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Abstract

Autobiography as a literary genre isan accourd geerson's life
written by him. obviously an autobiography runs ttenger of being
highly subjective since it is confined to the authdife, experiences, and
world view. In autobiography, the author often ndn opportunity to
express his own thought that can be radical. Th& fiurpose of the
article is to treat the radical thought through rfodmerican
autobiographies: Frederick Douglaske Life of F. DouglassRichard
Wright's Black Boy Mary Grow Dog’sLakota Womenand Henry David
Thoreau’sWalden. The other objective is to shed light on how these
writers tried, by narrating their lives, to convey the reader of their
radical views of society and therefore, sought dstdr social reform.
Frederick Douglas and Richard Wright wrote to ddfemd argue for
abolitionism, Mary Grow Dog wrote to ask for a leetplace for the
American Indian women in the American society, whienry David
Thoreau defended environmentalism as a philosophfeo
Key words. Radicalism, autobiography, abolitionism, women,

Environmentalism.
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Introduction

As a literary genre, autobiography is often defiresl one’s
writing of his life story. (Dictionary of the Englh Language, 2000 p
63)This writing about oneself makes subjectivitynajor characteristic
feature of every autobiography. In writing an audgbaphy, the author
often redefines himself and recreates his pastdliexperiences.
Concerning the social message of autobiographys iagreed upon
among critics that no autobiography is written porrely aesthetic aim.
Every writer must have an apologetic aim behindtiimgi his own life
story. He often tries to testify to somethingctimvey a social message
or to defend a social belief or thesis. In otherdso the author of the
autobiography is always concerned with the sociolignterpretation of
the events of his life because he often does reoasg conflict between
self revelation and the social message he wantgotovey in his
autobiography. Some American writers tended to ntla&e radical ideas
known to the public through literature. Being radicoften means
favouring or effecting fundamental or revolutionaryanges in current
practices, conditions, or institutionSgncise Oxford English Dictionary,
2010, p670) so, to what extent was autobiographpressive of the

radical conviction or thought of the American médretters?
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1-Autobiography and the revelation of the self
Autobiographical works can take many forms, frora thtimate
writings made during life that were not necessarihfended for

publication (including letters, _ diariges journals memoirs and

reminiscences) to a formal book-length autobiogyapt-ormal
autobiographies offer a special kind of biographinzh: a life, reshaped
by recollection, with all of recollection’s conso® and unconscious
omissions and distortions. The novelist Graham esmid that, for this
reason, an autobiography is only “a sort of lif@idaused the phrase as
the title for his own autobiography (1971).

Historically speaking, there are but few examples o
autobiographical literature in antiquity and thedslle Ages. In the 2nd
centuryBCE the Chinese classical historian Sima Qian includdatief
account of himself in theShiji (“Historical Records”). Generally
speaking, autobiography in its modern, Westerneseas be considered
to have emerged in Europe during the Renaissandbe 15th century.

One of the first examples was written in Englandvargery Kempe

Among the representative examples of biographidarature
from the Renaissance to the Age of Enlightenmeaitthe autobiography
of the English historian Lord Herbert of Cherburythe early 17th and
Colley Cibber'sApology for the Life of Colley Cibber, Comedianthe
early 18" The latter period itself produced three workst tlame
especially notable for their very different refiects of the spirit of the
times as well as of the personalities of their argh the urbane

autobiography of _Edward Gibbpnthe great historian;, Benjamin

Franklin; and the introspection of a revolution&wiss-born political

and social theorist, theonfession®f Jean-Jacques Rousseau.
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1.1- The Characteristics of Autobiography
Autobiographies are generally written in first gers meaning the

narrative consists of "I" and "we." An autobiogrgpiypically tells the

chronological story of the author's life--from hirtto the present.
Examples of autobiographies afEhe Autobiography of Benjamin
Franklin" written by Benjamin Franklin andBbrn Standing Up: A
Comic's Life"by Steve Martin. Even though most autobiograplaies

self-authored, some may be co-written--"as toldltp"a professional
writer. This is especially common in autobiograghief celebrities,

sports figures, politicians and anyone else who n@yhave the writing

abilities to write an entire book.

