Hot Off the Press: Writers on Identity in 2004

Ms. Kathleen Madigan

(Short paper given as opening remarks for the session on identity and the arts)

As my title suggests, my e-mail chats with American authors on identity was undertaken recently, and I was delighted to receive an interesting array of answers from writers:

Lisa Davis, published novelist as well as non-fiction writer and the author of numerous articles and essays on Peninsular Spanish and Latin American Literatures, Comparative Literature and Film in America

Silvia Kofler, poet who has published in journals such as New Letters, Black Moon, Potpourri and Coal City Review and is editor of Thorny Locust, a poetry journal. 

Jackie Madrigal, young poet who has published in Las Poetas Anthology and who has given numerous readings of her works

David Masello, essayist and poet who has also published two nonfiction books about architecture and art, as well as essays and poetry found in many periodicals and anthologies, including the New York Times, Boston Globe, San Francisco Chronicle and Newsweek, with essays in Wonderlands:  Literary Travel Essays and The Man I Might Become

Patricia Cleary Miller, poet, whose most recent publication Dresden (2001) centers on the 1945 bombardment of this city. 

 The writers range in age from twenties to sixties and as we will see, some identify with particular ethnic backgrounds.

A brief overview of the answers to my questions follows:

1) In response to the question “What does it mean to you to be an American writer?”,

two writers responded in terms of landscape and place, and one in terms of point of view. The idea of point of view seemed to involve events and stances on issues, such as protest against nuclear waste transport for deposit at a mountain, so even this opinion involved landscape. One said that she thinks of herself as a Chicana writer, rather than an American one, except to foreigners, whom she feels may not be aware of what she calls this “sub-culture”.  But then she defined America as diversity.  One wrote in terms of an ideal: “I feel I carry America inside, and while I know that much of her promise has yet to be fulfilled, I believe it will be.  That promise includes that everyone should have enough money and goods for a decent life, a measure of freedom and dignity, and no distinctions of class or race.”  This does not mean that she is completely unrealistic, for the same writer in another section said “I was raised in the Deep South, a young witness to the death throes of a system that took white privilege for granted.  I never identified with that privilege, instead felt shame and guilt. Living in New York gives me hope that privilege will not always prevail.”  So the place where one lives raises the question of regional versus national identity.   Another wrote “I just think of myself as a person of a certain age who has had certain experiences.  I suppose being American means being able to think and read what you want.”

2.   When asked whether they felt more comfortable with a classification as a writer of a particular ethnic background than as an American writer, two preferred to be thought of as American writers, the Chicana writer as already mentioned felt more comfortable when called an ethnic writer and a fourth’s answer was two-layered. I quote “I am always a bit surprised when someone I know says that they are American with no further explanation…At the same time, I am troubled by certain ethnic groups in America who never seem to embrace as their first definition “American” even though they may have been born and raised in America.”  A fifth writer identified herself as an Irish-Yankee half-breed.

3. All the writers indicated that they do address issues of American or ethnic identity specifically or in terms of diversity in their works, and they included issues of ethnic and sexual diversity in their responses. Once again, the issue of place arose when one writer said that she writes about the inner city, presumably referring to a greater concentration of racial diversity.

4. Some of the most interesting answers came in response to the question of whether the events of September 11th, 2001 had changed their understanding of American identity and their writing.  Two talked in very emotive terms about where they were on that day, and one of these two stated that following that event she wrote a short story called (“Cousins”) about two Mexican immigrant women who worked in and near the twin towers, and dedicated it to all those from the State of Puebla (a very poor region of Mexico that sends many immigrants to New York) who died that day.  However, the other said that she has not yet written about it, but seemed to imply that she will, when she stated that it took her five years to write about the death of her mother, so it takes time before she can express deep emotion. Another writer said that she has become concerned about the personal freedoms of Americans, given the policy changes of our government.  Finally, one said that on September 11th, his notions of being an American superseded those of ethnicity, but later, in response to anti-Semitic rhetoric, he actually took more pride in his ethnic background, but was especially proud to be a New Yorker.  

5. When asked what literary works they would choose to exemplify American values, two chose works exhibiting ethnic diversity, including immigrant culture, one chose a story about people performing random acts of kindness, and a fourth chose a novel about emancipation from slavery “because I believe the introduction of slavery was among the first violations of the American promise.”  Another said that Americans are very self-critical and our literary works often show people behaving badly rather than good American values. However, she picked T.S. Eliot’s “Four Quartets” to show the transcendence of which we are capable.”

