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Transaction Introduction

Stories have to be told or they die, and when they die, we can’t remember who we are or why we’re here.

—SUE MONK KIDD,
The Secret Life of Bees

...each of us must possess a created version of the past.... If we refuse to do the work of creating this personal version of the past someone else will do it for us.

—PATRICIA HAMPL,
“Memory and Imagination”

It’s been twenty-five years since I first scrutinized my own family stories, realizing just how potent—and invisible—a presence they were in my life, and yes, learning a lot about myself and why I was here. In 1988, Black Sheep and Kissing Cousins was published. Now, the book’s republication by Transaction gives me the opportunity to survey from up close and far back how well traveled family stories have become in the intervening years, and how at home they are wherever they’ve gone.

As I noted at the book’s initial publication, folklorists had long offered family stories a special place in their oral history tradition, and clinicians had long understood that for those with whom they worked, to change one’s story was to change oneself. Now, family stories are a resource in history, sociology, social work, education, and nursing, and in interdisciplinary studies—African American, documentary, gay and lesbian, immigration, family, storytelling, and women’s studies. In some databases, the phrase “family stories” has achieved Keyword status, delivering citations amply without so much as a Boolean operator in sight. Elsewhere “family stories” answer to the name “family narratives” (and more on that in a bit).

Family stories, from the quirky to the tragic, are a staple of popular culture as well. As our fascination with genealogy has grown, family stories have become even more precious because they reveal an ancestor’s humanity, from a limp to a dimple, in a way that the Social Security Death Index never can. In fact, a subsequent researcher found what I’d found and chronicled in chapter 9: that people can feel connections with—get guidance, inspiration, and strength from—ancestors they’d known barely, if at all. As we look back, we also look forward: in childrearing magazines, articles appear informing parents that family stories about their children, for instance, should be used with care: it’s fine to celebrate family connections but not fine to label a child negatively (as in “Jennifer’s the one with the awful temper. Remember the time she...?”).

Meanwhile, people share their family stories in online blogs (a Google search linking the two phrases yielded a list of several thousand) and other forms of mass media. on his television program, Charlie Rose has talked about his own family stories. Once, alerted by the Kissing Cousins in the title, Montel Williams sent a white stretch limo to take me to his studio because he was doing a show on cousins who marry. Taping was so many hours behind schedule that I had to leave before Montel got to me, but it was the thought that counted.

Films and videos showcasing family stories abound, among them most recently My Architect. The master builder in question is the renowned Louis Kahn, and the acclaimed documentary was a labor of love and more, by Nathaniel Kahn, the elder Kahn’s son by one of his mistresses, only six when his father died. When I interviewed Nathaniel Kahn once, he told me he’d always known who his father was, but their relationship wasn’t part of the public record. When Lou Kahn died, Nathaniel was not mentioned in any of the obituaries. As he came of age, his need to document himself as his father’s son, as well as his need to know his father, drew him to the project. Years in the making, the film not only allowed him to make pilgrimages to Kahn’s buildings but gave him the opportunity to hear what amounted to family stories about Lou Kahn by family members and others. In another realm entirely, at the end of Schindler’s List, Steven Spielberg added footage of Holocaust survivors telling their family stories, stories very much like those in chapter 6, told to Irene Goldstein by her survivor father.

Recently, National Public Radio documentarían David Isay set up an audio booth in Grand Central Station where pairs of family members sign up for a forty-five minute session, generally the younger ones planning to interview their elders, later leaving with a CD in hand. Eventually digitized copies of the stories will be archived at the American Folklife center of the Library of congress.

Family stories have gone commercial, too. Professional videomakers who shoot weddings will now also direct their video cameras on a grandparent who gazes back, while telling the family stories, often with appropriate images and music included. How-To books on harvesting your family stories abound and so do elegant leather-bound volumes where the yield can be displayed. consultants to family businesses may look to their clients’ family stories the better to understand the childhood dynamics that get in the way of what should be adult business relationships.

