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 Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary Karr’s The 

Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter are 

memoirs published in the 1990s of girlhoods in the late 1950s and early 1960s. This 

dissertation uses and expands upon the approaches of the multi-disciplinary Girls’ 

Studies in analyzing how these memoirists theorize their own girlhoods. Each 

memoirist represents her experience in a culture that attempts to marginalize, silence, 

and define her.  An application of the foundational work on girlhood in developmental 

psychology provides for an analysis of each memoirist’s depiction of girlhood as a time 

of authentic insight and developing agency. Referencing feminist literary criticism 

allows for an interpretation of how the girls at the center of these works develop agency 

through growing awareness of the circumstances of their marginalization. And a 

semiotic literary interpretation adds to the analysis of these works as creative 

autobiographical writing in affording a close reading of how the memoirists portray
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younger selves learning to read the signs and texts of a culture and becoming aware of 

their status as girls in working-class families. Each memoirist uses a dual vocal 

presentation as both the adult memoirist and a younger self give shape to the narrative. 

Each memoirist represents a distinct southern space intersecting with specifics of the era 

to form a cultural moment. Social Construction Theory makes available a basis for 

considering how the memoirists narrate their increasing understanding of race and 

gender within these specific contexts as well as their resistive voicing of these insights. 

Through a Cultural Studies focus this dissertation examines how each memoirist 

represents a younger self’s negotiations with cultural products of the era that work to 

construct girlhood. Adding to this unpacking of how the memoirists study their own 

girlhoods, the tools of Postcolonial and Performance Theory allow for an analysis of 

how the memoirists theorize their own girlhoods in ways that parallel these approaches. 

This dissertation adds to the evolving field of Girls’ Studies in using contemporary 

theoretical frameworks to interpret how girlhood is constructed, represented, and 

negotiated with in these memoirs.  
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INTRODUCTION 

PERSPECTIVES ON MEMOIRS OF GIRLHOOD:  

CONTEXT SPECIFICS AND GIRLS’ STUDIES 

They shut me up in Prose –  

As when a little Girl 

They put me in the Closet – 

Because they like me “still” – 

 

Still! Could themself have peeped – 

And seen my Brain – go round – 

They might as wise have lodged a Bird 

For Treason – in the Pound –  

 

Himself has but to will 

And easy as a Star 

Look down upon Captivity – 

And laugh – No more have I –   

   -- Emily Dickinson 

Contextual Perspectives and Memoirs of Girlhood 

 Writing in the 1990s, three significant memoirists told the stories of their 

girlhoods in white, southern, working-class families. What was it like to be a girl in the 

late 1950s and early 1960s in this context? This is the focus of Dorothy Allison’s 1995 

Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary Karr’s 1995 The Liars’ Club, and Barbara 

Robinette Moss’s 1999 Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter. Writing contemporaneously 

with a developing discipline in Women’s Studies that would come to be called Girls’ 

Studies, all three memoirists focus intensely on their girlhoods. The memoir has been 

undertheorized as a medium for Girls’ Studies. This dissertation focuses on how 

memoirists Allison, Karr, and Moss study their own girlhoods. My argument 

http://www.emilydickinson.org/classroom/spring98/InProse.htm#Bianchi#Bianchi
http://www.emilydickinson.org/classroom/spring98/InProse.htm#Bird#Bird
http://www.emilydickinson.org/classroom/spring98/InProse.htm#Bird#Bird
http://www.emilydickinson.org/classroom/spring98/InProse.htm#Abolish#Abolish
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contributes to this growing body of theory in considering how girlhood is constructed, 

lived, and represented in this creative autobiographical writing.   

 All three memoirists situate their experiences of girlhood in a broader culture 

that attempts to marginalize, silence, and define them. The girls at the center of these 

memoirs develop agency, first, through growing awareness of the circumstances of their 

marginalization. As a result of this developing consciousness, the memoirists’ younger 

selves are able to further cultivate tools for self-definition. Essential to such a re-

definition of self is the developing voice that each girl uses as she becomes increasingly 

able to speak of and for herself. Each memoirist uses a dual vocal presentation as both 

the adult memoirist and a younger self give shape to the narrative. As the girl at the 

center of each memoir grows in insight and ability to generate and voice resistive 

responses to limiting definitions of girlhood, each also broadens her perceptions of 

cultural constructions of gender, race, and class and speaks of and for others. My 

analysis interprets how each writer represents and comments on her experience of 

girlhood in place and time. The memoirs’ broad commonalities of race, class, region, 

and era allow for a revealing investigation of the specifics of each girlhood as I study 

them comparatively. In that the experience of white, southern, working-class girlhoods 

of the late 1950s and early 1960s has not yet been thoroughly investigated, my 

dissertation also adds to understanding of these specific contexts.  

 My study is inspired by the developing field of Girls’ Studies. I am energized 

and intrigued by the work of scholars including Sinikka Aapola, Marnina Gonick, and 

Anita Harris focusing intensely on girlhood as a social construction. As such, Girls’ 

Studies scholars build upon the work begun by such groundbreaking theorists as Judith 
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Lorber and Ruth Frankenberg. Lorber has influentially theorized that gender is a 

construct, so pervasive in its impact that it is perceived as naturally existing and based 

on physiology in modern western societies. As part of her work, Lorber has also begun 

considering age as one of the intersecting dimensions of marginalization, and she writes 

in her 1994 Paradoxes of Gender of “the social statuses of gender, age grade, and race” 

(17), explaining that  “[e]very society uses gender and age grades.  Every society 

classifies people as ‘girl and boy children,’ ‘girls and boys ready to be married,’ and 

‘fully adult women and men,’ constructs similarities among them and differences 

between them, and assigns them to different roles and responsibilities” (15).       

 Ruth Frankenberg has similarly theorized social constructions as so determinant 

of our thinking about identity that they are rendered invisible. Frankenberg, in her 

important text White Women, Race Matters: The Social Construction of Whiteness, 

conceptualizes race as a dimension of marginalization so impactful that it is generally 

considered inborn, but that she and other theorists working in a wide range of 

disciplines demonstrate to be culturally defined. And, as she conceptualizes whiteness 

as a cultural product intersecting with gender, Frankenberg considers age as well, 

describing one aspect of her project of collecting women’s life narratives: “In the 

interviews, I asked the women to explore the landscapes of their childhoods, building 

up fine-grained pictures of house-holds, friends, schools, neighborhoods, and wider 

communities” (26). Frankenberg also explains that she has “examined the ways in 

which region, class, generation, and ethnicity further subdivide the terrain of lived 

experiences of whiteness” (236). Frankenberg has illustrated through her qualitative 

research that “[w]hiteness changes over time and space and is in no way a 
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transhistorical essence” (236). And she illustrates how the women she interviewed 

actively negotiated their relationship to whiteness. 

 Lorber and Frankenberg stress how gender and race intersect with other 

dimensions of marginalization and privilege, including age. Frankenberg argues that it 

is more difficult for the dominant group to be aware that its positioning is based on a 

construct, and that it is usually those who experience some degree of marginalization 

who are able to understand race as socially determined. Social construction theory is 

continued by Girls’ Studies scholars as they focus on youth as it is linked to other 

dimensions of marginalization in specific contexts. My analysis of memoirs of 

girlhoods in post-World War II America focuses on their representation of the 

intersecting dimensions of marginalization each experiences, comes to understand, and 

articulates.  

 My dissertation will build upon the work begun by these important social 

construction theorists as well as on the work of the memoirists themselves, for these 

writers are in fact studying their own girlhoods as complex spaces of marginalization. 

Qualitative analysis has, from the beginning, been an important part of feminist theory, 

used by Frankenberg as she interviewed white women about their experience of race 

starting from their girlhoods. Feminisms have acknowledged the wisdom generated 

through our lived lives, our connections, and our shared, mindful reflections. Memoirs 

of girlhood such as those of Allison, Karr, and Moss should be considered a kind of 

qualitative analysis. As such, these works generate knowledge as the writers consider 

their younger selves and the circumstances in which they grew up and share these 

insights with readers. Although my study is primarily a literary analysis focusing on 
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how the writers represent, explore, and give voice to their childhood experiences 

through creative autobiographical writing, I also consider these texts as they document 

the experience of girlhoods in historical context. As Allison, Karr, and Moss represent 

their circumstances through artful memoirs, they theorize girlhood. My work here 

makes connections among Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and 

Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter as each adds to discourse about girlhoods in context.   

 Allison, Karr, and Moss write with the strongest sense of era as each looks back 

from the 1990s to a girlhood in the late 1950s or early 1960s, and their representations 

of distinct cultural moments are evocative. During the memoirists’ girlhoods America is 

coming of age as social justice movements are fomenting; as the memoirists portray 

their own maturation, they portray movements towards racial and gender equity as well 

as the circumstances that required such movements. As the memoirists’ younger selves 

become aware of their need to challenge the mechanisms that would limit their own 

developing identities, they also become aware of the imperative for challenging limits 

on the identities of others based on gender, race, and class. In these memoirs of 

girlhood, specific southern spaces are powerful sites for representing both these limiting 

constructions of identity and the movements toward change. Sharon Monteith and 

Suzanne W. Jones write of historian John Hope Franklin’s “belief that the South, the 

nation’s most visible crucible of national guilt, is nevertheless the nation’s hope for 

racial peace” (5). Allison, Karr, and Moss narrate how they experienced constructions 

of race in South Carolina, Texas, and Alabama, respectively, portraying this time of 

both the nation’s and their own developing awareness and thus bringing to life for the 

reader significant cultural moments.      
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 Allison’s work has received much critical attention; hers is perhaps the most 

analyzed body of literary work on the contemporary white, southern, working-class 

experience. Moss’s work has received much less analysis, but it has been compared to 

that of Alabama memoirist Rick Bragg (Flynt). As Allison’s memoir centers on South 

Carolina and Moss’s recounts her youth in Alabama, their works are easily defined as 

southern literature. Karr’s memoir of growing up in East Texas is also about coming of 

age in a distinct southern space. Karr’s poetry has been reviewed in Southern 

Humanities Review (Churchill), and William Harmon’s article in Southern Review 

compares Karr’s memoir to the work of, among others, what he labels, to acknowledge 

their pluralist, regional influences the “Tex-Mex-Cajtm-Cherokee Gothic” writers Pat 

Conroy and Harry Crews (sec. III). In a 2009 interview in The Paris Review, Karr 

alludes to the ambiguity of Texas’s status as a southern state as she answers a question 

about the roots of her storytelling: “[m]aybe it’s a Texas thing, or maybe it’s a Southern 

thing, or maybe there’s more of an oral tradition among the poor” (Fortini 63). Karr 

here also references the intersecting elements of class and region—and the difficulty of 

teasing these out—that impact narrative.  

 Allison, Karr, and Moss each write with the strongest sense of place. A 

representation of a specific southern space is central to each memoirist’s portrayal of 

the marginalization experienced by a younger self. And, as these are memoirs, they are 

remembered places. Considering the sense of history that pervades southern literatures, 

Monteith and Jones write that “[n]egotiating a sense of place involves reassessment of 

one’s past in a new present” (7). It is from their vantage points as adults in the 1990s, 

living outside of their childhood regions, that the memoirists represent and comment on 



 7 

their girlhoods in all of their complexities. Allison, Karr, and Moss represent how, 

during their girlhoods, they experienced constructions of race in South Carolina, Texas, 

and Alabama, even as they represent class as also strongly determinant of identity.  

 In the memoirs of Allison, Karr, and Moss, class is inexorably linked to place. 

Rosemary M. Canfield Reisman, writing of the critics’ response, explains that 

“Allison’s most impressive achievement, they agree, is her accurate and sympathetic 

description of a social class that has generally been described in unflattering terms, as 

‘crackers,’ ‘rednecks,’ or ‘white trash.’” The intersection of region, race, and class 

status is the focus of much critical attention to Allison’s work. In her essay “Telling 

Stories of ‘Queer White Trash,’” Jillian Sandell considers the complexities of defining 

class as the term “can mean…the relationship to the means of production  (either 

working for wage labor or for a salary); it can refer to crude income levels (the rich and 

the poor); or it can mean a set of values held by a class of people or assigned to them” 

(219). Michelle M.Tokarczyk and Elizabeth A. Fay also consider definitions of class, 

explaining that categories such as middle class and working class contain much variety 

within them. They list several criteria through which the concept of working class can 

be defined, considering the nature of work and including, “work that is physically 

demanding, repetitive or dangerous.” They add that “[s]alary is often an important 

determinant” and also that “working-class positions are largely differentiated by their 

lack of autonomy” (5). By these criteria, all three memoirs portray working-class 

childhoods, as Karr’s father’s union job, Allison’s mother’s waitress job, and Moss’s 

father’s variety of jobs including working at a car wash and attempting to farm flowers 

meet these definitions. And the work that the adults do in these memoirs is impactful of 
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the young girls’ experiences. Yet Karr’s family is relatively comfortable, Moss’s family 

is often destitute, and Allison’s family, in the body of her work, which complements her 

memoir, is portrayed as nearly impoverished also. Moss’s memoir and Allison’s 

autobiographical novel Bastard Out of Carolina both portray the girls at the center of 

the works experiencing hunger. I use the term working class to acknowledge, along 

with such theorists as Barbara Ehrenreich in Nickel and Dimed, that systemic inequities 

often keep those who work for minimal wages in or dangerously near poverty. Michelle 

Tea, in the Introduction to the collection of life narratives she edits,Without a Net:  

The Female Experience of Growing Up Working Class, explains her own desire to write 

“the story of growing up a girl on the margins of the world, where the poor people are. 

The particulars of how poverty impacts females—their bodies, their sense of 

themselves, their options” (XI). Allison, Karr, and Moss similarly explore the 

circumstances of marginality they experience, and the impact of class.    

 My dissertation will explore how dimensions of identity and marginalization 

intersect in these memoirs of girlhood. Indeed, my analysis focuses on white, southern, 

working-class girlhoods in all of their complexities. In each memoir, constructions of 

gender, race, and class intersect with region and era to form a distinct experience of 

girlhood that is explored in depth—indeed studied—by the memoirist.      

 In discussing the complexities of communities in southern literature, Richard 

Gray references two works that focus on girlhood, the well-known novel by Hurston 

and the impactful autobiography, One Writer’s Beginnings by Welty, explaining that 

“what all members of those communities share, in turn, is what links them to the young 

girl whom Eudora Welty remembers and to the young woman whom Zora Neale 
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Hurston describes in Their Eyes Were Watching God, for instance—the need to make a 

place in the world with the aid of talk and ceremony, language and communal ritual” 

(xxiii). The memoir itself can be seen as just such a ritual as it is part of an extended, 

ongoing discourse community. Through this ritual of talk, Allison, Karr, and Moss 

represent their younger selves negotiating their places in the world. My study explores 

this negotiation and how girlhood is represented in these specific contexts. And I am 

guided in my intersectional analysis by the perspective of Girls’ Studies.   

Roots of Girls’ Studies 

 A survey of how Girls’ Studies developed will provide a framework for my 

analysis of the memoirs under consideration here. Many of the main topics investigated 

by Girls’ Studies scholars thread through Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for 

Sure, Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter. All three 

memoirists, for example, investigate how girlhood is defined in relationship to 

womanhood as well as against broader definitions of the human that exclude females 

throughout their lifespan. All three memoirs indirectly explore a major debate in Girls’ 

Studies: To what extent are girls at risk in specific contexts? How and when is a 

representation of girls as empowered productive and realistic? What attributes, 

activities, and circumstances can result in girls’ understanding and agency? Similarly to 

foundational texts in Girls’ Studies, all three memoirs focus on girlhood as a place of 

insight and ability to speak difficult truths.  

 A theoretical exploration of girlhood was developing in feminisms from the 

beginning. It is telling to remember that throughout the childhood of Second Wave 

feminists, “girl” had been a pejorative. As the term “boy” had been used in the 
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dominant American discourse in an attempt to define and limit adult black men, so 

“girl” had been intended as reductive, a way to other, as well as to comment on all 

females as restricted in development. As feminist movements developed, they worked 

to claim full adult status for all women. Feminisms’ relationships with the concepts of 

girls and girlhood would prove to be multi-dimensional and intense, at some junctures 

re-inscribing patriarchal thinking, but eventually fully acknowledging the importance of 

attention to girls and their development, rights, and abilities. Today, The National 

Women’s Studies Association (NWSA) has an embedded Girls Studies Interest Group, 

and many feminist scholars and activists have chosen to make girls and girlhood the 

focus of their work. At the University of Missouri, Kansas City, undergraduates can 

study for an interdepartmental Certificate in Girls’ Studies. The program’s website 

explains that “[t]he Undergraduate Certificate in Girls’ Studies enables students to 

utilize gender and age to examine girls’ lives and girlhood from historical, 

psychological, anthropological, political, religious and rhetorical perspectives” 

(Women’s & Gender Studies). In 2008, Girlhood Studies: An Interdisciplinary Journal 

came into print, with a mission, “to bring together contributions from and initiate 

dialogue among perspectives ranging from medical and legal practice, ethnographic 

inquiry, philosophical reflection, historical investigations, literary, cultural, and media 

research, to curriculum design and policy making.” Practitioners in disciplines as 

diverse as psychology, medicine, criminal justice, education, anthropology, history, 

communications, sports science, media studies, Cultural Studies, Women’s Studies, and 

literary studies have created an energetic dialogue about the global meanings and 

constructions of girlhood.  
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 Some of the most significant early feminist works anticipate the issues currently 

focused on by Girls’ Studies scholars as well as the major debates in this new discipline. 

But these founding feminist essays and treatises looked at girlhood somewhat indirectly, 

as they worked to establish the criteria of a healthy, empowered womanhood, at times 

distinguishing such a positive state from girlhood. Mary Celeste Kearney considers that 

“feminists have a lengthy tradition of uneasy identification, and, sometimes, 

disidentification, with girls” (“Coalescing” 6). Kearney explains that “some of the 

earliest feminist thinkers included girls in the term ‘women’ and advocated on their 

behalf. For example, Mary Wollstonecraft (1792) called for better education and social 

reform for all females, not just women” (“Coalescing” 6). In fact Wollstonecraft 

considered conceptions of both girlhood and womanhood and their relationship to each 

other, anticipating Girls’ Studies focuses in significant ways. 

 Mary Wollstonecraft in her 1792 germinal feminist text, A Vindication of the 

Rights of Woman, reflects Enlightenment thinking as she argues that a better world 

could be built through attention to environment. As Wollstonecraft critiques eighteenth 

century ideals of womanhood, she considers the reasons women live and behave in 

negative ways, and she turns to education as the heart of the issue. Wollstonecraft writes 

of her, 

profound conviction that the neglected education of my fellow-creatures 

is the grand source of the misery I deplore; and that women, in 

particular, are rendered weak and wretched by a variety of concurring 

causes, originating from one hasty conclusion. The conduct and manners 

of women, in fact, evidently prove that their minds are not in a healthy 



 12 

state; for, like the flowers which are planted in too rich a soil, strength 

and usefulness are sacrificed to beauty; and the flaunting leaves, after 

having pleased a fastidious eye, fade, disregarded, on the stalk, long 

before the season when they ought to have arrived at maturity. (7) 

 Women then are stifled as humans in Wollstonecraft’s analysis: “—One cause 

of this barren blooming I attribute to a false system of education, gathered from the 

books written on this subject by men who, considering females rather as women than 

human creatures, have been more anxious to make them alluring mistresses than 

affectionate wives and rational mothers” (7). Wollstonecraft analyzes social institutions 

that keep women from reaching maturity, writing of women’s obsessive desire to marry 

as “making mere animals of them, when they marry they act as such children may be 

expected to act: --they dress, they paint, and nickname God’s creature” (10). 

Dehumanized through this social institution, women are stultified: “Children, I grant, 

should be innocent; but when the epithet is applied to men, or women, it is but a civil 

term for weakness” (20). Wollstonecraft rails against “the infantile airs that undermine 

esteem” in women’s socially constructed behavior (11). Women, stuck in an unhealthy 

child-like state, do not reach anything near their full potential, argues Wollstonecraft in 

this founding text of feminism. 

 As Wollstonecraft faults the kind of education women receive, she analyzes the 

advice books written by men. Wollstonecraft remarks on the 1761 Legacy to his 

Daughters by Dr. John Gregory as among these harmful works (28). Wollstonecraft 

writes that Gregory “recommends dissimulation, and advises an innocent girl to give the 

lie to her feelings” (28). Gregory lists “modesty,” “reserve,” “silence.” and “retiring 
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delicacy” as the traits ostensibly his daughters—really he is addressing all young 

women—should foster in themselves (26, 28). As Dr. Gregory paternalistically 

proscribes young women’s behavior, his assumption is clear: women’s lives are in the 

service of men and male approval. Gregory’s “advice” includes specifics about how 

young women should best behave in company, urging that, “[o]ne may take a share in 

conversation without uttering a syllable” (28) and that “[w]hen a girl ceases to blush, 

she has lost the most powerful charm of Beauty” (26). 

 Wollstonecraft argues that the faults she sees in women’s behavior have been 

inculcated in them from their youth as they are taught the standards of young women’s 

behavior that dominated the era. Indoctrination to this rigid code is the purpose of 

works such as Dr. Gregory’s guide, which reflect the lack of a more of a rigorous, 

substantive education for women. Wollstonecraft has also distinguished between 

women and girls, and suggested that there should be a sharper distinction: women being 

restrained in an unnaturally limiting, and also perpetual, childhood hurts them and all in 

a society to which fully matured women cannot then usefully contribute, writes this 

Enlightenment thinker.  Child-like behavior, negatively defined, has rendered women 

less than the “rational creatures” (9) Wollstonecraft advocates for them to be. 

 In her emphasis on the importance of an empowering education for girls and 

women, Wollstonecraft anticipates much important work done by advocates for the 

education of girls. The American Association of University Women defines itself as, “a 

community that breaks through educational and economic barriers so that all women 

have a fair chance,” further explaining that, “[f]or 129 years, AAUW members have 

examined and taken positions on the fundamental issues of the day — educational, 
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social, economic, and political.” The AAUW’s 1992 study How Schools Shortchange 

Girls brought attention to how American education systemically disadvantages girls, 

especially from the sciences and through classroom practices. Written 200 years after 

Wollstonecraft’s treatise, this study demonstrated that forces were still in place that 

worked to separate women from what was considered most rational, most important, by 

their culture.  

 In highlighting women’s truncated maturity, the result of their restricted role as 

“frivolous,” “trivial,” romantic objects serving the narrowly defined interests of men, 

Wollstonecraft begins a dialogue vigorously continued today by those who study and 

advocate for the well-being of girls. In 2008, the American Psychological Association 

warned against the dangers of sexualizing girls, contrasting a healthily developing 

sexuality with sexualization and defining the latter, in part, as occurring when “a 

person’s value comes only from his or her sexual appeal or behavior, to the exclusion of 

other characteristics; … a person is sexually objectified—that is, made into a thing for 

others’ sexual use, rather than seen as a person with the capacity for independent action 

and decision making; and/or sexuality is inappropriately imposed upon a person,” with 

the APA stressing that this last point “is especially relevant to children” (APA). 

Wollstonecraft had argued forcefully against just such a restrictive view of women’s 

purposes and potential, claiming that romantic love had trumped in the thinking of 

women and men what she argued was the firmer, more long-lasting value of friendship 

between spouses. 

 Wollstonecraft’s germinal text prefigures many issues that will later be theorized 

by feminist scholars. Wollstonecraft, for example, considers constructions of 
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womanhood and the physical. As she advocates that women develop their bodily 

strength, Wollstonecraft foreshadows Body Studies, centrally important in theory today, 

which explore ways in which binary thinking about the body and mind is linked with 

gender and greatly impacts, in fact might be determinant in, women’s emotional and 

psychological health. Ceding that women have less physical strength than men 

(although this could certainly be contested today; how is “strength” defined and 

measured?), Wollstonecraft advocates for “the woman who strengthens her body and 

exercises her mind” (29). As do those who produce the highest theory, many who work 

with girls daily—in the schoolroom, on the playground, on the soccer field—see the 

welfare of girls linked to the healthy sense of physical self-esteem that sports and other 

activities can foster. Such health can only be produced in girls if the multiple messages 

of a limiting culture can somehow be countered, Wollstonecraft implied in 1792, and 

the APA similarly argued in 2008. Many scholars, including Linda K. Bunker, have 

discussed the link of sports to health in the life of girls (Bunker et al.). Advocates for 

parity in girls’ high school and college athletics have used Title IX of the Education 

Amendments of 1972 of the 1964 Federal Civil Rights Act as a rallying point.     

 Many of the points made by Wollstonecraft and further considered by 

contemporary theorists and feminist advocates are also explored in the memoirs by 

Allison, Karr, and Moss. Each memoirist recounts the limits on a mother’s life in which 

she does not have full, healthy adult status, and each explores the individual ways in 

which her mother’s life is circumscribed as well as the specific ways in which her 

mother negotiates agency—or fails to do so. Each explores the idea that a woman’s life 

is defined by male approval, with proscriptions to silence and modesty—ordered by Dr. 
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John Gregory more than two centuries earlier—still acting as powerful, controlling 

ideas even as they compete with images of sexualized girls. Each memoirist counters 

such definitions of propriety—and impropriety—by boldly telling a life story of 

childhood sexual abuse, in the case of Allison and Karr, and physical and psychological 

abuse and near fatal poverty, in the case of Moss. If definitions of ideal girls insist that 

they remain silent and be kept naively innocent, able to “blush,” as Gregory dictates, 

these memoirists re-define what it means to be a girl as they give voice to their younger 

selves and represent the circumstances in which they were anything but innocently 

protected.     

 Writing more than 100 years after Wollstonecraft, Virginia Woolf discusses the 

obstacles to women writing the truth of their experiences. Woolf argues in her essay 

“Professions for Women” that one of the obstacles for women writers is “telling the 

truth about my own experiences as a body” (247). In her essay “Shakespeare’s Sister,” 

part of the collection A Room of One’s Own, Woolf considers youth as a time of 

women’s strength, energy, and freedom, or at least a search for freedom. Woolf’s 

imaginative speculation about a gifted writer, equivalent in all ways but for gender to 

Shakespeare, considers a girl “as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world 

as he was” (241). However “[s]he was not sent to school,” and “before she was out of 

her teens” a marriage was arranged for her, although “marriage was hateful to her” 

(241). Her sense of freedom and of herself as loved and supported by her family would 

change for this female Shakespeare when she realizes that the marriage her family 

arranges for her is unequivocally meant to be her lot. Woolf further speculates about the 
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fate of such a young woman, who defies her culture’s rules as she “let herself down by a 

rope one summer's night, and took the road to London. She was not seventeen” (241).  

 If such a strong and talented young lady tried to use her talents fully in the world 

as it was constructed, what would have been the result? Woolf’s speculation continues: 

the young woman would likely have been sexually used, mocked, gone mad, eventually 

taken her own life (242). Through this narrative, Woolf answers the cynically posed 

question of why there had not been great female writers. (Of course, this question will 

be further addressed by feminist literary critics as they re-claim and re-evaluate 

disregarded works.) Woolf brings up the issue of sexual abuse in her biographical essay 

“22 Hard Park Gate,” which was written “to be read aloud to the Memoir Club, a group 

consisting of the members of the famous Bloomsbury circle. All members of the club 

were expected to read memoirs characterized by ‘absolute frankness’” (217). This urge 

for an honest telling of difficult truths is continued by contemporary memoirists of 

childhood abuse such as Allison, Karr, and Moss. 

 Girls’ Studies advocates currently argue for the importance of not disregarding 

or masking the real disenfranchisement and abuse girls around the world consistently 

suffer. The Clinton Global Initiative’s 2009 annual meeting focused on “Investing in 

Girls and Women,” “which cuts across the global challenge areas of education, energy 

and climate change, global health, and poverty alleviation…” (Clinton Global 

Initiative). Such issues as female circumcision challenge feminist activists to respect 

cultural practices while also developing universal standards: What actions and habits 

unequivocally damage a girl’s body and sense of self, or limit her potential? What is the 

responsibility of the currently more developed countries in applying these humane 
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standards to other regions of the world? Peace activist Greg Mortenson has focused on 

building schools for girls in Pakistan. Mortenson explains that girls are most likely to 

impact the village in the future and to choose to teach others what they have learned 

(Mortenson and Relin 206-208). 

 Many Girls’ Studies scholars today stress the importance of listening to girls’ 

own voices. And in fact the self-esteem and sense of agency that allow for voice are the 

focus of many who advocate for girls. The contemporary magazine and on-line site for 

young women, New Moon Girls, is illustrative as it stresses girls’ own writing. Founded 

in 1993, the magazine has evolved, and the publication self describes, “New Moon Girls 

Media brings girls’ voices to the world, helping girls develop, express and celebrate 

their full potential through self-discovery, creativity, and community” (New Moon Girls 

Online). As such, New Moon Girls is intended to counter magazines, television, radio, 

and other forms of media that define girls and girlhood in ways that perpetuate negative 

cultural norms, including the sexualization the APA believes to be pervasive.  But in the 

New Moon Girls print and online communities, girls’ writing, poetry, videos, and chat 

are valued and supported by positive images of young and adult women. New Moon 

Girls also reflects that in the contemporary world, girls’ sense of community can be 

across space and time through the internet and other electronic media. As such, New 

Moon Girls creates an expansive space for discourse by and about girls, and the 

publication also suggests an adult mandate to nurture and protect girls and to foster their 

growth (New Moon Girls Online). 

 Founding texts of feminism had responded to ideals of womanhood that 

confined women to domestic roles, including overseeing their children’s education and 
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moral development. Wollstonecraft argued to make women more fully developed 

themselves so that they could fulfill this role more wisely, as well as expand to other 

roles. Virginia Woolf had used the term “The Angel in the House” in her essay 

“Professions for Women” to emblemize the dominating power of this caretaking image, 

and Woolf explained that before she could write honestly, she had to destroy this ideal, 

stating that she, “turned upon her and caught her by the throat. I did my best to kill her.” 

But Woolf explains that “she died hard…it is harder to kill a phantom than a reality. 

She was always creeping back…” (245). Betty Friedan responded to the domestic ideal 

as it was specifically situated in post-World War II, white, suburban, middle-class 

America. Friedan coined the powerful phrase to label this concept as she encountered it 

in her exact context “The Feminine Mystique”: the Second Wave of feminism had 

begun.    

 Like Wollstonecraft before her, Friedan considered the domestic role through 

which women were defined and the child-like status of women.  Kearney points out that 

“in The Feminine Mystique, Betty Friedan repeatedly called upon women to ‘grow up’” 

(“Coalescing” 10). Kearney has selected this passage from this founding text of Second 

Wave Feminism to illustrate how Friedan considers the status of adult women: “They 

have become dependent, passive, childlike; they have given up their adult frame of 

reference to live at the lower human level of food and things. The work they do does not 

require adult capabilities; it is endless, monotonous, unrewarding” (Friedan 307). 

Friedan does something in The Feminine Mystique, first published in 1963, that will 

become typical of feminist theory: qualitative analysis. She discusses her own relevant 

personal experience as part of the study. Friedan tells of the pain that she experienced, 
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through some of her adult life, as she was separated from the professional life she had 

planned to devote herself to, of her sense of loss and longing for her vocation.    

 Friedan’s text focused on the experience of white, middle-class housewives in 

post-World War II America. As feminisms evolved, scholars would insist that this be 

seen as one among many multi-dimensional standpoints and that none could 

meaningfully control the discourse of evolving feminisms. Yet the deep dissatisfaction 

many women in similar situations experienced was so perfectly articulated by Friedan 

that The Feminine Mystique was a work that ushered in major social changes. Friedan 

argued for a world that would allow women to be fully developed adults, fulfilling their 

own needs for stimulating work, growth, and creativity. Friedan also argued that this 

would make women better mothers, since women who try to live too much through 

their children’s achievements produce passive, unmotivated students who suffer from 

“infantilism” (282).      

 Allison, Karr, and Moss lived in this powerful cultural moment. They came of 

age with the women’s movement—soon to be movements—but their childhoods were 

lived before these concepts were discussed; the over-riding problem of the era had no 

name then because women’s discontent was in large part silenced, even to themselves. 

Girls born in the late 1940s and 1950s lived their early childhood years when women’s 

domestic role was valorized; baby boomer women were given access to a feminist 

theoretical base through which to consider their lives just as they were coming of age. 

Would women born post-World War II come to value themselves and their full 

potential? If so, would this mean a disavowal of their mothers’ experiences? Our 

mothers were in fact stuck in, might well have internalized, the limiting ideal that 
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Friedan had so powerfully labeled. Allison, Karr, and Moss portray their mothers’ 

realities. Although all are in working-class marriages, their material conditions are 

significantly different from each other, with Karr’s mother’s circumstances the most 

like those considered by Friedan. For Allison’s and Moss’s mothers, sheer survival is at 

stake, and their discontent is lived out differently from that of the women Friedan 

describes, although the root causes—limiting definitions of womanhood—are certainly 

related. As Allison, Karr, and Moss focus intensely on their mothers’ realities, each 

work adds to our understanding of how race, class, and gender interlock with era to 

form a specific context for women’s lives.     