6. Because it is one of the conference topics, I asked whether they addressed any questions of American identity as they may relate to the American Constitution.  One said that while she may not quote the Constitution in her poetry, the rights promised to her are certainly exercised, such as the freedom to criticize “the privileged, white, wealthy, students that drink away their mommy and daddy’s money”.  Another said that she criticizes the government in her stance against the death penalty, nuclear waste, etc. A third said that she wrote a novel about the McCarthy era which raised questions of freedom of speech, political dissent and our legal system.  

7.  Time and space will not permit me to report here on all of the questions and answers from the survey, but I will conclude with some remarks on values.  Those of us who have taught American culture sometimes use the thirteen values described by L. Robert Kohls called “The Values Americans Live By” as a springboard for discussion.  I will name each one of these and will include the comments of at least one writer for each of them.  Only one of the four responded to each value, so I will state the values and then give you excerpts from their general responses, including a compilation of the remarks by the one who responded to each.

The values are: 1) Personal control over the environment 2) Change (as good) 3) Time and its control 4) Equality/egalitarianism 5) Individualism and privacy 6) Self-help concept 7) Competition and free enterprise 8) Future Orientation 9) Action/Work Orientation 10) Informality 11) Directness, Openness, Honesty 12) Practicality and Efficiency and 13) Materialism and Acquisitiveness

Jackie Madrigal responded mainly to the ideal of equality, feeling that it “is great in theory but can never exist in an imperfect world.” I used to believe that if everyone was treated fairly and equally, then the sky would always be blue, flowers would smell even sweeter, and money would grow from trees…[But] We cannot be treated equally, because that is not realistic and impractical.  First, what is equal treatment?  Would everyone have to live in a suburb, have 2.5 children, and be members of the school’s PTA (Parent Teacher Association)?  I look at this issue from a teacher’s point of view because that’s what I am.  If we taught equally then the ones able to learn through lecture would rise to the top and the others would sink to the bottom.  We are taught that each learner is an individual, but the message of the unique individual must be becoming obsolete when she/he reaches adulthood. She then goes on to address issues of gender and ethnic equality.  

David Masello and Silvia Kofler both address materialism.  Silvia Kofler said  that “there is too much emphasis on material success in American culture.  However, David replied: “Americans are always being blamed for being too materialistic.  And there is certainly considerable truth in that.  But when I think of ex-Communist countries and the new-found wealth of some of its citizenry, I wonder if materialism is less an American quality and more of a universal one.”

Lisa Davis responded “ While Mr. Kohl has some interesting points, I believe his list of “American” values is better suited to corporate business enterprises than to the humble humanistic pursuits of a writer/scholar.  I celebrate cooperation over competition.  And while I have so much more than most people around the world, I have little interest in acquiring things beyond those aids (i.e. computer, printer) to my work.  Regarding work, I am grateful for the opportunity to do work I believe in, which is indeed a privilege.  I am quite informal and, I hope, warm in my treatment of others, but never disrespectful.  Judging from individuals I’ve known in many countries, I suspect that most people want and value similar things.  Universally, for example, those on top may be less inclined than those on the bottom to value equality, and we haven’t worked that one out yet.”


We have a lot to work out indeed, in our ideals about our identity, in our memories of where we have been—whether within the U.S. or in the places our ancestors were born, in our coming to grips with the events of our lives, whether in the past or recent history…or in what we hope the next generation will make of us.  Last month’s issue of the Chronicle of Higher Education (February 13, 2004) contained an article (“Think  Positive” by Scott McLemmee, page A 12), which described two ways of talking about identity, one essentialist, the other postmodernist, both slowly giving up at least some ground to a third way, which is a post positive realism that defines identity as “a process which involves learning how to wrestle with actual structures of power.” (page A 14)  Is identity fixed, a construct or a strategy?  The writers cited have eloquently evoked the creative tensions of American identity.  A last quote from the same article also highlights why the topic which we address today is necessarily both national and international: according to Paula M. L. Moya, “the way we talk about identity is not just a choice we make about how to describe the self.  It points outward.  It’s a theory about the world.” (page A 14)
PAGE  
1