In the literature on family stories, half a dozen or so distinct concerns prevail. Interest in the “truth” of these stories continues. One of the most fascinating developments, though hardly limited to family stories, is psychologist Elizabeth Loftus’ demonstration that false memories can be created. It remains to be seen if we remember stories differently—More accurately? Less accurately?— from the way we remember experience, but neurologists already know that auditory memory is different from visual, and that we remember our own childhood experiences better if we’ve heard them reiterated. Putting aside questions of “truth,” academics in fields ranging from literature to psychology have explored the nature of narrative itself, wondering how existing genres affect what can be told at all. Michael White is a leader in the field of “narrative therapy,” helping his patients change their lives by “reauthoring” their narratives. Psychologist Barbara Fiese and her colleagues have developed a rubric for “coding” family stories as tool in evaluating a family. Using family stories diagnostically is not altogether new, but in recent years, there has been a marked increase in such explorations, often to assess relations between parent and child, or to look at the impact of the teller’s and/or listener’s gender in how family stories are told. clinicians use family stories to make predictions and diagnoses and to examine relationships among other family members as well.

I have not made any changes in the pages ahead, but I’d like to offer a few updates about the stories, along the way indicating evolutions in my own thinking. Though I always believed in the emotional and moral truth of family stories, I assumed that their claim to historical truth was modest at best, and I said as much in an adapted excerpt from the book that appeared shortly before its publication in the New York Times Magazine. I recounted a story from chapter 6—about my Italian-born grandmother who sang operatic arias while, scrub bucket at her side, she washed the stairs on her hands and knees. At the time, the early 1920s, the family lived above Mr. Petersen’s grocery on Vanderbilt Street in Brooklyn. “As the story goes,” I wrote in the article, “Mr. Petersen would invariably stop whatever he was doing and hush his customers in order to listen to her without interruption.”

“I wonder about these stories now.. “ I went on to say. “Did Mr. Petersen really stop everything to listen?” My question was answered soon after: The Times forwarded a letter to me from Mr. Petersen’s daughter, assuring me every word in that story—by then almost seventy years old—was accurate. Maybe the transmission of family stories from one generation to the next wasn’t as much like the game of telephone as I’d thought? But the next letter I received renewed my caution. My mother’s first cousin, Mary Milea, a woman I’d never met, wrote to tell me that my grandmother hadn’t come from Messina, Sicily at all, as I’d always believed, but from one of the Lipari Islands, also known as the Aeolian Islands, just off Sicily. She’d been back there herself so she knew what she was talking about.

How could my whole family get that fundamental a fact wrong?! It’s hard to imagine that my grandparents never told their children where they came from. When I asked my mother, she told me she didn’t remember being told her parents were Sicilian. It was just something she knew. As we talked on, she recalled the letters my grandmother had always written to her own mother back home. Walking to the mailbox, my mother always noticed the words Messina per Salina written in my grandmother’s old-fashioned spidery hand on the envelope. My mother assumed that meant the city of Messina in Sicily, but what I subsequently learned was that it actually referred to the province of Messina, which included the Lipari Islands. One of those islands is Salina, the lushest and most verdant. Another family story had described my great-great-grandfather as an olive oil exporter. Salina, as it turns out, even now includes olive groves.

I didn’t return to the question of the truth of family stories until just a few months ago. One of my much younger cousins, Marie Bonney, the daughter of my first cousin David Bonney, had become interested in genealogy. We’d always known the shameful and painful story I retell in chapter 6, about how my grandmother had had to register as an “enemy alien” during World War II because there was no record of her arrival at Ellis Island, and therefore no proof that she had entered this country legally. My grandmother always said she had come in November 1905, and while I believed she came legally, I attributed the inability to find the ship’s manifest both to bureaucracy and what I characterized as “a lapse in my grandmother’s memory.”

Knowing not much more than my grandmother’s name, Marie let her fingers do the walking and wound up on the web page for Ellis Island. I’d looked there once myself, and finding no record of the arrival of Annunziata Bongiorno in November 1905, I’d shrugged and moved on. Why would I persist in looking for what I already expected not to find? Not Marie, though. Undaunted, she began fiddling with the spelling of the family name that would have been hers, too, had it not been anglicized fifty years earlier. “Buongiorno” did the trick.

In moments, there on her screen was the manifest for the SS Hamburg, and in that spread of pixels was a small exculpatory treasure. It confirmed, just as my grandmother had always said, that she had arrived in New York in November 1905—on the 4th to be exact—having set sail from Naples thirteen days earlier on October 22. Her journey began, we learned once and for all, with her departure from Lipari. We hadn’t known about the $20 my grandfather had in his pocket, but the other details on the manifest exactly matched the details our stories had so accurately preserved now for an entire century. My grandfather, Gaetano, was thirty-one, and he’d already lived in this country for a number of years before going back home to bring back his fifteen-year-old bride, Annunziata. The new couple would be living on Union Street—#155 we now learned—in Brooklyn. The manifest noted that they would be moving in with my grandfather’s two brothers. But the story as I always heard it was that the two brothers they lived with at first were my grandmother’s and, having learned my lesson, that’s the version I’m sticking with.