 Alice Walker grapples with issues of how we come of age and to identity as 

feminists in relation to the harsh realities faced by our female ancestors. In the title 

essay of her 1983 collection In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, Walker examines the 

importance of understanding the extremity of the oppressive circumstances her African 

American foremothers faced while she also acknowledges women’s agency to create, 

thrive, and remain spiritual in spite of such conditions. At the beginning of this 

influential collection of essays, Walker gives a definition of the term that allows her to 

distinguish her experience as a feminist of color from that of a potentially dominating 

white, middle-class feminism as well as from a hetero-normative stance. The term also 

allows her to explore the contrast between “girl” and “woman”: 

Womanist 1. from womanish (Opp. of “girlish,” i.e., frivolous, 

irresponsible, not serious.) A black feminist or feminist of color. From 

the black folk expression of mothers to female children, “You acting 

womanish,” i.e., like a woman. Usually referring to outrageous, 
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audacious, courageous or willful behavior. Wanting to know more and in 

greater depth than is considered “good” for one. Interested in grown-up 

doings. Acting grown up. Being grown up. Interchangeable with another 

black folk expression: “You trying to be grown.” Responsible. In charge. 

Serious. (xi)  

As earlier theorists had done, Walker distinguishes between being a girl and being a 

woman, and she is suggesting that girls, and specifically black girls, strive for increased 

knowledge and mindful, authoritative behavior. Walker also suggests the need for an 

intersectional approach to understanding identity encompassing race and sexuality, for 

Walker’s second definition of “womanist” defines it as “[a] woman who loves other 

women, sexually and/or nonsexually” (xi). 

 Catherine Driscoll considers Walker’s definition of “womanist,” writing that 

“[i]n the introduction of her To Be Real, Walker’s daughter Rebecca Walker, cites this 

definition, but also lists “‘contradiction’ as a generative force for her collection, setting 

up Third Wave feminism as a ‘hybridity’…opposed to what she describes as a rigidly 

ideological second wave feminism” (136). Discourse about female youth will reflect 

this Third Wave’s complex relationship to earlier generations as feminisms continue to 

evolve, with Girls’ Studies developing as a feminist approach in its own right. 

Girls’ Studies Develops 

 In a 2001 blog entry under the subject heading “Girls’ Studies and Women’s 

Studies,” Ilana Nash advocates that the “fledgling field of Girls’ Studies” be seen as 

part of Women’s Studies, and she offers for discussion that the discipline’s Cultural 

Studies emphasis and a generational divide could present some barriers to this 
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inclusion. Nash writes of “Girls’ Culture, or Girls’ Studies; I don't think it has a formal 

name yet.” Bloggers in the thread mention sexuality education for girls of color and 

technology and education as among their areas of interest. By 2008 the Network News 

section of Feminist Teacher called attention to, in its headline, “The Emergence of Girl 

Studies and Girl Activism” and included mention of two programs that encourage girls 

to find voice through writing: the New York City program, Girls Write Now, and a 

Nashville program, Act Like a Grrrl, which includes autobiographical writing and an 

emphasis on “public voice” (“Network News” 82).   

 By 2009, Kearney is able to show that Girls’ Studies “is coalescing as a unique 

and significant area of critical inquiry” (“Coalescing” 2). Kearny lists specifics from 

print culture and academia as evidence of the growth of Girls’ Studies, which she calls 

“phenomenal,” explaining that “in the first five years of the twenty-first century, 

academic presses virtually doubled the number of girl-specific monographs and 

anthologies that were published in the previous decade,” with two encyclopedias 

focused on girlhood recently published, great activity in journal publication, and several 

annual conferences focusing on the girl, much of this activity taking a global 

perspective (“Coalescing” 2). The journal Feminist Collections: A Quarterly of 

Women’s Studies Resources initiated “a year of girls’ studies” in 2007 (Lemaster “A 

Year of Girls’ Studies”). In fact currently it is standard to see phrases like “girls and 

women” used to indicate a feminist focus. Attention to the girl has been prevalent in the 

media in recent years. For one example, a New York Times review of a 2009 show of 

selected works of Mary Cassatt at the Metropolitan Museum of Art considers the 

paintings as portraits of girlhood. In “Close-Up: Mary Cassatt’s Young Girls in 
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‘American Stories’ at the Met,” reviewer Roberta Smith writes of the influence of Edgar 

Degas on Cassatt, adding that “in three of the works you can see her taking tips from 

him as well as Manet and Renoir, to depict little girls as complex, independent adults in 

formation with a subtlety that few of her contemporaries, French or American, 

mustered.” Girls are being focused on, listened to, and taken seriously. 

 As the parallelism of their names indicates, Girls’ Studies is linked with the 

academic, interdisciplinary Women’s Studies.
1
 As within the broader Women’s Studies, 

theory and praxis live side by side, sometimes in tension, best as allies in the work of 

bringing insight, health, and dignity to the lives of girls and appreciation and 

understanding to the creative expressions of their lives. 

 Girls’ Studies developed from research in psychological development. 

Psychologist Carol Gilligan’s 1982 In a Different Voice: Psychological Theory and 

Women’s Development is often considered a founding text of difference feminism, 

which asserts that women’s attributes and cultures—different from those of men—have 

been misunderstood and undervalued.
2
 Many scholars see Gilligan’s work as leading 

directly to the development of Girls’ Studies. Gilligan emphasized that psychological 

development theory had previously focused on male subjects, with researchers seeing as 

deficiencies any deviancies from the normative male model. Gilligan focused on young 

women’s development, finding that women’s moral development was not less complete 

than that of men, as earlier theorists had claimed, but rather that it was different: women 

view morality relationally, rather than abstractly, with a sense of empathy and the goal 

of sustaining relationships. As the title of her text indicates, Gilligan stresses the 
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concept of voice, and she explains the concept in her introductory “Letter to Readers, 

1993,” which opens a later edition of the influential text: 

To have a voice is to be human. To have something to say is to be a 

person. But speaking depends on listening and being heard; it is an 

intensely relational act...[B]y voice I mean something like what people 

mean when they speak of the core of the self. Voice is natural and also 

cultural. It is composed of breath and sound, words, rhythm, and 

language. And voice is a powerful psychological instrument and channel, 

connecting inner and outer worlds. (xvi)  

 According to Gilligan, women’s identity and voice are based on their 

relationships with self, others and culture, and the concept is complex: voices can be 

rich and authentic as well as ignored, silenced, or false. Gilligan explains that she 

focuses on “the interaction of experience and thought, in different voices and the 

dialogues to which they give rise, in the way we listen to ourselves and to others, in the 

stories we tell about our lives.” (In a Different Voice 2). For girls, a crisis comes as they 

reach their teenage years. Adolescents, insightful about their reading of relationships as 

girls, come to doubt the validity of their feelings about their experiences, and self 

silence. One of Gilligan’s major tenets is that with adolescence, women lose their 

“sense of themselves, compromising their ability to act on their own perceptions and 

thus their willingness to take responsibility for what they do” (In a Different Voice 49). 

But Gilligan also stresses the wisdom of girls, and their aptitude for “healthy resistance” 

(“Women’s Psychological Development Girls” 25).     
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 Gilligan elaborates these views in her 2009 The Deepening Darkness: 

Patriarchy, Resistance, & Democracy’s Future. While acknowledging that 

contemporary theorists often resist the concept of “patriarchy,” claiming that only 

context specific analyses can be informative, Gilligan and co-author David J. Richards 

insist that the master narrative of a dominating patriarchy is valid.   Showing how the 

political has produced the personal, Gilligan and Richards conclude that “[w]hat 

patriarchy precludes is love between equals, and thus it also precludes democracy, 

founded in such love and the freedom of voice it encourages” (19). Gilligan and 

Richards write of how “personal voice” is suppressed “in an identification with the 

patriarchal voice.” They also write of “voices of resistance” found in literature ( 21).   

 Voice, resistance, and the development of girls into adolescents are also central 

concerns of psychologist Mary Pipher, whose 1994 Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves 

of Adolescent Girls may well be seen as the founding text of Girls’ Studies. In it Pipher 

explains that initially she had been puzzled by the adolescents she met in her practice: 

why did they so often suffer so deeply, losing touch with their feelings, ideas, and 

conscious choices? Considering her own adolescence in the 1960s, Pipher writes that 

“[m]any of us hated our adolescent years, yet for the most part we weren’t suicidal and 

we didn’t develop eating disorders, cut ourselves or run away from home” (Reviving 

12). Pipher concludes that currently girls are living in a markedly different world from 

that of earlier generations. Pipher blames a “girl-poisoning culture,” and contends that 

“America today limits girls’ development, truncates their wholeness and leaves many of 

them traumatized,” explaining that “[w]ith puberty girls crash into junk culture” 

(Reviving 12-13).  
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 Like Gilligan, Pipher stresses that young women are separated from their 

authentic voices, from their true feelings, at the time they leave girlhood and enter 

adolescence, and she writes that, “[t]heir voices have gone underground—their speech 

is more tentative and less articulate” (Reviving 20). Writing of pre-adolescent girls, 

Pipher explains that “[t]hey have a brief respite from the female role and can be 

tomboys, a word that conveys courage, competency and irreverence” (Reviving 18). 

Referencing Friedan, Pipher writes that today’s girls are “fighting a ‘problem with no 

name’” (Reviving 22) as they experience the cultural influences that Pipher sees as 

dangerously corrosive. Pipher explains that girls are encouraged to separate from 

emotional ties to family just at the time when they most need them, as they enter 

adolescence.   Like Friedan before her, Pipher has done the important work of 

theorizing a situation, of giving a name—voice—to the problem 

 In her 1996 The Shelter of Each Other, Pipher advises that strong family 

connection can serve as a corrective to the destructive influences of indoctrination into 

misogynist culture girls experience as they enter adolescence. And yet Pipher 

acknowledges that in many cases family itself can be a source of suffering and trauma 

for girls. And family members responsible for raising daughters have of course been 

influenced by the cultural norms that would limit a girl’s healthy maturation, as they 

often have internalized these attitudes and been limited by them. Pipher considers 

research done in the 1960s and published in the 1970s on definitions of womanhood as 

restricted and its relevance to her own research:  

Adolescent girls discover that it is impossible to be both feminine and 

adult. Psychologist I.K. Broverman's now classic study documents this 
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impossibility. Male and female participants in the study checked off 

adjectives describing the characteristics of healthy men, healthy women 

and healthy adults. The results showed that while people describe 

healthy men and healthy adults as having the same qualities, they 

describe healthy women as having quite different qualities than healthy 

adults. For example, healthy women were described as passive, 

dependent and illogical, while healthy adults were active, independent 

and logical. In fact, it was impossible to score as both a healthy adult and 

a healthy woman. The rules for girls are confusing and the deck is 

stacked against them, but they soon learn that this is the only game in 

town. One friend remembered that when she was in seventh grade, she 

wished someone would tell her what the rules were. She said, “It was so 

hard to play the games correctly without knowing the rules.” (Reviving 

39) 

Mary Wollstonecraft would likely recognize here the limiting definition of adult 

womanhood she wrote about two centuries earlier.   

 Mary Pipher’s work has been enormously influential, generating much academic 

and popular response. Reviving Ophelia was on The New York Times Bestseller List for 

154 weeks, at number 1 for 27 weeks (“Mary Pipher”). The name Ophelia is used of 

course by Pipher to reference Shakespeare’s character who is undone by cultural norms 

and the clothes, which on a literal level  “weigh her down,” drown her as she seeks 

approval by father and lover, as Pipher reminds the reader (Reviving 20). Due to 

Pipher’s work, “Ophelia” has come into popular usage as a label for a vulnerable girl. 
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Some authors reference the work in their own titles,
3 

and there are many off shoots such 

as Ophelia Clubs, which work to fight negative cultural influences on girls throughout 

the United States.
4 
 

 If this text by Pipher has generated enormous response, driving later discourse 

on the girl, there has also been something of a backlash against Reviving Ophelia. Some 

critics believe that Pipher focused too intensely on girls as vulnerable, and not on girls’ 

potential for agency. Others point out, perhaps more justifiably, that Pipher focused on 

white, middle-class American girls. Sinikka Aapola, Marnina Gonick, and Anita Harris 

take this critique further, arguing that “the focus on privileged [girls]…at the very 

moment that circumstances are deteriorating rapidly for less advantaged young women 

is troubling” (50). Critics had made similar arguments against Betty Friedan’s 

revolutionary text, in fact, claiming that she focused only on a white, middle-class 

experience, and later scholars would expand feminisms, considering women situated 

very differently from those in Friedan’s work due to varying contexts of race, class, 

region, sexual orientation, and degree of able-bodiedness. It is a given in theory today 

that such categories (including, of course, gender), are best analyzed as they intersect. 

As Pipher and later Girls’ Studies theorists have done valuable work, it does not negate 

their contribution to suggest that further work needs to be done, and that in fact Pipher’s 

important research and theorizing are but a beginning.  

 Similarly to Friedan, Pipher—and Gilligan—have done groundbreaking work; 

as Friedan’s foundational text theorized women in a certain context, these founding 

texts of Girls’ Studies also consider girls in specific contexts, but they should be 

regarded as just that: the white, middle-class situation, as it is linked to gendered youth, 
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cannot be understood as normative. And in fact work considering girls in other specific 

contexts is beginning. Sarah Hentges 2007 review article in Feminist Collections: A 

Quarterly of Women's Studies Resources, “‘Othered’ Girls: Growing Up between Two 

Worlds,” considers several texts which focus on Multicultural American girlhoods.
5
 
   

 Writing of the challenge of fully theorizing girlhood and of the importance of  

understanding context, bell hooks considers this specific example: 

White girls of all classes are often encouraged to be silent. But to see the 

opposite in different ethnic groups as a sign of female empowerment is 

to miss the reality that the cultural codes of that group may dictate a 

quite different standard by which female self-esteem is measured. To 

understand the complexity of black girlhood we need more work that 

documents that reality in all its variations and diversity. (xiii)  

Girlhoods must be considered in context, with age and gender as two of the dimensions 

that intersect with race, class, and region.  

 What of the critique of Pipher’s work as stressing girls’ vulnerability and not 

their agency? Much popular discourse about girls and girlhood currently stresses the 

concept Girl Power, and Aapola, Gonick, and Harris discuss the binary that has 

developed in theory about girlhood: “We suggest that two competing discourses are 

currently circulating, albeit in a range of different forms and expressions, across late 

modern Western societies, which organize and give shape to this dual conception of 

girls and girlhood.  These are ‘girl power’ and what we are calling ‘reviving Ophelia’” 

(18). They explain that “[g]irl power is a complex, contradictory discourse used to name 

a range of cultural phenomena and social positioning for young women. Associated 
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with a new take-charge dynamism, this discourse rewrites the passivity, voicelessness, 

vulnerability, and sweet naturedness linked to some forms of raced and classed 

girlhoods” (19). Writing of the roots of the Girl Power concept in the 1990s, Aapola, 

Gonick and Harris explain that “[w]ith their roots in punk rock music and their motto 

‘Grrrls need guitars,’ the riot grrrls reclaimed the word girl, using it strategically to 

distance themselves from the adult patriarchal world of status, hierarchies, and 

standards” (20). In an opposite move from early feminist texts then, which strove to 

claim adult status for women, some Girl Power advocates stress a youthful ethos, 

separated from what they see as restrictive norms of adult womanhood. Paralleling this 

valorization of youth, some contemporary feminists have separated themselves from the 

Second Wave, sometimes stressing their right to explore consumer beauty culture as 

feminists. In their article “Feminism and Femininity: Or How We Learned to Stop 

Worrying and Love the Thong,” Jennifer Baumgardner and Amy Richards write that 

Third Wave feminists have re-appropriated “girlieness” in ways similar to how words 

such as “nigga” and “queer” have been re-claimed for political purpose, and that this 

attitude towards the girl distinguishes Third Wave feminists from the Second Wave (59-

61). Polarized thinking about girlhood as either restrictive or empowering has a 

generational component, with the Girl Power emblem as a contemporary framing.  

 But polarized thinking about girls as either in crisis or empowered is reductive; 

acknowledging that girls are undervalued and in jeopardy in contemporary America—as 

in other specific contexts—does not mean defining them as powerless. Honestly 

assessing the enormous force of negative cultural messages girls experience as they 

come of age does not suggest that they have no resources, can negotiate no agency. 



 32 

Aapola, Gonick, and Harris state their goal as to “move beyond the dual representations 

of today’s young women as either ‘strong and powerful’ or vulnerable and ‘at risk.’” 

They explain that “[t]his dichotomy does not always reflect the multiple positions girls 

occupy in society and in their local environments” (11). Marnina Gonick suggests that 

these two constructions actually have much in common, explaining that “these 

discourses organize both different and similar formulations of the cultural ideals of 

personhood, individuality, and agency, and do so with different consequences for girls 

depending on how they are positioned in relation to the dominant social group” 

(“Between ‘Girl Power’” 15). Anita Harris also considers these representations as 

actually similar and yet neither as fully informative, writing that, “[t]he newly emergent 

discourses of can-do and at-risk demonstrate a cultural fascination with girlhood and 

with the market value of young women. They succeed in papering over the enduring 

and perhaps deepening inequalities generated by class and race stratification in current 

times” (Future Girl 35). Certainly then, all girls are not positioned simply as either 

vulnerable or powerful, as always a girl’s individual experience must be more 

complexly understood. And indeed, Pipher herself has actually stressed girls’ ability for 

resistance when supported by healthy influences.   

 If such binary thinking is limiting, what of the “Girl Power” narrative itself? Are 

there risks, shortcomings to this scripting of girls’ strength? In that it underemphasizes 

or denies the real issues girls face in their specific contexts, such a scripting is 

incomplete, even damaging. Harris points out that the Girl Power narrative constructs 

contemporary American female success in education and career as normative, with the 

implication that if girls don’t succeed in these it is their own individual failure of effort. 
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This emphasis on the individual can relieve institutions of their real duties to support 

girls’ welfare, Harris believes, and policies to support the success of all girls are not 

actually in place. Harris further believes in fact that “only a small minority of young 

women are structurally located in a way that makes this kind of success possible” 

(Future Girl 62). Harris writes of “the fiction that all young women can be self- 

inventing, high flying, and ideally placed to seize power in the new economy” (Future 

Girl 48). Tamara Beauboeuf-Lafontant in Behind the Mask of the Strong Black Woman 

similarly warns about a dominating image of strength of those who are in fact 

disenfranchised, writing of, “its real function: to defend and maintain a stratified social 

order by obscuring Black women’s experiences of suffering, acts of desperation, and 

anger” that they experience “disproportionately” (2). Such constructions of unfailing 

strength deny the vulnerability of those who are the most marginalized. 

 It is also revealing to consider how many manifestations of Girl Power are 

trivializing: cartoons, sit coms, Spice Girls. More concerning, the Girl Power 

vocabulary has been misappropriated for commercial use, as beauty products for young 

women are now marketed through ideas of choice, empowerment, and self-esteem. 

Where are the real images of empowered girlhood? These images will certainly be 

complex and multifaceted. Anita Harris lists “Good girls, bad girls, schoolgirls, 

Ophelias, third wavers, no wavers, B girls, riot grrrls, cybergURLs, queen bees, 

tweenies, Girlies” as among the “[c]ontemporary analytical frameworks for interpreting 

girls’ lives” (Introduction All About the Girl xvii). Many of these constructions focus on 

relationships of power, on maintenance of or resistance to hierarchies by individuals or 

groups. It is such hierarchies that work to control, define, and limit the circumstances of 
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others. How girls can come to understand and resist such oppression is what Girls’ 

Studies investigates. And this is also the focus of Cultural Studies.   

 As Girl’s Studies evolved from the work of psychologists, it also evolved from 

the work of Cultural Studies scholar Angela McRobbie, who has been called “the 

godmother of girls’ studies” (Kearney, “Girls, Girlhood and Girls’ Studies” 844). 

McRobbie’s research on girls in youth subculture was revolutionary, as earlier Cultural 

Studies researchers had focused on boys. In the Introduction to the ten-year anniversary, 

second edition of Feminism and Youth Culture, originally published in 1984, McRobbie 

writes of her work with young women in the punk club scene in England: “What I 

wanted was to get a picture of the way young women saw themselves as women. 

Consequently, I was interested in their views on education, on work and employment, 

on family life, domesticity and inevitably on sexuality” (4).  

 McRobbie began what would come to be known as Feminist Cultural Studies, 

and this approach is an important component of Girls’ Studies. As Feminist Cultural 

Studies theorists focus on the messages a text encodes, and an individual’s ways of 

decoding (sometimes in ways unintended by the text’s producers) that claim agency, 

this perspective focuses on the same issues of power and vulnerability debated in Girls’ 

Studies generally. The originating cultural critics, known as the Frankfurt School, 

stressed that cultural texts enforce hegemonies through overpoweringly strong 

messages. Later cultural critics in the discipline that came to be known as the British 

Cultural Studies added to the discourse on the complexities of cultural texts, stressing 

that texts can be read in resistive ways that challenge hegemonies through immensely 

creative strategies. McRobbie, part of this later movement as it developed, asked 
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questions as she considered girls in youth subcultures. What was their status? What 

strategies of resistance did they use? Cultural Studies research that focuses on girlhood 

looks at the lived lives of girls and how they negotiate agency. If the image of Barbie 

reinforces (even exaggerates) hegemonic norms of beauty, how do girls really play with 

it? Do they do so in ways that are resistive? How do girls watch television; read a teen 

magazine; wear commercial fashion; create their own, DIY (Do It Yourself) norms and 

discourse, including zines and websites? In what ways do girls’ actions enforce, or work 

to counter, hegemonies? In such analyses, the minutia of girlhood is anything but trivial. 

Cultural Studies is an important element of Girls’ Studies, and Aapola, Gonick and 

Harris, for example, say that they are working “in the traditions of feminism and critical 

youth studies” (1).      

 McRobbie who contributed foundational work in what would come to be called 

Girls’ Studies worked mainly with teenage girls. Just who is being studied in this new 

field? Sherrie A. Inness considered the contours of the discipline as she was editing 

Delinquents & Debutants: Twentieth-Century American Girls’ Cultures. In the 

Introduction to this text Innes explains that  “[n]arrowing ‘girls’ to refer only to 

preteenage girls, I believe, establishes an artificial distinction between teenage girls and 

younger girls since both share many similar traits that mark them as ‘girls’ in our 

culture” (3). In her collection of essays, scholars consider both children and adolescents, 

and Inness states that the traits shared by female youth “form a culture where certain 

rules about what is acceptable behavior for girls are reinforced whether a girl is seven or 

seventeen” (3). Catherine Driscoll similarly considers the stages of female youth 

analyzed in Girls’ Studies. Referencing Michel Foucault, Driscoll explains that her goal 
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in Girls: Feminine Adolescence in Popular Culture and Cultural Theory is to write a 

“genealogy of feminine adolescence [which] would trace the deployment or use of that 

idea in relation to concepts of childhood and womanhood as well as in relation to other 

discourses on the modern world” (5). Driscoll discusses girlhood as a construct, writing 

that “[g]irlhood is made up and girls are brought into existence in statements and 

knowledge about girls, and some of the most widely shared or commonsensical 

knowledge about girls and feminine adolescence provides some of the clearest 

examples of how girls are constructed by changing ways of speaking about girls” (5). 

Driscoll shows that “[w]hile girls…are products and performances of the long history of 

Western discourses on gender, sex, age, and identity, adolescent girls are specific to late 

modernity and the dissemination of the concept of feminine adolescence” (7).  

 While interested in both pre-adolescents and adolescents, both Gilligan and 

Pipher see the indoctrination into adolescence as a dangerous point in young women’s 

lives. In considering the span of female youth, Girls’ Studies scholars often focus on 

this important juncture, and on pre-adolescent girlhood. Kearney writes of “the 

oppressions female adolescents face as their bodies transform from signifiers of 

childhood innocence to those of mature sexuality” (“Girls, Girlhood, and Girls’ 

Studies” 846).  If these stages are all under the umbrella of Girls’ Studies, scholars do 

theorize about important demarcations in the span of female youth: the insights and 

relative freedom, if invisibility, of girlhood; the modern coinage of the tween years; the 

risks of adolescence in a misogynist culture. All of these are the nexus of Girls’ Studies. 

But Girls’ Studies pays special attention to the pre-adolescent years, and this theoretical 

framework argues that the study of these years can inform understanding of the span of 
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a woman’s life. The contribution of Girls’ Studies scholars is to focus on the pre-

adolescent years, not in isolation, but in relation to constructions of puberty,  feminine 

adolescence, and teenage years (to use Driscoll’s categories), as well as to adult 

womanhood.  

 Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club focuses mainly on her girlhood, most specifically 

on her life as a seven- and then nine-year-old girl. In the last section of the work, Karr 

narrates her return as an adult to her home town, but again the focus is on understanding 

her childhood. Similarly, Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure 

makes no pretense of telling a complete life story, but rather focuses on selected, 

significant incidents of a life, recounting girlhood and later incidents along with adult 

perceptions, in part focusing on her fourth grade self and the lives of her women 

relatives. In Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter, the focus is on 

girlhood also, beginning with Moss’s experiences at seven years old.  Moss also jumps 

to incidents of her adult life in the text, always stressing the primacy of her experiences 

as a young girl. 

 Karr directly responds to Pipher’s work in an interview with Wendy Smith.   

Discussing The Liars’ Club’s placement on The New York Times Bestseller List, Smith 

writes, also quoting Karr, “So what was the problem? ‘It was #2 forever...under 

Reviving Ophelia, God help me,’ recalls Karr. Exaggerating her indignation…Karr 

claims jokingly, ‘I decided: You want teenage girls? I'll give you teenage girls!’” (52). 

Here in this 2000 interview Karr is referencing the next volume of her memoir, Cherry, 

also published in 2000. Although Cherry is organized around Karr’s adolescent years, 

much of this second volume of Karr’s memoir in fact discusses her pre-adolescent 
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years. In the quote above, as Karr distances herself from Pipher’s theorizing, she uses 

the strong, irreverent tone that her childhood self often speaks through in The Liars’ 

Club. But this tone is juxtaposed throughout the work with the young girl’s deeply 

vulnerable situation and more sensitive reactions. As in the memoirs of Allison and 

Moss as well, complex, multidimensional portraits of girlhood belie the false dilemma 

of girls as simply either empowered or vulnerable. These childhoods were filled with 

circumstances that threatened their very lives. These works acknowledge and give 

testimony to circumstances of abuse, while also narrating the stories of younger selves 

who negotiate agency. All three writers by definition in the act of crafting these 

memoirs of girlhood give voice to their younger selves and attention to the insights they 

articulate.   

Girls’ Studies and the Memoir 

 As Women’s Studies has had a profound impact on the humanities, so Girls’ 

Studies can add an important perspective to the humanistic disciplines.  Kearney states 

that “a considerable amount of girl-oriented research is related to literary studies,” 

further explaining:   

[t]o date, the primary forms of literature analyzed by girl-centered 

scholars include: Classic Bildungsromans for adults with girl 

protagonists (for example, Betty Smith's A Tree Grows in Brooklyn, 

Sandra Cisneros's The House on Mango Street); girl-oriented young 

adult book series (Nancy Drew, Sweet Valley High); girl-centered 

children's literature and fairytales (“Cinderella”); girl character types 

(tomboys, disabled girls); adult authors who focus on  girl characters 
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(Carson McCullers, Toni Morrison); girls’ writing (diaries, zines); and 

girl readers. (“Coalescing” 17-18)   

 Memoirs of girlhood overlap with many of the genres mentioned above, as these 

autobiographical works relay girl focused coming-of-age stories for adults, often 

referencing women’s autobiographical forms such as the diary and children’s forms 

such as the fairy tale. A focus on girls and girlhood can be applied with especially rich 

results to the study of women’s autobiographical writing, as adult women reflect on and 

reconstruct their own childhoods.  

 Since the 1980s feminist scholars have been active in theorizing women’s 

autobiography, approaching these works as texts as well as mimesis. This type of 

literary criticism is itself interdisciplinary, drawing from such diverse fields as 

psychology, narratology, feminist theory, and queer theory. Making connections among 

such disciplines, meaningful questions can be applied to women’s autobiographical 

writing that focuses on their youth. How are girls represented in such works? How is 

girlhood constructed, and how are messages about it encoded by the cultures 

represented in the texts? In what ways do such works represent childhoods on the 

margin? How do girls develop an understanding of culture, including the status and 

ideals pertaining to women, as they come of age? How do girls negotiate agency in their 

specific contexts?  

 Although before the 1980s women’s accounts of their lives did not receive much 

serious scholarly attention, Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson explain that “[w]omen’s 

autobiography is now a privileged site for thinking about  issues of writing  at the 

intersection of feminist, postcolonial, and postmodern critical theories” (5). Smith and 
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Watson continue: “The growing academic interest in women’s autobiography may be 

the result of an interplay of political, economic, and aesthetic factors” (5). Indeed, the 

political is entirely personal, and linked to the material conditions—and marketing 

forces—in the artistic expression of women’s autobiographical writing. 

 Much scholarly work in feminist autobiographical writing involves 

consideration of sub-genre. Definitions of memoir acknowledge that, unlike in an 

autobiography, which attempts to tell a full narrative of a life over its span, memoirists 

relay selected details of a life. Memoirs by men have traditionally told of lives deemed 

“important” as they related to major events. But when applied to women’s writing, the 

term connoted the lower status of the “supposedly ‘marginal’ genres--memoir, journal, 

diary, the many modes of private autobiographical writing” (Smith and Watson 6). As 

women’s lives throughout the lifespan had been undervalued, so had their forms of 

telling of these lives. Many theorists use the term “life writing” to acknowledge the 

complexities of women’s autobiographical forms, now the focus of much critical 

attention.    

 Through her title Bone Black: Memories of Girlhood, bell hooks invites the 

reader to consider genre, and Gloria Steinem has called the work “a girlhood memoir” 

(cover blurb).  In the Introduction to the 1996 work, hooks writes, “[n]owadays, more 

than ever before, feminist thinkers are writing about the significance of girlhood as a 

time when females are free and powerful” (xi-xii).  Hooks writes of the importance to 

her own life of reading Toni Morrison’s novel The Bluest Eye, with its focus on and 

acknowledgment of a formerly invisible group. Hooks explains:   
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It wasn’t simply that Morrison focused on black girls but that she gave 

us girls confronting issues of class, race, identity, girls who were 

struggling to confront and cope with pain. And most of all, she gave us 

black girls who were critical thinkers, theorizing their lives, telling the 

story, and by so doing making themselves subjects of history. (xii)   

 Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary Karr’s  The 

Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter function 

similarly, as they present the narrators’ childhood selves developing awareness of how 

white, southern,  working-class girlhoods are constructed. These three works tell of 

selected points in the narrators’ lives: they are memoirs that focus intensely on girlhood, 

scrutinizing this time in the writers’ lives and suggesting that these stories are 

meaningful for readers to consider. All three memoirs present girls who themselves 

insightfully theorize their own situations with all of the intersecting elements.       

 As hooks comments on the significance of the characters in Morrison’s novel 

being represented in their historical environment, so too the memoirs of Allison, Karr, 

and Moss portray how they experienced an era. Girls’ Studies scholars have so far, in 

large part, considered contemporary girlhood. Marcia Chatelain believes that there is 

more work to be done, and that a Girls’ Studies focus can make an important 

contribution to history, as can an historical perspective to Girls’ Studies. Allison, Karr, 

and Moss reveal to the reader their younger selves growing to consciousness in a past 

era, and all three works portray the impact of the historical context on their childhoods. 

Remembering the late 1950s (in the case of Allison) and the early 1960s (in the case of 
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Karr and Moss), the three memoirists portray the consciousness of girlhood, and of 

girlhoods in specific cultural and historical milieus.    

 Adding to the work of foundational scholars in Girls’ Studies who argue that 

girlhood is a time of authentic reactions and insight, in Chapter One of this study I 

analyze the protagonists as each interprets a world she must first decipher through 

visual and other clues. Through the lens of feminist literary criticism, in this chapter I 

discuss how the memoirists portray the developing consciousness of girls becoming 

aware of cultural norms. A semiotic analysis allows for further interpretation of the 

memoirists’ portrayal of their younger selves responding to the pre-linguistic signs and 

texts they encounter. As they come to understand their marginalization, the girls at the 

center of these memoirs move beyond simple understanding ultimately to grapple with 

some of the largest philosophical questions. As the memoirists portray their childhood 

selves coming to deepening comprehension, each also reveals a developing voice. The 

distinctive voice of each girl functions as a narrator for portions of the works, and it is 

through this voice that major themes of the memoirs are powerfully articulated. Karr 

comes to reject simplistic conventional religious thinking and to valorize a working-

class ethos. Allison comes to see a connection among her female friends and family as 

they experience oppression, and to feminist consciousness and advocacy. Moss comes 

to believe in the power of her connection to supportive family as well as in her ability to 

transcend everyday circumstances.     

