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Over the past fifteen to twenty years, scholars have begun an intensive re­
examination of the lives of women. Autobiographical works by women, past and 
present, have become a central part of this re-examination because women's stories, 
recorded in a variety of forms, provide the most accurate assessment of what women's 
lives were and are like. 

As a teacher of courses on autobiography, I have done extensive reading of autobio­
graphical works by women: diaries and journals, letters, memoirs, and formal autobi­
ographies. My current research involves the study of unpublished diaries and journals 
written by nineteenth-century women in Minnesota, Iowa, and Wisconsin. Funded by a 
grant from the National Endowment for the Humanities, I am completing a book­
length critical study of the private texts of approximately 100 of these women; and I am 
preparing the diary of one woman, Caroline Seabury of St. Paul, for publication by the 
University of Wisconsin press in 1988. 

My research and reading have shown me that women did not write their autobiogra­
phies in any one form. In fact, relatively few women have written an "autobiography 
proper;' defined by critic Roy Pascal as a narrative which "involves the reconstruction 
of the movement of a life, or part of a life, in the actual circumstances in which it was 
lived" and which accurately renders a "coherent shaping of the past;' establishing a 
"consistency of relationship between the self and the outside world" (5-9). Many more 
women have written in what have been termed "nontraditional" autobiographical 
forms-the diary or journal, the letter, the oral autobiography, the memoir, and the 
daybook. Once we begin to study the splendid variety of stories written by women 
about their lives, we realize that Pascal's definition of autobiography (formulated 
almost exclusively on autobiographical forms used by men) needs to be expanded. 
Emphasis needs to be shifted away from "autobiography proper" toward a continuum 
of forms of autobiography, each characterized by its own aspects and all included under 
the genre's umbrella. 

Such a shift in emphasis will help us to account for the existence of tens of thousands 
of autobiographical materials, many written day by day with no editor except the 
writer herself or himself, many written without explicit statements regarding purpose 
or intended audience, many written without the author's assumption that the finished 
text would reflect a comprehensive account of one's life. 

Like many other scholars, teachers, and readers of autobiography, I am involved in 
efforts to decanonize the genre and to bring relatively unstudied forms of autobiogra­
phy to our attention. Our growing awareness of the context surrounding the creation of 
each autobiographical text (i. e., the writer's experience of sex, race, ethnicity, class, 
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age, sexual preference, geographical location, era) is an integral part of our ability to 
read the work thoughtfully and carefully, appreciative of the story that unfolds. With 
these thoughts in mind, I would like to share the following bibliography of primary 
sources on forms of women's autobiography. 

I would note that this bibliography is selective, not comprehensive, and that it 
reflects my own reading experiences and, to some degree, my research specialization. 
This bibliography is not intended to assess the relative literary merits of any of the 
entries included, nor is it intended to assert that any work not included is unworthy of 
consideration as a form of women's autobiography. Rather, this is a selective list of 
primary sources, compiled at a particular time and place by an individual with specific 
interests and experiences in the field of women's autobiography. It is my hope that this 
bibliography will prove useful to scholars, teachers, students, and readers of autobiog­
raphy. 
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With increasing awareness about China generally, American interest in its literature 
becomes more pronounced as well. Among the greatest of twentieth-century Chinese 
novelists, Lau She published his masterpiece,Rickshaw, serially in 1937. The novel is 
the story of Hsiang Tzu, a young man who moves from his rural village to Peking after 
the death of his parents . Having no marketable assets other than his strength, Hsiang 
Tzu decides to support himself by becoming a rickshaw puller, for he admires the style 
and endurance of the pullers he has observed. Hsiang Tzu initially assumes that his 
strength and enthusiasm are all that are needed to assure success in Peking of the mid-
1930s. But he soon learns differently; the city's institutions and people seem created to 
take advantage of him, especially since his provincial background makes him unaware 
of the complexities of city life, and his wish to earn a satisfying living through 
possessing a rickshaw is constantly thwarted. He does, occasionally, own a rickshaw; 
at other times he rents one from the Jen Ho Agency, run by Old Liu and his daughter, 
Hu Niu, who soon manipulates him into marrying her. Although he does meet people 
who deal kindly with him-the Ts'ao family is an example here-more often he finds 
himself victimized. After the death of Hu Niu in childbirth, he denies himself marriage 
to Hsiao Fu Tzu, a young woman who has prostituted herself to support her father and 
two younger brothers, because he feels he does not have the means to care for her 
family. Both Hsiang Tzu and Hsiao Fu Tzu recognize their need for each other, but 
Hsiang Tzu nevertheless abandons her. Later, when he learns that he may be re­
employed by the compassionate Ts'ao family will also take in Hsiao Fu Tzu, he searches 
for her but learns she has hanged herself in shame after resuming her prostitution. 
Hsiang Tzu then loses interest in himself and in his life, deteriorates rapidly, and 
disappears among the impoverished masses of Peking. Though his focus is on Hsiang 
Tzu, Lao She attempts to clarify the obstacles faced by an impoverished but able­
bodied person in urban Chinese society of the 1930s. Primarily, Lao suggests that self­
centeredness-what he calls "individualism" -is the major vice of the society. Concern 
for the self distorts humane impulses which may otherwise be present in the individual. 
It also assures that people of kindly intent are used to advantage by others. Although 
most readers recognize that Hsiang Tzu must be understood in the context of his 
society, the relatively limited number of English critics who have commented on the 
novel have varying reactions to Hsiang Tzu. Jean M. James asserts that "Hsiang Tzu is 
the offspring of the womb of a diseased society: its product, not its victim. Hsiang Tzu 
is victimized only once, by the detective who shakes him down. In other instances he 
has a choice and always, whether out of fear for his own selfish interest or out of pride 