Up until recently, the power to document one’s stories, sometimes even one’s own family stories, has been in the hands of the powerful—institutionally, racially, ethnically, sexually—while the oral tradition, no more palpable than the breath of utterance, has been the medium, and sometimes the only one, of the most disempowered families. The fact of documentation alone is no index to truth, and historically, documented un-truth—my immigrant grandmother on record as an illegal enemy alien—has publicly triumphed over the barely whispered truth of a family’s experience, for no other reason than stamina, for decades, or even centuries.

Sometimes, untruth taints the family’s own perspective as well. As I look at my own story of my grandmother’s enemy alien status, I can’t help but recognize that I, too, was one of her detractors, blaming her for a “lapse in memory” that in fact never occurred. What I draw from this is the recognition that even as I wrote this book, in some small corner of my heart, I succumbed to the very denigration of my grandmother that I was explicitly deploring.

As the heirs of the disempowered have moved into positions of power, in academia and elsewhere, we have brought these perspectives along, galvanizing scholarship in many realms—for instance in relation to the tradition of family storytelling among African Americans. When Essie Mae Washington-Williams came forward seventy-eight years after her birth to tell the world that Strom Thurmond, the late senator and former governor of North Carolina, was her father, Brent Staples, in the New York Times, linked her experience to the now well-known fact that a member of Thomas Jefferson’s family, and possibly Jefferson himself, fathered one or more children by a slave woman named Sally Hemings. “The big lesson for historians in the Hemings-Jefferson case was that oral histories passed down by slaves and their descendants were more reliable than the official written record,” he wrote. “This put historians on notice that they should give the oral tradition more credence, especially when working on issues of interracial intimacy.” An historian who has already taken this to heart is Henry Wiencek who, in his book, An Imperfect God: George Washington, His Slaves and the Creation of America, takes seriously the possibility that a member of the family of George Washington (whose will stipulated the emancipation of all his slaves) was the father of a slave named West Ford. “If the descendants of West Ford had not come forward with their family’s story,” writes Wiencek, “Ford would have remained an obscure, probably forgotten figure.”

In chapter 6, Marian Glover, an upper-middle-class attorney with an Ivy League degree, recounted a family story at least 150 years old, the details of which eerily parallel those Essie Mae Washington-Williams made public, since her ancestor, too, is characterized as a former governor and senator from North Carolina. Worth noting is that part of Marian’s story reveals— and satisfies—exactly the yearning for acknowledgment that prompted Williams-Washington’s disclosure (as well as Nathaniel Kahn’s film). The earlier senator in Glover’s story is depicted as offering his child precisely the public recognition Thurmond withheld. He takes his young son to a Washington D.C. hotel, and when the bellboy treats the boy as if he were a servant, the senator speaks up without hesitation. “No,” the senator tells the bellboy, “this is my son. He’s going to be staying with me.”

When Marian told me this story, I was more focused on its poignant emotional function than its historical truth, so I didn’t even try to locate a name that Marian herself didn’t have. Recently, though, I went looking and found that during the 1800s, no fewer than seven North Carolina governors also served as United States senators, though not surprisingly none is on record as the father of a biracial son.

New nomenclature articulates new understandings: Family stories such as Marian Glover’s are now characterized as counternarratives—a term Henry Louis Gates, Jr. defines as “the means by which groups contests ^dominant reality and the fretwork of assumptions that support it.” In the academic literature, counternarratives entered the conversations in the early 1990s, shortly after family “narratives” became interchangeable with family “stories” and largely referred to collected ethnographies or case studies. In 1991, the first issue of the Journal of Narrative and Life History appeared (later renamed Narrative Inquiry). In 1993, Narrative began publication.