 It is axiomatic in theory today that constructions of gender, class, and race create 

interlocking forms of oppression. Each memoirist explores how these connect in her 

individual experience; each memoirist looks back at a childhood in the late 1950s or 
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early 1960s from the perspective of the 1990s. Mary Karr presents her childhood sense 

of a poisoned, threatening world as she grew up in atomic age America in East Texas. 

Barbara Robinette Moss focuses on how white poverty was constructed and maintained 

in Birmingham, Alabama, and the surrounding rural areas her family lived in during the 

early 1960s. Dorothy Allison explores cultural norms that kept white families in near 

poverty and women in abusive situations in Greenville, South Carolina, in the late 

1950s and early 1960s. Each memoir represents a specific experience in a southern 

place, using signifiers of southern literature and exploring regional attitudes. Each 

memoir focuses on how the experience of young girlhood is determined by her mother’s 

lack of adult status in her specific context. Each memoir portrays a child narrator 

becoming increasingly aware of how race was constructed in her specific southern 

context. Chapter Two of this study uses a Readers’ Response approach, in part, as it 

considers how the era is vividly represented for an active contemporary reader. In 

Chapter Two I also apply a Cultural Studies approach to the representations of their 

girlhoods the memoirists portray to the reader. How do they represent themselves 

playing (or not) in girlhood, dressing, living their lives in this earlier era? In what ways 

were they marginalized, and in what ways were their younger selves able to negotiate 

agency? These are the topics I explore in Chapter Two. 

 As the memoirists use powerful imagery to present girls deciphering the world 

and to portray the complexities of their contexts, they also theorize girlhood for the 

reader through provocative imagery. The Liars’ Club represents Karr’s experience of 

girlhood as those in power attempt to marginalize, silence, and define her. Moss 

presents images of children performing abjection linked to class—and using mimicry to 
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negotiate agency—in Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter. Allison presents girlhood as a 

space that has been lost, damaged, and which her storytelling of self and others works to 

reclaim in Two or Three Things I Know for Sure. The girl protagonists in these three 

works, essentially new to the culture as children and also outsiders due to class and 

gender, are in a position to see clearly and to speak in the “enunciatory present,” to 

reference Homi Bhabha. Chapter Three of this study considers how the memoirists 

theorize girlhood as a space through devices that parallel Postcolonial and Performance 

Theory. 

 I analyze how Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and 

Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter narrate the experiences of white, working-class girls 

in southern spaces coming to consciousness of their marginalization, to deepening 

understanding of their contexts, and to negotiation of their identities. And I also 

demonstrate how life writing itself represents a negotiated space for the protagonists, as 

Dorothy Allison, Mary Karr, and Barbara Robinette Moss reclaim voice for their 

girlhood selves.  
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Notes 

 
1.

 In 2007, Tracy Wendt Lemaster was able to write, “variations in the range of 

terminology used just to name the field—sometimes referred to as ‘girl,’ ‘girls,’ or 

‘girls’ ’ studies, sometimes capitalized and sometimes not—indicate that this area is not 

rigidly fixed, but open to new directions” (“A Year of Girls' Studies” 1). Currently, 

however, the term Girls’ Studies has become the label most used, although the 

important National Women’s Studies Association terms its embedded interest group 

Girls Studies.  

 
2.

 Although Gilligan’s work is often seen as a founding text of gynocentric 

feminism, she distances herself from this approach. In discussing the differences in 

male and female voices that she has identified, Gilligan writes in the Introduction to In 

a Different Voice, “[n]o claims are made about the origins of the differences described 

or their distribution  in a wider population, across cultures, or through time.  Clearly, 

these differences arise in a social context where factors of social status and power 

combine with reproductive biology to shape the experience of males and females and 

the relations between the sexes” (2).         

 
3.

 Such works include Sara Shandler’s 1999 Ophelia Speaks: Adolescent Girls 

Write About Their Search for Self, New York: HarperCollins, and Cheryl Dellasega’s 

2001 Surviving Ophelia: Mothers Share Their Wisdom in Navigating the Tumultuous 

Teenage Years, New York: Ballantine/Random House. Interestingly, works that directly 

reference Pipher’s approach also include Dan Kindlon and Michael Thompson’s 1999 
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Raising Cain: Protecting the Emotional Life of Boys, New York: Ballantine/Random 

House. 

 
4.

 There are numerous Ophelia clubs, camps, and on-line connections, some for 

profit, and some not. Anita Harris in Future Girl refers to the publications and programs 

“spawned” by Pipher’s germinal work as an “industry” (33).   

 
5.

 In her article “‘Othered’” Girls: Growing Up between Two Worlds,” Sarah 

Hentges considers these works: 

Jill Denner and  Bianca L Guzman, eds., Latina Girls: Voices of Adolescent 

Strength in the U.S. New York: New York University Press, 2006.  

Kyra D. Gaunt, The Games Black Girls Play: Learning the Ropes from Double-

Dutch To Hip-Hop. New York: New York University Press, 2006.  

Vickie Nam, ed., Yell-Oh Girls! Emerging Voices Explore Culture, Identity, and 

Growing Up Asian American. New York: HarperCollins/Quill, 2001. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE WORLD AS TEXT: GIRLHOOD AS DECODING, DEVELOPING VOICE,  

AND CONSTRUCTING MEANING   

We do not, cannot, know the meanings of all 

their words, for we are nine and ten years old. 

So we watch their faces, their hands,  

their feet, and  listen for truth in timbre. 

 -- Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye   

Introduction 

 Psychologists Carol Gilligan and Mary Pipher theorize girlhood as a time of 

deep understanding and ability to speak truth about relationships. Both influential 

theorists of girlhood stress that as girls grow to adolescence they lose the ability to 

respond authentically as they become enculturated to restrictive norms that cause them 

to doubt their earlier comprehension of relationships. Gilligan in In a Different Voice 

and Pipher in Reviving Ophelia stress girlhood as a time of understanding of self and 

others and ability to face and speak difficult truths. Gilligan discusses girlhood as a time 

of growing awareness, explaining in “Women’s Psychological Development: 

Implications for Psychotherapy”:    

Daily, girls take in evidence from the human world around them…And 

in this way, girls often see what is not supposed to be seen and hear what 

was supposedly unspoken. Like anthropologists, they pick up the culture; 

like sociologists, they observe race, class and sex differences; like 
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psychologists, they come to know what is happening beneath the surface; 

like naturalists, they collect their observations, laying them out, sorting 

them out, discussing them between themselves in ongoing 

conversation… (16) 

 Memoirists Dorothy Allison, Mary Karr, and Barbara Robinette Moss present 

their girlhood selves as deeply reflective and insightful. Even as Allison’s Two or Three 

Things I Know for Sure, Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s 

Daughter do stress girls’ perceptiveness, all three memoirs also acknowledge their girl 

narrators’ individual struggles to interpret what are difficult truths in harsh worlds. Yes, 

childhood as a time of understanding and honesty, but first as a time of great effort to 

come to this knowledge. Each of the girl protagonists works to interpret a culture that 

would disenfranchise her as she comes of age as a woman, which already has 

considered her insignificant as a girl, not acknowledging her potential for full insight 

and understanding. Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary 

Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s 

Daughter focus on the consciousness of girlhood. These memoirs told in first person by 

adult narrators relay to the reader the inner lives of their childhood selves, giving voice 

to these younger selves, and implying to the reader that it is vital to both narrators and 

readers to understand this period of life and these specific experiences. All three 

memoirs are significant as studies of girlhood cognition.  

 Carol Gilligan has considered feminist critic Adrienne Rich’s focus on the 

importance of “re-vision” in the lives of women (“Women’s Psychological 
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Development” 7). In her 1979 essay “When We Dead Awaken: Writing as Re-Vision,” 

a foundational text in feminist literary criticism, Rich writes, 

Re-vision—the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering 

an old text from a new critical direction—is for women more than a 

chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival.  Until we can 

understand the assumptions in which we are drenched we cannot know 

ourselves. And this drive to self- knowledge, for women, is more than  a 

search for identity: it is part of our refusal of the self-destructiveness of 

male-dominated society. (167) 

Rich here means re-vision as literally a re-seeing, and Rich considers many of the same 

topics researched by Gillian: coming to insights, voice, suppressed voice. As she 

discusses women’s development and the cultural attitudes that impact this development, 

Gilligan frequently references works of literature, analyzing creative works as an 

important arena for exploring and expressing issues related to women’s development. In 

addition to referencing feminist critic and poet Adrienne Rich, Gilligan writes that 

“Maxine Hong Kingston, in her autobiographical novel, The Woman Warrior (1977), 

portrays a girl’s struggle with ways of seeing until finally her ‘child-sight’ disappears” 

(“Women’s Psychological Development” 6). Kingston writes of her childhood 

consciousness and its relationship to finding voice as an adult woman and writer: “Now 

colors are gentler and fewer; smells are antiseptic…The throat pain always returns, 

though, unless I tell what I really think, whether or not I lose my job, or spit out 

gaucheries all over a party” (205). Gilligan demonstrates that adolescents reject their 

earlier insights as they, coming to adulthood, “name the relational life they have lived, 
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often most intensely with their mothers, as ‘false,’ or ‘illogical’ or ‘stupid,’” and 

Gilligan contends that this is one, and an extremely negative, kind of “re-vision” young 

women experience as they come of age. (“Women’s Psychological Development” 7). 

Gilligan explains that “girls-turning-into women” have “the sense that their feelings are 

groundless, their thoughts are about nothing real, what they experienced never 

happened, or at the time they could not understand it” (“Women’s Psychological 

Development” 7). Gilligan also writes of “the transformatory potential which lies in 

women’s development” if it were not thus “undermined” (“Women’s Psychological 

Development” 7). What if women did not disavow their earlier understanding to fit 

proscribed feminine roles? Or what if, as does Kingston in The Woman Warrior, as do 

the memoirists under consideration here, women in life and in literature were to re-

access their childhood understanding, scrutinizing their younger selves’ awareness and 

how they came to such understanding? By studying the integrity of their childhood 

reactions, women—through reflection, writing, memoir—can acknowledge and access 

this genuine response, this authenticity, to use a concept essential to both Carol 

Gilligan’s and Mary Pipher’s theorizing. This also is a kind of re-vision, to reference 

Rich’s intense and specific use of this term. This looking back was undertaken by 

feminist critics as they re-evaluated and re-claimed works by women writers; this is the 

work for which Rich issued a call to action. Such a re-seeing can also be applied to 

one’s own individual life, with the narrative of one’s life as text to assess in all its 

complexities. How did we as young girls become indoctrinated to cultural norms? 

Through what forms are young girls resistive to limiting constructions of womanhood 

as they become aware of them? These are some of the major issues that memoirists 
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Mary Karr, Dorothy Allison, and Barbara Robinette Moss consider as they write of 

worlds in which the girl protagonists are so deeply othered that they must look for hints 

at understanding and negotiating their situations.  

 As young children, the memoirists’ younger selves are just beginning the work 

of enculturation. The world they learn of is in many ways a hostile one, posing threats 

to women and their children: to their very survival. As the girl protagonists become 

enculturated, they read the signs of the world and come to understand their situatedness 

within it. All three of these memoirs trope the act of learning a culture, learning to read 

the signs of a world often antagonistic to their age, gender, and class. Two or Three 

Things I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter 

examine the difficulty of learning these truths and of thriving within these structures.  

 Allison, Karr, and Moss all use visual and other sense imagery through which 

they present girl protagonists coming to understanding of a culture and to their own 

versions of Kingston’s “child-sight.” Perceptive, yes; but the girl protagonists are also 

challenged by interpreting the harsh truths in their line of sight. The imagery the 

memoirists use is revelatory of their protagonists as little girls in limited economic 

circumstances and abusive situations. All three memoirists portray the girl narrators 

interpreting visual texts, and through them learning of cultural norms, “the assumptions 

in which we are drenched,” according to Rich. 

 In The Liars’ Club, Karr presents imagery of visual messages that have to be 

decoded by her younger self. As such, The Liars’ Club can be understood as attached to 

a recurring pattern in literature by women as discussed by Sandra Gilbert and Susan 

Gubar. Scholars who work in any related discipline certainly already know their names, 
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which makes it more involving as these foundational feminist critics wittily use 

extended signatures for their article “Ceremonies of   the Alphabet: Female 

Grandmatologies and the Female Autograph.” As they discuss the significance of the 

signing of works for women artists, they claim their own work here in a way that 

suggests complexities of ethnic, generational and gendered identity as Sandra Carusa 

Mortola Gilbert and Susan Dreyfuss David Gubar. In this article the authors contend 

that a motif in much women’s literature has been the need to decode a “nonaplphabetic” 

message. The alphabet and sentence structures of Western languages are invested with 

patriarchal constructs right down to the letter level, they believe. Gilbert and Gubar 

explain that, for example, the Roman letters “A” and “B” evolved from the Phoenician 

“aleph,” which meant ox, and “beth,” which meant house, and that the concepts of 

hierarchy and ownership were embedded from these roots (as they are in most other 

Roman letters) and “filtered through the classical and classically misogynistic cultures 

of Greece and Rome” (22). In literary works women must decipher meaning outside of 

writing systems, through non-letter based “writing” imagery: thus women’s alienation 

from the very foundations of Western culture and their drive to connect to it, to interpret 

it, and ultimately to expand it, are explored. Gilbert and Gubar write that “visions of 

nonalphabetic writing haunt literary women from Charlotte Perkins Gilman to Virginia 

Woolf, Willa Cather, and Margaret Atwood” (37). They contend, for example, that the 

protagonist of “The Yellow Wallpaper” must struggle to “read” the non-alphabetic 

message of the wallpaper in that well-known work (37). Gilbert and Gubar further 

contend that women writers seek “a sentence of her own even while they disentangle 

the ‘mother tongue’ from what Thoreau thought was the ‘brutishness’ of speech” (39). 
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Separated from the basis of language, women writers explore this alienation through the 

use of “pictographs,” Gilbert and Gubar assert (39).   

 We would not expect adults to have to struggle so to interpret the world they 

have grown up in as do the women characters in these works of literature analyzed by 

Gilbert and Gubar; these nineteenth and twentieth century authors comment on 

women’s gendered experience and their relationship to dominant forms of language and 

literature through this imagery. We would expect children to have to learn a language, a 

culture, to learn to read signs as they combine into texts; this is the work of childhood, 

of learning to think and understand through cultural context. But when coming to 

understand a world means coming to see one’s self in jeopardy… the complexities of 

this gaining of insight are what all three memoirs unpack. Such deciphering of difficult 

truths is necessary for the young girls’ survival, as the memoirs of childhood by Allison, 

Moss, and Karr explore.    

Deciphering a World 

 In The Liars’ Club Mary Karr narrates her childhood self confronting visual 

imagery that seems coded and difficult to interpret. Like the women writers Gilbert and 

Gubar discuss, Karr presents a pattern of imagery from which her younger self feels 

deeply alienated. But the messages contained in this imagery are of the greatest 

importance, the young narrator intuits. Karr uses a motif of her younger self 

encountering imagery that is confounding, but which seems to hold vitally important 

meaning. Karr writes for example of a time when her grandmother is dying, and her 

mother is deeply taxed by the experience of caring for her own mother. The seven-year-

old protagonist is often separated from her mother during this period. Karr writes of 
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nights when her mother has returned home after she and her sister are asleep: “I would 

wake to her weight tilting our mattress, her Shalimar settling over me when she leaned 

in to kiss me and pull up the chenille bedspread, which had a nubble like braille under 

my hands” (56). Karr’s mother’s mental illness throughout much of Karr’s life will 

present major challenges for the family. Like a code she has to break, Karr’s mother is a 

mystery to her, one that this memoir examines in depth. The narrator does not have the 

vision to see her mother’s nature yet; through this image of Braille the very idea of 

seeing—and not seeing—is explored.  

 Karr uses similar imagery later in the memoir, when, describing a visit back to 

Texas when she is a young woman, she writes of playing pool with her father:  “I went 

to powder my hands. The can lid left a pattern of dots on my palm like white braille till 

I rubbed it in” (279). Karr has puzzled over the emotional distance that develops 

between her and her father as she grows up, with the work suggesting that only when 

she is a child can he connect to her. Through this image the coded nature of gendered 

experience is suggested. Karr, returning home to visit her parents as a young adult, is 

saddened as she finds her relationship with her father grown distant. This imagery 

suggests that there are barriers to male/female connection, yet these are never overtly 

considered. Again Karr uses the image of a code the character cannot understand. The 

language cannot be interpreted, the message so elusive that it rubs right off. Karr has 

presented girlhood as a time of struggle, to see, to find meaning. This is the 

consciousness of her younger self as Karr relays it. 

 Later in the memoir, Karr again uses imagery of elusive, coded messages that 

the narrator grapples to interpret. Karr describes a day trip to the Texas Gulf shore that 
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the family takes together. This trip includes Karr’s mother going to the bar near the 

beach, which worries the narrator and her sister, and the trip becomes more serious still 

when Karr’s sister, stung by a jellyfish, needs to be rushed to the hospital. Karr narrates 

these incidents in part by describing a photograph taken that day: “Lecia is looking 

solemnly at the shark, which is blurred into a kind of swinging bludgeon … and Daddy 

is grinning a little bit too hard, and I am studying my bloody fingers like they’re some 

code I’m about to crack” (112). Karr’s nine-year-old big sister (to the protagonist’s 

seven years), vigilant and trying to protect the two siblings; Karr’s father, perhaps 

denying the seriousness of the extent to which his daughters are emotionally neglected 

and endangered by a mentally ill and alcoholic mother: these ideas are suggested by the 

imagery. Also contained in this imagery is the idea of the damage to the young narrator, 

and her effort to interpret this. Karr analyzes the photograph: “What was on my mind 

was Mother vanishing up those steps to drink, taking herself Away. There’s no picture 

of that worry, of course. I can only guess it from the crease on my forehead” (112). 

Again, visual imagery, again here literally inscribed on her body, is what the memoirist 

works to decode. The narrative method is sophisticated: narrated incidents in a plot and 

a description of a photograph allow the insights of the narrator’s child and adult selves 

both to be included, and the reader has a sense of actually seeing evidence of the 

incident. Memoirist Karr tells of incidents in the past, and then relays to the reader the 

act of regarding that past. The reader and the narrator essentially regard this past 

together.  

 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson define narratology as “a semiotic encoding and 

a transaction between writer and readers,” and they believe that this is an understudied 
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perspective that should be applied to women’s autobiography (38). As Karr presents her 

child protagonist learning to read the signs and texts of her world, becoming 

enculturated, so we read this text as a series of meaningful signs that portray a world, a 

culture. One such image is read by both the girl protagonist and by the reader of The 

Liars’ Club. During the family’s trip to the Gulf, while walking along the shore, the 

narrator’s father “took a minute to flip over a baby stingray with his shoe so we could 

see its face. It had wide-spaced eyes and a little slit of a mouth like something you’d cut 

out of pie dough” (110). An image of dead young, the idea of seeing, and to what extent 

one is equipped to speak: these are the themes that are “flipped over” imagistically here 

for the young protagonist, the adult narrator, and the reader. The relationship is 

narratological as the adult memoirist creates meaning by connecting incidents that form 

a coherent story of her youth, and the reader witnesses the process and reads the signs 

and texts, many of which use visual imagery. 

 Domna C. Stanton examines Gilbert and Gubar’s discussion of “pictoral works 

in which fantasies about letters, hieroglyphs and calligraphies reveal a systematic effort 

to authorize the female signature” (viii). Powerfully, Karr presents her younger self 

encountering images of fragments of writing in the The Liars’ Club. This imagery 

signifies to the young protagonist that there exists a much bigger system of language 

and writing, one that she can only minimally interpret, of which she is getting only 

hints, and which certainly does not put her in a position of easily assumed authorship. 

Through this imagery Karr represents the narrator’s sense of barred access to traditions 

of languages and literatures. Describing a visit to the informal gathering of her father 

and his friends for drinking and storytelling, which one of their wives has derisively 
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labeled “The Liars’ Club,” Karr writes: “Over in the tank the minnows shiver in their 

black bodies like a whole school of commas facing us through the glass” (121). It is 

here as a child that the narrator develops her intense bond with storytelling and begins 

to consider its functions, as well as to consider the nature of gendered experience. Karr 

is allowed to attend when she is a child, but as she grows to adolescence, she will no 

longer be permitted this casual access to a gathering of adult men and their creativity. 

As this particular storytelling session is brought to an end by Karr’s father—the club’s 

de facto leader and best storyteller—Karr continues to use the motif of coded 

information to foreshadow the end of the young protagonist’s participation here: 

“Daddy taps a Camel on the tabletop for punctuation. Tap tap tap. Those taps are his 

way of saying, The End” (123). The girlchild cannot stay forever in this Liars’ Club, 

will not be allowed for much longer to listen to her father and his fellow union members 

exchange stories in the American Legion Hall or Fisher’s Bait Shop. Girlhood is here 

represented as a time temporarily free from the restrictions of adult womanhood. Karr 

will later narrate the sense of loss she experiences as her father distances himself from 

her. From the traditions of narrative inculcated in her at these informal storytelling 

meetings, the narrator cannot allow herself to be distanced.  

 Karr presents her younger self continuously trying to interpret the hints at 

greater meaning she perceives. Further imagery of these among the smallest units of 

writing, of punctuation, is used by Karr as she describes her mother’s reaction to her 

own mother, Karr’s grandmother: “All day, she doled out criticisms that set my mother 

to scurrying around with her face set so tight her mouth was a hyphen” (42). And later, 

Karr’s mother (her father is on duty as an oil field worker) has irrationally hesitated to 
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evacuate her mother and daughters when a major hurricane threatens their Texas town. 

It is a serious emergency by the time the family finally leaves, and then only at the 

insistence of the National Guard. Karr describes a frightening car trip, her mother at the 

wheel: “You could see by her eyes in the rearview that she wasn’t crying anymore. That 

had come to be a bad sign, the not crying. Her mouth had turned into a neat little 

hyphen” (88). The young protagonist perceives the danger she is in, but does not fully 

understand it: she has only partial messages about her situation. The young girl has little 

agency, but she is getting a sense of the issues she must eventually come to understand 

more fully: language, voice, connection, women’s cultural status and the barriers it 

presents. The protagonist works to interpret the glimpses of these matters she is given; 

the reader is invited to see these images as elusive but hinting at deeply significant 

issues.    

 Karr uses related images of systems of writing that are incomprehensible as she 

tells of her father helping her shop in preparation for college in Minnesota. Here it is 

Karr’s father who encounters unreadable text: “He was squinting down at a parka’s size 

tag while he spoke. It had Korean ideograms on it” (277). The life his daughter is about 

to enter, as a young woman in college and an aspiring writer, is one that will remain 

foreign to the proudly working class Pete Karr. Again Karr has used non-letter based 

writing that is impossible for the person who encounters it to read; again Karr has used 

such imagery to explore divisions between individuals, in this case stemming from 

class, gender, and generation.  

 Karr continues to use imagery of unclear visual messages as she explores her 

complex relationships with her grandmother and mother and their relationship to each 
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other. Karr describes a work by her mother, a painter, and her own reaction to it when 

she is seven years old:    

The portrait of Grandma wound up stiffer, more formal than her other 

work, which was wildly expressionistic…the face is totally devoid of 

feeling.  Maybe it was that blankness that I was trying to fix when I 

squinted orange paint onto a sable brush and dabbed at the mouth. 

Ultimately, though, I left an orange smudge in the middle of the 

painting’s face. Maybe I was trying to blot her out somehow, or shut her 

up. If you’d asked me, I would have said I was trying to brighten her 

lipstick. (60)  

Karr’s emotionally abusive grandmother is a source of much pain in her seven-year-old 

life. Through this imagery Karr has commented on voice, speaking, and authenticity, 

and she has given the reader an image of her younger self working to understand these 

in terms of both her grandmother and her mother’s portrait. Again a visual text, this 

time not a photograph but a painting, is analyzed by characters, narrator, and reader, as 

is the very act of analysis.  

 Using related imagery, Karr comments on how her nuclear family, with her 

artistic, free-spirited and colorful, but also seriously mentally ill, mother—Charlie Karr, 

married seven times—is seen by the conventional small Texas town in which they live: 

“We probably seemed as blurry to the rest of the neighborhood as bad TV” (44). Blurs, 

smudges, vanishings: the world is confounding, with levels of analysis, interpretation. 

In addition to painterly and photographic imagery, Karr has here used cinematic 

imagery, as she does elsewhere to present her childhood reality. As such, she has 
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referenced the media that have framed her understanding of storytelling, and of and her 

own life.   

 Dino Felluga considers how the narrative forms we are exposed to guide us to 

ways of ordering and understanding our experiences, writing that, 

[n]arratology examines the ways that narrative structures our perception 

of both cultural artifacts and the world around us. The study of narrative 

is particularly important since our ordering of time and space in narrative 

forms constitutes one of the primary ways we construct meaning in 

general…Given the prevalence and importance of narrative media in our 

lives (television, film, fiction), narratology is also a useful foundation to 

have before one begins analyzing popular culture.  

Karr references multiple means of narration to give form to her young life. Karr uses 

imagery from popular storytelling—as well as photographs and paintings, also sites of 

narratological analysis—through which she interprets incidents, connects them, and 

creates the narrative of her own childhood. As the story of Karr’s childhood presents 

many small moments of interpretation of the visuals she encounters, a number of core 

themes emerge in the memoir. Through these images the narrator’s distance from her 

mother, father, and grandmother, and her family’s alienation, even ostracization, from 

their community are explored. Karr suggests her younger self’s separation from the 

world of literature and letters—literally letters—as they are linked to her father and the 

traditions of male-dominated storytelling he represents. More broadly, the adult narrator 

presents the story of her childhood as a series of incidents she will need to analyze, 

interpret, evaluate—and then connect. More expansive than the individual messages the 
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young girl works to make sense of, her youth itself is a mystery she gives meaning to 

through narrative structure, as she recovers, considers, and ties together individual 

incidents of her girlhood.      

 Karr’s memoir opens in the middle of a significant incident in her life, truly in 

the middle of things, and the things are immensely intense. The reader is told of the 

powerful but incomplete memory that opens the memoir: “It took three decades for that 

instant to unfreeze. Neighbors and family helped me to turn that bright slide into a 

panorama” (3-4).  Karr again here uses imagery from the kinds of pictured stories we 

encounter in everyday life. Using these as reference points, she will be able to create the 

cohesive narrative of her youth. Here near the beginning of the memoir Karr explores 

deeply painful memories through the motif of indecipherable visuals that she will 

continue to use throughout the text:  

When the truth would be unbearable the mind often just blanks it out. 

But some ghost of an event may stay in your head. Then, like the smudge 

of a bad word quickly wiped off a school blackboard, this ghost can call 

undue attention to itself by its very vagueness. (9) 

 Karr here suggests that only through facing the most disturbing details can she 

form a narrative to give meaning to the intense experiences of her youth. As the memoir 

continues, Karr will explain the opening incident to the reader. Her mother has suffered 

a severe mental health crisis, burned many of her children’s possessions, and 

hallucinated that she has killed her children. Karr and her sister are separated from their 

mother and live with neighbors when their mother is temporarily hospitalized. Karr’s 

memoir of childhood presents her younger self working to interpret meaning on small 
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as well as larger levels, to interpret individual visual images as well as to piece together 

the larger story of her youth. 

 In The Liars’ Club Mary Karr focuses on the developing consciousness of her 

younger self, and the reader shares the narrator’s efforts to interpret the world through 

imagery of braille, fragments of writing, smudges, indecipherable ideograms, coded 

sounds, re-constructing incidents. Feminist literary critics Gilbert and Gubar have 

analyzed the motif of non-alphabetic messages, through which women writers of the 

last two centuries have explored their marginalized status. Using an approach that is 

linguistic and psychoanalytical, Julia Kristeva has theorized the function of related 

imagery to possess critical potential in resisting normalization, contesting hierarchies, 

and creating individual expressions. For Kristeva, “the semiotic is a pre-linguistic level 

that exists prior to or ‘beneath’ the logical and grammatical structures of the symbolic”  

(“Semiotic” 348). And this pre-linguistic realm is resistive, as “the semiotic represents a 

challenge to the name-of-the-father and remains in contact with the material and female 

element” (“Semiotic” 348). In representing girls learning to read the signs that create a 

culture, the memoirists have shown their younger selves at this pre-verbal level coming 

to understand their disenfranchised positions. Kristeva explains in an interview that one 

of her areas of interest is   “the other side of language which is filtered inevitably by 

language and yet is not language” (O’Grady 9). Kristeva continues that she has 

considered this level of communication from various perspectives and used different 

labels to discuss it, including this one, which she contrasts to elements of meaning with 

real-world referents: “I have called it the semiotic in relation to the symbolic. But it is 

the doubling of language [la langue] that seems, at the moment, to be of more interest to 
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women than to men” (O’Grady 9). Thus this disruptive and subject-producing realm of 

communication can be meaningfully used in feminist interpretations.    

 Through such imagery of non-alphabetic—indeed pre-linguistic—

communication, Mary Karr shows her childhood self making sense of the culture that 

surrounds her. Significantly, much of this imagery has suggested the ideas of voice, 

authentic seeing, and gendered experience. These are the ideas the young girl must 

come to fully understand in The Liars’ Club. Allison and Moss use similar patterns of 

imagery as they demonstrate their younger selves experiencing meaning at this pre-

linguistic level.  

 As does Mary Karr in her memoir of girlhood, Dorothy Allison in Two or Three 

Things I Know for Sure presents a younger self coming to understanding of her world 

through interpreting mainly visual imagery. Allison’s young protagonist also comes to 

knowledge of her own and her family’s situatedness through visuals, and, as does Karr, 

Allison represents her younger self working to decipher photographs. Even more 

directly than does Karr in The Liars’ Club, Allison involves the reader in this active 

interpretation, for Two or Three Things I Know for Sure includes twenty-five 

photographs interspersed with the text. (In addition to describing photographs and other 

visual texts, Karr includes three photographs in The Liars’ Club of the major players in 

the memoir: one of her mother, one of her father, and one of her sister and herself.)  

 As Gilbert and Gubar demonstrate that women writers frequently use 

“pictographs” (39), non-letter based coded messages, as a pattern of imagery, they also 

explain that “female artists and craftswomen—many of them, significantly, now 

nameless—have drawn upon specifically female arts to illustrate the significance of the 
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female autograph as a work of art” (32 ). They explain that some artists have used the 

“conventions of the sampler,” with one folk artist using a “family picture album” motif 

for her needlework (32). Female artists have explored and expressed their identity and 

authorship through these forms, they argue. Although Gilbert and Gubar are specifically 

discussing visual and needle art here, Allison reflects a similar use of materials to 

express and create identity in her memoir. Allison has given the reader a visual message 

of photographs, labeled in the back of the book, to decode in context with her writing: 

these words and pictures combine to create a text. Allison has also framed the text in a 

folk-art/craft construction, presenting the reader with a “family picture album,” 

innocent, ordinary in surface appearance, yet masking the most serious of comments on 

a life and family history of almost un-survivable abuse and of deep poverty. One of 

Gilbert and Gubar’s points in “Ceremonies of the Alphabet” is that women artists have 

chosen to “evade” the restrictions of an alphabet, even as they have also embedded their 

signatures in non-written forms (34). In Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Allison 

stretches the confines of text to make her points, and in so doing explores constructions 

of reading, alternative “readings,” and coding. Allison explores how these themes are 

related to the attempt to construct a family history and through this to build an identity 

of self.    

 One of the incidents in Two or Three Things I Know for Sure explores using text 

and photographs as a means of creating a narrative. Allison relates her experience in 

elementary school when a teacher, naively new to Greenville, South Carolina, assigns 

Allison and the other children the project of drawing and labeling a family tree with 

photographs. The teacher thinks the children can get this information from the back of 
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their family Bibles, and the young Dorothy is eager to complete the project. But a 

simple textual approach fails the child: these families have no Bibles with family 

records.  The protagonist asks, “Well, I need to make lists. I need people’s names. 

Where’s our family Bible?” (10).  The child’s hardened aunt and mother scoff at the 

idea of such a project. In their region siblings have different fathers; parents are not or 

do not remain married, explain the worldly relatives. “Girl, you getting too big to ask 

silly questions” (10), her Aunt Dot answers, warning the protagonist that such questions 

are “dangerous,” the stuff of childhood (10). If Allison could not construct such a 

project as a child, that is what she has done in Two or Three Things I Know for Sure. 

The photographs and text do connect into an understandable if challenging and 

incomplete family tree. And what they reveal is the harshness of the lives the women in 

her family have consistently lived.         

 One of the work’s themes is that it is difficult yet vital to construct a self through 

such generational connections. “Two or three things I know for sure, and one of them is 

just this—if we cannot name our own we are cut off at the root, our hold on our lives as 

fragile as seed in the wind” (12). “Naming our own” will involve the telling of difficult 

truths. And in fact the taboo against this is strong. Timothy Dow Adams discusses 

Allison’s memoir, explaining that “telling or tattling on someone was as strong of a 

taboo in her family's mind as the original indiscretion” (86). Making family connections 

in this way would manifest the amount of suffering the women in the family have 

experienced, and these restrictions are articulated by the narrator’s mother as “‘There’s 

no need to count the dead. …Put down what you know. You don’t have to put down 

everybody.’ ‘But you’re supposed to’” (11). The fourth grade Allison will insist on 
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coming to know these truths, and of speaking them. The adult women have been 

inculcated against this. It is the child’s voice that urges this knowledge and articulation. 

