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and how media impacts our culture. She has published over four
teen book-length works, including Ain't I a Woman: Black Women 
and Feminism, 1981; Feminist Theory: From Margin to Center, 
1984; and Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of 
Freedom, 1994. Her use of the pseudonym "bell hooks" honors her 
female ancestors as well as her great-grandmother from whom the 
name is taken. hooks prefers the lower-case spelling ofher name so 
as to lessen the prominence of the author and to highlight the 
message of the texts. The following chapter "writing autobiography" 
from remembered rapture: the writer at work describes hooks' 
struggle to write her autobiography. 

... 


To me, telling the story of my growing-up years was intimately 
connected with the longing to kill the self I was without really 

having to die. I wanted to kill that self in writing. Once that self 
was gone-out of my life forever-I could more easily become the 
me of me. It was clearly the Gloria Jean of my tormented and 
anguished childhood that I wanted to be rid of, the girl who was 
always wrong, always punished, always subjected to some humil
iation or other, always crying, the girl who was to end up in a 
mental institution because she could not be anything but crazy, or 
so they told her. She was the girl who sat a hot iron on her arm 
pleading with them to leave her alone, the girl who wore her scar 
as a brand marking her madness. Even now I can hear the voices 
of my sisters saying, "mama make Gloria stop crying." By writing 
the autobiography, it was not just this Gloria I would be rid of, but 
the past that had a hold on me, that kept me from the present. 
I wanted not to forget the past but to break its hold. This death in 
writing was to be liberatory. 

Until I began to try and write an autobiography, I thought 
that it would be a simple task, this telling of one's story. And yet 
I tried year after year, never writing more than a few pages. My 
inability to write out the story I interpreted as an indication that 
I was not ready to let go of the past, that I was not ready to be fully 
in the present. Psychologically, I considered the possibility that 
I had become attached to the wounds and sorrows of my child
hood, that I held to them in a manner that blocked my efforts to 
be self-realized, whole, to be healed. A key message in Toni Cade 
Bambara's novel The Salt Eaters, which tells the story of Velma's 
suicide attempt, her breakdown, is expressed when the healer 
asks her, "Are you sure sweetheart, that you want to be well?" 
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There was very clearly something blocking my ability to tell 
my story. Perhaps it was remembered scoldings and punishments 
when mama heard me saying something to a friend or stranger 
that she did not think should be said. Secrecy and silence-these 
were central issues. Secrecy about family, about what went on in 
the domestic household was a bond between us-was part of 
what made us family. There was a dread one felt about breaking 
that bond. And yet I could not grow inside the atmosphere of 
secrecy that had pervaded our lives and the lives of other families 
about us. Strange that I had always challenged the secrecy, always 
let something slip that should not be known growing up, yet as a 
writer staring into the solitary space of paper, I was bound, 
trapped in the fear that a bond is lost or broken in the telling. I 
did not want to be the traitor, the teller of family secrets-and yet 
I wanted to be a writer. Surely, I told myself, I could write a purely 
imaginative work-a work that would not hint at personal private 
realities. And so I tried. But always there were the intruding 
traces, those elements of real life however disguised. Claiming the 
freedom to grow as an imaginative writer was connected for me 
with having the courage to be open, to be able to tell the truth of 
one's life as I had experienced it in writing. To talk about one's 
life-that I could do. To write about it, to leave a trace-that was 
frightening. 

The longer it took me to begin the process of writing autobi
ography, the further removed from those memories I was 
becoming. Each year, a memory seemed less and less clear. I 
wanted not to lose the vividness, the recall and felt an urgent need 
to begin the work and complete it. Yet I could not begin even 
though I had begun to confront some of the reasons I was 
blocked, as I am blocked just now in writing this piece because I 
am afraid to express in writing the experience that served as a 
catalyst for that block to move. 

I had met a young black man. We were having an affair. It is 
important that he Was black. He was in some mysterious way a 
link to this past that I had been struggling to grapple with, to 
name in writing. With him I remembered incidents, moments of 
the past that I had completely suppressed. It was as though there 
was something about the passion of contact that was hypnotic, 
that enabled me to drop barriers and thus enter fully, rather reen
ter those past experiences. A key aspect seemed to be the way he 
smelled, the combined odors of cigarettes, occasionally alcohol. 
and his body smells. I thought often of the phrase "scent of 
memory," for it was those smells that carried me back. And there 
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were specific occasions when it was very evident that the 
experience of being in his company was the catalyst for this 
remembering. 