What’s the difference between a narrative and a story? To my ear, “Narrative,” now associated with “narratology,” directs us to scrutinize rather than engage with stories, drawing our attention away from content alone, to include awareness of form operating according to literary and/or social rules, and in so doing, reminds us that content is neither interchangeable with experience nor inevitable in its presentation. Narrative genres—whether Alcoholics Anonymous testimony, a medical chart, or a confession to one’s priest—shape and control what can be said. Anyone who’s ever stood up to deliver a wedding toast knows it should be a funny, affectionate story about bride, groom, or both. If you’re passionately in love with one of them, or certain the marriage is doomed, you mustn’t say so in a toast, though you should have already said so in your therapy session.

In the last ten years especially, the authority of the personal private familial voice telling its story has increased enormously. In 1997, the Authors Guild sponsored a symposium entitled “The Memoir Explosion,” prompted by James Atlas’ New York Times Magazine article on the subject. The genre of autobiography, once largely reserved for the public triumphs of presidents and military heroes, has accommodated itself to a pluralistic culture, widening to include counternarrative memoirs, and the family stories that go with them. If one can speak of counternarrative classics, they might include memoirs by ethnic minorities, immigrants, gay and lesbians, the mentally ill, the physically ill, and incest survivors. This development doesn’t focus as much on “truth” (although a faithful rendition of one’s experience is expected) as on the awareness that as the self creates the text, the text in turn creates both the self as well as a place in the world for the self.

This reciprocal relationship between story and self is what I had in mind when I included in chapters 9 and 10, admiringly, family stories of those who had customized and adapted them for their own use, and what I believe poet and essayist Patricia Hampl has in mind when she ruminates about her need to write down her experience. “Why write memoir?” she asks, in an essay called “Memory and Imagination.” “[B]ecause each of us must possess a created version of the past. We must live with a version that attaches us to our limitations, to the inevitable subjectivity of our points of view. We must acquiesce to our experience and our gift to transform experience into meaning. You tell me your story, I’ll tell you mine.”

And if we don’t?

“If we refuse to do the work of creating this personal version of the past,” she warns, “someone else will do it for us. That is the scary political fact.”

Luckily, at least for the moment, we live in a culture that has to some degree cast its support with pluribus rather than unum, and so in popular culture a whole chorus of previously unheard voices are volunteering their own stories rather than being the “other” in someone else’s. At the time I wrote Black Sheep, Maxine Hong Kingston’s Woman Warrior, published in 1975, stood almost alone as a widely-read ethnic memoir, the author half-enthralled with the liberating possibilities of assimilation, half insistently asserting difference.

By now dozens of books, fiction and non-fiction, have emerged to chronicle the experiences of those who have come to this country primarily in the second half of the twentieth century, all with family stories, and nearly all invested in maintaining their ties to their home culture. Several years ago, I began to teach a course called “New Wave Immigrant Literature,” reading the stories of families and the family stories by writers such as Richard Rodriguez, Amy Tan, Edwidge Danticat, Eva Hoffman, Cristina Garcia, and Jhumpa Lahiri, and watching a movie or two, such as My Big Fat Greek Wedding. Last semester, in my class were students whose families had emigrated from Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Italy, Haiti, Russia, Albania, Poland, the Philippines, Korea, Japan, and Greece. As we read the literature, the students often contributed their own family stories, demonstrating their capacity to meet any and all agendas, personal, familial, social, and political.

Among my four Greek students—three of them born in this country, and all of them bilingual—identification with Greece ran strong. All four were certain they would marry a Greek man, and one showed me a “Greeks Only” dating page—http://www.greekconnection.com—to prove the point. One young woman didn’t need the page. She had found herself the right Greek groom and was already planning her wedding.

“I’ve always known I would marry a Greek,” she told me. “There was no other way.” Did she happen to have any family stories that ran along the lines of, “See, Uncle So and So didn’t marry a Greek, and look how see how badly that marriage turned out?”

“As a matter of fact,” she said, “I do.”
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xvii Narrative genres—whether an Alcoholics Anonymous testimony: All cultures have any number of casual narrative genres whose rules are understood operationally. For more on this, see Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson, eds., Getting A Life: Everyday Uses of Autobiography (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996), a text containing essays on “genres” such as medical charts, resumes, daytime TV, and AA recovery stories. Using AA stories just as an example of a kind of family story that is subject to formulaic reshaping for public presentation, see Robyn R. Warhol and Helena Michie, “Twelve-Step Teleology: Narratives of Recovery/Recovery as Narrative,” in Watson and Smith, Getting a Life, pp. 327-350. Also see M. G. Swora, “Narrating Community: The Creation of Social Structure in Alcoholics Through the Performance ofAutobiography, Narrative Inquiry, March 2002, 11 (2), pp. 363-384.