In fact it will take years to tell the truths of Allison’s life in novel and memoir: and this 

truth telling will involve a return to a focus on childhood.         

 In Two or Three Things I Know for Sure Allison focuses on her mother’s youth, 

her own childhood, and briefly on her niece’s youth. In the memoir Allison also 

mentions older women relatives, aunts, and her grandmother. Pictures of young, 

hopeful, lively women are juxtaposed with photographs of women who appear 

exhausted, worn down, and damaged. Allison has given the reader actual photographs, 

but she also describes to the reader a prototypical photograph at the scene of a disaster: 

“My family? The women in my family?... We are the ones in the background with our 

mouths open, in print dresses or drawstring pants and collarless smocks, ugly and old 

and exhausted. Solid, stolid, wide-hipped baby machines” (33). And in fact the 

photograph on the same page as this text shows actual family members who look 

somewhat like this description.    

 The adult narrator writes of the box of photographs her mother has: “Mama’s 

box was full of stories—ongoing tragedies, great novels, secrets and mysteries and 

longings no one would ever know” (17). And although it is a major theme of the work 

that “[t]he story becomes the thing needed” (3), coming to that story is hugely 

challenging. When the narrator asks her mother to fill in some blanks about the hints of 

tragedies she has heard relating to relatives in the photographs, her mother denies that 

these women have met with harsh fates: “‘Nothing happened to them,’ she said. 

‘Nothing at all’” (19). But the narrator comments on the abuse the women in her family 
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have in fact suffered and the decisions they have made: “None of them had ever 

intended to lose their lives or their children’s lives, to be trapped by those hard 

compromises and ground down until they no longer knew who they were, what they had 

first intended.  But it happened. It happened over and over again” (5). 

 Such adult denial of abuse is central to this work as well as to Allison’s 1992 

autobiographical novel Bastard Out of Carolina, in which the young 

protagonist/narrator is called Bone. The narrator’s mother’s denial of the sexual abuse 

her daughter suffers from her step-father is a major theme explored in both works. In 

the novel Bone’s mother lives in denial, does not intervene to protect her daughter. And 

the narrator’s mother in the memoir would prefer to remain in active denial of hard 

truths: “Mama would touch the pictures tentatively, as if her memories were more real 

than the images, as if she did not want to look too hard at the reality of all those people 

lost and gone” (19). The visuals in the text force this look at reality—for the narrator 

and reader. The visuals of the text are the photograph and the recurring title phrase, 

which appears italicized and with different endings throughout. The recurring text 

referencing the title is thus a kind of artifact also, almost like stitching on a sampler: 

“Two or three things I know for sure, and one of them is that change when it comes 

cracks everything open” (48). “Two or three things I know for sure and one of them is 

that telling the story all the way through is an act of love” (90). Allison has made the 

story of her life seemingly from “scraps:” incidents she remembers, a few photographs 

she found, sentences of generalized truths. Allison has explored such creation and the 

insight it brings through imagery of crafting, like the creations of the women artists 

Gilbert and Gubar discuss. 
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 If the book as object and as text is “stitched” together, the recurring phrase 

provides a kind of seam. The adult Allison looks directly at imagery of sewing in the 

memoir when she recounts her mother’s death, saying that among the few keepsakes 

she has of her mother is a sewing bag with needles and thread into which she put her 

mother’s wedding ring. She loses these simple but longed for items soon after her 

mother’s death, expressing that, 

the sewing bag was the only thing Mama had owned that I really wanted. 

Then I remembered the pictures. For two decades, every time I visited, I 

shuffled through those picture—scores of ancient snapshots stuffed in a 

box in the end table in Mama’s living room.  Each time I pulled them out 

and asked Mama to go through them with me. (17) 

 She does not have the tools to sufficiently stitch things together, nor the full 

understanding to make sense of the fragmented pictures, but Allison’s imagery suggests 

that this is the memoirist’s challenge. A non-alphabetic, pictorial text to read, a visual 

text, with photographs, is in part what Allison has given the reader. And the italicized 

sentence that re-appears with a different ending emphasizes the fragmentary crafting of 

the work. Allison has “lost” materials she needs to stitch this work fully together, but, 

like craftswomen always, she can piece together from these remnants, these scraps, an 

expressive quilting. Allison makes no pretense of Two or Three Things I Know for Sure 

as a complete life narrative. The work’s format and presentation stress it as 

fragmentary, in fact. The work requires an act of shuffling on the part of the reader, 

with the repeating phrase as a guide to meaning.  
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 Dorothy Allison has portrayed that coming to authentic understanding of her 

world required her younger self to resist the inauthenticity of those who have lost some 

of their girlhood insight. Allison insists on a reckoning, on “counting” the dead. And 

imagery of simple counting is also used by Moss and Karr to portray the girl 

protagonists’ attempts to sum up their realities, to construct narratives, and to give their 

lives form, meaning. 

 In Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Allison suggests that a return to the 

reasoning of childhood is a way to find order and meaning. Allison relays an incident of 

a time when as adults she and her sister rush through an airport trying to get to their 

mother, who is near death. Discombobulated by this impeding loss, the sisters cannot 

find their car, and they search through the parking garage frantically. Earlier, Allison 

had suggested that color was a way she perceived her world as a child and came to an 

understanding of her complex feelings toward it. She describes her childhood reactions 

to Greenville, South Carolina: “It is the country of my dreams and the country of 

nightmares: a pure pink and blue sky, red dirt, white clay, and all that endless green” (6-

7). Applying this childhood sight and insight, the adult sisters come to make sense of 

their positioning when they  “finally recognized the half finished color coding” (13) and 

thus find their car, their way. This return to childhood perception has provided agency. 

Here the memoirist has suggested that the return to pre-verbal reasoning is a way to 

situate one’s self and to find order and meaning.   

 Dorothy Allison has shown her younger self deeply motivated to make 

connections between lives she has only hints of: she asks for names, for explanations of 

family photographs and of family stories that are difficult for her to interpret, which she 
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can only partially understand. As Allison works to make generational connections, she 

comes to reckon patterns in the lives of the women in her family. And this authentic 

vision and re-vision is linked to the authentic insights of childhood, as Girls’ Studies 

scholars have theorized.  

 In her memoir Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter, Barbara Robinette Moss also 

presents a childhood self seeing images that confuse her, but which she senses are vital 

for her to interpret. “I didn’t understand the meaning of the chalkboard or the rope” 

writes Moss as she describes an incident in which her abusive father attempts to 

“correct” her left-handedness (23). And her interaction with her father continues: “‘It’s 

time for you to learn the correct way to write,’ Dad said as he tied the cord snuggly, 

tugging at it to check for security, as if I were a prisoner who might try to escape” (23). 

“‘I’m gonna write your name for you,’ Dad said, picking up another piece of broken 

chalk, ‘and you copy it, using your right hand’” (24). Considering Gilbert and Gubar’s 

emphasis on the female signature as it “authorizes” women’s work, the comment is 

significant. The six-year-old protagonist works to understand her potential for creativity 

and the restrictions upon it: the chalkboard and the rope.  

 But the child cannot conform to proscribed limitations on expression that her 

own patriarch attempts to enforce. The effort to use her right hand and write “correctly” 

suggests how traditional forms of literature were not constructed to tell of women’s and 

girls’ authentic experiences. This effort stifles the young protagonist of Moss’s memoir: 

“My head buzzed. I thought I’d never be able to think straight again. By the time we 

finished the first lesson, white specks floated in my eyes, swimming around inside my 

eyes like tadpoles in a creek” (24). This imagery is similar to Karr’s use of comma-like 
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fish, both of which confuse, but move the girls towards an understanding of the role 

authentic expression will play in their lives as well as the patriarchal restrictions on such 

expression. Moss explores her girlhood self’s negotiated response to these confounding 

restrictions: 

We had been given coloring pages in first grade and I had kept the one of 

the sailboat. I colored the boat blue with a yellow sail; and, as part of the 

secret I shared with my mother, I traced my left hand in red onto the 

sail—holding the crayon in my right hand. I smiled when I gave her the 

drawing. She taped it on the refrigerator door for Dad to see; it flapped 

like a kite every time the door opened and closed. (31- 32)  

Here is an encoded message that the young protagonist and her mother—and the 

reader—can interpret, but to which the narrator’s father is oblivious. The young girl has 

deciphered understanding: her creativity will have to be in defiance of the restrictions, 

even the brutality, which would work to suppress it. Moss has used a non-alphabetic 

form to encode her own message about the unrestricted way of creating she will use. 

And the left hand, Moss’s expressive, authentic way to create, serving as a sail is a 

greatly optimistic and resistive image. 

 Moss further describes her father’s attempt to control her learning and 

expression: “He wrote my name on the chalkboard, using all capital letters. Mother and 

Alice had already taught me how to write my name with big and little letters, how to 

count to ten and the colors of the rainbow” (24). This imagery suggests that Moss’s 

abusive father attempts to subvert the more sustaining knowledge her mother and older 

sister have begun to teach her. Moss will use this imagery to explore how her first-grade 
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self begins to construct knowledge about the world and its restrictions. Letters, numbers 

and colors provide a pattern of imagery in the opening chapter of Change Me into 

Zeus’s Daughter. It is what her mother and older sister have taught her that the young 

girl will use to decipher the world. Moss uses imagery of counting, color, and reading to 

portray her childhood self beginning to order her world, to untangle difficult moments, 

difficult truths.    

 As this pattern of imagery pervades the opening chapter of the memoir, Moss 

powerfully portrays the consciousness of childhood. Set in rural Eastaboga, Alabama, in 

1962, in the compelling opening scene of the memoir, Moss’s mother and her seven 

children have not eaten for days. Abandoned by her husband who has not sent the 

money she needs to feed their children, Moss’s mother makes an extreme decision: she 

will wash as well as possible the pesticide-treated corn and beans meant to be used as 

seed for a new crop, and she tells her older children to observe her after she eats a 

portion. “When this hand reaches the three, if I’m not sick, you can eat” (30). Moss 

writes, in the first paragraph of the memoir “We, her seven children, sat around the 

table watching for signs of death, our eyes leaving her only long enough to glance at the 

clock to see how far the hands had moved. Would she turn blue, like my oldest sister, 

Alice, said?” (17). Before she eats the food that might kill her but that she hopes will 

save her children, Moss’s mother “wrote on the brown paper: letters and numbers. First-

grade letters and numbers that even I could read” (29). This is the phone number and 

address of an aunt, whom the children are to call for help if their mother dies. The 

letters, numbers, and colors that her mother has begun to teach her provide the 
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protagonist with the tools she needs to understand and survive in this world so 

threatening that women’s and children’s very lives are in jeopardy.  

 Later, when the clock has shown the food to be safe, Moss narrates:   

We ate. We laughed. We kicked one another under the table, told on 

each other, lined the bright yellow kernels of corn in rows, spelled our 

names with them. We counted the corn kernels as we put them on our 

tongues and, because we liked corn better, we devoured them all before 

starting on the beans. Then we ate the sweet white navy beans, spearing 

a bean onto each tine of the fork like little shoes, licking the bean juice 

from our saucers, chins dripping. (31) 

The images are powerful, with the siblings spelling their names with the potentially 

poisoned food, counting the seeds, reckoning this poverty through a child’s cognition. 

Roy Hoffman considers the incident referenced in the title Change Me into Zeus’s 

Daughter in which the child narrator wishes on a star.  Hoffman writes that the memoir 

presents “the image of a damaged little girl looking up to the sky, trying to make sense 

of a world turned to shambles by the big folks” (35). Hoffman cannot understand this 

himself, speculating that the family could have worked, or borrowed, or gotten 

governmental assistance. “The questions become more urgent with every passing 

chapter: Why is this family so destitute? Why are this young girl’s basic needs so 

resolutely ignored?” (35). An adult, contemporary critic is baffled by the extent of the 

family’s impoverishment, yet the children who live the experience must come to 

understand it and negotiate agency within it. And with what access to understanding 

Moss and her siblings have, they come to awareness of the threats against them in their 
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impoverished childhood. The children negotiate survival, even developing senses of 

self, of identity, through their childhood reasoning: spelling their names with the kernels 

of potentially poisoned corn, coming to understanding through the tools available to 

them.  

 Another incident in Moss’s memoir stresses the losses her family experiences, 

again explained through imagery that reflects the consciousness of childhood. The 

young narrator learns that her mother had lost a baby, described by her older sister as a 

“blue baby” (25), a colloquialism for oxygen deprivation. The child narrator considers 

the death of her baby sister: “A sky-blue baby to hold, to play with, to show off. We 

would surely have had the only sky-blue baby had she lived” (25). The simple elements 

of her childhood cognition will give the narrator’s younger self a way to begin 

organizing the world, and even to see a kind of beauty within her hard reality. The 

young child’s mind negotiates agency: meaning, even love, even in these harsh 

circumstances. But as an adult, Moss will add to this knowledge. Moss as a child 

believed that her father, drunk, had buried the “blue baby,” and forgotten where, to 

Moss’s mother’s great pain. Later in the memoir she will reveal to the reader her 

uncovering of an even harsher truth: the grief and depression her mother suffered were 

because Moss’s father had “sold” the child in an illegal adoption. And yet even with the 

threats she and her siblings face as children, Moss explores her younger self’s 

embracing of possibility: “I wanted to feel the kernels of sweet yellow corn slide against 

my teeth” (17). These patterns of thinking that children use allow Moss’s narrator to 

begin constructing meaning, and to resist.   
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 When the narrator of Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter is eight years old, and 

the family moves to Birmingham to an aunt’s house, the children learn that they can 

find discarded soda bottles and redeem them for colas. The owner of the business, 

suspicious that the children on occasion shortchange him of a bottle (they do), order the 

children to “[c]ount ‘em” (53). Counting is used as a pattern of imagery throughout the 

work, as the children count time, themselves, money: and Moss realizes that “[i]t took a 

lot of effort to turn a penny into a dime” (57) and “we counted—as fast as we could” 

(53-54). This will be a way that the child narrator and her siblings literally come to 

cipher themselves, their positioning in the world, and a way to agency. It is their class 

status as children in poverty and the difficulty but possibility of changing this status that 

they are exploring.  Numbers again serve the narrator as she considers one of her young 

cousins and works to situate him in relation to other children in their families: “George 

was the same age as Willie, seven—ten years younger than David Junior—and had had 

polio as a baby” (55). Here the memoirist presents the harshness of their world, yet she 

also stresses the potential for love and connection: “Aunt Janet called him Sweatpea” 

(55).              

 The narrator uses this motif of counting as a way to order a chaotic world again 

as she describes the family’s life in Birmingham, Alabama, where their father in a 

drunken rage frequently awakens the family in the middle of the night and insists that 

they do chores. Moss narrates,  

The people across the street and down the block wouldn’t speak to us at 

all—except to tell us to get out of their yards. I stared into the indigo 

night counting the stars in time with the sound of David whacking at the 
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weeds, as if I were knocking the stars from the sky with each blow, 

bringing the long night to an end. It was the middle of summer but I 

shivered; the beam of light danced in the darkness. (105) 

As does Karr in her memoir, Moss presents a child narrator coming to understanding of 

the isolation her family is experiencing. As in Allison’s memoir, much of what Moss’s 

younger self comes to understand is related to the intersection of class and gender. And 

if her reasoning reflects the pre-verbal realm, it is also connected to primal imagery of 

the rhythms of the body as theorized by Kristeva in Revolution in Poetic Language. 

 Moss also represents her younger self developing skills and understanding in the 

highly verbal and literary realms of communication. An older couple owns the local dry 

cleaner and redeems the bottles Moss and her siblings are so eager to trade for money, 

and the wife, Mrs. Murphy, is the elementary school English teacher. Ostensibly trying 

to help the children with lessons as they turn in the bottles, in fact the teacher somewhat 

taunts the children, forcing them to perform. And yet this woman does impart 

knowledge to the children: 

‘How do you spell deposit?’ she asked, pushing her glasses up on her 

nose with her index finger. ‘Spell Birmingham.’ At first we groaned, but 

after the first few times she gave us words that were worthy to spell: 

devious, powwow, zombie, albino, bloodthirsty, angelic, witchcraft, 

diabolical. And she gave us the meanings, sometimes in a story that 

lasted longer than our Coke. (54)  

Region, race, relationships of power, creative expression, ways to negotiate agency:  

such concepts are contained in these words, as is a wealth of imagery for creative 
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storytelling. This is an imperfect, even a humiliating, way to learn of narrative, of 

storytelling, but the child at the center of the memoir can make do.      

 All three memoirists have portrayed their younger selves struggling to interpret 

a world through visual and other imagery. Each memoirist uses imagery separate from 

adult realms of languages and literatures, and such imagery suggests their younger 

selves’ authentic—indeed primal—understanding as well as their desire to connect to 

more complete and privileged means of communications. All three memoirists present 

younger selves beginning to understand constructions of class, of gender, and of 

particular forms of abuse related to these. Focusing on her nine-year-old self and the 

compulsive behavior she temporarily engages in, Karr uses imagery of counting, as do 

Allison and Moss. Karr writes of the act of deciphering and the hugely empowering 

knowledge that could result: “I counted anything at all—steps to the refrigerator, 

seconds on the clock, words in a sentence—to keep my head occupied. The counting 

felt like something to hang on to, as if finding the right numbers might somehow crack 

the code on whatever system ran the slippery universe we were moving through” (231). 

The girls at the centers of Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and 

Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter begin working for simple, literal comprehension, but 

they move beyond this surface interpretation to deepening understanding. 

GirlSpeak—Developing Voice and Constructing Meaning  

 The girls at the center of these memoirs grapple with some of the largest 

philosophical and religious questions. As the child narrator of each memoir works to 

interpret the world, she is portrayed developing an authentic voice. It is through this 

voice that each memoirist articulates her intense childhood experience. And it is 
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through this voice that each memoirist portrays her developing consciousness, as the 

young girl at the center of each work seeks first simple understanding, and next 

knowledge, but ultimately wisdom as she constructs more complex meanings. The style 

of each of these memoirs of girlhood —essentially the voice of the persona of a younger 

self—reflects this developing awareness.  

 A balance of cynicism and sensitivity is the hallmark of Mary Karr’s style in 

The Liars’ Club. Not a binary, not a polarity, not even mainly a juxtaposition intended 

to emphasize a sharp contradiction, but rather in tandem the toughness and the 

vulnerability are presented as fundamental components of Karr’s childhood self and the 

voice the memoirist uses to describe her experience of girlhood. Deeply expressive and 

also humorous, the style communicates the inner life of a young girl with energy, 

intelligence, and yet full acknowledgement of pain.       

 Karr’s childhood self emerges as pugnacious, one who fights with neighborhood 

children, and she describes a bloody nose that stains her new, six-year-old’s yellow 

sunsuit. She is also a child who will swear at adult neighbors and even shoots from a 

tree with a BB gun at a judgmental neighbor family. Karr writes that she and her sister 

“behaved like savages at any opportunity” (40). And yet Karr’s narrator is also a child 

with the greatest sensitivity. Karr reports that as a seven-year-old she would eat oysters 

“only in pairs, so none would feel lonely in my stomach” (58). Interesting, this is 

recounted to the narrator by her sister, who has been a source of companionship and 

support through much of her youth: the sisters would have been deeply lonely if not for 

each other. Karr’s developing voice that insists on its uncompromising strength also 

consistently demonstrates sensitivity and discernment. Karr narrates, through this voice 
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of her childhood, “[t]hough I was a world-famous crybaby, I refused to cry during 

spankings. … ‘Go on and hit me then, if it makes you feel like a man to beat on a little 

girl like me’” she tells her father (45). (Karr’s father is in fact though much more a 

source of solace than of abuse in the work: it is other characters who offer real threats to 

her emotional and physical well being.) Karr’s swift moving style conveys the 

unconquerable energy of her little girl self: “if I wet my underpants playing, back then, I 

just stepped out of them and kept running” (25). Karr writes of her scrappiness, but she 

also writes with great tenderness of the eccentric life the family lived before their 

grandmother became ill and moved in, when the family put on their pajamas whenever 

(day or night) they got home, and ate dinner sitting on the master bed back to back, 

living in very unconventional yet deeply connected ways. Karr’s voicing of her 

childhood experience presents a world in which there is much to fight against, including 

self righteousness and judgments against herself, her family, and others: these are the 

issues that cause the young girl to behave bravely, even combatively, as she works to 

create meaning.   

 Karr uses the vernacular to bring her East Texas region to life: “Mother hired a 

black woman named Mae Brown to wash and iron the tablecloth and napkins when they 

got greased up” (43). The reader might be reminded of Mark Twain, who of course uses 

the vernacular in such works as The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to satirize the 

hypocrisy of the upper classes who will not stoop to use such dialect, but who also 

cannot communicate as honestly, expressively, and intelligently as those who do speak 

so authentically. Does Karr perhaps reference Twain? Discussing a time when she had 

considered running away from home, she writes, “if I had lit out” (37). And the title of 
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the third volume of Karr’s memoir, Lit, published in 2009, perhaps also in part 

references the famous concept at the end of Huckleberry Finn of lighting out for the 

Territory. Karr’s grandmother’s attempts to civilize the family by getting them to wear 

clothes (even shoes) in the house and eat at a table might also remind the reader of 

Twain’s major themes of hypocrisy and of the confining nature of the forces of so-

called civilization.  

 In fact the voice of Karr’s child narrator points out hypocrisy and searches for 

authenticity continuously. The narrator relays an incident in which her mother tells a 

neighbor that she could “see evil in the crotch of a tree” when the neighbor tells her 

mother that she is “going to hell for drinking beer and breast-feeding me on the front 

porch” (41), and the narrator suggests that the reader should prefer Karr’s mother’s 

more authentic attitudes. Karr also narrates through a discerning voice as she comments 

on a time when her father and his Liars’ Club friends build an extra bedroom on the 

house to accommodate the family’s grandmother. The narrator observes the hard work 

of the men, and respects it, writing that, when they take their well-earned breaks, 

“eating takes on a kind of holiness” (57). The narrator contrasts this with the organized 

religious events she has experienced:  

Before that summer, I had many times heard long-winded Baptist 

preachers take ten minutes to pray over card tables of potato salad and 

fried chicken at church picnics, but the way those sweating, red-faced 

men sat around on stacked pallets of lumber gulping oysters taught me 

most of what I know about simple gladness. (58)  
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The young girl has identified “something redeeming that moved between the men,” 

although this is beneath the surface level on which they continuously complain and 

mock each other (58). As the child narrator continues to make meaning of what she 

observes and experiences, she will grapple with some of the biggest questions. How do 

organized religions account for the pain of this world? How can she find meaning? Why 

is there suffering in the world? 

 The child narrator rejects one answer to this last question. When a self-

righteously religious neighbor child says that the suffering a nearby town experienced 

from a hurricane was the result of divine judgment, the narrator  rejects this answer, 

yelling at the other child that “her Jesus was a mewling dipshit” (105). How can she 

make sense of her grandmother’s suffering and death, of the generalized suffering of an 

old man and of an abused child that she observes? Karr explores these themes, which 

are of course among the great questions posed by philosophers and religions, directly: 

It isn’t even the toddler you once passed in a yard behind a chain-link 

fence, tethered to a closeline like a dog in the midday heat. Those are 

only rumors of suffering. Real suffering has a face and a smell. It lasts in 

its most intense form no matter what you drape over it. And it knows 

your name. (49)    

 In The Liars’ Club Mary Karr portrays herself as a girl moving from confusion 

in a baffling world to her highly individual responses. Karr portrays this coming of age 

intensely, by presenting it through the consciousness of her younger self. Karr moves to 

her deeply considered insights, in part by parsing that which she sees and experiences, 
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large and small. As such The Liars’ Club has theorized knowledge, and how we come 

to it.    

 From the very beginning, from the title of Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, 

Dorothy Allison also considers epistemology. What are the things she knows? How 

does she know them? Why this vagueness, this uncertainty, as we search for meaning? 

In this memoir Allison claims the right to tell the truths so difficult that she must work 

to collect them, to be more certain of them. Allison introduces the title phrase of the 

work, thought of by the narrator’s namesake:    

Aunt Dot was the one who said it. She said, ‘Lord, girl, there’s only two 

or three things I know for sure.’ She put her head back, grinned, and 

made a small impatient noise. Her eyes glittered as bright as sun 

reflecting off the scales of a cottonmouth’s back. She spat once and 

shrugged. ‘Only two or three things. That’s right,’ she said. ‘Of course 

it’s never the same things, and I’m never as sure as I’d like to be.’ (5) 

 Allison here points out the fluid nature of truth, as well as the importance of 

speaking as part of the process of discerning meaning. If our ability to create knowledge 

is limited, Dorothy Allison has focused on the speech act of telling truth, and her style 

reflects this emphasis. Allison is well known for her psychologically honest, even 

shocking, even vulgar style. In Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Allison insists on 

the urgency of speaking truth, even the harshest ones, even those truths that it will take 

the greatest courage to face and to articulate to others. This is at the core of her memoir, 

a major element of which is articulating the sexual abuse the narrator experiences from 

the age of five until she is old enough (and physically strong enough) as a teenager to 
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effectively fight back against her step-father. Allison discusses the difficulty of 

speaking honestly of her childhood experience of abuse:              

For years, every time I said it, said ‘rape’ and ‘child’ in the same terrible 

sentence, I would feel the muscles of my back and neck pull as taught as 

the string of a kite straining against the wind. That wind would blow and 

I would resist, then suddenly feel myself loosed to fall or flee. I started 

saying those words to get to that release, that feeling of letting go, of 

setting loose both the hatred and the fear. The need to tell my story was 

terrible and persistent, and I needed to say it bluntly and cruelly, to use 

those words, those awful tearing words. (42)         

Allison looks with great honesty at her childhood, insisting on a frank representation of 

the trauma she suffered and unflinching in her communication of it. Again, there is no 

debate here between girls as either at risk or able to develop agency: this girl’s 

experience is defined by both. Deeply at risk, she has no choice but to develop the 

agency of claiming her experience. Dorothy Allison is compelled to do so.    

 In addition to its bold honesty and its insistence on the importance of the 

speaking of one’s experience, Allison’s style in her memoir references the rhythm of 

working-class roots, and this vernacular is used with pride. Allison, driven to speak of 

her experiences, developed a style that is insistent that the roughness of her experiences 

not be glossed over. Allison writes, harshly yet lyrically, describing the place of her 

childhood: 

Where I was born—Greenville, South Carolina—smelled like nowhere 

else I’ve ever been. Cut wet grass, split green apples, baby shit and beer 
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bottles, cheap makeup ad motor oil. Everything was ripe, everything was 

rotting….The country was beautiful, I swear to you, the most beautiful 

place I’ve ever been. Beautiful and terrible. (6-7) 

For Allison, complex truths live side by side: she can love and hate this place that has so 

impacted her youth and her life. She can be deeply damaged by her experiences, but 

also she has healed. She has thrived. The style—the voice—at the heart of the memoir 

articulates this perfectly. To survive, the memoirist must see her experiences clearly, 

must articulate them fully. Nothing else will do. And as she comes to understand and 

articulate her own experience, Allison broadens her interpretation. She sees her life as 

part of a pattern, as she considers the lives of her mother, aunts, herself, her sister, her 

friends, her niece. The abuse Allison has experienced is part of a pattern of abuse 

women have suffered, and denied. Speaking of this abuse is the vital first step in 

changing the pattern, Allison suggests. These are the broader insights Allison works to 

achieve, which her style, both rooted in her background and able to honestly portray it, 

reflects.    

 Barbara Robinette Moss’s style in Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter is also 

distinctive in using apparently contradictory elements that effectively convey the 

complexities of her internal life as a child. Moss’s style is realistic, seemingly simple, 

almost flattened, and yet her sentences ultimately reach for the sublime. This is the style 

that yields to the reader the consciousness of the young narrator. It is through this voice 

that Moss has articulated her experience of coming of age and to understanding of 

herself, of her positioning in the world, and of her developing agency within it, but 

ultimately even further to her transcendence of this world. When the family’s rickety 
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house is threatened by a tornado, Moss relays the incident: “Panic rose in my chest as I 

stared at the sky. A black thin funnel with swirling clouds and streaks of rain bounced 

toward us with incredible speed, moaning as it came. The dogs howled in unison with 

the tornado” (164). This terrible event threatens the home and lives of the family. Yet 

the experience is transformed in the narrator’s consciousness as she experiences it. 

Moss observes her younger brother during this event:  

Willie sat down and laced his fingers into the porch boards as if he were 

riding a sled, his dark curls pulled by the draw. He lifted his face to the 

wind, closed his eyes, and smiled. I realized I was smiling too; the initial 

fear of the tornado had been replaced by gleeful fascination. We were 

charmed. The twister danced and swayed enchantingly, holding us 

immobilized. But we, as a group, seemed to have our own power and we 

stood counterbalanced, offsetting the force of the wind. (164-165)   

Continuously, Moss’s agency will be in seeing a transcendent beauty in the harshest of 

circumstances. The chickens the family raises will be lost during the tornado, and yet 

she can see a strange loveliness in the occurrence: “Yellow beaks and legs flashed like 

sparklers against the blue-black sky” (165). The narrator’s little cousin has had polio, 

but he is tenderly loved, and fully accepted, and his beauty fully observed. Her family is 

violently evicted from their home in Birmingham and is forced to move to the deep 

country, to a shack without running water in Kimberly, Alabama. But Moss’s childhood 

narrator sees beyond the experience: “Looking away from the house, it was the most 

beautiful place I’d ever seen. I breathed in the sweet fragrance of mimosa blossoms and 
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kept my head turned away from the faint stink of the outhouse” (135). And yet the 

memoir is not the least bit sentimental or simplistic.   

 An aspect of Moss’s agency is also her deep, sustaining bonds with her siblings: 

it is together that they have survived near starvation, an abusive father, eviction, a 

tornado. And yet it is also Moss’s individual response of looking beyond these most 

immediate circumstances that in large part sustains her. Moss’s exploration of 

transcendence rejects a sense of permanence, of place, for the hint of hope beyond her 

most immediate circumstances. And yet the narrator also sees and comments on the 

loveliness of this place of her childhood—as Moss remarks on the fragrance of the 

mimosa, on the beauty just beyond where her family resides.           

 Moss again reaches from the horrible to the transcendent during the family’s 

first night in Kimberly. There looking at the night sky and Venus, the narrator asks for a 

transformation of reality, “Change me into Zeus’s daughter” (136). The young girl’s 

knowledge is highly incomplete. She is grappling with coming to understanding in the 

most challenging of circumstances. She has even gotten her mythology wrong, thinking 

the Roman Venus the daughter of the Greek Zeus as she wishes on the night, but in her 

child way, she is making meaning of her reality, using what information she does have 

to cobble together a plan for transformation.   

 Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and Change Me into 

Zeus’s Daughter give great dignity to the inner lives of their girlhood selves by creating 

personas who virtually function as narrators for much of each work. The voice of each 

memoir of girlhood articulates finding meaning in authentic reactions and articulating 

truth without restraint. We as readers experience the maturation of each memoirist as 
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we share in her efforts first to simply understand information, but ultimately to make 

meaning of cultural restrictions, of the world, and even of possibilities for 

transcendence.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

NOT “GOD’S BARBIE DOLL”: GIRLHOODS IN CONTEXT — 

THE LATE1950S/ EARLY 1960S IN THE WHITE, WORKING-CLASS SOUTH  

An air hostess whose name badge said “Karen” 

smiled quickly at Jessamy, and sleepy as she   

was, Jess somehow understood that this woman, 

her jaunty red cap perched atop a black bun of hair, 

was not smiling at her in particular, but at a child, 

at the idea of a child.  

 -- Helen Oyeyemi, The Icarus Girl 

Introduction 

 An era is powerfully evoked in Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know 

for Sure, Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into 

Zeus’s Daughter as all three memoirists look back from the vantage point of the 1990s 

to childhoods in the late 1950s and early 1960s.
1 

What was it like to be a girl in a 

specific part of the South during this time? How do the memoirists come to understand 

the world they are growing up in as they are becoming women, and how do the works 

portray an incipient feminist awareness? From their shared standpoint in white, 

working-class families, what means do the girls at the centers of these memoirs use to 

come to understand how race is constructed in their specific parts of the South? 

Through what strategies do the memoirists younger selves negotiate with the cultural 

markers of classed and raced girlhood as they encounter them in place and time? These 

questions go to the core of the three memoirs as each writer evokes the ethos of an era 

as it impacted her childhood. As the memoirists represent how region and era combine,  
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they also narrate how their younger selves become aware of the intersecting dimensions 

of marginalization they experience. Each memoirist explores how race, class, and 

gender intersect to form a distinct experience of girlhood in a specific place and time. 

