissing 
Women Commission of Inquiry (Canada). 

 Polley, Sarah. Stories We Tell (video, in class) 

Scholarly Texts to download from UBC library (we will read excerpts from these texts): 

 Jiwani, Yasmin and Mary Lynn Young. "Missing and Murdered Women: Reproducing 
Marginality in News Discourse." Canadian Journal of Communication31.4 (2006): 895-917. 

 Whitlock, Gillian. Soft Weapons: Autobiography in Transit. Chicago: U of Chicago P, 2007. 
 Young, James. "The Holocaust as Vicarious Past: Art Spiegelman's Maus and the 

Afterimages of History." Critical Inquiry 24.3 (1998): 666-699. 
 McGlothlin, Erin. "No Time like the Present: Narrative and Time in Art 

Spiegelman's Maus." Narrative 11.2 (2003): 117-198. 
 Miller, Carolyn. "Genre as Social Action." Quarterly Journal of Speech 70 (1984) 151-67. 
 Rifkin, Candida. "Drawn from Memory: Comics Artists and Intergenerational 

Auto/biography." Canadian Review of American Studies 38.3 (2008): 399-427. 

Course Requirements: 

 Classwork - 10% 
 Scholarly Blogs - 15% 
 Short paper - 20% 
 Final paper - 30% 
 Exam - 25% 

Prerequisites: 
6.0 credits of 1st year English (or equivalent) and third-year standing 

 

 