...prompted by James Atlas’: See his article, “The Age of the Literary Memoir is Now,” New York Times Sunday Magazine, May 12, 1996, p. 25 and ff.

The genre of autobiography, once reserved for: The notion that the particular nature of the genre of autobiography, and even its existence as a genre, can’t be discussed without reference to the culture it rests in, is explored in Georges Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits ofAutobiography,” 1956, Trans. James Olney, in Olney’s Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), pp. 28-48. Also see Jerome Bruner, Making Stories.

...counternarrative classics: It is impossible to even give a representative sampling of the huge number of counternarrative memoirs, but some of most well known are Gloria Andalzua’s Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza (San Francisco: Aunt Lute Press, 1987) about growing up Latina, Eva Hoffman’s Lost in Translation: Life in a New Language (New York: Penguin Books, 1990) about the experience of being an immigrant, Paul Monette’s Becoming a Man: Half a Life Story (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1992) about growing up gay, Susanna Kaysen’s Girl Interrupted (New York: Turtle Bay Books, 1993) about her experience with mental illness, Lucy Grealy’s Autobiography of a Face (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1994) about her disfiguring illness, Kathryn Harrison’s The Kiss (New York: Bard/Avon Books, 1997) about an incestuous father-daughter relationship, and Dave Eggers A Heartbreaking Work of Staggering Genius (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2000) about his parents’ death within months of one another when the author was in his early twenties and, with two other siblings, became responsible for raising his eight-year-old brother.

..as the self creates the text: James Olney, “Some Versions of Memory, Some Versions of Bios: The Ontology of Autobiography,” in Olney, Autobiography, pp. 236-248.

...Patricia Hampl: The essay in question appears in I Could Tell You Stories: Sojourns in the Land of Memory (New York: W.W. Norton and Co, 1999), pp. 21-37.
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Introduction

The storyteüer takes what he tells from experience—his own or that reported by others. And he in turn makes it the experience of those who are listening to his tale.

—WALTER BENJAMIN,
“THE STORYTELLER,”
IN Illuminations

In the beginning, as far back in my family as anyone could go, was my great-grandmother, and her name was Annunziata. In the next generation, it would be my grandmother’s first name. In the generation after that, in its anglicized form, Nancy, it would be my aunt’s first name and my mother’s middle name, and in the generation after that, my sister’s middle name as well. I never met that first Annunziata, but my mother often told me a family story about her which, as a child, I knew as well as I knew the story of Cinderella and loved better.

Annunziata was the daughter of a rich landowner in Messina, Sicily, so the story went, and she fell in love with the town postman, a poor but talented man, able to play any musical instrument he laid eyes on. Her father heard about this romance and forbade them to see each other. So in the middle of one night—and then came the line I always waited for with a thrill of pleasure—she ran off with him in her shift.

I didn’t know what a shift was and didn’t want my settled version of the story disrupted by any new information. I loved the scene as I saw it: in the background was a house with a telltale ladder leaning against the second-story window. In the foreground was my great-grandmother, like some pre-Raphaelite maiden, dressed in a garment white and diaphanous and flowing, holding the hand of her beloved as she ran through a field at dawn, toward her future, toward me.

As a child, I was on very close terms with that story. I loved and admired my family—my grandmother especially—and as I saw it, her mother had been the start of us all. I never thought about any of my other great-grandparents or who they were. My grandfather, my mother’s father, had died long before I was born; so I didn’t think about him in any way that would bring him or his parents to life for me. As for my father, his parents had come from Austria, but he wasn’t close to them, so I certainly wasn’t. Nothing to build on there.

As a further refinement, I have to add that I paid absolutely no attention to the framed picture of my great-grandmother hanging over my grandmother’s bed. That was just an old woman who, despite the fact that she happened to look like Sitting Bull, was of no interest to me. It was years before I realized that the person in the frame and the one in the story were the same. For me, it was always the stories that held the spirit and meaning of our family.

The first appeal of that story, then, was that it seemed to be the story of our genesis as a family. But there was a second appeal as well, and it was that my great-grandmother was everything I would have made her if I were inventing her. She was spunky, dazzlingly defiant, and, I was sure, beautiful. Later, when I understood more about class and money, I admired her for having chosen my poor but talented great-grandfather in the first place. She was principled and egalitarian, someone I wanted to be like, hoped maybe I already was a little like, and most important, felt I could be like. She wasn’t distant like a film star or imaginary like a fairy-tale heroine. She was real. And she was my relative.