“A Daughter of that World”: Karr’s Leechfield, Texas 

 “Texas, 1961” is the title of the first and longest section of Karr’s The Liars’ 

Club. In it the early 1960s of Karr’s childhood are vibrantly brought back to life as 

place and time interlock to form a distinct cultural moment. On the brink of turning into 

the rebellious later 1960s, “Texas, 1961” portrays the residents of the fictional town 

Leechfield relentlessly clinging to the conformity of the earlier decade.
2 

 But change is 

coming, both positive and tragic, in the larger America, and the reader of this 1995 

memoir can see it coming: Dallas, 1963, is dangerously close. In fact the work assumes 

an active, involved reader who can fill in the blanks of both era and place. Karr uses 

imagery to evoke the world she inhabited as signs of this context. These signifiers of the 

period manifest its attitudes, biases, and contradictions and allow the responding reader 

to make inferences and connections. As Karr uses signs of the era to indicate the 

framework in which the narrator is coming of age, she juxtaposes a threatening reality 

with more innocent expectations. Hers is not a world of childhood innocence, but rather 

of pervasive threat.  

 Karr’s imagery references both region and era as she explores the dangers 

present in her youth. Karr describes the nightgown she is wearing in the opening 

incident of the work as having, “a pattern of Texas bluebonnets bunched into nosegays 

tied with ribbon against a field of nappy white cotton” (3). This image is of southern, 

innocent girlhood—yet with the reminder of cotton, and all the oppression and suffering 
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the harvesting of this crop suggests. And this opening incident recounts the night Karr’s 

mother will be hospitalized as mentally ill after she has hallucinated killing her children. 

This is not an idealized, innocent childhood certainly, and the imagery Karr uses hints at 

the complexities of her situation. Karr’s artistic—but also alcoholic—mother shows the 

children her art books while drinking from a “Flintstone jelly jar of vodka” (132). The 

narrator relays how her father in a tall tale he is telling uses the phrase “serious as 

polio” to describe the deadpan look his own father gives when he is about to make an 

ironic comment. The narrator tells of her pride as she is driven home by a beloved 

school principal and is seen by her classmates “flapping my hand at all of them like I 

was Jackie Kennedy” (62), but the ride is in an open convertible. The narrator recalls 

watching the Nixon/Kennedy debate (20) with her father, a union man and staunch 

Democrat; the reader is aware of the complex political history that will begin to unfold. 

Through such details the spirit of these times is suggested: one of outward optimism, 

but also of developing threat.       

 In a review of Karr’s second volume of memoir, Joyce Carol Oates focuses on 

Karr’s powerful representation of place in her works. Oates writes,   

Both Liars’ Club and its sequel Cherry are macabre valentines of a sort 

to ‘Leechfield, Texas’ (not located on my map, seemingly somewhere in 

the vicinity of Port Arthur), in the ‘Ringworm Belt,’ a town once voted 

by Business Week as ‘one of the ten ugliest ... on the planet.’ Mary Karr 

is a daughter of that world, and of its particularities she has fashioned, 

with the loving precision of Proust for his wholly alien world, a region of 

the soul so vividly described it has the power of oneiric prose, entering 

our dreams as if it were our own. (107) 
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 “The Ringworm Belt” references the poverty that has been a part of the area as 

well as the industrialization the East Texas town has experienced, which has provided 

some prosperity, but which has also been damaging. In fact the town is represented as 

both damaged and damaging: “In some ways, all the kids in my neighborhood were 

identical. Our fathers belonged to the same union. (‘Oil Chemical and Atomic Workers, 

Local 1242’ was how they answered the phone on Daddy’s unit)” (63). Here “the oil 

refineries and chemical plants gave the whole place a rotten-egg smell … I later learned 

that Leechfield at that time was the manufacturing site for Agent Orange, which 

surprised me not one bit” (33).  Leechfield is loomed over by the skyline of the atomic 

age,
3
 and Karr writes that, “[i]n the distance, giant towers rose from each refinery, with 

flames that turned every night’s sky an odd, acid-green color” (34). The science and 

technology of the era, seemingly offering a new age of optimism and progress—the 

futuristic 1964 World’s Fair is just a few years away—have in fact created an ominous, 

threatening world. Karr describes “the white oil-storage tanks, miles of them, like the 

abandoned eggs of some terrible prehistoric insect” (34). She also describes “the 

ghostly outline of oil rigs bucking in slow motion. They always reminded me of rodeo 

riders, or of some huge servant creatures rising up and bowing down to nothing in 

particular” (34). The imagery evokes a spiritual emptiness, as does Karr’s comment on 

the town’s skyline: “the first time I saw a glow-in-the-dark rosary, it reminded me of 

those five-story torches that circled the town at night” (34). These threatening images 

are a part of the landscape in which the girl at the center of Karr’s memoir comes of 

age. The threats are of the largest, yet they are portrayed in a way that lets the reader 

sense that, to a child, they are vague, hard to understand.  
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 Karr powerfully represents the environment of her youth and the spirit of these 

times. She reports playing a game called “Torture” in which she and the other 

neighborhood children pretend they are imprisoned by Nazis (64). Karr uses other 

markers to bring to life the tone that is the backdrop of her childhood. Karr describes an 

incident when the family’s Texas town is threatened by a hurricane with the “sirens 

wailing the way our music teacher had warned they would only when the Russian 

missiles were launched from Cuba, and the phone line to Daddy snapped dead” (87). 

When a swarm of locusts threaten the family car, the narrator explains, “I hunkered 

down in the black well of the back-seat in the duck-and-cover posture we’d learned for 

the atom bomb” (26). Through these images the fears of an era collapse into more 

immediate threats that the narrator is able to cope with and survive, even as the more 

pervasive, existential threats remain.   

 Karr explains the era and her fears as they relate to her own emotionally abusive 

grandmother: “This was the time when you could order X-Ray Specs from the back of 

Superman comics, and when lasers were just starting to make the Walter Cronkite 

Report. In some weird conjunction of these two phenomena, I started believing that 

Grandma watched me through the wall as I slept” (69).  Karr also uses the science 

fiction imagery of the era as she compares the neighborhood boy who rapes her when 

she is seven years old to a robot: “His grandparents had chipped in on braces for his 

snaggly teeth. They glinted in the half dark like a robot’s grillwork” (65). And the 

narrator’s cruel grandmother, who has been treated with the notorious mustard gas as 

part of a purported treatment for cancer but whose leg is eventually amputated, is 

described in her wheelchair: “I was scared that I’d see something like little headlights 
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beaming her path down the dark hall.” The narrator fears that her grandmother could 

“angle those beams on me and melt me like wax” (70). The technology of the era has 

unleashed threats, and, although it might promise to heal and help, like the mustard gas 

that is purposelessly injected in the narrator’s grandmother’s leg, the result is 

surveillance, invasion, and pain.   

 When Karr is nine years old and her grandmother dies, her mother inherits a 

large sum of money. The family moves, and the section “Colorado, 1963” represents a 

more stereotypically prosperous baby boomer
4 

childhood.
 
The family is now financially 

comfortable, the girls own horses, and they live in a large ranch home. Yet the girls are 

neglected, Karr is sexually abused by a male babysitter hired to stay with her when she 

is home sick from school—her mother owns and runs a bar—and the narrator has to 

stop her mother from shooting her new husband, Hector, by running barefoot through 

the snow to the principal’s house next door for help, while her sister blocks Hector’s 

body. In the Colorado school, teachers allow the students to move through modules of 

work individually, and the teachers snack and smoke in the lounge. This boom 

prosperity is an empty, but dangerous, episode in the lives of Karr and her sister. And 

when they call their father back in Texas, they do not ask, but insist, that they return to 

live with him. They fear for their safety with their unstable mother, although they 

initially chose to stay with her rather than their father to try to protect her. The children 

are greeted with a dinner of red beans and rice—they’re home, in Texas (264). The 

most fully inhabited sections of the memoir are comprised of the working-class life 

Karr lives with her family in Texas. Their mother will re-join them there months later, 

leave Hector and remarry Karr’s father—all of the inheritance has been spent. They are 



 94 

back in the Texas town that serves as the heart of the story, although it is as violent and 

threatening as the more prosperous time in Colorado. As Oates has suggested, the 

narrator of this memoir is deeply bound to this town in Texas. 

 As Mary Pipher has written of the 1990s American middle-class experience as a 

“girl- poisoning culture” (12), Karr portrays the world she grew up in as a literally 

poisoned world. Karr writes, “[a]t dusk in the late summer of 1962, the mosquitoes rose 

up from the bayous and drainage ditches. Kids fell ill with the sleeping sickness, as we 

called encephalitis”(40). A truck sprays for the mosquitoes that cause the disease, and 

the neighborhood children play a game of riding behind it on their bikes as slowly as 

they can without falling. “You win it by coming in last” (40), and “[a]dd to this the wet 

white cloud of poison the mosquito truck pumped out to wrap around your sweaty body 

and send a sweet burn through your lungs, and you have just the kind of game we liked 

best—one where the winners got to vomit and faint” (41). The context is threatening, 

with serious illnesses (the era had an epidemic of polio also) that menace children even 

as they play, and in this dangerous game they literally inhale the toxins of the period, 

unprotected. The spirit of the times that Karr portrays is ominous. The child at the 

center of the memoir must come to understand these threats and survive within these 

circumstances. 

“60 Miles and a Hundred Years from Birmingham”: Moss’s 

Alabama Childhood 

 Barbara Robinette Moss also reflects a dangerous, damaged, and potentially 

damaging environment linked to technological advances on the ground, experienced in 

everyday life, and yet Moss evokes her childhood within this era in ways that are 



 95 

significantly distinct from Karr’s portrayal of how place and time intersect. “Eastaboga, 

Alabama, 1962 ” is the title of the first chapter of Moss’s memoir, and in it the 

narrator’s mother washes pesticide treated beans and corn, the starving family’s last 

food, and a world where rural life is impacted by an encroaching technology is evoked. 

Moss’s life is differently southern from Karr’s: this is a deeper, more isolated southern 

experience, in many ways a different world, although the two writers tell of 

contemporaneous experiences. Moss also uses signifiers to evoke the era, but hers is a 

world of  “snake handlers at the Holy Roller church down Mudd Street” (27). The 

family goes to “the gas station at the bottom of the hill” (33) to use a telephone, one can 

wait to see the mailman come once a day, and if there are good crops, the winter will 

hold a store of canned fruits and vegetables, put up by the women. Neighbors are few, 

but support each other to the extent that they can, and black and white live side by side, 

on the land, interconnected, though certainly not equal in all opportunities. The family’s 

black friend and neighbor is a comfort to the narrator, sometimes allowing the child to 

go along on the fishing trips that are her one quiet time away from her own family, and 

leaving Moss’s family some of her catch. But “Mamie had no way of knowing that the 

few flopping catfish, lips strung through a rope, were all we had to eat some days” (29). 

Poverty is the greatest threat to Moss and her family in her memoir of girlhood in the 

rural South.    

 Historian Wayne Flynt compares Moss’s work to that of Alabaman Rick Bragg, 

explaining that “[t]hey are the most recent in a long line of Calhoun County 

memoirists” (305), and from his perspective of accuracy and veracity, concluding that 

that these two memoirists “have constructed a literary world for Alabama’s 
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Appalachian poor whites that rings absolutely true” (325). Moss’s work, deeply rooted 

in place, tells of her childhood in different cities in Alabama in the area of Birmingham 

as economic difficulties force the family to ask an aunt to take them in, as they are 

evicted from a house they rent, as they find one more, even cheaper, place to rent. As 

Moss and her mother and siblings are taken in by family in Birmingham, she 

experiences a more urban environment and observes the childhoods of those who are 

more prosperous, more like the stereotype of privileged baby boomer children: her own 

cousins. 

 The section “Birmingham Alabama,” set in the early 1960s, uses the era as a 

backdrop and suggests its attitudes. As Moss’s younger self grows up, she becomes 

increasingly aware of her nuclear family’s material circumstance and the way class is 

lived and defined. The institutions in place in Birmingham during this period support 

the class hierarchy, and Moss writes of the elementary school and “the ice-cream 

lineup” (59), from which she and her siblings, without the extra money, are excluded 

daily. Moss also tells of her first day of first grade, and of a more privileged classmate 

who goes unpunished when he knocks out her tooth; in fact, their teacher’s concern is 

for the new white shirt of this boy, which has been bloodied, and the teacher tells the 

narrator simply to “hush” (59). Moss is not only harmed, but also silenced in support of 

the material order. This is Moss’s experience of childhood in Birmingham, Alabama, in 

the early 1960s.  

 Moss uses further signifiers to evoke the era. The narrator, developing an 

interest in art, practices by tracing The Saturday Evening Post cover art work by 

Norman Rockwell (63). Moss writes of the medical textbooks with “transparent 



 97 

overlays” that she and her siblings sneak looks at in the library (62). These are the texts 

of the era. And of another text of the era, the children are watching The Beverly 

Hillbillies on TV and eating cornflakes for dinner when their father, gone for three 

months, finally reunites with his wife and children as they are living with Moss’s aunt’s 

family (68). These texts, which suggest comfort for some, progress, and wildly 

juxtaposed classes, are the backdrop of Moss’s impoverished childhood.     

 Moss’s family lives for a time in their own rental in Birmingham, but they are 

eventually evicted. When the family rents a shack without running water in a “holler” 

named Kimberly, they are “sixty miles and a hundred years from Birmingham” (131). 

Moss uses signs of the rural impoverished South, writing of  “moonshine stills” (145), 

and of the family’s new house with “tattered red tar-paper shingles the color of 

Alabama dirt” (144). Moss describes lawns with “the black skeletons of cars that they 

had stolen, stripped, and burned” (145) and “an abandoned white cask overgrown with 

kudzu that hovered above the pines like a haint” (147). The Alabama South of Moss’s 

childhood is established for the reader. It contains different social orders, almost 

different time zones, and Moss has traveled through these and represented them and 

their intersections for the reader.  

 The young narrator, despairing of her father as he squanders his paycheck by 

drinking, angered toward him and seeking some kind of agency, references darker signs 

of place as well: “I vowed to seek out a Klansman who would burn a cross in our yard 

and make my father take care of us” (176). This is in many ways an insular South that 

Moss describes. But the larger world is out there; her brother, who has been able to 

attend a camp for “underprivileged” children, has come home with a craft he made, a 
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“spaceship made of popsicle sticks” (145). The belief in progress of the early 1960s is 

referenced, but Moss’s family is intractably lodged by class. 

 Moss describes how she and her family live for a time in Anniston, Alabama, to 

be near an uncle. It is there that they spend a day neglected as their father and uncle 

drink. Dinner is whatever the children can find in their uncle’s house: cookies, sardines, 

crackers. The children play in a dangerously leaking boat and find a working tractor in 

the property’s old barn. There, unattended, they play a dangerous game: “We ran behind 

the tractor as close to the huge heavy-tread wheels as we dared, sucking in the puffs of 

diesel fuel, licking the taste of coal from our lips” (84). Interestingly like the game Karr 

and her friends play when they bike behind the pesticide truck, the game Moss 

describes reflects a world that is also dangerous, polluted, and these children too are 

unprotected within it. 

“The Country of My Dreams, and the Country of My 

Nightmares”: Allison’s Greenville, South Carolina 

 Dorothy Allison in her essays, novels, short stories, and memoir writes with the 

strongest sense of place. Life in Greenville, South Carolina, in her class, in her family, 

at this time: she voices the reality of this world, this context. Allison writes in her 

memoir of Greenville:  

I was born trash in a country where the people all believe themselves 

natural aristocrats. Ask any white Southerner. They’ll take you back two 

generations, say, ‘Yeah, we had a plantation.’ The hell we did. I have no 

memories that can be bent so easily. I know where I come from, and it is 

not that part of the world. (32)   
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Allison’s examination of how a realistic—or an unrealistic—sense of the past impacts 

the present and drives the future is central to the memoir. As white southerners deny 

their marginalized pasts, so is Allison encouraged to deny, through self silencing, the 

abuse she experienced in childhood. The importance of an authentic narration of one’s 

past is a central theme of the work.     

 The world of Allison’s memoir is isolated from the rest of the state and the 

country, and Allison’s statement in her novel Bastard Out of Carolina captures the tone 

of the memoir as well when she tells of how being with her family banishes any 

childhood fears she is experiencing: “The world that came in over the radio was wide 

and far away and didn’t touch us at all … I always feel safe again. No place has ever 

seemed so sweet and quiet, no place ever felt so much like home” (22). Even as Allison 

writes with this strongest sense of being grounded in a place, she also explores in depth 

the abuse she experiences from her step-father in that place, in her home. Allison writes 

of how Greenville is impacted by outside forces when she tells of her experience in 

fourth grade as social justice movements challenge, and are challenged, by the South of 

this era:   

In Greenville, halfway through the fourth grade, we got a substitute 

teacher right out of college and full of ideas. First she brought in a record 

player and got us to sing along to folk songs—“Cum by yah, my lord, 

cum by yah!”—until another teacher complained of the noise. Next she 

tried to get us to do news reports, each of us presenting something we 

had learned from the news the night before. Another time, it might have 

worked, but the nightly news was full of Birmingham and Little Rock, 
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burning busses and freedom marchers. Our reports degenerated into 

shouting marches and mortal insults, voices raised in more than song. 

More complaints, and this time the principal came around. (Two or 

Three Things 7) 

The changes developing in America are clashing, in the nation, in the South, in the 

news, and in the classroom in Greenville, with racist attitudes entrenched for many. In 

fact the South is the arena of these movements. Many of its leaders are there, many of 

its actions take place there, and much of the opposition and violence against social 

justice are centered there. This is a significant aspect of the southern experience of 

childhood that Allison portrays. 

 Allison, like Karr and Moss, has brought a place and era back to life for the 

reader. And all three memoirists stress class as a determinant aspect of their childhoods 

in place and time. As the memoirists portray their working-class girlhoods, each defines 

what working-class status means in her life in part through a contrast with another 

girlhood experience. Karr contrasts her working-class girlhood in East Texas with the 

more prosperous life she lives as a nine-year-old when her family takes its inheritance 

and moves to Colorado. As Moss portrays her girlhood in and around Birmingham, 

Alabama, she contrasts her elementary school years with those of her more affluent 

classmates and even with the lives and expectations for her own more well-off cousins 

with whom she shares a house temporarily. Allison’s realistic portrayal of her white, 

working-class southern experience is the hallmark of her body of work. She directly 

links her roots to that of the working class and investigates the term on the opening page 

of her memoir: “Call us the lower orders, the great unwashed, the working class, the 
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poor, proletariat, trash, lowlife, and scum. I can make a story out of it” (1). Allison 

herself has here established the fluid nature of demarcation between the working class 

and the poor,
5
 as well as the disdain they routinely experience, and in fact much 

criticism of her work investigates it as about southern poverty.   

 In her autobiographical novel Bastard Out of Carolina Dorothy Allison focuses 

on her childhood in such an essentially impoverished, though working, family, and 

there too Allison defines her childhood experience in contrast to that of others. In the 

novel Allison writes of a time when she and her family visit her step-father’s more 

prosperous family. Allison compares her life to that of her step-cousins, the children of 

a lawyer and a dentist, who gaze at her with contempt from behind the window of one 

of their comfortable homes. The narrator, Bone, overhears her step-father’s brothers 

discussing her family, as well as the car her step-father has bought: “‘Just like any 

nigger trash, getting something like that.’ ‘What’d you expect? Look what he married.’ 

‘Her and her kids sure go with that car…..’” (Bastard Out of Carolina 102). Allison 

shows that, in the eyes of the more prosperous, Bone’s status in the white working class 

is constructed similarly to and linked to those who are racially othered, and as a 

girlchild of this class, she is deeply marginalized and objectified. In fact the family 

inhabits a zone of symbol blackness. Allison further explores this connection of class 

and racial constructions when she writes, in the Introduction to her short story 

Collection Trash,    

I originally claimed the label ‘trash’ in self-defense. The phrase had been 

applied to me and to my family in crude and hateful ways. I took it on 

deliberately, as I had ‘dyke’ – though I have to acknowledge that what I 
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heard as a child was more often the phrase ‘white trash.’ As an adult, I 

saw all too clearly the look that would cross the face of any black woman 

in the room when that particular term was spoken. It was  like a cold 

splash of water, and I saw the other side of the hatefulness in the words. 

(xv)   

Allison here comments on how her growing understanding of her own circumstances 

expands to awareness of overlapping dimensions of marginalization and the ways these 

work to maintain frameworks of oppression.  Allison will consider such connections 

throughout the body of her work.     

“The Flow of Dark Figures”: Developing Awareness of 

Constructions of Race 

 Allison scrutinizes how race and class otherings push against each other, are 

built upon each other, and how such constructions have both similarities and differences 

as they disenfranchise. Ruth Frankenberg in White Women, Race Matters: The Social 

Construction of Whiteness stresses whiteness as a construct in specific contexts, often 

made invisible as it is seen as normative. Frankenberg mindfully uses the term 

“whiteness,” writing that this “refers to a set of cultural practices that are usually 

unmarked and unnamed” (1). Frankenberg further writes that “I share in a feminist 

commitment to drawing on women’s daily lives as a resource for analyzing society,” 

but Frankenberg qualifies that “women’s daily life experiences can only be adequately 

understood by ‘mapping’ them onto broader social processes” (7). Frankenberg believes 

that “white women might have a range of awareness in relation to racism, with greater 

awareness based on, among other things, their long-term connectedness to communities 
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of color” (5). As Alison, Karr, and Moss narrate the knowledge gained from their own 

lives, they do suggest broader truths as they consider constructions based on gendered 

youth, class, and also race.       

 While narrating from their common standpoint of whiteness and working-class 

girlhood, Allison, Karr, and Moss insightfully consider constructions of race. The title 

of Moss’s section “Birmingham, Alabama,” combined with the setting of the early 

1960s, strongly evokes imagery of Civil Rights leadership, activism, and opposition.
6
 

Moss relays haunting imagery of her Birmingham, Alabama, childhood when, one day, 

in the car with her siblings and father, “I noticed a group of Negroes walking along the 

shoulder” (77). Moss is nine years old; it is the summer of 1963: this is seemingly the 

beginning point of the historic March on Washington.
7 

Moss describes the “flow of dark 

figures” (79), and her description of the event is both poetic and realistic: “I curled my 

legs under me so I could see better and leaned on the back dash, watching the Negroes 

shrink to silhouettes against the bright blue sky like antebellum cutouts, only their 

clothes were rags, not finery, and their parasols were tattered umbrellas” (79). Moss 

here observes and reflects on the powerful imagery she sees, linking it to her 

understanding of the past, and revising and updating imagery of an idealized southern 

history.
8
 The memoirist gives the reader a view of Civil Rights activism—we see some 

of the literal roots of this imperative movement in the South—as Moss is in the midst of 

this historic moment.  

 The family, on the way to their uncles’s house, sees the marchers, and they see 

them again on the return trip.  Moss describes the vision: “the headlights shone on the 

stream of Negroes walking in the twilight, an eerie dark procession alive with the hum 
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of soft gospel music. ‘We’re march-ing to Zi-on…The beau-ti-ful cit-y of God’” (88-

89). But the visit with his brother has angered Moss’s father, and on this return trip he 

accosts the marchers: “You goddammed lazy bastards! Get a goddammed job!” And the 

marchers yell back: “Goddammed honky! Crackers!” (89). The marchers further 

retaliate by throwing hickory nuts and rocking the family’s car. The encounter subsides 

when the marchers hear the gospel music sung by some of their members. The incident 

can be read as an emblem of the marches on Washington, and, more broadly, of 

activism in support of the Civil Rights Act and debates surrounding social justice 

movements in the era generally. And this incident suggests profound questions. Is 

violence justified; in fact, is it the only way to fight such deeply entrenched racism? 

What if innocents, such as the children in the car, are harmed? Can connection to 

spirituality and artistic heritage present alternatives to violence as they provide meaning 

and guidance? Such ideas are suggested by the incident Moss relays. The gospel music 

ends the incident: it has replaced the violence.
9 

 Moss portrays the racism embedded in her background as her father discusses 

what he calls “‘a good riddle, ‘Genesis 4:16’” (73). The deeply racist S. K. Moss uses 

what he believes is reason as he ponders this “riddle” with his children: “‘There was 

only Adam, Eve, and Cain on earth. So who did Cain marry?’ He paused once again, for 

effect. ‘He married a monkey, that’s what. He married a monkey and that’s where 

Negroes came from, from the monkey. Monkeys have dark skin. That’s why Negroes 

have dark skin’” (74). But young Barbara Moss, who has heard this argument from her 

father before, has prepared an answer for him. “My chest tightened as I blurted out, 

‘The skin on a monkey is pink’”(74). Moss explains that in her third grade class “a man 
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came with a baboon and a spider monkey and three chimpanzees—and we got to pet 

them; and we brushed the hair backward and the skin was pink” (74). Her father 

considers this as he looks through his Bible, and he “blew a cloud of smoke and it 

curled off the open Bible into the air. ‘Pink?’ he asked, knitting his brow.  ‘Pink,’ I 

answered (74). The child has caused her deeply racist father to at least somewhat 

question his beliefs about race. She—who had been ordered on the first day of first 

grade to “hush”—has done this through speaking back to him, through finding her 

voice. 

 Moss further explores racist constructions when she relays her mother 

discussing the narrator’s father’s ethnicity, explaining that he is “[n]ot just Irish but 

black Irish,” and insisting that,“[T]here’s an old Irish folktale that the black Irish came 

from the sea; that the fisherman married seals and that’s how the dark hair got into the 

Irish blood. So beautiful! But, oh, they have a temper!” (82). Constructions of racial 

othering are deeply embedded in non-rational thinking, Moss suggests as she relays 

these incidents. In fact, Moss invites the reader to understand constructions of race as 

embedded in deeply engrained fantastic thinking, as she also suggests are constructions 

of gender. Cain’s wife is constructed as less than human; Moss’s father’s abusive 

temper is somehow “rationalized” through these constructions, which are so extreme it 

is easy to see them as just that: constructions. The narrator, a child, has used her 

experience in school to learn to question the line of thinking she has been exposed to. 

Her school experience has been imperfect; she has been marginalized there, and yet she 

has been given enough data to come to reasoned insights.     
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 Mary Karr also explores constructions of race as she experiences them in her 

childhood. Karr describes the sole black member of her father’s group of drinking 

companions and storytellers, a man called Shug, and Karr describes him commenting on 

the stories he hears: “‘It’s getting high and deep in here,’ Shug says. He’s the only black 

man I’ve ever seen in the Legion, and then only when the rest of the guys are there. He 

wears a forest-green porkpie hat with the joker from a deck of cards stuck on the side” 

(16). He is also the one who can discern Karr’s father’s exaggeration, and so he “tends 

to up the credibility factor when around” (16). Karr uses provocative imagery as she 

considers The Liars’ Club’s storytelling and its members. She describes an item on the 

table as the men meet: “In the middle, there’s a little battery- operated monkey Ben 

bought for his granddaughter. It holds two cymbals. When you turn it on, it bangs them 

together until you smack the top of its head. Then it bares its teeth and hisses at you” 

(120). Does this toy represent the way one of another race is viewed by the other 

members of The Liars’ Club? Is it suggestive of Shug’s presence in the club? Shug 

serves to evaluate stories, perhaps similarly to the way the toy acts, and, as such, the 

imagery is challenging and suggestive of the experience of racial othering in the 

era…and through a child’s eyes. “Ben finally flips the switch on the monkey’s back, to 

change the subject” (124). The one black man at the storytelling sessions, linked to 

traditions of oral storytelling, is presented as The Liars’ Club member best able to 

assess the quality of the stories he hears. The child narrator wants the item, the toy, but 

also is drawn beyond this to something it represents. “I want that monkey so bad I can 

taste it. It stares at me like a long-lost cousin” (121). The child’s desire for attachment 
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to storytelling, as well as to those from whom she is separated by racial divisions, is 

suggested here.  

 In her influential work of literary criticism Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and 

the Literary Imagination, Toni Morrison discusses “black or colored people and 

symbolic figurations of blackness” and how in works of literature they function as 

“markers” for types and ideas, and Morrison includes “the benevolent and the wicked; 

the spiritual” as among these (ix). Morrison argues that throughout American literature 

coded language communicates “the dread and love that accompanies blackness” 

(Playing x). Shug’s presence in Karr’s memoir is the kind of “shorthand” that Morrison 

theorizes (Playing x), and the joker playing card in his green hat links him to trickster 

motifs, and, in Karr’s work, to the strange toy on the table. If Shug suggests “the 

Africanist presence” and the “codes and restriction” embedded—and re-embedded—in 

narratives with these characters,  the exploration is powerful here (Morrison, Playing 6). 

Shug’s role as critic of the storytelling sessions, resented by at least one of the other 

men in The Liars’ Club, is explored by Karr through this imagery. Shug’s status as 

confined, reduced, limited, like a wind-up toy can be read as a comment on the men’s 

response to Shug’s presence, and on the complexities of his presence. And this 

provocative imagery suggests that he is viewed as less than fully human by the white, 

male residents of Leechfield, Texas, 1963.      

“A Flintstone Jelly Jar of Vodka”: Growing Awareness of 

Constructions of Womanhood 

 As the girls at the center of these three memoirs perceive racial constructions in 

context, they also observe constructions of womanhood in these exact places, in these 
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exact times. Certainly, each memoirist considers the positioning of girls and women 

throughout her life story: these concerns are at the core of each memoir. More 

specifically, the memoirists comment directly on constructions of gender within a 

specific context by examining their mothers’ lives. What is the girl’s view of the 

women of the era? How do these girls react to constructions of womanhood as lived by 

their mothers? Each memoirist relays this to the reader in depth. 

 Karr considers her mother in the context of their lives, their community, and her 

mother is different from the other women: “Nobody but Mother had ever been to 

college. (She’d attended both Texas Tech and art school)” (64). If Karr’s mother has 

had more opportunities than the women in her community, she also has different 

attitudes. Karr’s mother is an artist, and Karr comments that her mother does not 

“Donna-Reed over” her daughters (45). But in fact Karr’s mother is absent emotionally 

and literally for much of the narrative—her daughters in fact watch out for her, with 

Karr’s sister even developing a formula to figure out how much of which alcohol their 

mother has drunk and on how full a stomach. They scrutinize their mother’s life to try 

to protect her, and themselves.    

 Karr directly considers her mother’s positioning as a young married woman and 

mother: “Somehow all her wildness just didn’t wash in the anesthetized fifties” (13). 

And some of the minor details of the era portray its constructions of womanhood and its 

overriding ethos: “This was back when women’s underwear was like armor: the bra 

cups were rocket cones, and the hose stayed shaped like somebody else’s legs when you 

took them off” (28). Constructions of womanhood were based on a self-negating 

conformity, and the over-riding mind-set of high-tech defense dominated the era 
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generally. Women were literally encased in these attitudes, such imagery suggests. 

Karr’s parents’ marriage was impacted by the belief in progress and optimism of this 

era, and Karr’s father explains that the first time he saw Karr’s mother “there was a 

General Electric moon shining” and that it was “so bright it was like a spotlight on her” 

(11). But Karr’s mother will not perform well under such scrutiny; she is unique and 

complex, well outside the normative standards of womanhood of the period.       

 Karr’s mother also feels alienated in the location of their East Texas town.  

Although she was born in Texas, Karr’s mother sees the region as separated from some 

more exciting American experience that she imagines; she contrasts their small town in 

Texas with the New York she had lived in before marrying Karr’s father. Karr explains 

that her father “had dragged Mother out of New York, where God knew what-all went 

on, and relocated her to Texas” (12). Karr’s mother feels that there is some other, fuller 

American experience, from which she is separated.    

 Karr’s mother directly voices some attitudes of a developing feminist 

consciousness as she for example comments on the fact that hurricanes—important in 

their region—are named for women: “Mother made a big stink about the female gender 

taking the heat for all that destruction. ‘Hell, it’s men who fight wars’” (81). More 

broadly, Karr’s mother is certainly deeply discontent with a domestic role, and is 

unsettled in this place, in this era. With an art studio, a stack of books by her bed, a 

copy of Marx in her purse, and a passion to re-read the Russian novelists, Charlie Karr 

is credited by the memoirist with her own developing love of literature. Yet the portrait 

of her mother is multi-faceted: it is Karr’s mother who endangers her children’s lives 

more than once.      



 110 

 Karr does deeply value her mother, and she celebrates her mother’s abilities, 

writing that, “[r]eally, she was something to watch. I have seen her dismantle and 

reassemble a washing machine, stitch up a dress from a thirty-piece Vogue pattern in a 

day, ace a college calculus course after she’d gone back to school at forty, and lay 

brick” (50). The competencies Karr observes focus on women’s domestic roles, and 

even creative expressions within these roles, as well as on what had in the era been 

defined as men’s abilities. This “watching” of her mother is much of what Karr’s 

narrative of childhood is about, in fact. And coming to know a secret at the center of 

Karr’s mother’s life is presented as one of the climaxes of the work. Karr learns that her 

mother had two other children who were taken from her by an earlier husband, and 

although this is relayed as an important insight, explaining much of her mother’s 

behavior, “[t]he whole idea of a new husband and two kids added up to my not knowing 

squat about Mother’s life before she came to Leechfield. Her history was almost a 

cipher as it stood” (78). The portrait of Karr’s mother stands as complex—she will not 

even try to fit into the stultifying domestic role that dominated the women of her time 

and place. The memoir presents Charlie Karr as a unique and talented, if also a troubled 

and challenged, woman.     