Many famous people often use autobiography to attrublic
attention, exploit notoriety or express their sadea controversial issue-
these types of stories are called ad hoc autolpbgga (Lin, Xianghua).
Some people use their story as a healing tool cespeif they have been
a victim of trauma, and others simply want to pi¢oagether their life
experiences. When writing an autobiography, theéewshould focus on
three things: who he is, what he perceives the mgaof his life to be,
and his outlook on the future. Autobiographies geaerally attached to
the author's personality and perception of himaedtf the world.

1.2- Types of Autobiography

Generally, there are four types of autobiographi&matic,
religious, intellectual, and fictionalized. Thestirtype includes books
with such diverse purposes dfie Americanization of Edward Bok
(1920) and Adolf Hitler's Mein Kampf (1925, 1927). Religious
autobiography claims a number of great works, magpgirom The
Confession®f St. Augustine in the Middle Ages to the autgpaphical

chapters of Thomas CarlyleSartor Resartusand John Henry Cardinal
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Newman’'sApologiain the 19th century. That century and the earih 20
saw the creation of several intellectual autobipbms, including the
severely analyticaAutobiographyof the philosopher John S. Mill and
Adams, HennAdams’ biography. Finally, somewhat similar to tievel
as biography is the autobiography disguised assaosformed into, the
novel. This type includes such works as SamueleBstlThe Way of All
Flesh (1903), James Joyce’'a ‘Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man’
(1916), George Santayanda®ie Last Puritan(1935), and the novels of
Thomas Wolfe. Yet in all of these works can be clei@ elements of all
four types.

One hundred years ago, the German scholar GeorgehMirote
that the term autobiography when it first emergedswconceived
differently: it held a documentary value becausprésents information
about people’s daily lives and experiences asfféred amusement and
instruction .In fact Misch in his book ‘History of Autobiography in
Iniquity’ emphasized its great didactic value of thigétg genre for the
readers because according to him, autobiographgn oéixemplifies
human success in that Misch seems to suppoe beliefs of Herder
and Gothe who both saw the development of autolpdgr as part of the
great process of the liberation of human persgnaliin their Early
Modern Autobiography: Theories, Genres, Practideshald Bedford,
Lloyd Davis, and Philippa Kelly - 2006 also Gadered the many
ways in which autobiographical selves emerged, wviltk aim of
understanding the interaction between those indal&l lives and their
worlds. Focusing on those conceptions and valuesubdbiography,
many American men of letters sought to transmitrtinadical ideas

through their autobiographies.
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2- Autobiography and the Radical Thought in American Literature

The major purpose of this article is to shed light the
contribution of autobiography to the struggle agtimacism and
discrimination in theAmerican societyon one hand tmthe promotion
of some radical thoughts that changed life in tineeican community on
the other. The article sheds light on four autotapyies whose writers
are like any other authors who believe that selélaion and the social
message are intimately linked to autobiography.

To substantiate this opinion, | have chosen wrifeosn main
stream and ethnic American literature. Throughbatarticle focus shall
be on the relationship between their personallatea and the social
message and therefore the radical thought theyedaiat convey to the
reader .The works selected are Fredrick Douglagie’ Life of F
.Douglas’s Richard Wright'sBlack Boy Mary Grow Dog’s Lakota
Womenand Henry David ThoreauWalden.

2.1- Fredrick Douglas’ The Life of F .Douglass

In writing his life story, Frederick Douglass wasncerned more
with the social implication of slavery in the Am&an south. The natural
result of that was an autobiography that docum#mssocial life of the
black community in a specific period of time andaipartial place in the
American nation. Frederic Douglass’s major aim wastainly to
dramatize the life of the Negro in a white domidatgociety and
probably to picture the nightmare of slavery in miwd America? He
provides a detailed description of life in the gldnolder ‘s plantation and
emphasizes more the relationship between himsdlhawhite master”
Covey” who is portrayed as cruel and domineering ménose major

goal in life is to achieve material success:
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"But, alas! This kind heart had but a short timedmain such.
The fatal poison of irresponsible power was alreadyher
hands, and soon commenced its infernal work. Thateidul
eye, under the influence of slavery, soon becamewvith rage;
that voice, made all of sweet accord, changed ® airharsh
and horrid discord; and that angelic face gaveeptachat of a
demon." (Douglas, 1978 , pp. 77-78).