Two specific incidents come to mind. One day in the middle 
of the afternoon we met at his place. We were drinking cognac 
and dancing to music from the radio. He was smoking cigarettes 
(not only do I not smoke, but I usually make an effort to avoid 
smoke). As we held each other dancing those mingled odors of 
alcohol. sweat, and cigarettes led me to say, quite without think
ing about it, "Uncle Pete." It was not that I had forgotten Uncle 
Pete. It was more that I had forgotten the childhood experience of 
meeting him. He drank often, smoked cigarettes, and always on 
the few occasions that we met him, he held us children in tight 
embraces. It was the memory of those embraces--of the way I 
hated and longed to resist them-that I recalled. 

Another day we went to a favorite park to feed ducks and 
parked the car in front of tall bushes. As we were sitting there, we 
suddenly heard the sound of an oncoming train-a sound that 
startled me so that it evoked another long-suppressed memory: 
that of crossing the train tracks in my father's car. I recalled an 
incident where the car stopped on the tracks and my father left us 
sitting there while he raised the hood of the car and worked to 
repair it. This is an incident that I am not certain actually hap
pened. As a child, I had been terrified of just such an incident 
occurring, perhaps so terrified that it played itself out in my 
mind as though it had happened. These are just two ways 
this encounter acted as a catalyst, breaking down barriers, 
enabling me to finally write this long-desired autobiography of 
my childhood. 

Each day I sat at the typewriter and different memories were 
written about in short vignettes. They came in a rush, as though 
they were a sudden thunderstorm. They came in a surreal, dream
like style that made me cease to think of them as stricdy autobio
graphical because it seemed that myth, dream, and reality had 
merged. There were many incidents that I would talk about with 
my siblings to see if they recalled them. Often we remembered 
together a general oudine of an incident but the details were dif
ferent for us. This fact was a constant reminder of the limitations 
of autobiography, of the extent to which autobiography is a very 
personal storytelling-a unique recounting of events not so much 
as they have happened but as we remember and invent them. One 
memory that I would have sworn was "the truth and nothing but 
the truth" concerned a wagon that my brother and I shared as 
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children. I remembered that we .played with this toy only at my 
grandfather's house, that we shared it, that I would ride it and my 
brother would push me. Yet one facet of the memory was 
puzzling-I remembered always returning home with bruises or 
scratches from this toy. When I called my mother, she said there 
had never been any wagon, that we had shared a red wheelbar
row, that it had always been at my grandfather's house because 
there were sidewalks on that part of town. We lived in the hills 
where there were no sidewalks. Again I was compelled to face the 
fiction that is a part of all retelling, remembering. I began to think 
of the work I was doing as both fiction and autobiography. It 
seemed to fall in the category of writing that Audre Lorde, in her 
autobiographically based work Zami, calls bio-mythography. As 
I wrote, I felt that I was not as concerned with accuracy of detail 
as I was with evoking in writing the state of mind, the spirit of a 
particular moment. 

The longing to tell one's story and the process of telling is 
symbolically a gesture of longing to recover the past in such a way 
that one experiences both a sense of reunion and a sense of 
release. It was the longing for release that compelled the writing 
but concurrently it was the joy of reunion that enabled me to see 
that the act of writing one's autobiography is a way to find again 
that aspect of self and experience that may no longer be an actual 
part of one's life but is a living memory shaping and informing the 
present. Autobiographical writing was a way for me to evoke the 
particular experience of growing up southern and black in segre
gated communities. It was a way to recapture the richness of 
southern black culture. The need to remember and hold to the 
legacy of that experience and what it taught me has been all the 
more important since I have since lived in predominately white 
communities and taught at predominately white colleges. Black 
southern folk experience was the foundation of the life around me 
when I was a child; that experience no longer exists in many 
places where it was once all of life that we knew. Capitalism, 
upward mobility, assimilation of other values have allIed to rapid 
disintegration of black folk experience or in some cases the 
gradual wearing away of that experience. 

