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Having discussed five distinct areas of inquiry within life writing studies, we are
acutely aware of the various interconnected themes. By way of a conclusion, we
would like to sketch three particular aspects which merit extensive attention. First,
the fact that all of the contributions highlight the constructedness of life writing
can be seen as a call for enhancing our understanding of the mechanisms of self-representation and their implications for the represented autobiographical self and
for the multi-genre phenomenon of life writing. The field of life writing studies has
been instrumental in uncovering multiple phenotypes linked to medium-specific
possibilities and to the contexts in which such content is generated, disseminated,
and received. Thus, we will need to grapple further with researching competing and
differing media selves, including the roles of curators and adapting generic forms
like the scrapbook and the self-help manual as well as the economic backdrop and
impact of production and distribution.
Second, our contributions illustrate the ongoing discussion about the mediality of autobiographical self-representation. What are the upsides and downsides
of broadening the terms “text” and “discourse” to non-verbal media in life writing
studies? Does it suffice to regard such self-depictions as “life narratives,” or does
this water down the particular capacities of verbal semantics? As our contempla×

162

×

Forum: Life Writing and American Studies

tions suggest, inter- and transmedial approaches facilitate research on meaning
construction and on understanding genre developments and changes.
Third, the expansive vista of transoceanic American studies, which has problematized the concerns of (hitherto mostly transatlantic and hemispheric) transnational
American studies, further develops recent research on land-based as opposed to
island-based or marine life narratives. The fact that island and slave ship populations have not been prominent in autobiographical research confirms once again
the Western, European, and Euro-American impact on prevailing and general-readership understandings of life writing. Not only the subaltern as a subject of life narrative will be central here but also the telling of supposedly failed lives and of lives
lived according to non-Western notions of temporality. Curiously enough, this discussion throws a fascinating light on some of the concerns of hip-hop life writing
and its problematic relation to narratives caught between a star’s socioeconomic
rise and her or his activism on behalf of the disadvantaged.
Further work needs to be done in all of the above areas. Two aspects are most
pressing: first, establishing a well-grounded methodology that harnesses the synergies between life writing studies and American studies; second, using the double
perspective of these fields in order to navigate the affordances of life narratives
that range from being locally, regionally, or nationally rooted to those implying a
transnational, transoceanic, or even global reach. As the ever-evolving field imaginary of American studies has led to an expanding perspective regarding the mobility
of people and texts, it has become all the more important to avoid sweeping, essentialist, and universalizing categorizations. An interdisciplinary outlook that acknowledges life writing scholarship in specific geographical and sociocultural contexts
can support this trajectory.
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