For this reason, he despises the slaves andiexiflem despite
their weakness. In Douglas’s autobiography, Cowaylwe considered as
an emblematic figure for slavery as a social anohemic system in
America.To show the Negro dilemma in a white don@dasociety,
Douglas portrays a great deal of his social expegs that can be taken
as representatives of the social life of the AmicAmerican city in
general for instance, in an early stage of Hteiger has always been more
or less at my elbow when | played, but now | begawake up at night to find
hunger standing at my bedside”(ibid).

By narrating this psychological experience, Douglaants
certainly to convey the idea that slavery as aaddostitution aims at
disrupting the ties among the slave family. He mhd feel sad for having
lost his mother supply because from the very begmof his life, he did
not get the habit of having her with him. So, tisaivhy her life or death
is alike to him. Douglas, the child and Douglasgoéng who has spent
his time in the plantation that did not belong immhand whose fruits
went to the white slaveholder is without a famibéiliation:

“I knew that I lived in a country in which
the aspirations of black people were
limited, marked-off. Yet | felt that | had to
go somewhere and do something to

redeem my being alive.[Douglass,1978
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Douglas also speaks with a psydfiod bitterness about the
everlasting absence of his father. For sure, byrming the reader of the
gap left by the father, Douglas wants to end shaeer a social system
which always sends the father of the slave elsesvireorder to disrupt
the slave of family. Probably, Douglas wants hersuggest that one of
the major aims of slavery is to create a matridrstaare family in which
the mother plays a major role and assumes alleygonsibilities. He is
then, showing the social impact of slavery andfaisfetched aims at
dismantling the trees among the slaves, so thgtdae not be united and
before can not struggle against the white southsrne
2.2- Richard Wright's Black Boy

In Richard Wright's painful autobiography Black Boy; it is
obvious to the reader that Wright's life althoudgss stable and more
fragmented than all the African Americans in theitBpis representative
of the life in the American South and it can beetalas a microcosm of
the Negro life in twentieth Century America. In itvrg his
autobiography, Wright redefined two important epges® of his life, his
painful childhood and his experience and involvemernhe Communist
Party as an intellectual adult. Wright was veryesgVe in narrating his
past experiences concentrating more on those tmatrepresent the
social life in the South, and used irony as a waycrtiquing the
discriminatory society of America. In an attemptargue for antislavery
ideology, Douglass attacks slavery as an Americaiak institution in
his autobiography:

"From my earliest recollection, | date the
entertainment of a deep conviction that slavery
would not always be able to hold me within its

foul embrace; and in the darkest hours of my

career in slavery, this living word of faith and
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spirit of hope departed not from me, but remained
like ministering angels to cheer me through the
gloom. This good spirit was from God, and to
him | offer thanksgiving and praise." (Wright,
1993 p.75).

He shows how he, as a colored person, is deprif/éds aight to
be considered as respectable American citizensocgty that pretends
to apply social justice and protects the freedomd #me individual
opinion of every citizenlf you give a nigger an inch, he will take an &l
nigger should know nothing but to obey his mastedd as he is told to do
(ibid, p.78).In other words, Wright seems to question the mpjorciples
upon which the American society is built such asiadity, freedom,
justice and the pursuit of happiness. His mategrahdfather is deprived
of his mansion by gureaucrati@rror despite his brilliant career in the

American navy and Dunt's husband is murdered by wihées only
because he is proved to be successful in his ligusmess. Certainly,
Wright did not choose to narrate these experiepgshaphazardly, but
rather he was quite aware that though those exmeEse might be
personal they can convey a very meaningful socedsage.

Wright also speaks about his mother and her roleduacating
him and in giving him the energy to fight the whitend to stand a faint
to their humiliation. Here, Wright wants to referthe role played by the
African American woman in protecting the Negro audt He portrays
his mother as well as his grand mother as realdjars of culture and
tradition in the family:

My mother's suffering grew into a symbol in my
mind, gathering to itself all the poverty, the
ignorance, the helplessness; the painful, baffling,
hunger-ridden days and hours; the restless
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moving, the futile seeking, the uncertainty, the
fear, the dread; the meaningless pain and the
endless suffering. (ibid)

What one can say abBldack Boyas an autobiography is that
it has a continuing value because of its providingaging ways for us to
know how our lives can be shaped by our race, geraadw even our
country and how the conflict between desire andifaince can cause a
psychological defeat and then lead to a call foradical change in
society.