 At the core of her memoir, Moss also presents a complex portrait of her mother 

in Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter. Similarly to Karr, Moss presents her mother as 

having had some opportunities that women in her place and time generally did not have, 

and writing of her own developing talent, she explains that, “[o]ur mother triggered this 

interest in art. She had taken drawing classes when she was in college at Birmingham 

Southern” (62). Both Karr and Moss stress their mothers’ impact on their intellectual 
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development and their mothers’ educations as exceptional for the time and place of the 

writers’ childhoods, even stating their mothers’ credentials proudly to the reader.   

 As does Karr, Moss presents her mother as extremely capable, and this is greatly 

appreciated by the community when the family lives in Kimberly: “So Mother became 

the community nurse, protector and tutor. To these kids, we were unique, special. Our 

mother didn’t drink, she didn’t run around, and she knew about art, music, poetry, and 

plays; and because she knew, we knew” (139). But Moss’s mother has become trapped 

in an abusive marriage and deep poverty. Moss’s mother, “filled her days, silently, with 

housekeeping: stacks of dishes, mounds of clothes, sorted into jeans, colors, whites and 

diapers, washed with a scrub board in the double kitchen sinks, hard Lava soap rubbed 

across the cloth leaving marks like a plowed field” (27). If Karr mentions the television 

situation-comedy mother “Donna Reed” as the ideal, this is a different, though 

contemporaneous, reality. Moss’s mother is in a rural world that works women 

ruthlessly, endlessly, as farming does men, with women’s work leaving its own mark 

“like a plowed field.”  

 And although Moss celebrates her mother’s innate talents and abilities, the 

memoir suggests that her mother lacks agency when she needs it. She makes cups of tea 

during moments of extreme crisis, does not attempt actions to protect her children and 

herself from her husband’s physical and emotional abuse, is limited in her ability to 

provide for them financially. Moss also observes the economic situations of other 

women she encounters. Moss presents the possibilities of women’s employment, and 

the complex levels of opportunity and exploitation women experience in this context, 

even as they are complicit in exploiting each other. Moss writes: “One day Katie, the 
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Negro woman who took care of Sweatpea while Aunt Janet worked all day for the 

Telephone Company, caught me punching pennies out of the little blue book” (56). 

Sweatpea has had polio; a black woman is hired to take care of him, likely leaving her 

own children to do so. Aunt Janet’s job represents the kinds of limited opportunities 

women did have in this context, and it is one reason for the relative prosperity her 

cousins’ family experiences. Katie upholds the status quo as Moss and her siblings 

attempt to steal coins from their cousin: there are levels of class and work that are 

entrenched—and enforced by all—in the context Moss explores.  

 As does Karr, Moss also presents her mother as in part a mystery to her, a 

mystery she begins to understand as she comes of age. It is at her father’s funeral that 

the narrator learns more as an aunt talks about her mother’s childhood: Moss learns that 

her mother lost her own mother, and “[s]he didn’t start to talk again until she was five 

years old. She scared us all nearly to death. We thought we’d lost our baby. She’s still 

that way, you know; don’t say much. She’s a loner. Don’t want nobody to know nothing 

about her, most of all how talented she is” (46). If Moss’s mother hides her talents in a 

world that did not have much use for the non-domestic abilities of women, Moss 

certainly makes a point of relaying this information. Acknowledging her mother Doris 

Robinette Moss’s positive qualities and abilities—and telling her story—is an important 

part of the memoir. It is Moss’s mother who will teach her to draw, teach her about 

literature, about Alice in Wonderland and “The Walrus and the Carpenter.” But Moss 

also observes her mother’s emotional dependence on her father, saying that her mother 

behaved, “as Dad approached, like a puppet whose strings were drawn tight” (71). 

Moss’s mother stays with her father although he is abusive to both his children and to 
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her, his wife. She leaves him when Moss is an adult, when she finds out that he has had 

an affair with another woman. Moss is confused by this, and sees this as her mother’s 

emotional dependence on the romantic ideal.      

 All three memoirists portray their younger selves encountering the roles of 

women in the era, most especially through their mothers. Moss’s memoir suggests that 

her mother does not sufficiently protect her children from their abusive father. 

Similarly, Karr’s mother is not aware of and does not protect her  from the serious 

threats of rape and sexual abuse her daughter faces—once through an adult male baby 

sitter whom she has hired—and Karr’s mother herself at times presents a threat. 

Allison’s mother does not protect her daughter from on-going sexual abuse by her step-

father. This lack of agency and denial is a central theme explored in Two or Three 

Things I Know for Sure. Allison writes, “I need to say that my mama didn’t know what 

was going on, that I didn’t tell her, that when I finally did tell someone it was not her. I 

need to say that when I told, only mama believed me, only mama did anything at all” 

(42). But this is not the case; Allison lets the reader understand that her need to say 

these things does not make them so, and in fact she has shown the opposite in both her 

memoir and the autobiographical novel Bastard Out of Carolina. 

 And yet, the memoir, and Allison’s work generally, is deeply expressive of her 

love for her mother. Allison’s mother has not had any of the elitist opportunities of 

Karr’s and Moss’s mothers; in fact, her class status has been less fluid and the 

determinant element of her life. In some of her essays and fiction, Allison considers the 

impact of class and the role of a meritocracy in her own life. In the short story “Steal 

Away,” Allison writes of the protagonist’s status as a condescended-to scholarship 
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student at college, and of the rage the character experiences and acts out. In her essay 

“A Question of Class,” Allison explains that it was merit-based testing through which 

she ultimately received a scholarship and gained access to the life she never expected as 

a writer; here she also explores the marginalization she experienced as a central element 

of her youth. The title of this essay is telling: class has certainly been a multi-faceted 

“question” throughout her coming of age, one without easy answers. Allison’s mother 

has not excelled by the standards of a meritocracy as the other two memoirists suggest 

their mothers did for a time, but, similarly to the other two memoirists, Allison praises 

her mother Ruth Gibson and her abilities: “My mama worked forty years as a waitress, 

teasing quarters out of truckers, and dimes out of hairdressers, pouring extra coffee for a 

nickel, or telling an almost true story for half a dollar” (25). Allison continues 

discussing her mother: “she was an actress in the theater of true life, so good that no one 

suspected what was hidden behind the artfully applied makeup and carefully pinned 

hairnet” (26).  Allison’s appreciation of her mother does not come from a sense that she 

did for a time—or might have been able to—achieve in a more privileged world. 

Allison’s appreciation of her mother is based on her contained, lived life.  Similarly to 

Karr and Moss, Allison presents her mother’s life as in many ways unknown to her. 

“My mamma never told me stories. She might repeat something someone had said at 

work that day, or something she had said—lessons in how to talk back, stand up for 

myself, and tell someone off. But behind her blunt account of the day’s conversation 

was a mystery: the rest of her life” (24).  

 Two or Three Things I Know for Sure is the work among the three that most 

directly references a feminist consciousness. As part of her memoir, Allison mentions 
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living in a feminist collective in Tallahassee as a young woman, and during a visit with 

her sister, Allison comments that, “I had been talking to her about feminism, the 

women’s center, and the child care center where I was a volunteer every Sunday 

afternoon” (52). Allison’s attachment to feminism has been important, central in her 

life, and she relays this to her sister with enthusiasm in the memoir. More significantly, 

Allison directly references a feminist awareness of women’s positioning throughout her 

work as she considers the lives of her mother, aunts, and other women. Even more 

broadly, Allison suggests that each of our lives is limited by the constructions that all 

too often determine that life: “Women lose their lives not knowing they can do 

something different. Men eat themselves up believing they have to be the thing they 

have been made. Children go crazy. Really, even children go crazy, believing the shape 

of the life they must live is as small and mean and broken as they are told” (51).   

 Allison’s memoir is the most explicitly feminist, but all three memoirs portray 

women who are restricted by the gender constructions of the era. Karr’s memoir 

anticipates the changes that will come as Second Wave feminisms develop and women 

have increased opportunities for education and employment. (Karr’s mother returns to 

college and works as a teacher for a time, although these points are only sketchily 

relayed to the reader.) Karr’s home town is most like the suburban world Betty Friedan 

writes of in which women share “the problem that has no name.” Moss’s mother 

became increasingly dependent and poor due to an abusive marriage. But Moss’s work 

includes a photograph of her mother in her Women’s Marine Corps uniform, looking 

confident and energetic, referencing the period before women returned to the home after 

World War II.  And Moss portrays her mother at the end of the work becoming 
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independent as she buys a car and seeks a job. Freidan had written of women who 

returned home to domestic roles or limited and part-time labor after World War II, 

giving up what was often their fuller inclusion in the world outside the home during the 

war years, although Friedan’s focus was on women from more prosperous 

circumstances than Moss’s mother comes to be in. Allison’s mother’s life is greatly 

determined by the class circumstances that limit her opportunities. In fact Allison writes 

in her essay “Stubborn Girls and Mean Stories,” which serves as an Introduction to the 

short story collection Trash, that the most determinant factor for her was not the abuse 

she suffered, but rather, “[t]he central fact of my life is that I was born in 1949 in 

Greenville, South Carolina, the bastard daughter of a white woman from a desperately 

poor family, a girl who had left the seventh grade the year before, worked as a waitress, 

and was just a month past fifteen when she birthed me” (vii). As Karr and Moss title the 

opening section and chapter of their memoirs in ways that link place and time (“Texas, 

1961;” “Eastaboga, Alabama, 1962;” respectively ), in the opening lines of her short 

story collection Allison has linked time, place, gender and class circumstances: these 

complexities interlock to form “the central fact” of her life. All three memoirists 

indicate that their mother’s situations in these contexts are damaging to them and to 

their children. 

 Writing specifically of the white, middle-class suburban experience, Betty 

Friedan in her world-changing work The Feminine Mystique, 1963, wrote of the period 

contemporaneous with these memoirs. The housewives of the post-World War II period 

Friedan focused on would be better mothers if they did not overly indulge their 

children, she argued, along with many other points. As Friedan portrays the women of 
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this era as stultified in their role as simply housewives, she argues that they live too 

much through the achievements of their children, and that this over attention makes the 

children passive and indulged. Friedan argues these points in her chapter “Progressive 

Dehumanization: The Comfortable Concentration Camp” (282-309). Middle-class 

children of the era Friedan considers are too protected, as their mothers, under-used in 

their strictly domestic roles, have sought to fulfill their energies through their children, 

Friedan contends. But the working-class girlhoods analyzed in the three memoirists are 

radically different from those analyzed by Friedan in her germinal, but now also 

historically significant, text. These three working-class mothers cannot over-focus on or 

indulge their children. They do not have the material or emotional resources to do so.  

 In Allison’s body of autobiographical work including her memoir, fiction, and 

essays, simple survival is at issue. In Bastard Out of Carolina, the narrator’s mother, 

whose husband is out of work and who has no food left in the house, makes a desperate 

decision. She dresses provocatively, leaves the house at night, and comes home with 

grocery bags of food. The implication is that she has prostituted herself, for simple 

sustenance, for money for food for her daughters. In the novel the protagonist’s mother 

does watch her daughter’s life carefully, but in a very different way from the middle-

class women Friedan had considered. Bone’s mother sees her daughter’s deprivation of 

material goods, of class status, of cultural capital, and the resultant deprivation of self-

esteem. Bone’s mother watches her daughter’s life and sees these things clearly; her 

ability to support her daughter is limited, but she uses many of the means available to 

her. 
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 In Moss’s work the mother of eight children also watches her daughter, abused 

by her father, as she herself is the victim of his violence. Moss’s mother, mainly 

passive, waits for money to come in the mail, takes what she can when she is evicted, 

and covers broken windows with the children’s paint-by-number art. She will eat the 

pesticide treated food first to test it, after washing it as well as possible; she will work to 

protect her children and sustain them—but her sense of her own agency is portrayed as 

truncated.  

 Karr’s mother is in the situation most like those examined by Friedan. Karr’s 

mother, however, is not emotionally available for her daughters due to her own serious 

instabilities. A creative person like Karr’s mother is stultified in the role of housewife 

she is living in; it does not provide her with a full avenue for her energies. Karr suggests 

that constructions of women’s roles of the era are in the mix of her mother’s 

complicated situation and discontent, for her mother is also seriously mentally ill.  

 None of the mothers presented in these autobiographical works have full adult 

status in the world; none hold jobs for very long that would allow them to fully provide, 

and none have full decision making power within the family. Karr’s mother is most 

seen outside of the family role in the work, but she squanders what Karr implies was a 

huge fortune. None of the mothers in these works are able to fully protect their 

daughters. Yet each memoirist celebrates her mother’s innate abilities. Each memoirist 

scrutinizes the material and gendered restrictions of her mother’s life in specific context 

and explores her mother’s reactions to these circumstances. And each relays these to the 

reader. As such, each memoir portrays a developing feminist awareness. 
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“The Stewardess Tripped over that Blond and Pony-Tailed 

Barbie Head”: A Cultural Studies Application 

 All three memoirs focus on girlhood from a number of vantage points, including 

how the young girls at the center of the works come to understand class, race, and 

gender. Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary Karr’s The 

Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter further 

explore gender roles as they portray their younger selves in negotiation with girls’ 

cultural products, and, more broadly, with the constructions of girlhood that these 

products work to maintain. In her article “Consuming Girlhood: Young Women, 

Femininities, and American Girl,” Elizabeth Marshall writes of how “girlhood exists as 

a cultural space and an identity that girls are compelled to occupy and into which they 

are trained through social practices such as literacy and play” (108). And in fact 

Marshall here states the approach of Cultural Studies as it is applied to Girls’ Studies: 

indeed an analysis of toys, play, and texts reveals much about girlhood in a given 

cultural moment. As the memoirists represent an era, they reveal the details of the 

cultural moment they lived in as girls. They reveal the culture’s constructions of 

normative girlhood linked to class and race as well as their own resistive negotiation 

with proscribed childhood roles, which also speaks to negotiation with their future 

status as adult women. Girls’ Studies analyzes girlhood as a distinct cultural construct in 

specific contexts, and this is portrayed and explored by memoirists Allison, Karr, and 

Moss as they represent younger selves interacting with cultural products.          

 Cultural Studies theorists look at the lived life and how individuals react to 

ideology coded in products of popular culture. When this reaction to encoded messages 
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is resistive, it demonstrates the individual’s agency in not simply consuming, but rather 

in re-shaping such messages. An important component of Girls’ Studies, Cultural 

Studies scrutinizes the lived lives of girls as they react to popular culture. As these 

memoirists study girlhood, they present their younger selves responding to the cultural 

cues and messages of the day. They present their girlhood selves watching, reading, 

listening, doing the work of childhood: at play.    

 Mary Karr in The Liars’ Club presents her sister and herself at play, and she 

portrays them doing so in a way that suggests how play explores gender, specifically 

here the difficulty of moving into adult gendered roles and the nature of these roles as 

just that: constructions that are performed. Karr writes that her sister, “had me climb on 

her shoulders, then draped a brown corduroy painter’s smock to hang from my 

shoulders to my knees. We staggered from house to house pretending we were some 

lady collecting for the American Cancer Society” (45). The girls are performing doing 

volunteerism, an activity typical of women during the period. And the image is 

somewhat sinister, suggesting the strangeness of the teen years. Karr here explores 

womanhood as a construct, and the awkwardness of transitioning from girlhood to 

womanhood. Other performances of childhood in the memoir also trope normative 

gender roles and young girls’ experiences of them. Karr comments on beauty culture of 

the period, stating that her sister, trying to look older than she was, ended up looking 

“like a child trying to impersonate an adult and coming out some strange gargoyle 

neither adult nor child” (45). Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin, in Post-

Colonial Studies: The Key Concepts, write as part of their definition of “binarism” that 

“any activity or state that does not fit the binary opposition will become subject to 
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repression or ritual. For instance, the interstitial stage between child and adult—

‘youth’—is treated as a scandalous category, a rite of passage subject to considerable 

suspicion and anxiety” (24). This is certainly explored by the imagery Karr uses here; 

pre-adolescence is shown as a strange hybrid, hard to move within, somehow 

monstrous. But as part of their coming of age, the girls react to just such ideas through 

resistive play that explores this binary thinking. 

 Details of their lived lives further reveal Karr and her sister coming of age 

through negotiation with cultural products. Karr explains how her sister, “took to 

plastering down her bangs with so much hair spray that neither wind nor rain could 

move them” (45). The demands of female culture are rigid, inflexible, this imagery 

suggests, and Karr relays that she started calling her sister “Helmet-head” (45). The 

sisters also use a garden hose and a box of detergent, filling the whole house with a foot 

of suds, explaining that they were “imitating a floor wax commercial” (71). Such 

comments on and interactions with proscribed roles of womanhood challenge these 

roles, irreverently.     

 The memoirist voices understanding of how ideology of church and state 

institutions and normative gender roles are of a piece when the narrator of The Liars’ 

Club writes of a neighbor child:  

Sundays, when Carol Sharp came home from Bible school—her black 

hair pinched and shining in twin plastic barrettes, her petticoat sticking 

her pink skirt out sideways—and announced, while I was digging for 

worms in the flower box, how God had made me from dirt, I said I 

wasn’t dirt, and I wasn’t God’s Barbie doll either. And why would God 
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set Death loose among us like some wind-up robot destroyer if he loved 

us so much. (106)     

The narrator’s description captures the ethos of the times, as well as some of the 

individual philosophy she is developing. Karr here responds to what she suggests she 

sees as simplistic and confining beliefs of organized religion. If she is not “God’s 

Barbie doll,” she is not the image of young womanhood determined by the over-riding 

system of conventional religious beliefs and culture. And the sartorial details of her 

neighbor also reveal the rigidity of ideals of girlhood. As she is dressed and coiffed, the 

neighbor girl is restrained, confined.  

 Cultural critics have read Barbie as a toy that exaggerates ideas of femininity. 

Angharad N. Valdivia writes of “ her hyper feminine, white, middle class, and 1950s 

persona” (77) and many cultural critics study this toy.
10

  
  
Karr’s memoir presents the 

children revealingly playing with Barbies. When the sisters, nine and eleven years old, 

are flying from Colorado to Texas to re-join their father, accompanied by a man their 

mother has hired to travel with them, they end up on the wrong plane and are detained 

with him in Mexico until airline officials see to it that they get to Texas. It is unclear to 

the children (and to the reader) whether they were being kidnapped, or if perhaps their 

escort was trying to leave the country himself. What is certain is that the event is 

frightening; the children are truly adrift. During the first, seemingly normal part of the 

trip in the airport lounge, where their escort becomes intoxicated, Karr describes, “[o]n 

the bar before us our twin Barbies sat, backs ramrod straight” (258). But later, in a way 

that is resistive to the cultural ideals it encodes, Karr uses Barbie as a weapon: “Now I 

grabbed her legs like a club and drew back” when the man in the seat in front of her on 
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the plane annoys her (261). The normative young womanhood Barbie represents is 

challenged, the image especially compelling when “the stewardess tripped over that 

blond and pony-tailed Barbie head” (261), for flight attendants were representative of 

full and successful compliance to feminine norms of appearance and behavior during 

the era. The sisters, originally in compliance, have experienced too many threats, seen 

too much: the narrator reacts to the message encoded in the doll resistively, even 

violently.   

 Karr’s childhood world is impacted by the mass media of the period, and she 

describes a day when a hurricane threatens her East Texas town: “School got closed, so 

I sat around the house making puppets from paper bags and watching endless TV: I 

Love Lucy, Leave It to Beaver, all family sitcoms where the dads walked around in suit 

jackets and the women wore heels to vacuum all day” (84). The narrator here considers 

adult roles as dress-up, performance. Karr’s portrait of this incident is ironic: her mother 

fails to evacuate the children in a timely way, their eventual flight from the hurricane 

endangers the family, and Karr’s father remains on duty at work during the incident, not 

taking any action to ensure the family’s safety. The mass media have presented an 

unrealistic ideal, and Karr’s retelling of her life in relation to these cultural products is 

in juxtaposition to such images of American life during this period.   

 A game Karr’s younger self plays represents dominating attitudes of the era, and 

is shocking to the reader. This is serious play indeed. In fact the game that Karr relays 

playing with the neighborhood children is intense, and included in this game is a 

neighborhood boy who later rapes the narrator:  
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On the hot days, when running was forbidden—heatstroke was always 

bringing little kids down—we played a game some kid invented called 

Torture. This sounds worse than it was. A bigger kid would herd us into 

the skin-tightening heat of the most miserably close spot we could find—

the spidery crawl space under the Carters’ back porch, say, or Tommy 

Sharp’s old pigeon cage, or some leftover  refrigerator box waiting for 

the garbage truck. There we’d squat into the hunched and beaten forms 

we thought made us look like concentration–camp inmates. This evil boy 

had a picture of Buchenwald survivors in his history book. All of us 

collectively studied it, memorized it…We lined up shoulder to shoulder 

and thigh to thigh under the cold dull eye of this big boy’s Nazi. …We 

melted into a single compliant shape.  It was almost a form of 

meditation. (65) 

This is extreme child’s play, and it speaks to a group identity, and a collective—even 

defining—knowledge of the atrocities of the World War II era.  Karr believes that the 

children had looked at a picture of concentration camp survivors and imitated them, 

“not out of any tender feelings for the victims’ pain or to ponder injustice, but so we 

could impersonate them playing Torture” (65). If the children did not engage in this 

game with any conscious sense of compassion, but through an instinct to reenact the 

troubling intensity of this brutality, ultimately this game leaves Karr alone with the “evil 

boy” (65), and it is after one such time of playing Torture that she is raped by him.   

 Barbara Robinette Moss’s memoir also demonstrates a child at play through 

which the most serious issues are considered. A toy of the period, Silly Putty, and a 
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comic strip with the character June Gale, a nurse, are used by the narrator as she regards 

her misshapen face (the result of malnutrition) and tries to find a way to understand and 

fix it: “It’s like a Silly Putty-stretched face,” the narrator reasons to herself. (41). Moss 

plays with the toy and the comic strip picture of the nurse she wishes to emulate and 

duct tape. In this poignant incident Moss locks the bathroom door and tries to refigure 

her face with these materials, using the image she has found in the comic strips as her 

guide, plus her older sister’s beauty products. (As an adult the narrator will demonstrate 

amazing agency when she has enough connections and courage to undergo 

experimental surgery to correct her facial deformity. After the multiple successful 

procedures, her own son does not recognize her at first.) Moss has portrayed child’s 

play as serious, about the need to meet normative standards, and also about agency in 

doing so. Here Moss has taken the materials she has as a child, and tried to achieve 

what she feels she needs from them. 

 The child’s play Moss and her siblings engage in continuously reflects the era 

and its attitudes. Rummaging through the barn on their uncle’s property the children 

find, among other things, “boxes of metal ‘I Like Ike’ buttons and a box of clear 

condoms we used for a water balloon-battle…If you got hit directly with a water-filled 

condom you were pregnant and it” (83). Certainly the precarious situation of young 

women during the period is referenced here. 

 Filled with paint-by-number kits and coin collections, the narrative uses the 

details of a child’s life to evoke the period, reminding the reader of the limited material 

circumstance of Moss’s family. Model airplane collections, new, fashionable shoes: 

Moss and her siblings have been drawn to what they do not have full access to. Moss 
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and her siblings also play with tractors and leaking boats, roam unsafely in the 

Birmingham sewer system, and play a game in which they toss their baby sister without 

the mature insight to know how dangerous this is, until the adult memoirist relays this to 

the reader as a way to explain her childhood.    

 The era is threatening to children on many levels, and Moss and her siblings 

play an imitative game showing their fascination with these threats. Moss’s younger 

cousin has had polio and sometimes uses braces, and Moss writes that the children want 

to play with these: “Sweatpea’s legs both frightened and fascinated us. We followed 

behind him to see how they fit onto our legs”(55). And they play with his wheelchair, 

until their mother warns, “That’s not a toy” (55). But to the children these items are 

playthings, through which they can attempt to understand some of the biggest questions 

of our shared humanity.  

 As Dorothy Allison’s powerful memoir recounts the circumstances of her youth, 

the photographs she includes complement the text. As Allison tells of abuse and deep 

poverty, there are also visuals of Allison as a child: in a school picture, with dolls, at a 

table with a friend, at the beach with a ball, dressed for church and with an and Easter 

basket, in front of a Christmas tree. These ordinary items of childhood surprise the 

reader—could the narrator’s childhood have contained such normal play also—wasn’t 

she fully robbed of all of this by ongoing sexual abuse? It is one of Allison’s themes, 

however, that this was a regular life impacted by abuse, yes, but her girlhood self went 

on to thrive, in spite of the trauma, which Allison confronts head on in her text.   

 Storytelling is presented as an important element of Allison’s survival, and 

storytelling itself is presented in Allison’s memoir as a kind of play also, although 
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serious as it explores the world, essential for the narrator, and something she has 

engaged in from the very beginning of her life, and of this work. “Let me tell you a 

story” is the opening line of the work (1). She continues, later on this opening page:  

“Make it pretty or sad, laughable or haunting. Dress it up with legend and aura and 

romance” (1). Storytelling is almost a toy, something of fancy, although it serves the 

most important purpose in her life: “I’d tell about the witch queens who cooked their 

enemies in great open pots, the jewels that grew behind the tongues of water 

moccasins” (2). Storytelling is creative, indulgent, playful: “ I could catch my sisters the 

way we caught butterflies” (1). Storytelling is like child’s play, and like play actually, it 

deals with cultural norms. Allison explains that when she was a girl she “story talked”:  

Sometimes I became people I had seen on television or read about in 

books, went places I’d barely heard of, did things that no one I knew had 

ever done, particularly things that girls were not supposed to do. In the 

world as I remade it, nothing was forbidden, everything was possible. (2) 

Through this narrative play, Allison overtly resists restrictions on girlhood. 

 In Bastard Out of Carolina, Allison writes directly of childhood culture. When 

the narrator Bone is able to make some money washing dishes at the diner where her 

mother works, she spends it “mostly on secondhand books” and her sister complains 

that “I never played with her anymore, that I was always working or reading or 

sleeping” (119).  

 Stories and reading have become the work/play of the narrator’s childhood. Also 

in the novel, Allison writes of her step-uncle’s family, describing “Uncle James’s girls 

in their white nylon crinolines and blue satin hair ribbons. They were the kind of little 
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girls people really wanted. No part of me was that worshipful, dreamy-eyed, storybook 

girlchild.” (208). If less privileged materially, Allison is also a more expressive, 

realistic, girlchild, created by self, not constructed by the cultural norms she suggests as 

she describes her step-cousins and their middle-class status.   

 Later in the novel Bastard Out of Carolina, after Bone has shoplifted some 

candy from a Woolworth’s store, her mother, hoping to teach her daughter an important 

lesson, brings her back to the store and makes her confess. Bone is temporarily banished 

from the store, her mother also humiliated in the interaction with the manager. The child 

has longed for the possessions in the store, which represent the normative, white, 

materially comfortable childhood as defined by the broader culture. Bone breaks into 

the store and vandalizes it, her companion stealing some of the items. But when Bone 

destroys the counter that displays and sells roasted nuts, she evaluates: “I saw that the 

case was a sham. There hadn’t been more than two inches of nuts pressed against the 

glass front, propped up with cardboard” (224). Bone comes to her assessment of the 

material culture capitalism “sells” as she observes the damaged goods: “Junk 

everywhere: shoes that went to paper in the rain, clothes that separated at the seams, 

stale candy, makeup that made your skin break out” (224). Allison continues, 

considering the items for sale in Woolworth’s and stressing the contrast between this 

material culture and the rural women’s culture represented by her aunt: 

What was here that I could use? I remembered the rows of canned 

vegetables and fruit at Aunt Raylenes’s place—rows of tomatoes and 

okra, peaches and green beans, blackberries and plums that stretched for 
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shelf on shelf in the cellar. That was worth something.  All this stuff 

seemed tawdry and useless. (225)  

 The material culture of dress and beauty are portrayed as damaged, even 

damaging to face, to self, fostering a kind of deterioration and unhealthiness. The 

alternative to this as presented by Allison is attachment to the natural world and 

women’s work of growing and preserving this growth. This is what the girl protagonist 

of Bastard Out of Carolina  has come to value.    

 One of the goals of Girls’ Studies is to acknowledge and consider girlhood as a 

cultural construct. Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary 

Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s 

Daughter establish the milieus in which the narrators lived as girls in all of their 

complexities. In her essay “Context” Dorothy Allison writes of a time as an adult 

woman when she brings a lover to meet her family. “I thought I understood what you 

meant when you said ‘working class,’ but I just didn’t have a context” (10), says the 

woman, explaining the difficulty of understanding a lived life with all of its impacting 

factors. As the memoirists show the reader the historical complexities of their girlhoods, 

they portray how constructions of class, race, and gender interlock with region and era 

to form this context. Allison, Karr, and Moss have performed the work of Girls’ 

Studies, portraying how the girls at the heart of these memoirs learn of, interact with, 

and often  resist the constructions they encounter.    
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Notes 

 
1.

 According to Contemporary Authors Online, Dorothy Allison was born in 

1949 and Mary Karr in 1955. An Iowa City paper Gazette Online, October 14, 2009, 

states that Barbara Robinette Moss was born in 1954 and died on October 9, 2009. 

Moss had been working on a third volume of memoir, explains The Anniston Star (AL) 

15 Oct. 2009, coffee break: 6. NewsBank. Web. 18 Jun. 2010.  

 
2.

 Some criticism of Karr’s work treats Leechfield as a real place, and some 

suggests it is fictional. Contemporary Authors Online explains that “Karr chose not to 

reveal the name of her hometown, but she refers to it in her book by the fictional name 

of Leechfield.” 

 
3.

 Lansing Lamont in “40 Years After the Birth Of the Atomic Age” defines the 

atomic age as beginning from the initial tests of the nuclear bomb. The New York Times. 

14 Jul. 1985, Late City Final Edition, Editorial Desk: 27. NewsBank. Web. 11 Jul. 2010. 

 
4.

 Richard Croker’s The Baby Boomer Century 1946-2046: How America’s Most 

Influential Generation Changed Everything, New York: Springboard Press, 2007, 

defines the baby boomers’ reality as having, for one characteristic, “an economically 

secure environment” (18), and as such supports the common belief about baby boomers 

as coming of age in prosperity. 

 
5.

 Barbara Ehrenreich’s Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting by in America. 

New York: Henry Holt, 2001, powerfully demonstrates through undercover journalism 
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that the contemporary working class in large part actually constitutes a working poor, 

kept from advancing by systemic burdens to their money, energy, time, and esteem.  

Michelle Tokarczyk and Elizabeth A. Fay, eds., discuss the complexities of writing 

about working-class experience in Working-Class Women in the Academy: Laborers in 

the Knowledge Factory. Amherst; University of Massachusetts  Press, 1993, as they 

stress the importance of  narratives by authentically working-class women.  

 
6.

 In Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, 1954-1965,  New York: 

Penguin, 1988, Juan Williams discusses Birmingham’s central role in the civil rights 

movements, chosen by activists to highlight the racism that prevailed there and 

escalating violence. Williams explains that the city was nicknamed “Bombingham” 

after eighteen unsolved bombings there (179).   

 
7.

 In Eyes on the Prize, Juan Williams discusses the August, 1963, March on 

Washington in the context of earlier marches as well as the internal debates of goals, 

tone, and organization within the leadership of this national event. He explains that 

many historians credit the 1963 March on Washington with the passage through 

Congress of the 1964 Civil Rights Act. Williams writes, “America witnessed an 

unprecedented spectacle that day. The march brought joy and a sense of possibility to 

people throughout the nation who perhaps had not understood the civil rights movement 

before or felt threatened by it” (202). These attitudes are certainly reflected in Moss’s 

memoir as she narrates coming to deepening understanding and portrays her father who 

is deeply threatened by these events.  

 
8.

 Moss, a visual artist in addition to being a writer, uses striking visual imagery 

here in her narrative. Visual artist Kara Walker in her work also references silhouettes 
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of antebellum scenes, adding shocking realism. See a review of a monograph on the 

artist’s work:  “Seeing the Unspeakable: The Art of Kara Walker.” Woman's Art 

Journal, 27 (1):61, March 2006. Web. 5 July. 2010. The article reviews The Art of  

Kara Walker by Gwendolyn DuBois Shaw. 

 
9.

 In his Introduction to Juan Williams’ Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil 

Rights Years, 1954-1965 (XI-XV), Julian Bond argues that the civil rights movement at 

this time “had been one of nonviolence and commitment to achieving change within the 

American system of law” (XIV). In this source Williams discusses on-going debates 

within the civil rights movement and during the August, 1963, March on Washington 

concerning leadership and what some saw as the necessity of resorting to more assertive 

means (200-201). 