Within the world of my childhood, we held on to the legacy of 
a distinct black culture by listening to the elders tell their stories. 
Autobiography was experienced most actively in the art of telling 
one's story. I can recall sitting at Baba's (my grandmother on my 
mother's side) at 1200 Broad Street-listening to people come and 
recount their life experience. In those days, whenever I brought a 
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playmate to my grandmothers house, Baba would want a brief 
outline of their autobiography before we would begin playing. 
She wanted not only to know who their people were but what 
their values were. It was sometimes an awesome and terrifying 
experience to stand answering these questions or witness another 
playmate being subjected to the process and yet this was the 
way we would come to know our own and one another's family 
histories. It is the absence of such a tradition in my adult life that 
makes the written narrative of my girlhood all the more impor
tant. As the years pass and these glorious memories grow much 
more vague, there will remain the clarity contained within the 
written words. 

Conceptually, the autobiography was framed in the manner of 
a hope chest. I remembered my mother's hope chest, with its 
wonderful odor of cedar, and thought about her taking the most 
precious items and placing them there for safekeeping. Certain 
memories were for me a similar treasure. I wanted to place them 
somewhere for safekeeping. An autobiographical narrative seemed 
an appropriate place. Each particular incident, encounter; experi
ence had its own story, sometimes told from the first person, some
times told from the third person. Often I felt as though I was in a 
trance at my typewriter, that the shape of a particular memory was 
decided not by my conscious mind but by all that is dark and deep 
within me, unconscious but present. It was the act of making it 
present, bringing it into the open, so to speak, that was liberating. 

From the perspective of trying to understand my psyche, it 
was also interesting to read the narrative in its entirety after I had 
completed the work. It had not occurred to me that bringing one's 
past, one's memories together in a complete narrative would 
allow one to view them from a different perspective, not as 
singular isolated events but as part of a continuum. Reading the 
completed manuscript, I felt as though I had an overview not so 
much of my childhood but of those experiences that were deeply 
imprinted in my consciousness. Significantly, that which was 
absent, left out, not included also was important. I was shocked 
to find at the end of my narrative that there were few incidents I 
recalled that involved my five sisters. Most of the incidents with 
siblings were with me and my brother. There was a sense of 
alienation from my sisters present in childhood, a sense of 
estrangement. This was reflected in the narrative. Another aspect 
of the completed manuscript that is interesting to me is the way 
in which the incidents describing adult men suggest that I feared 
them intensely, with the exception of my grandfather and a few 

Craig Vetter • Bonehead Writing 35 

old men. Writing the autobiographical narrative enabled me to 
look at my past from a different perspective and to use this knowl
edge as a neeans of self-growth and change in a practical way. 

In the end I did not feel as though I had killed the Gloria of 
my childhood. Instead I had rescued her. She was no longer the 
enemy within, the little girl who had to be annihilated for the 
woman to come into being. In writing about her, I reclaimed that 
part of myself I had long ago rejected, left uncared for, just as she 
had often felt alone and uncared for as a child. Remembering was 
part of a cycle of reunion, a joining of fragments, "the bits and 
pieces of my heart" that the narrative made whole again. 

Thinking and Writing Questions 

1. 	 Explain what bell hooks means when she writes that she wanted to "kill"
in writing-the Gloria jean of her childhood so that she could become the 
"me of me" (30). 

2. 	 How is hooks' autobiography similar to and different from joumal writing, 
blogging, or writing in a diary? What do you think she might suggest is the 
purpose of her writing? How does hooks' purpose compare to the purpose 
of the majority of your writings? 

3. 	 The pieces in this chapter are about attitudes toward and beliefs about 
writing. Vetter characterizes writing as a "blood sport" (37). Holt declares 
that writing "should be the most flexible, exciting, and creative of all 
school courses" (26). Aronowitz writes that, "writing is an art-since it 
entails thought, the adroit use of language ... imagination, genuine 
knowledge" (40). What do you think hooks would say about her attitude 
toward writing? From what do you infer her attitudes? 

4. 	 What actually happened to Gloria jean and bell hooks as a result of writing 
her autobiography? What does hooks' narrative add to your understanding 
of her decision to pUblish under the name of bell hooks rather than her given 
name, Gloria jean? 

Bonehead Writing 
CRAIG VETTER 

Author Craig Vetter has taught magazine writing in the Medill School 
of Journalism at Northwestern University in Evanston, fL. He has 
worked on staff for Playboy, Outside, and Sunset magazines, and 