2.3- Mary Crow Dog's Lakota Women

Another brilliant autobiography whose writer doest 3ee any
conflict between self revelation and social messagéat of the Indian
author Mary Crow Dog. The autobiography is entitiedkota Women’
In her narration of her life story, Mary Crow Dognsiders herself as the
representative of all Indian women.

She identifies herself with the past Indian womamwall as with
the present Indian woman. She gives an excessiletbiled account of
her life in the reservation and sure witting enounggmaged to portray the
oppression and the humiliation suffered by evedidn whether he is a
man or a woman. In recreating her history, Marycidog, wanted to
redefine the social history of all the Indians, hibvy lived and how they
were treated as well as how they reacted to theemoday of life. She
also could show the psychological defeat that ladl iIndians felt after
their subjugation by the whites. To give an examplee compared
between the Indian man who used to feed his fathdymeat of buffalo,
and the Indian of her time who was feeding his dtbih span, the
cheapest type of food in the American market.

“If you plan to be born, make sure you are born

white and male. It is not the big, dramatic things
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so much that get us down, but just being Indian,
trying to hang on to our way of life, language and
values while being surrounded by an alien, more
powerful culture. It is being an iyeska, a half-

blood, being looked down upon by whites and
full-bloods alike.." (Crow Dog. 1990 p 4,5).

This citation is important because it sums up nobshe conflicts
that Mary Crow Dog faces in the book. She goes utfino many
incredible hardships; such as being raped at fiftgeving birth during a
war, being arrested for being American Indian, gn@wp in poverty,
and so many more. She has to deal with being sepaimm her family
and her culture to end up in a boarding school wisée is punished for
holding hands with boys and abused by priests.dprot all that, Mary
has problems fitting in with her own culture, sinske is only half
American Indian. Even if she was full Lakota, sheuwd not have been
taught the full richness of her background sincth heer mother and her
grandmother were converted to Catholicism by therdiog school.

Mary has to try to accept all of these issues @awlabove them in
order to work against them— not only for herselft for her people as a
whole, and the friends that she sees fall beforeHher sister Barbara is
sterilized against her will and later murdered lranken boyfriend. Her
death is never investigated. Her best friend, Anisipursued by the law,
and when found dead in the wilderness, she hashdmus cut off for
identification instead of simply having her fingatints taken. Then, the
law rules Annie's death accidental due to expodurewhen her body is
later exhumed by lawyers hired by the Lakotass found that she had a
bullet in her brain—she was murdered, and the latahbtly ignored it.

Mary has to deal with all of these hardships bseaaf the

reasons stated in the quote — her gender, heramadeher “inferior”
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culture. This quote is extremely powerful and taogh With a lot of
emotion it illustrates everything that we have bsardying up to this
point—the cost of privilege on unprivileged groups:
For somebody to say that the only way to succeed
in our society is to be born white and male is a
heartbreaking statement, and one that we, as future
teachers, need to work toward proving wrong. This
quite points to the social injustices that we il
battling on a daily basis in order to empower our
students and help them develop a positive sense of
self”. (ibid, P. 44)

Mary Crow also shows how it is difficult for the dian to
assimilate the white picture by describing her egpee with the
Christian religion and her education in a whitditnion when she could
not accept the culture easily . She by the eswilded to go back to her
original Indian culture.Mary Crow Dog’s autobioghgp can be
considered as one of the social documents about Itickan’s
development from hunters into ordinary Americarzei.

“I asked him, ‘What do you expect of me?" He
said, ‘You are the medicine man’s wife. You are
the water, you are the corn. You are the growing
generation that you carry in your womb. | have a
role and so do you. At the next Sun Dance you will
stand there with the pipe representing Ptesan Win,
the White Buffalo woman,” ( ibid, 246).