Other family stories stayed with me, too. Some were old and ancestral but some were new, about my mother’s generation or mine. None was elaborately plotted; some relied only on a well-developed scene—like the one in which my great-grandfather and his half-dozen sons were playing music after dinner in the courtyard as people came “from miles around” to listen. And still others were simply characterizations of people—“you had one ancestor who was a court musician” or “you had another ancestor who was an aide to Garibaldi.” These qualified as stories in the way haiku qualify as poems. Almost any bit of lore about a family member, living or dead, qualifies as a family story—as long as it’s significant, as long as it has worked its way into the family canon to be told and retold.

These stories last not because they’re entertaining, though they may be; they last because in ways large and small they matter. They provide the family with esteem because they often show family members in an attractive light or define the family in a flattering way. They also give messages and instructions; they offer blueprints and ideals; they issue warnings and prohibitions. And when they no longer serve, they disappear.

I first began to realize how much these stories mattered in my own family when I was doing an article on growing up Italian-American for The New York Times Magazine, My grandparents had both been immigrants who came here from Sicily near the turn of the century—my grandfather in the late 1880s, my grandmother in 1905. They could both read—my grandmother was eager to learn English and get a library card—but other than that there was nothing to distinguish them from the millions of Southern Italians who had come when they did. But their six children and their children’s children hadn’t turned out at all the way, demographically speaking, they might have been expected to.

It wasn’t at all “typical” that one uncle would want to become a writer and would succeed at getting several of his novels published, nor that my mother would go on to Hunter College or end up playing in a Strindberg production on Broadway. All six of my grandparents’ children read too much poetry, listened to too much opera, cared too much about getting rid of their Brooklyn accents and too little (with one exception) about improving their finances. My generation wasn’t typical either—too many people with artistic inclinations, advanced degrees, and galloping exogamy.

When I tried to understand what had lured us off the demographic tack, the only thing I could find were our family stories. In the canon were the proud or inspirational or defiant stories my grandmother had told to her children (including the one about going to night school at the age of fifteen to learn English). Added to them were the stories that the children themselves, my aunts and uncles, had contributed over their lives. School stories, friendship stories, Sacco and Vanzetti stories, Depression stories, at-home stories, love stories, almost all of them nudging and pushing us in the direction of assimilation. A single surviving story about a long-dead pair of family cats named Abraham Lincoln and George Washington wouldn’t have meant anything if it had not been surrounded (as it was) by a host of other stories that, all together, gave the big picture.

These stories seemed at once to sponsor and mirror our aspirations as a family. Taken in aggregate, they had a number of clear additional messages, discernible to us as members of the family. But I also noticed that our most idiosyncratic family conviction—that the arts are supremely important and certainly more important than money—was there even in that very first story, when my great-grandmother chose as her true love that talented but poor postman.

What struck me about my own family stories was first, how much under my skin they were; second, once my childhood was over, how little deliberate attention I ever paid to them; and third, how thoroughly invisible they were to anyone else. Going about my daily life, I certainly never told them aloud and never even alluded to them. Based on all visible signs, those who talk of weakening family ties could have concluded that family was not one of my major concerns and that wherever it was I had come from, I had left it far behind. But they would have been wrong, as wrong about me as they may be about others. Those who say that America is a land of rootless nomads who travel light, uninstructed by memory and family ties, have missed part of the evidence.

The family storytelling that has always gone on in my family goes on in families everywhere. Like me, people grow up and walk around with their stories under their skin, sometimes as weightless pleasures but sometimes painfully tattooed with them, as Maxine Hong Kingston felt she was in The Woman Warrior, This is what I’ve learned after interviewing more than a hundred people from a variety of regions, races, ethnicities, ages, and classes. Loosely, their experiences have been the same as mine. Though family storytelling happens casually and unreflectively, the realms family stories invariably enter into are predictable. The family is our first culture, and, like all cultures, it wants to make known its norms and mores. It does so through daily life, but it also does so through family stories which underscore, in a way invariably clear to its members, the essentials, like the unspoken and unadmitted family policy on marriage or illness. Or suicide. Or who the family saints and sinners are, or how much anger can be expressed and by whom.