 
10.

 Barbie has often been studied by feminists working in Cultural Studies, and 

Catherine Driscoll stresses “the multiplicity of Barbie, including all those games that 

Mattel would not put on boxes” (100).  



 133 

CHAPTER THREE 

THE CHILD AS TEXT: THEORIZING MARGINALIZED GIRLHOODS 

We girls ran along the shore,  

tearing at our new jumpers in a plaid agitation.  

 -- Karen Russell, “St. Lucy’s Home for Girls Raised by Wolves”  

Introduction 

 Girls’ Studies scholar Sherrie A. Inness begins her anthology of narratives of 

contemporary girlhoods Running for Their Lives: Girls, Cultural Identity, and Stories of 

Survival, “Girls are outsiders…[f]or many reasons, all the world’s girls are placed in the 

margins of existence” (“Girl Problems” xi). The contributors to Inness’ collection focus 

on the numerous ways in which girls worldwide are marginalized in specific contexts as 

they are undervalued in comparison to sons; believed to be inconsequential; provided 

with a substandard education; impoverished; subjected to strict taboos, marriage and 

dowry codes, and punitive judgments; forced to engage in unsafe labor; and faced with 

war, displacement, racism, and the illness of parents. Inness explains that 

“disenfranchised girls’ voices are seldom heard, their plights rarely told” (“Girl 

Problems” xii). Inness has suggested the universals of girls’ experiences even while 

stressing context through her anthology of readings with a global scope. The experience 

of American girlhood in a certain class, era, and region is portrayed by memoirists 

Allison, Karr, and Moss. These writers represent the deep alienation they experienced 

as girls in mid-twentieth century white, southern working-class families. As young girls 
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in damaged and damaging families, they are outsiders in their wider communities as 

well as within their families.  

 As Inness and other Girls’ Studies scholars focus on the marginalization girls 

experience, so theorists more generally have developed tools for analyzing how 

individuals and groups are disenfranchised. Postcolonial, Feminist, Marxist, and 

Performance Theories, among other contemporary frameworks, have analyzed the ways 

in which hierarchies of power are developed, maintained, contested, and made unstable. 

Allison, Karr, and Moss represent their childhoods through powerful imagery that often 

parallels such theorization. As such, these memoirs invite an application of the tools of 

contemporary theory to their investigations of girlhood. Such concepts as alterity, 

abjection, hailing, interpellation, performance, mimicry, voice, and agency can be 

meaningfully applied to Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and 

Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter as Allison, Karr, and Moss represent and comment on 

their girlhoods.     

 Theory has been a powerful force in literary studies in the last several decades as 

scholars have worked to unpack how identity is constructed and represented, with 

Postcolonial Theory playing a central role in responding to expanding literary canons. 

Postcolonial Theory focuses on the relationship between nation states and the 

subjectivity of the colonized, and this theoretical framework’s analytical devices are 

informatively applied to hierarchies of power based on gender, race, class, sexualities, 

and degree of ablebodiedness as they intersect with the colonial experience in specific 

contexts. Mary Kearney has used the terms “adult-centrism” and “adultism” 
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(“Coalescing” 9, 23), thus implying that youth should be included for analysis as a 

category through which individuals are marginalized. 

 Certainly, all marginalized groups are not by definition colonized populations, 

and the designation should be used mindfully. Mark Sherry, for example, warns against 

seeing disability and postcolonialism “as simply a metaphor for the other experience” 

and he continues that the terms should not be “rhetorically employed as a symbol of the 

oppression involved in a completely different experience” (10). Sherry argues for more 

careful theorization of the “interconnections of sexism, racism and disablism in 

postcolonialism and in the study of disability” (19-20).   

 Although the imperialism of one nation state to another is a distinct structure, 

there are parallels with the discursive and material circumstances of childhood, and 

more specifically girlhood, and colonization. In fact the ways in which girlhood 

corresponds to the experience of groups who have been colonized are quite significant. 

Although especially well equipped to speak, girls are often proscribed to silence. Girls 

are defined by the discourse acts of others, and are marginalized and powerless in 

material circumstances. Girls are often exploited sexually, considered property, and 

made invisible in the culture’s most important media. Girls are in large part 

linguistically disenfranchised as well, as they are working in a world with a seemingly 

foreign language they must learn to master and communicate through.
1 

 Allison, Karr, and Moss conceptualize their experiences of marginalization 

according to these criteria. All three memoirists portray how the speech acts of others at 

first attempt to define them, but how they ultimately re-define themselves through their 

own speech as well as through re-defining others in ways that acknowledge and resist 
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power hierarchies. As the adult memoirists focus on their childhood perceptions, 

experiences, and actions, they also at important junctures allow their adult voices to 

speak. At times it is the adult narrators who must speak more directly for their 

childhood selves, thus asserting a more fully developed agency, as well as 

acknowledging the limitations they did experience as girls.   

 Theorists have considered the link between childhood and the postcolonial 

condition. In their 1989 The Empire Writes Back: Theory and Practice in Post-Colonial 

Literatures, Bill Ashcroft, Garreth Griffiths, and Helen Tiffin see “organic metaphors” 

such as “parent-child” as constructions through which emerging colonial literatures 

were framed, and through which colonizers attempted to “keep the new literature in its 

place” (15). Relationships based on symbolic constructions of childhood and adulthood 

work to establish and maintain hierarchies of power and control, with the colonized 

subject seen as less than fully adult and thus in need of protection. Jo-Ann Wallace also 

considers the connection between the concept of the child and colonialism, writing that 

“[t]here is obviously considerable slippage between constructions of the child and of the 

native Other under imperialism” (175). Wallace in fact states that “it is an idea of ‘the 

child’ which makes thinkable both nineteenth-century English colonialist imperialism 

and many twentieth-century forms of resistance to imperialism” (171). Wallace further 

considers how definitions of the child intersect with other hierarchies, pointing out that 

Michel Foucault demonstrates the Enlightenment to have been “the period which saw 

the birth of the school and of the prison” (173). Beliefs about the individual, progress, 

and need for control impact the way the child is defined by a culture. Wallace continues 

that “‘childhood’ is a discourse marked by this contradiction: ‘the child’ represents 
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potential or futurity, both of which need protected spaces in which to flourish, and a 

subjectivity and corporeality in need of discipline” (173). Colonization is justified by 

the binary construction of child/adult. Defining a population as less than fully adult is a 

way to justify subjugation. And the ways colonized populations are defined and treated 

as children is allegorical to the ways childhood itself is defined and regarded in specific 

contexts.    

 The connection between childhood, autobiography, and the postcolonial 

condition is explored by Wallace in her essay “De-Scribing The Water-Babies: ‘The 

Child’ in Post-Colonial Theory.” Here Wallace writes of the short story “Wingless,” 

considering the significance for world literatures of life writing that focuses on youth:    

Jamaica Kincaid, like so many other post-colonial writers, returns to the 

autobiographical site of ‘childhood’ because it offers both an explanatory 

and an emancipatory potential.  That is, it enables the writer to examine 

a trope and an apparatus of colonization—the schooling of ‘the child’—

and to imagine a future condition of empowerment. (183) 

Through memoir Allison, Karr, and Moss return to their childhoods and represent the 

extremity of their pasts. Application of the tools of postcolonial and other theoretical 

frameworks allows for an analysis of how these memoirists conceptualize their 

experiences of gendered youth—of girlhood—as linked to other dimensions of 

marginalization. Allison, Karr, and Moss each explore how constructions of race 

intersect with classed girlhood. All three memoirists use imagery of bodies and of 

damaged bodies to explore their marginalized state. All three memoirs explore the sense 
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of shame, guilt, and even criminality their younger selves experience as a result of their 

marginalization.   

“I Can’t Get Out of This by Running”: Childhood Alterity 

 Beyond simple alienation, Allison, Karr, and Moss present their younger selves 

as inhabiting a space of alterity. A central concept in postcolonial studies, alterity is the 

state of otherness against which the colonizer defines himself. Alterity is based on 

binary thinking, a way of defining opposites in which it is believed that there is no 

possibility of slippage between the two polarized and hierarchal concepts. The state of 

alterity places one group as “other” to the centered, dominant group. Emmanuel Levinas 

explains the concept he developed: “the Other where he is truly other, in the radical 

contradiction of their alterity, that place from which, for an insufficiently mature soul, 

hatred flows naturally or is deduced with infallible logic” ( 88). Alterity is constructed 

through discourse and materiality, as the group seen as inferior is defined and the 

domination maintained through language acts as well as access to capital.  

 Dorothy Allison’s memoir of childhood stresses her sense of alterity and the 

narrator’s strategies for resisting this state throughout the work. In the opening line of 

Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Allison discusses telling stories to her sisters 

when they were children: “Let me tell you a story” opens the memoir (1). A few pages 

further into the memoir, Allison will add to the idea:  

I’ll tell you a story and maybe you’ll believe me. There’s a laboratory in 

the basement of the Greenville General Hospital, I told my sisters. They 

take the babies down there. If you’re poor—from the wrong family, the 
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wrong color, the wrong side of town—they mess with you, alter your 

brain. That was what happened. That was it. (3) 

Allison thus figuratively explores her sense that those in her specific context are 

rendered less than whole and fully functional, and that this has been done with 

malevolence by those in power. The imagery also implies that this group’s very 

potential to think, to understand the situation, and to progress has been altered.    

 Barbara Robinette Moss in Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter uses a similar 

narrative incident through which her sense of alterity is represented. The narrator’s 

father taunts his children that their blond hair is like neither his nor their mother’s, and 

that, “‘maybe they got you mixed up at the hospital and you don’t really live here. 

…Maybe I’m feeding kids that don’t really even live here,’ ...‘Hell, Mamie’s kids look 

more like me than you do!’” the racist S.K. Moss says in a comparison with the family’s 

black neighbor that he intends to be insulting to his children (21). The children seek 

their mother for re-assurance, “‘Am I eating food that’s not mine? Do Mamie’s kids 

look more like Dad than I do?’ …I pulled at the hem of her dress. ‘Are you sure I live 

here?’ I asked. ‘Are you sure I live here?’” (22).     

 Both Allison’s and Moss’s younger selves narrate the deepest doubts about 

identity, connection, and any sense of entitlement. Both young narrators voice belief in 

the malevolence of their cultures’ institutions. And, in Allison’s quote, the speaker fears 

that institutional structures in place will truncate any potential for development, for a 

future, for any sense of self esteem. From his Marxist perspective, Louis Althusser 

theorizes that ideological state apparatus function to maintain hierarchies of power. 

Althusser explains that the institutions of the state reproduce and maintain subjects who 
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define themselves through the dominant ideology. Allison’s framing that the “brains” of 

the “poor” have been “altered” can be read very literally. And both Allison’s and 

Moss’s memoirs suggest that they feel deeply subjugated, mishandled from their earliest 

moments of life, by hospitals, institutions that represent the state. Both memoirists 

suggest that internalization of the ideology of the dominant group has marked their 

childhoods: they see themselves as poor, as limited, as undeserving for some of their 

girlhoods. Yet both memoirists also show their resistance to these dynamics, and both 

portray these circumstances in a life re-assessed through memoir for self and for the 

reader. 

 Mary Karr also writes of her sense of alterity as a child, and she links this to a 

time when she is vulnerable to sexual abuse from a man who has been hired by her 

mother to baby sit her. A nine-year-old girl, she considers trying to run from her abuser: 

“Besides, even if I beat him scrambling downstairs to the phone, what would I say? I 

have a vocabulary for my own wrongness. All kids do, I think. It’s the result of being 

smaller than, less than, weaker than. No, I can’t get out of this by running” (244). Karr’s 

sense of alterity is embedded in her childhood state in her own thinking, and thus limits 

her ability to resist; her childhood is defined by this state of “wrongness” and the 

discourse surrounding it, the memoirist’s emphasis on words implies. All three 

memoirists develop such a “vocabulary” for the way they have been defined by others. 

Similarly to Moss’s exploration of her childhood sense of alterity, Karr’s sense of 

disenfranchisement will be linked to class and race.     
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The Child as Other in Karr’s The Liars’ Club 

 According to Althusser’s theorization, as institutions (such as the hospitals in 

these works) support existing hierarchies of power, so individuals from both the 

dominated and the oppressed group internalize the ideology on which the hegemony is 

based and work to maintain it. Throughout The Liars’ Club, Karr’s maternal 

grandmother contributes to her granddaughter’s sense of oppression as she defines 

young Mary and asserts the broader culture’s attitudes. Karr’s grandmother does not 

hesitate to state how she views her granddaughter: “Grandma never got over my 

looking vaguely Indian like Daddy. ...And I was pore-looking, a term she reserved for 

underfed farm animals and hookworm-ridden Cajun kids we saw trying to catch 

crawfish on summer afternoons on the edge of Taylor’s Bayou” (42). As in Moss’s 

work, Karr’s sense of alterity is linked to poverty and a connection with people of color. 

Moss’s father has suggested that maybe his children are black, or somehow connected 

to blackness; this hybrid state is unsettling, disturbing, the children sense, to the order of 

things. Similarly, Karr’s grandmother has linked her granddaughter’s identity to class, 

to people of color, as well as to a hybrid state: she looks poor, is like an Indian, and is 

also like a Cajun, which implies multiple origins. In both Moss’s and Karr’s works it is 

a dominating, in fact an abusive, family elder who has suggested this connection to 

people of color to the child. In Karr’s memoir, her grandmother, from a prosperous farm 

family, considers herself superior to the working-class status into which her daughter 

has married, and thus her comment that her granddaughter looks like, is connected to, 

people of color and to disease, is significant. Such connections are viewed as 
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contaminating, as ruining to those in the white South who consider themselves superior 

to all people of color, regardless of other elements of stratification such as class.  

 Closely linked with the concept alterity, abjection references how the other is 

seen by the dominating group. Julia Kristeva has influentially theorized that a culture 

defines itself and what it values in opposition to actions, attitudes and things it deems as 

unacceptable, and the culture dictates that these must be kept at a distance, be seen as 

repulsive. Kristeva explains that “the jettisoned abject, is radically excluded” (2). In fact 

defining itself against what it is not constructs a culture. And Kristeva theorizes that 

what—and who—are designated as abject serve as “[t]he primers of my culture” (2). A 

culture inculcates its members to its values as it insists on what must be kept at a 

distance. As Karr’s grandmother defines the narrator as potentially contaminated as she 

is linked to poverty and those who are racially othered, as Allison narrates her 

experience of feeling damaged by the institutions of her culture, as Moss is ridiculed 

through the possibility that her most authentic connection might be to people of color, 

the narrators’ experiences of being connected to what is defined as unacceptable is 

intensely explored. The girls purportedly cannot reason, cannot thrive as strong and 

healthy, should not be given access to food, in the constructions explored in Allison, 

Karr, and Moss’s memoirs, respectively.   

 In the memoirs of Allison, Karr, and Moss, classed girlhood is portrayed as a 

space of abjection; the girls are defined by the guardians of the social order as attached 

to those who are deeply othered. (And, significantly, in Allison’s work, she has 

articulated the dominating ideology, couching the statement with the label that the 

ideology she is transmitting is a “story,” a construction, which the listener may—or may 
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not—choose to believe.) Karr has also suggested that she is perceived as less than 

human by this grandmother who speaks with such rigid attachment to cultural norms. 

Karr explores her own experience through these linkings, and in doing so she brings 

forward the circumstances of others who are also marginalized.   

 As part of his theorizing of how hierarchies of power are constructed and 

maintained through ideological state apparatus, Althusser has developed the influential 

idea of “interpellation.” An individual is constructed as a subject through a speech act 

when an arm of the state identifies that person in relation to the structures of the state. 

Such a “hailing” is the result of discourse, and Karr’s emphasis on the “vocabulary” she 

has for her “wrongness” and her grandmother’s labeling of her as “pore-looking” (in 

italics, to emphasize the speech act) are significant. The young narrator has been 

interpellated through discourse to her subjection: her labeling by her grandmother 

functions as a kind of hailing.  

 Throughout the memoir Karr continuously uses imagery that portrays her sense 

of marginalization. “But when you’re a kid and something big is going on, you might as 

well be furniture for all anybody says to you,” writes Karr as part of the opening 

episode of the work (4). Karr continues relating this incident during which her mother 

suffers a psychological crisis. Earlier, Karr has written, “[i]n  one corner, the tallboy 

was tipped over on its back like a stranded turtle” (4). She is like furniture; furniture is 

like a stranded creature. Karr uses objectification and imagery of animals to explore her 

experience of childhood as seemingly lacking in agency. 

 Closely linked to agency, voice is a concept explored through Karr’s 

representation of her childhood experience. Like Julia Kristeva, Wallace considers the 



 144 

relationship of realms of communication with hierarchies of power. Wallace, 

considering the connection of the idea of the child to colonization, writes, “[t]he child, 

like the savage or the primitive, is pre-literate (the word ‘infant’, from the Latin infans, 

meaning literally ‘without speech’)” (175). In the opening incident of The Liars’ Club, 

Karr writes: “If I had, that night, possessed a voice, or if anybody nearby felt like 

listening, that’s what I might have said” (4) commenting here on her lack of agency as a 

child. Karr, however, similarly to Allison who directly references herself as a 

storyteller, creates imagery to reflect her sense of the world she inhabited as a child. 

The imagery she uses reflects her childhood consciousness as well as her awareness of 

how childhood was constructed by the adult world: she reflects the experience of 

childhood as determined by the dominant belief system, as well as her resistance to it.   

 Karr continues to represent the marginalization she experienced as a child 

through evocative imagery. In one incident in the narrative Karr represents her 

experience of childhood through imagery that suggests a link to Africa and to 

imperialism. Leading up to the point when she, a seven-year-old girl, is raped by an 

older boy in the neighborhood, Karr narrates,             

It was also at this this time that I came to be cut out of the herd of 

neighborhood kids by an older boy. Before that happened there was 

almost something sacred about that pack of kids we got folded into.  No 

matter how strange our family was thought to be, we blended into the 

tribe when we all played together. For some reasons, I always remember 

us running barefoot down the football field together, banking and turning 
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in a single unit like those public-TV airplane shots of zebras in Africa. 

(62) 

This space of childhood is complex, no simply romantic exploration of childhood as 

outside of the corrupting influence of civilization, certainly, but still with some elements 

of this as an “almost sacred” space, a space separate from the intruding adults, as pre-

colonial countries were once untouched by intruding, imperialistic nation states. Yet 

ultimately Karr’s representation of childhood is more suggestive of the ethos of survival 

of the fittest, as she, the most vulnerable, is “cut out of the herd.” Karr continues, “[b]ut 

obviously I had some kind of fear or hurt on me that an evil boy could smell” (62-63). 

Karr has also linked her childhood state to a place where she is defined as less than fully 

human. Through imagery Karr has suggestively linked her experience of childhood to 

systems of dominance, to European colonization of Africa. 

 Karr continues to use this intense pattern of imagery as she portrays her 

experience of childhood, suggesting that it was marked by a lack of enough adult 

guidance and care, by neglect. Karr writes of a time when a stern neighborhood mother, 

previously judgmental of Karr’s own family, calls her son in from play: “At the sound 

of her voice, the kids all startled a little the way a herd of antelope on one of those 

African documentaries will lift their heads from the water hole at the first scent of a 

lion” (41). The adult world is portrayed as an intruding threat. Children in Karr’s 

memoir are deeply alone, and they are not in fact adequately protected. Karr’s situation 

as a child is complex: othered as a child in an adult-dominated world, she herself is 

even further isolated within this domain of childhood: “It was never Mother who called 

us” (41). Apologists for colonization of course claimed that those they ruled needed and 
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got their protection. Yet clearly the colonized subjects under imperialism had their 

actual needs under the oppressive system disregarded. Children actually do need 

protections, certainly, yet here as they are portrayed as oppressed and dominated, they 

are in fact not taken care, not protected enough.  

 Ashcroft, Griffins, and Tiffin include the binary of “human: bestial” as among 

the pairings on which the structure of coloniziation is based (Post-Colonial Studies 24). 

Colonized subjects were defined as less than fully human by those in the dominating 

culture. Karr continues to use imagery of animals to represent her childhood experience 

and that of children generally. Karr describes a prototypical image of childhood: “the 

toddler you once passed in a yard behind a chain-link fence, tethered to a clothesline 

like a dog in midday heat” (49). At one point in her memoir of childhood Karr uses 

softer imagery linking children and animals, stating parenthetically “(children can be a 

lot like cats or dogs, sometimes, in how physical comfort soothes them)” (56). Later,  

with a much less romanticized view of children and animals, Karr continues linking 

imagery of animals and children when she tells of a trip near the time of her 

grandmother’s death when she experienced “Mother’s psychic paralysis at the zoo” 

(56). This incident in the narrative explores imagery of trapped animals as well as her 

mother’s reaction to the arena of animals and to her own children. It is through this 

imagery that Karr makes overt her sense of her positioning as a child. Powerfully, Karr 

narrates an incident in which her abusive grandmother has constructed a whip to punish 

her granddaughters. “I said that I wasn’t some old barnyard mule and didn’t want to get 

whipped like one” (74). Karr has relayed for the reader the zone of childhood, and has 
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resisted such a construction directly to her oppressor in this incident through a speech 

act that re-defines her. 

 As she relays incidents of her youth in The Liars’ Club, Karr often uses a 

facetious tone, giving her persona a voice that is irreverent, unstoppable in its insistence 

on strength and survival. Karr uses such a tone while also realistically and honestly 

rendering childhood cognition as she shows her younger self as having the deepest 

sense of marginalization. Karr narrates her younger self’s fear that she is responsible for 

her sister’s being stung by a jellyfish (from which her sister recovers): “Now God, who 

had done me the kindness of killing Grandma, was taking payment for that kindness by 

killing Lecia too… I was a child—three feet tall, flat broke, unemployed, barely literate, 

yet already accountable somehow for two deaths” (117). The tone is humorous, but it 

also does reflect the inner life of the child narrator. Karr again is cynical yet provocative 

as she describes herself after she has been raped at seven years old by an older 

neighborhood boy: “My school record says I weighed about fifty pounds. Think of two 

good-sized Smithfield hams” (66).  Karr here uses a darkly humorous tone, but there is 

much to take seriously in the imagery as well: Karr has used school records, that of the 

ideological state apparatus, to reference Althusser, to access an image of herself at that 

time. And the image is witty, but also haunting; she has compared herself not only to an 

animal, but to a dead animal.  

 Mary Karr presents her girlhood as deeply marginalized. She has portrayed her 

experience of abjection in The Liars’ Club, and linked this to constructions of class and 

race. Karr shows children to be considered less than fully human by the culture, and she 

provocatively uses imagery of objectification and animals to explore her younger self’s 
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experience of this. She has reflected the adult world’s perceptions and belief system, as 

well as her resistance to constructions of the child as Other.  

Performativity and Mimicry in Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s 

Daughter 

 Performativity is another major concept in contemporary theory, with such 

theorists as Judith Butler arguing that our identities are formed through speech acts and 

other repeated actions that construct and maintain identity. Butler stresses that gendered 

and sexual identities are created as the result of continuous performance. Butler writes 

in her influential text Gender Trouble that “performativity is not a singular act, but a 

repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its naturalization in the context 

of a body” (xv). Butler comments on how constructions of gender intersect with 

constructions of race: “My view is that no single account of construction will do, and 

that these categories always work as background for one another, and they often find 

their most powerful articulation through one another” (xvii). Through performance we 

internalize our complex, multi-dimensional roles, believing them to be natural to us.   

 “It isn’t any fun for children. We get to dress up in paper wedding clothes and 

go through a ceremony for the entertainment of the adults,” writes bell hooks in her 

memoir Bone Black (8). Hooks here discusses the conscious performance of future roles 

by children for adults; performance theory, which evolved from considering theater, 

focuses on the everyday ways that we each construct our roles by continuously, usually 

unconsciously, enacting them for self and others. In Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter 

Barbara Robinette Moss portrays her younger self’s performance of her acute awareness 

of her classed experience. Moss portrays her own and her siblings’ at times very 
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conscious performativity of youth linked to class, and the ways in which this is 

reflective of the attitudes of the dominant culture, as well as at times resistive. Early in 

the text Moss narrates incidents from her childhood as she and her siblings attempt to 

obtain what they see as a great treat from a local business:    

We went in, cased the joint, put the empty deposit bottle in the wooden 

crate, dropped the slug into the machine and pulled out an RC Cola. 

Then we popped off the top and took the bottle down to Randolph  Park 

to sit with the bums while we drank it. In Birmingham the bums 

congregated around a huge oak tree and staked out their territory with 

bags and blankets on the north side of the park, where a fire burned 

constantly in an oil drum. They stood around the fire even when it wasn’t 

particularly cold, sipping from a bottle, warming first one side of their 

bodies, then the other…We imitated the bums. (60) 

Through this imitation and performance the children articulate to themselves and others 

their experience of poverty and abuse. The deep poverty Moss and her siblings 

experience is thus conceptualized as abjection as Moss and her siblings make a game of 

acting as the poorest and most disenfranchised members of society. Moss and her 

siblings are unwelcome in the library and shops of Birmingham. They are unattended, 

and their poverty is obvious to the merchants and library staff, who represent the more 

economically empowered and the state, after all. Thus the children’s rejection by these 

safe places is significant. It speaks of the separation from the arenas of economic power 

and of learning. So disenfranchised, the children have play-acted in a way that speaks of 

their class status and their sense of transgression, even criminality. 
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 Moss continues narrating the telling incident: 

We found a spot in the park close enough to the bums to watch their 

every move, but far enough away that we didn’t feel compelled to share 

our bounty. We were familiar with the dance of a drunk: the slight lilt of 

a step, the stagger, the drunken stupor. So familiar—from living with 

Dad, breathing the peril—we were comfortable among the derelicts in 

the park…. (60-61) 

The narrator and her siblings scrutinize the disenfranchised, imitating those with whom 

they feel this shocking connection: “We secured a spot on the tattered grass, sitting 

cross-legged in a circle, and passed around the RC.  Occasionally we found a brown 

paper bag on the ground, the kind the liquor store puts wine bottles in, and dropped the 

RC in the bag,  just for effect” (61). Moss continues narrating the children’s sense of a 

deep connection with the “bums” in the park: “When the liquid in the bottle was 

partially gone, we took turns blowing over the opening, creating ghostly hollow sounds 

that frightened away the squirrels and birds. The bums circling the oil can imitated our 

call, blowing over the opening of a wine bottle and sending out a deep pitched, vacant 

sound” (61). This communication by the children in Moss’s family with the most abject 

of society is compelling—and the communication is pre-verbal.  This can be read as a 

discourse act, a kind of self-naming.  Later in the memoir, for Moss, a discourse act will 

be more direct in labeling her.  

 As in Karr’s memoir her childhood self is subjugated through a discourse act 

when she is hailed as “pore-looking,” so Moss’s younger self is similarly interpellated. 

The owner of the business where the narrator and her siblings sometimes use slugs to 
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purchase RC Colas has caught the children: “The old man crushed out the cigarette, 

reached in his pocket for another and tapped it against the table to pack the tobacco… 

‘You’re a scurvy thing,’ he said. I covered my face as much as possible” (66). Moss, 

whose face as a child showed the deformity of extreme malnutrition, is thus defined. 

Here again, as in Karr’s memoir, a young girl is considered unacceptable, to be kept at a 

distance, abject. Moss’s brother fights back against this shop owner, who is more 

economically advantaged than Moss’s family, and who has apprehended the “criminal” 

children. Karr continues:  

Willie hunched up and slapped at the cigarette. The old man laughed and 

booted him in the chest back to the floor. He reached down and picked 

up the RC that Willie had dropped in the scuffle, stood and leaned 

toward the Coke machine just far enough to open the bottle. It had been 

shaken and drops sprayed in our hair and across our faces, as if we’d 

been spit on. (66) 

Next the shop owner “guzzled the whole thing” while the children watch (66). Moss has 

explored her impoverished family’s abject status through these incidents. She has 

portrayed being labeled and defined as unacceptable and the brutality through which 

those who are even just slightly more economically empowered feel entitled to behave. 

Moss has also demonstrated that camaraderie with her siblings will be at the heart of her 

resistance. If Moss and her siblings have previously performed their 

disenfranchisement, here the merchant has enacted his sense of entitlement: to name, to 

dominate, to consume. He says of Moss and her siblings, “[n]ow what should I do with 

these juvenile delinquents? Do I call their father and have him pick ‘em up here, or call 
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the police and have ‘em put in jail for life?” (65). Both alternatives suggest the state of 

deep disenfranchisement linked to youth in poverty.     

 In fact in Moss’s memoir the upper-class people of the town insist on the 

performance of class by the impoverished persons in their midst. Through an ostensibly 

helping charity, those with need are given easily identifiable “Po’ shoes” (184) and 

essentially asked to perform their poverty. They must remain still and grim, not 

touching the elegant decorations in the waiting area until they are awarded their shoes 

by a representative of the charity: “‘Now stand up,’ he commanded. I jumped to the 

floor and stood up straight, glancing at the shelves of white shoeboxes in front of me. It 

hurt to know the color and shape of every single shoe… ‘Perfect.’ He stood and clapped 

softly. ‘Ideal. Now walk up and down the lane’” (185). This insistence that class be 

performed, enacted, continues with Moss’s older brother and other siblings:  

Finally, Stewart cleared his throat and said, “Let’s go.” A thin, forced 

smile stretched across his face and he turned back toward the Shriners. 

The rest of us followed, mimicking his posture and smile. At the far end 

of the room the Shriners, standing in a cluster, hands on their hips or in 

their pockets, smiled back. Broad, toothy smiles. For suddenly, we were 

as reverent as they thought we should be. (185-186) 

 Judith Butler theorizes that identity is fluid, unstable, and must be continuously 

re-enacted through performance. In the above incident the Shriners insist on the 

performance of poverty by the Moss children, and the children seemingly comply. 

Butler explains that this very instability of constructed identities contains the potential 

for performativity to be “queered,” undermined and challenged. Postcolonial theorist 
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Homi Bhabha demonstrates that the colonizer has a highly ambiguous relationship with 

the colonized subject. The colonizer wishes the colonized to be like him, but not 

exactly: maintaining the distinction is essential for the justification of colonization. 

Imitation of the colonizer and performance of the expected role can—in fact will—turn 

to the resistance of mimicry. This mimicry of the expected role here, although not 

understood as such by those observing at the time, is certainly a form of agency, and 

more so when articulated in memoir, when there are readers, witnesses. The incident 

Moss relays reflects these theoretical frameworks. The charity givers insist that the 

family’s impoverished status must be performed: only through such continuous 

performance can roles be maintained. The family’s enacting of the proscribed role slips 

to mimicry; the family’s performance becomes resistive. In Barbara Robinette Moss’s 

Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter the narrator’s childhood is defined by poverty. The 

siblings’ sense of their own poverty is deeply experienced, and they express this 

through performance that, however, is ultimately resistive.  The application of 

contemporary theory is a meaningful perspective through which to interpret Moss’s 

portrayal of her youth as linked to class. 

Girlhood as a Lost Space in Allison’s Two or Three Things 

I Know for Sure 

 In Two or Three Things I Know for Sure Dorothy Allison also portrays her 

girlhood as deeply marginalized. Throughout the memoir, Allison stresses the 

commonalities of women’s and girl’s lives as she narrates both her own experience and 

those of others: this connection is a major theme of the work.  Allison tells the story of a 

friend’s decision to divorce her husband:  
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She left him the furniture, the truck, and the house on a quarter acre of 

scrub oak. On the worked pine table his parents had given them, she left 

him the reason she was  leaving—the hospital bill for their stillborn 

daughter, the one he had insisted didn’t matter. It wasn’t like it was a 

boy. (22) 

Allison narrates this story of her friend, nicknamed Lucy, as Allison directly considers 

the status of girl children in her memoir. Earlier in the narrative, Allison relays that 

Lucy “stared off into the distance, as if she were looking for someone who remembered 

her when she was Lillian” (21). The narrator’s friend explains: “I changed my name 

when I married P.J. He didn’t like Lillian” (21). Two or Three Things I Know for Sure 

focuses intensely on girlhood, portraying it as a state that has been lost: through the 

above incidents literally a lost, deeply undervalued life is considered, and here also is a 

sense of lost girlhood identity from which the adult woman has been separated by 

patriarchal attitudes.  

 Throughout the memoir Allison considers girls generally, and her exploration 

stresses girlhood as a state that should have been deeply valued, but which in fact was 

undervalued, marginalized. Throughout the work the narrator insists that this 

disenfranchised group of which she is a member not be left invisible, that their stories 

be made know. As Inness has commented that girls’ voices go unheard, a major theme 

of Allison’s memoir is the importance of telling girls’ stories, even if this means 

reconstructing these stories and speaking for others. Allison narrates looking through a 

box of family photographs her mother has: “‘Who’s this?’ I would ask about another 

cracked and fading sepia image of a child. ‘That was your cousin that drowned.’ ‘And 



 155 

this?’ ‘She was the one ran off at thirteen. Now, what was her name?’ It was the ones no 

one remembered who pulled at me” (18). The lives of these impoverished girls have 

almost faded from sight, but the narrator’s girlhood voice will insist that their lives be 

acknowledged, focused on.   