These words spoken by Leonard to his wife, MarywCiog,
near the end of the book emphasized the new andrien role that

Mary took when she married Leonard Crow Dog. She m@longer the
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wild girl at the beginning of the book, but a mawoman who ran a
household, and played an important part in the nesgijon of American
Indian social rights. It also pointed out how impoit birth was to
American Indian culture. Native Americans did natliéve in birth
control, because their people were so few alreaylting from forced
sterilization and people abandoning the culturehapes of “White”
success. Hence, any pregnancy was considered enpand valued, no
matter the circumstances. For example, Mary’s fireggnancy was out of
wedlock, but it was highly celebrated.

This passage also emphasizes the important stapgherican
Indian culture had taken through the course obitek. At the beginning
of the novel, American Indians were a fractionatpdup that was
plagued by racism, poverty, and a disconnectiomfileeir culture. Those
issues had not been entirely resolved by the enttheofmovel, but the
American Indians as people had come closer togetbestablished
themselves as a unified group, and had revived manyheir old
ceremonies and cultures. The fact that Leonard, s&ysthe next Sun
Dance,” showed that American Indians had a futuw, rand it was one
that has revived their old traditions.

Crow Dog in her autobiography sought to focus om ribles of
the Indian wife as a caretaker of the home. Marg s@ unfamiliar with
this role that she had to ask her husband whatexpected from her.
While such a role may seem constricting based amesturrent feminist
ideals, it was highly valued. Leonard actually sedary how important
she is to the future of the Indian people and tm,hmaking this a
touching sentiment.

2.4- Henry David Thoreau‘'sWalden
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In 1854, Henry David Thoreau publish&dalden a book about
living simple life in a natural setting. During tkame time period, Ralph
Waldo Emerson began writing about nature. One md#j@me of
Thoreau's work is getting back to nature, focusess on what we have
and what we can buy, and returning to our roots:

Relying on self, getting in touch with nature,
listening to one's one voice rather than the clamor
of the crowd, living a simpler life are all good
things for any time and place. Certainly in our
high-tech, materialistic, this is a voice of reason
and caution and individuality. 1 think the whole
idea of just going away somewhere and leaving
behind all the "trappings" of civilization is
appealing today. . (Thoreau, 1950, p.5)

Thoreau’s autobiographWalden’, in which he narrates his
experience in Walden Pond far from the modern Acagrisociety, gives
the reader a detailed account of Thoreau’s dayereances. Despite its
personal characteristics, Walden can be taken ak ofoart that has a
meaningful social message. It is a document thatiges the reader with
a view about America in a specific place and aipadr period of time,
New England, in which people were trying to seaacgoal a head in
nature. It also makes the abstract ideas of trawsrgalism as a
philosophical movement concrete and clear to thadee because
Thoreau’s major aim from his experience in Waldeaswo practice all
the theories that he read in books. So his ideaspeetty timeless in
Walden and they offer lessons and directions:

| went to the woods because | wished to live
deliberately, to front only the essential facts of

life, and see if | could not learn what it had to
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teach, and not when | came to die to discover, that
I had not lived. | did not wish to live what wastno
life, living is so dear; nor did | wish to practice
resignation, unless it was quite necessary (Ibid).

It is a pretty popular theme in modern times tawey our current
economic troubles, and how the environment has rbeca more
frequent topic of discussion and education. One omdheme of
Thoreau's work is getting back to nature, focusesy on what we have
and what we can buy, and returning to our rootsi{¢gdr 1950). For this
reason, Thoreau is regularly associated with tldgcah environmental

movement that defends nature.

Conclusion

Autobiography is a glimpse at one ‘s life andabterary genre
it is often characterized by being subjective siitcelepends on the
author’s perception of himself and the world ambtim . After studying
the works of the four American writers ,it mighg bppropriate to say
that all of them did not restrict themselves te #sthetic aspect of
autobiography but through narrating their persaedflrevelations, they
succeeded to a great extent to convey to the regtle some of their
radical views since they often do not see anylicbioetween the two.
Fredrick Douglas’ The Life of F .Douglas;sand Richard Wright's
‘Black Bo'’y attack slavery and clearly transmit abolitionigws; Mary
Grow Dog’s Lakota Womerguestions the place of the Indians in the
modern American societyand Thoreau’sValdendirectly transmits the
transcendentalist ideology. Therefore, it is obsidhat autobiography
has often been a very appropriate literary genreotovey the author’s

radical thought in American literature. Autobioghgpthen was part of
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the great process of the liberation of human ped#gnn the American

society.
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