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“An Infinite Variety:

Forms of Women'’s Autobiography”
by
Suzanne L. Bunkers

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 My current research involves the study of unpublished diaries and journals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, lowa, 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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