Like all cultures, one of the family’s first jobs is to persuade its members they’re special, more wonderful than the neighboring barbarians. The persuasion consists of stories showing family members demonstrating admirable traits, which it claims are family traits. Attention to the stories’ actual truth is never the family’s most compelling consideration. Encouraging belief is. The family’s survival depends on the shared sensibility of its members.

The family’s first concern is itself, but its second realm of concern is its relation to the world. Family stories about the world are usually teaching stories, telling members still at home the ways of the world according to the experiences its elders have had. Often the news is not good—money is too important in the world, in all sorts of ways, and the family, almost any family, seems to have too little of it. They don’t measure up. Or the family’s racial or ethnic group doesn’t afford them a comfortable place on the social ladder. Family stories convey the bad news, but they also offer coping strategies as well as stories that make everyone feel better.

Family stories seem to persist in importance even when people think of themselves individually, without regard to their familial roles. The particular human chain we’re part of is central to our individual identity. Even if we loathe our families, in order to know ourselves, we seem to need to know about them, just as prologue. Not to know is to live with some of the disorientation and anxiety of the amnesiac.

How else can one explain the persistent need of many adopted children to know more about where they “really” come from? Something intangible and crucial is missing. To know themselves, they seem to need to know more of the collective family experience that predates their birth. They need their family stories.

All of us, long after weVe left our original families, keep at least some of these stories with us, and they continue to matter, but sometimes in new ways. At moments of major life transitions, we may claim certain of our stories, take them over, shape them, reshape them, put our own stamp on them, make them part of us instead of making ourselves part of them. We are always in conversation with them, one way or another. The ancestral figures in them—especially grandparents or great-grandparents of the same sex as us—often become a major part of our imaginative life. They can, along with other powerful cultural archetypes, maybe from fiction or film, serve as our role models and guides.

I stumbled into the realm of family stories through my own fascination, but once I’d entered into it, I found that many others were already there. Writers, novelists, and playwrights have always known the power of family stories, how they stay with us, whether pointing out a course or functioning as a curse. Thomas Hardy’s Jude Fawley knew through family stories that “the Fawleys were not made for wedlock.” Charles Dickens’s Mrs. Pocket, in Great Expectations, took to heart family stories she’d heard about her noble lineage, not to her family’s advantage. More recent testimony to the power of family stories has been given by William Faulkner, Tennessee Williams, Toni Morrison, and Alice Walker.

As for nonfiction, one almost never reads a biography or autobiography without finding the writer relying on family stories to explain things. They’re in Russell Baker’s Growing Up and in Susan Cheever’s Home Before Dark, in Lillian Hellman’s An Unfinished Woman and in Eudora Welty’s One Writer’s Beginnings, in Kate Simon’s Bronx Primitive and in Peter Collier and David Horowitz’s The Kennedys: An American Drama. And of course in Maxine Hong Kingston’s The Woman Warrior. Family stories are revealing in ways that genealogies can never be.

My fascination with family stories is also shared by those in a variety of academic disciplines. Folklorists have long recognized them as a genre, part of the oral tradition, and have identified certain recurring themes, among them love stories and stories about lost fortunes. I have profited from their probing into the functions such stories might serve.

Among psychologists, Erik Erikson and Bruno Bettelheim looked at narratives in illuminating ways. And Carl Jung’s awareness of what in our most ordinary midst is archetypal and part of collective memory enabled me to see more than I might have otherwise, particularly in terms of how we use our ancestral relatives as guides and models.

Among family therapists, who examine the family not as a collection of individuals but as a dynamic system, family stories are getting more notice. Clinicians don’t call them family stories—they call them “myths” more often—and by dint of who comes their way, they most often find them notable for their pathological qualities. But family therapists are also aware how profoundly these swarms of narratives can affect what we see and therefore how we live.

Sociologists, too, have noticed family stories, at least in passing. Robert N. Bellah and his colleagues, in Habits of the Heart: Individualism and Commitment in American Life, posited the existence of what they called “a second language,” the language and implied morality that comes from groups such as the family. Though it is, in public life, an inaudible language, it speaks deeply and persistently to us all, and so I would call the language of family stories a first language, a private language.

How early in a child’s life does family storytelling start? Children love stories, so it’s as early as a child understands language. How early do these stories make an impression? The youngest person to volunteer a family story to me was a three-year-old friend of my older son’s who had been told a story about his mother when she was a little girl.
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