 As Allison’s memoir considers the lives of girls generally, it also focuses on 

specific girls. The narrator and her mother consider a photograph of her mother when 

younger: “‘Just a girl,’ Mama said, shrugging. ‘I was just a girl’” (20), and the phrase is 

one of limiting definitions but also of lost opportunities in the light of the “hard 

compromises” Allison describes her mother’s life as later encompassing (5). But 

Allison suggests that girlhood is a state with enormous potential. Allison considers what 

this space might have been when she tells her niece, “‘[w]hen your mama was a girl’… 

‘she was so beautiful people said the sun shone brighter when she walked out in the 

day’” (85). And she later will consider her purpose as a memoirist: “What I am here for 

is to claim my life, my mama’s death, our losses and our triumphs, to name them for 

myself” (52). Much of the emphasis of Two or Three Things I Know for Sure will be on 

an analysis and reclaiming of girlhood and its potential, and on this naming of its lost 

possibility.  

 In fact Allison scrutinizes the lives of women generally, positioning girlhood as 

the thing lost through the brutalizing oppression the narrator’s Aunt Dot describes: “‘It 

never changes,’… ‘Men and boys, they all the same. Talk about us like we dogs…like 

we were never girls’”(35). As Allison considers her own girlhood, she uses imagery 

somewhat similar to that of Karr: “For years and years, I convinced myself that I was 

unbreakable, an animal with an animal strength or something not human at all” (38). 
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And although this imagery is of strength, it suggests the denial of pain and also the 

deepest othering. Allison suggests that as girls grow to maturity, they too often lose 

their ability to thrive due to the cultural attitudes that disenfranchise them. Yet Allison 

insists on the potential of this terrain: “Where I was born—Greenville, South 

Carolina— … That country was beautiful. I swear to you, the most beautiful place I’ve 

ever been. Beautiful and terrible” (6). The country of girlhood, like the physical terrain 

she literally describes, potentially so lovely, yet Allison’s memoir tells of the sexual 

assault she experienced beginning at five years old. If Allison must insist on the innate 

beauty of this space of girlhood, she will not turn away from documenting what made it 

terrible there.  

 Like many scholars of postcolonialism, Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin stress “the 

connections between race and gender as a consequence of imperial expansion” (Post-

Colonial Studies 104). They also write of the “construction of the sexualized female 

body” as applied to colonized populations (Post-Colonial Studies 104). As a result of 

their class status as the multi-generational poor, the female bodies in Allison’s account 

of her youth have been similarly constructed. Allison declares, “[m]y cousins and I 

were never virgins, even when we were” (36 ). The girls in Allison’s account of her 

own youth are deeply disenfranchised, rendered sexual objects before their youth is 

over, when they should still be allowed to flourish fully as girls.  

 As Mary Karr’s narrator is labeled “pore-looking” by her grandmother and 

Barbara Robinette Moss’s narrator is labeled “a scurvy thing” by the dry cleaner owner, 

Allison’s child narrator is similarly interpellated. “Brown-toothed, then toothless, my 

Aunt Dot showed me what I could expect. ‘You’re like me,’ she announced when she 
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saw my third-grade school picture. ‘Got that nothing-gonna-stop-you look about you, 

girl’” (35). The narrator reads this hailing from her namesake aunt as involving not just, 

or mainly, strength, but rather poverty and gender oppression. Allison considers her 

aunt’s comments. “I studied the picture. All I saw was another grinning girl in dark-

framed glasses, missing a tooth” (35). As Allison scrutinizes the circumstances of her 

own childhood, she becomes aware of the disenfranchisement of girls and women 

generally. As in the memoirs of Karr and Moss, impoverished female youth is 

expressed through body imagery; the body damaged, or perceived as damaged, is the 

site where impoverished girlhood is made visible.  

 Emmanuel Levinas theorizes alterity in terms of the responsibility we have 

toward each other. He stresses an individual’s duty to care for all persons, and not to 

dehumanize an alienated “other” in person-to-person encounters. For Levinas, the 

“face-to-face encounter with the other is the primal encounter from which all language 

and communication spring. ‘Face-to-face’ is to be understood in the most literal senses; 

it is the face of the other that pronounces the imperative we must obey in order to live 

by the Law” (“Levinas, Emmanuel” 229). Levinas states, “I have attempted to carry out 

a phenomenology of sociality, starting out from the face of the other man, reading, 

before all mimicry, in its facial directness, a defenseless exposure to the mysterious 

forelornness of death, and hearing, before all verbal expression…not to remain 

indifferent” (29).  

 Significantly, it is the face of Allison that has been identified as a sign of her 

alterity. Similarly in Karr’s and Moss’s memoirs, it is literally their faces that have been 

identified as “pore-looking” and “scurvy,” and in fact Moss narrates that she attempted 
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to hide her face after this insult, this naming. For all three girls, their encounters with 

others have not been in the humane spirit advocated by Levinas, but rather have been 

dehumanizing encounters through which they are defined as the other, as damaged 

through impoverishment, as disenfranchised through gendered youth. This is also in 

keeping with Levinas’ theorization, as he believes that face-to-face encounters are never 

symmetrical, but rather that one is seen as the other in such encounters.  

The Child as Body 

 All three memoirs explore the idea of the damaged body linked to the material 

and emotional circumstances of their girlhoods. Allison writes: “Let me tell you the 

story that is in no part fiction, the story of the female body taught to hate itself” (49). 

Allison explains that her sense of her own body is based on “some shame so ancient that 

I had never known myself without it” (64). Girlhood had been damaged and defined for 

Allison by the abuse she experienced. Girlhood is shown as a condition somehow 

ruined, a space from which she has been separated. Allison relates joining a karate class 

as a young woman and the importance this held in her life as she worked to correct the 

deeply unhealthy sense of her body she developed as an abused child. She writes of her 

frustration as she tells of wishing “to lie down in the damp grass and weep at the inept 

female body in which I was imprisoned” (63). Although Allison describes herself as not 

talented at karate, in fact as a “legendary white belt” (65) at whom the young men in the 

class laugh, she further explains that through this discipline she experiences the 

“miracle” of regaining “a sense of my body as my own” (66). Allison explains that 

through this discipline she “fell in love with the body itself” (64). As Allison has 

stressed her troubled sense of self as focused on the body and the importance of 
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regaining a healthy sense of her physicality, she has explored coming of age as a 

woman through imagery of damaged bodies. Allison writes of “girls who were not 

really girls anymore. Grown up, wounded, hurt and terrible” (50). This sense of women 

as damaged in their separation from a healthy state of girlhood pervades Two or Three 

Things I Know for Sure. 

 Similarly in Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter, the damage inscribed on Moss’s 

body is a determinant aspect of her experience, and she quotes Diane Wakowski’s poem 

“I Have Had to Learn to Live With My Face” (306). This is not the face she should 

have had, would have had, but one that grew misshapen through near starvation-level 

malnutrition and lack of important dental care. Thus there is a sense that Moss’s natural 

girlhood state has been ruined by her specific context, and of this damage as a kind of 

label of her abjection. 

 In Karr’s The Liars’ Club, the two adult women who have the most influence on 

her childhood are presented through imagery of the body and disability. Karr’s mother 

is seriously mentally ill, while her grandmother becomes physically disabled when her 

leg is amputated as part of a treatment for cancer. Read metaphorically, these 

disabilities are telling. Karr’s mother rejects all norms of female behavior, and has a 

healthy body, but an unhealthy mind; Karr’s grandmother is draconian in her support of 

female norms of behavior, and has a damaged body: neither has found a way to live that 

inculcates health and wholeness. It is Karr’s grandmother who has linked her 

granddaughter’s ethnic appearance to physical damage, to being “hookworm-ridden” 

(42). All three memoirs explore the alterity of girls and women through imagery of 

damaged bodies. Susan Bordo’s Unbearable Weight, credited with being a foundational 
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text in what would come to be known as Body Studies, demonstrates that Western 

culture limits the lives of women and girls through controlling scripts that separate them 

from a healthy sense of having thriving bodies. Bordo argues that binary thinking that 

designates “woman as body” allows for men to be constructed as the opposite, as 

something “pure,” as “Absolute Spirit” (5). Throughout their memoirs Allison, Karr, 

and Moss have suggested that the body is the site of the political, as Bordo and other 

contemporary theorists, whom Bordo has influenced, show. The class status of young 

girls in specific contexts is referenced through imagery of the body.   Mark Sherry 

points out the “rhetorical connections between disability and postcolonialism in racist 

and sexist discourses of contamination and disease” (19). In Karr’s grandmother’s 

comments disease and relationship with those of other races—and those of mixed racial 

identities—are linked. As the girls at the center of the three memoirs are defined as 

having hookworm, looking poor, being broken, their class and gender status are 

embodied.        

 So deep is their sense of disenfranchisement that all three memoirists consider 

their younger selves transgressive, virtual criminals. Sherri Inness’ anthology of life 

stories Delinquents & Debutants: Twentieth-Century Americans Girls’ Cultures stresses 

girls’ agency in resisting proscribed roles, often in ways that are overtly rebellious. The 

essays in the anthology stress girls as not just consumers of texts, but also producers of 

meaning. The Liars’ Club presents her narrator’s deep sense of guilt and shame as she 

believes herself responsible for relatives’ deaths, yet ultimately the work stresses her 

highly charged insight and energy. Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter presents the 

narrator’s belief in her guilt and shame, but also a triumphant sense of agency, for one 
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example, when she is able to get an ice cream at school one day. Moss’s brother 

celebrates this maverick state: “Stole Jim Wheelbanck’s ice cream money. Girl, I tell 

you what!” (60). Allison’s narrator is abjected and shamed, not just by the role her aunt 

labels her youth with, but with what she sees as more truly a transgression: “The flush 

my mama suspected hid an afternoon of shoplifting or vandalism was simply 

embarrassment, because when I walked, I talked—story-talked, out loud—assuming 

identities I made up” (2). The ultimate transgression then, is the narrative act, which 

fully explores the girls’ experience of their positioning, and yet also takes them out of it 

to greater possibilities.    

 Bell hooks has commented on the significance of Toni Morrison’s The Bluest 

Eye as it portrays girl characters conceptualizing their lives (xii). Memoirists Allison, 

Karr, and Moss theorize their girlhoods through the narratives they construct and the 

incidents and imagery they use. By using narrative devices of imagery, plot, and 

character that suggest the framings of contemporary theory, these memoirists have been 

able to articulate the extremity of their girlhood experiences and link them to class. 

Each memoirist represents a girlhood in which she is deeply othered due to binary 

thinking that defines and works to oppress her. The young girls in Two or Three Things 

I Know for Sure, The Liars’ Club, and Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter are each hailed 

to an identity as other, and each memoirist explores this state in depth.  

 Allison surveys the girlhood of self and others, and portrays this as a space that 

has been violated, that has been lost and undervalued. Founding postcolonial theorist 

Franz Fanon warns against idealizing a lost, pre-colonial past, static in time, and he 

warns against longing to return to this state. As Fanon advocates the need for violence 
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in bringing the end to colonization and the psychological damage it causes, so Allison 

physically fights her step-father to stop his assaults upon her when she has become a 

teenager and strong enough to do so. By definition, girlhood is a temporary state: it 

cannot be re-lived. But Allison suggests that although girlhood cannot be returned to, a 

respect for women’s and girls’ cultures and values can be attained. And the 

circumstances of girlhood can be made fully visible. This is what all three memoirists 

do as they demand that girlhood be fully represented. Mary Karr similarly achieves this 

in The Liars’ Club through her evocative use of imagery to represent how her girlhood 

was constructed and experienced. This is what Barbara Robinette Moss also achieves as 

she theorizes impoverished girlhood in Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter.   

The Voice of the Adult Memoirist: Re-definitions 

 Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson consider how women “excluded from official 

discourse, use autobiography to ‘talk back,’ to embody subjectivity, and to inhabit and 

inflect a range of subjective ‘I’s’” (16). As the narrators of these memoirs reflect 

hegemonies of race, class, and place intersecting with girlhood in particular cultural 

contexts, they talk both back to and of these constructions: this talk is indeed resistive. 

Allison, Karr, and Moss employ a range of stances in their life narratives, with the voice 

of a younger self at the center of the works. Especially in the memoirs of Karr and 

Moss, the child self essentially serves as narrator for much of the work, guiding the 

reader through the life story. In Allison’s memoir it is more obviously an adult voice 

that directs the reader, yet Allison also focuses on the consciousness of her younger self 

and allows a younger self to speak often. Mikhail Bakhtin theorizes the intertextuality 

of literary works and the presence of competing voices within works as dialects 
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challenge the primary language. Bahktin has influenced theorists to understand 

discourse as never simply based on one dominant way of speaking, and the influential 

concept of heteroglossia explains how varied voices engage in dialogue in a work of 

literature. Bakhtin explains: “It is necessary that heteroglossia wash over a culture’s 

awareness of itself and its language, penetrate to its core, relativize the primary 

language system underlying its ideology and literature and deprive it of its naïve 

absence of conflict” (368). As Bakhtin has suggested how varied forms of language 

reveal and challenge a culture, in these memoirs the authors’ varied dialogic 

positionings add to the reader’s understanding of these individual lives. As a child voice 

is central to all three works, an adult voice speaks overtly at strategic points in the 

narrative. As the younger selves of the memoirists have been defined in ways that have 

limited their agency, the voices of the adult narrators speak directly to re-define others 

in ways that deepen the reader’s understanding of the limitations the girls at the core of 

these works have experienced and work to undo these restrictions.  

 Toward the end of Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Allison writes of a 

time when she and her sister, grown women now, are talking to Allison’s eleven-year-

old niece. Rather than hailing her to a sense of her alterity and limitations, Allison 

celebrates the girl and re-defines her in a way that acknowledges her potential and 

references the negative ways that she herself had earlier been defined. Allison, whose 

sister is also present, describes and addresses her niece:    

She clamped her teeth as I remembered clamping mine, looked away as I 

would have done, not wanting to see two tired, half-drunk women 

looking back at her with her own features. I shook my head once and 
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caught her glance, the wise and sullen look of a not quite adolescent girl 

who knew too much. ‘Pretty girl,’ I said. ‘Don’t look so hard.’  …’Oh, 

you’re going to be something special,’ I told her. ‘Something special.’ 

(83) 

As Allison re-defines possibilities for this younger woman, she suggests a break in the 

chain of the harsh limitations the women in Allison’s family have experienced. It is the 

adult Dorothy Allison who speaks here for others. The work has stressed the connection 

between different generations of women, and the adult narrator’s insights can ease the 

way for future generations of family, of readers.   

 Similarly in Moss’s memoir, the narrator, who has been so defined by others, 

uses a speech act as a direct counter. It is the voice of the adult memoirist that now has 

the agency, and it is through this voice that she defines her father. The adult writer 

speaks for her younger self and for her siblings as well, when, after a chapter recounting 

her father’s funeral, she defines him: “He was a thief, my father” (304). In this way the 

adult narrator acknowledges all that has been taken from them by their father, both 

materially and in terms of safety, comfort, and self-esteem. The adult memoirist speaks 

further in relation to her father, and again in a way that stresses her sense of her own 

agency. It is after her father’s funeral that Barbara Robinette Moss and her siblings, 

adults now, debate the proper justice for her father. The adult narrator decides that “I 

can’t stand the thought of him being in hell” (49). As she continues speculating, she 

decides: “Maybe reincarnation—reincarnation as a child of one of his own children—

where the sins of the father have been passed on to the son” (50).  Through this adult 

voice, the narrator articulates her sense of justice towards her father, as well as her 
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survival and insightful assessment of her childhood. And the narrator has certainly 

assumed a stance of ultimate agency here.  

 In The Liars’ Club the adult narrator also voices agency and resistance to the 

restrictions she experienced as a child. The adult narrator of The Liars’ Club speaks 

directly to her abuser. When as a seven-year-old child she is raped by a neighborhood 

boy, Karr does not tell of the event. She returns home and comments on her decision, 

writing that her attacker “didn’t even have to threaten me to keep me quiet. I know what 

I would be if I told” (68). The abuse that she experienced would define her in the eyes 

of her family and community had it been made public, she suggests, and the child 

decides to restrict her voice and agency here: she has remained silent. But the adult 

Mary Karr has told of the event in a memoir, and she has also articulated the restrictions 

of voice and agency she experienced at the time. As part of a long parenthetical 

paragraph, the adult narrator directly addresses the now grown attacker: “Hey, Bucko. 

Probably you don’t read, but you must have somebody who reads for you—…Probably 

you thought I forgot what you did, or you figured it was no big deal.  I say this now 

across decades and thousands of miles solely to remind you of the long memory my 

daddy always said I had” (66). Here the adult memoirist has defined her attacker in a 

way that limits his agency and asserts her own as an adult woman mindfully analyzing 

her past through memoir.     

 The voice of the adult narrator functions strategically in each of the memoirs, 

even working to amend narrative elements: to seek justice, as in Moss’s consideration 

of her abusive father; to voice resistance, as in Karr’s speaking directly to her rapist; to 

counter cultural limitations to women’s esteem, as in Allison’s speaking to her niece. 
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Rather than competing with the voices of younger selves, these adult voices add another 

layer to the narrative at strategic moments, amending it in a shift to greater agency. The 

interjection of these adult voices is thematically significant. If the girls at the centers of 

the memoirs are not adequately protected as children, they can now do the job 

themselves. They can speak for their childhood selves, as well as back to, of, and for 

others. If these works have been about abuse, the form itself implies survival, and this 

survival is most powerfully brought forward by the complexities of voice through which 

these narratives theorize marginalized girlhoods.     
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Note 

 1.
 See Iris M. Young’s classification and definition of oppression in “Five Faces  

of Oppression.” Theorizing Feminisms: A Reader. Eds. Elizabeth Hackett and Sally 

Haslanger. New York, Oxford University Press, 2006. 3-15. 
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CONCLUSION 

COMING OF AGE AS COMING TO VOICE RESISTANCE 

this is how you spit up in the air if you feel like it, 

and this is how to move quick so that it doesn’t fall on you   

 -- Jamaica Kincaid, “Girl”  

The Baby; The Girl-Child; The Girl; The Young Writer-Woman  

 -- Tillie Olsen, Silences  

Memoirs of Girlhood Trauma 

 In her essay “Shotgun Strategies,” Dorothy Allison writes that as bad as was the 

abuse she suffered as a child, worse was “the everyday hatred we breathed in as girls” 

(56). As such, Allison agrees with feminist psychologist Laura S. Brown who writes of 

“psychic trauma” (102), contending that there are “‘normal’ traumatic events” that 

women and girls experience (101). Brown takes issue with definitions of trauma as 

“beyond the normal,” and she points out that “[a] feminist perspective, which draws our 

attention to the lives of girls and women…reminds us that traumatic events do lie within 

the range of normal human experience” (110). Brown explains that “a feminist analysis 

calls us to look beyond the public and male experience of trauma to the private, secret 

experiences that women encounter in the interpersonal realm and at the hands of those 

we love and depend upon” (102). These include intense acts of abuse, ongoing abuse, or 

the structures in place that traumatize girls and women as well as people of color, the 

economically disenfranchised, gays and lesbians, and the disabled. Brown writes of “the 

immanence of trauma in our lives” (108) through continuous acts including rape, incest,
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verbal abuse, assault, injury, and the threats of these. Brown believes that it is the work 

of feminist therapists to advocate for social justice. Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three 

Things I Know for Sure, Mary Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s 

Change Me into Zeus’s Daughter narrate specific experiences of abuse, even as they 

also represent the generalized trauma of girlhood. The memoirs manifest the structures 

that allow for such trauma, as well as the resistive responses of younger selves.   

 Laura S. Brown labels the institutional structures that allow for the abuse of 

individuals through physical, psychological and emotional harm, disenfranchisement 

and battering as “poisonous.” Naming these structures for what they are, Brown uses 

the term “cultural toxicity” (110). Mary Piper in Reviving Ophelia uses similar terms to 

discuss the everyday circumstances of girls, as she examines what she labels “a girl-

poisoning culture” (12) middle-class American girls experience, which “limits girls’ 

development, truncates their wholeness and leaves many of them traumatized” (12). 

Pipher contrasts this reality of contemporary girls growing to adolescence as they “crash 

into junk culture” (13) with the world she came of age in during the early 1960s, 

arguing that contemporary girls are “living in a whole new world” (11), increasingly 

hostile to their “humanity” and “true selves” (44, 22). As such, Pipher views identity 

differently from postmodern theorists, who see the self as a construction determined by 

repetition and performance. Pipher believes that as contemporary girls act out through 

violent and self-destructive behavior, they indicate that they are not at peace with the 

personas they are developing and that they have lost connection to some truer way to 

live and grow to maturity. This “true self” would be more at peace, healthier, and 

without the psychological symptoms that Pipher argues have become all too common in 
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contemporary girls. Pipher contends that the loss of this more authentic identity 

traumatizes girls as they grow to adolescence, and she writes that “[m]any battles for 

the self are won and lost without reports from the front lines” (40). 

 The memoirs of Dorothy Allison, Mary Karr, and Barbara Robinette Moss are 

just such reports from the front lines. Written about the era that Pipher suggests offered 

a more innocent and protected childhood experience, Allison,  Karr, and Moss write, 

however, of the immense threats they did in fact face as girls in their specific 

circumstances. Each memoirist depicts a younger self struggling to understand the 

world in which she is coming-of-age and to develop a workable belief system and 

voice. The girl at the center of each memoir rejects limiting definitions of self and 

others through her authentic responses. Pipher stresses that contemporary girls lose their 

authenticity as they learn what is acceptable to think, feel, and give voice to. Denying 

one’s true feelings and voicing only what is considered acceptable for girls leads to the 

inauthenticity that Pipher illustrates through case study in Reviving Ophelia is so 

detrimental to health and growth. A generation earlier, Allison, Karr, and Moss faced 

related threats to their full and healthy maturation. Pipher’s writing in the 1990s focused 

mainly on middle-class girls; Allison, Karr, and Moss reveal the ways in which they 

were deeply at risk in working-class circumstances of their era. As such, these memoirs 

can be read as voices from another, earlier front, contributing to the growing body of 

knowledge in Girls’ Studies and expanding the relevance of Pipher’s points. Studied 

comparatively, these literary works contribute to our developing body of knowledge 

about how girlhood is constructed and experienced in specific contexts. The memoirists 

convey to the reader an interior world of developing consciousness and the girlhood 
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experience of living in environments of marginalization and threat. As the memoirists 

represent their growth to fuller understanding, they demonstrate how coming-of-age for 

each memoirist also means coming to broadened understanding and to resistance. 

 Chapter One of this dissertation analyzes the memoirists’ portrayals of interior 

lives of younger selves coming to awareness of the deep disenfranchisement they 

experience as girls separated from a sense of entitlement, security, and safety as well as 

from traditions of letters and literature. The perspective of feminist literary criticism 

allows for an interpretation of the memoirists’ recounting of younger selves coming to 

comprehension of images that are at first unreadable. This chapter discusses the 

imagery in the memoirs as attached to motifs in literature by women as theorized by 

foundational feminist critics Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar. This chapter further links 

motifs of non-alphabetic communication to the semiotic analysis of Julia Kristeva as 

she considers pre-linguistic communication and its potential to challenge hierarchies of 

power. Through referencing these theorists, this chapter focuses on how the young girls 

at the center of these memoirs experience both disenfranchisement from systems of 

communication and contest these authorizing modes. Additionally, this opening chapter 

establishes how each memoirist gives voice to the persona of a younger self. It is 

through this voice that each memoirist articulates the growing awareness and insight 

necessary for survival. Chapter One also begins investigating how the voice of each 

memoirist—the style of the work—is a powerful vehicle for articulating her specific 

themes. All three memoirists convey that giving voice to insights about their positioning 

is an essential step of empowerment.    
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 As Chapter One focuses on the memoirists’ recounting of the developing 

consciousness of their younger selves, Chapter Two analyzes the memoirists’ depictions 

of the exterior worlds of their girlhoods. This chapter interprets the memoirists’ 

representations of the worlds of their youth as both damaged and damaging, with 

intersecting hierarchies based on gender and race. The focus here is on analyzing the 

specifics of context in each work. Karr recounts atomic age anxieties as they collapse 

into the specific threats she faces from family and in her community. This is in contrast 

with Moss’s unfolding of how the threats she faces stem from her family’s experience 

in a more isolated southern place where they are lodged in poverty. Allison explores 

how hierarchies of class and gender create the conditions for the ongoing abuse and 

poverty she experiences. This chapter also analyzes how all three memoirists portray 

their younger selves developing an understanding of racial constructions. Karr shows 

her younger self’s consideration of an individual black man. Allison directly comments 

on and represents how constructions of racial othering impact both blacks and poor 

whites. Moss depicts her awareness and voicing of race as a construction and her 

observation of—indeed her presence at— a burgeoning social justice movement. 

Additionally, Chapter Two demonstrates how the memoirists comment on constructions 

of gender in the worlds of their youth. All three memoirists reflect an incipient feminist 

consciousness as they relay to the reader their childhood perspectives on their mothers’ 

lives. Each memoirist portrays a mother who does not have full adult status in the world 

of the work, even while she pays homage to a mother whose innate abilities she 

celebrates. And this chapter interprets how each memoir ultimately portrays a mother in 

complex circumstances due to which she is unable to fully protect her daughter from 
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serious threats. The girlhood perspectives on their mothers’ limiting situations and on 

how these restrictions impact their own realities are important aspects of the memoirs. 

As the focus on elements of context continues in Chapter Two, a Cultural Studies 

approach allows for an analysis of how the memoirists depict their younger selves 

negotiating through cultural products with their roles as girls as well as with their future 

status as women. As the memoirists represent an era, they reveal the details of the 

cultural moments they lived in as girls. They reveal the culture’s constructions of 

normative girlhood linked to class and race as well as their own resistive negotiation 

with proscribed roles of girlhood. This analysis of how the memoirists represent the 

intersecting dimensions of their contexts is the focus of Chapter Two.    

 Chapter Three connects the inner and outer worlds of the memoirs that are the 

focuses of Chapters One and Two as it concentrates on the girls at the center of the 

memoirs as subjects who negotiate their identities. This last chapter unpacks how the 

memoirists theorize girlhood as a dominated space, entrenched and enforced by 

guardians of the culture, and which the girl protagonists challenge through speech and 

other resistive acts. This chapter shows how the memoirists’ representations of their 

girlhoods parallel elements of Postcolonial and Performance Theory, and it uses tools of 

these frameworks to interpret the works. It discusses how in all three memoirs girlhood 

is represented as a space of abjection. Karr, in using imagery that portrays her sense of 

marginalization, reflects the adult world’s perceptions and belief systems, as well as her 

resistance to constructions of the child as Other. In Moss’s memoir her own and her 

siblings’ sense of impoverishment is deeply experienced, and they express this through 

performance, which, however, is ultimately resistive as it turns to mimicry. This section 
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demonstrates how throughout her memoir Allison considers the lives of girls and 

women, stressing girlhood as a state that should be deeply valued, but which, in fact, is 

stigmatized and marginalized. Here also is discussion of Allison’s memoir as it stresses 

the importance of telling girls’ stories. This chapter shows how all three memoirists use 

a dual vocal representation to achieve this telling of the stories of their girlhoods, both 

in giving voice to the persona of a younger self and in allowing the voice of the adult 

memoirist to be heard at significant points in the discourse. 

 This dissertation makes a contribution to Girls’ Studies as it continues the work 

done by earlier scholars in this field. It builds upon the foundational work on girlhood 

of Carol Gilligan and Mary Pipher in revealing how Allison, Karr, and Moss represent 

this to be a time of authentic reactions and insights. This study expands the relevance of 

Pipher’s main points as it investigates girlhoods in different contexts from the middle-

class contemporary girlhoods that are the basis of much research in Girls’ Studies. This 

dissertation shows the ways in which these girlhoods in white, southern, working-class 

families of the late 1950s and early 1960s placed these girls at serious risk. These risks 

were the result of hierarchies of power based on class and race as they intersected with 

gendered youth. This study adds to the work of later Girls’ Studies scholars such a Mary 

Celeste Kearney and Elizabeth Marshall in arguing that girlhood is a distinct cultural 

space. This dissertation also demonstrates the false dilemma of considering girls as 

either at risk or empowered; the memoirists narrate the experience of girls developing 

effective channels of agency against seriously threatening incidents as well as against 

more systemic threats. 
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 This dissertation thus focuses on how the memoirists study their own girlhoods. 

Rather than depicting girlhood simply as a time one moves through on the way to 

maturation or even as the time when an individual’s psychological make-up is in intense 

formation, girlhood in these memoirs is portrayed as a lived experience of special 

perceptiveness. As Carol Gilligan likens the work of girlhood to being an anthropologist 

(“Women’s Psychological Development” 16), the memoirists depict themselves 

studying culture. Each memoirist depicts the strongest impetus of a younger self to 

scrutinize what she is experiencing, to study her own environment.    

 A look at the development of Girls’ Studies provided an introduction to this 

study of girlhood in specific locations, and consideration of the continuing evolution of 

Girls’ Studies will allow some further conclusions to be drawn. Much work in Girls’ 

Studies has so far suggested the perspective of sameness feminisms, demonstrating the 

lack of parity in education and other imperative areas. In that it celebrates girls’ cultures 

as distinct and analyzes the ways that girls’ lives have been undervalued, Girls’ Studies 

can also be more fully developed as a difference feminism.  

 Other interesting approaches are part of the on-going discourse of Girls’ Studies. 

The theme of the Summer 2011 issue of Girlhood Studies is Texts and Textuality, and 

several of the articles focus on how, in specific historical moments, girls were culturally 

indoctrinated through texts, as well as on girls’ resistive responses to such texts.
1 

Allison, Karr, 
 and Moss have written about the ways their girlhoods were framed in 

their cultures and of their creative strategies for resistance, making their contribution to 

the theorization of girlhood in historical context, and in fact creating texts that 

themselves are about resistance.                       



 176 

 Certainly, this dissertation suggests areas for future inquiry. There is more work 

to be done in analyzing girlhood as a distinct cultural formation in specific historical 

contexts. This analysis invites inquiries into the cultural constructs of black girlhoods in 

the South of the same era, for one example. And an analysis specifically focusing on 

how these memoirs respond to southern literary tropes would be informative. Most 

broadly, I believe that age should be much more fully considered as a dimension 

through which hierarchies of power are created and individuals marginalized. More 

needs to be done in theorizing how age is linked to gender, although this work is 

certainly beginning as feminist scholars study identity formation across women’s and 

men’s lifespans. Additionally, analysis of women’s life writing can make an important 

contribution to this scholarly work, with memoir as a valuable arena for analysis of how 

age and gender intersect with other dimensions of identity.    

 My dissertation has been a part of such work, as I have analyzed how the 

memoirists represent the hierarchal structures of gender, age, race, and class that their 

younger selves experienced; the effects of living within these structures; and the 

empowering results of negotiating acts of resistance. And the rubric of resistance for 

these narratives is the genre itself: memoir. 

The Memoir as Metatext 

 Psychoanalytic critic Suzette A. Henke defines “scriptotheraphy” as “the  

process of  writing out and writing through  traumatic experience”(xii). Henke explains 

that “life-writing encourages the author/narrator to reassess the past and to reinterpret 

the intertextual codes inscribed on personal consciousness by society and culture” (xv). 

Allison, Karr, and Moss have achieved just such a re-interpretation in their memoirs as 
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each analyzes the ways in which a younger self becomes aware of and reacts to the 

signs and texts of her culture. In each work the memoirist’s younger self voices 

resistance at strategic junctures of the narrative, with the act of memoir itself a 

superseding means of such a voicing of resistance.   

 The memoirists look directly at taboos against women telling the truth of their 

experiences, and these prohibitions extend to acts of writing. “Why, I am asked. Why 

do you bring that up? Must you talk about that?” (43) writes Dorothy Allison in Two or 

Three Things I Know for Sure about the reaction of relatives to her voicing of the abuse 

she experienced as a girl. Allison speaks of the role of narrative in her capacity to 

thrive, and she explains, “I know. I am supposed to have shrunk down and died. I know. 

I am supposed to be deeply broken, incapable of love or trust or passion. But I am not, 

and part of why that is so is the nature of the stories I told myself to survive” (68-69). 

Memoir provides a full telling of childhood experience, for the self and beyond.   

 Karr also directly explores the importance of voicing her experiences, and the 

difficulty of doing so fully as a child. In the opening incident the narrator explains to the 

reader the basis of the memoir she is writing as a voicing she could not achieve in the 

past: “If I had, that night, possessed a voice, or if anyone nearby felt like listening, 

that’s what I might have said” (4). The memoirist’s younger self could not articulate at 

the time of traumatic events; she would not have been heard. But the form of memoir 

allows for this fuller empowerment through a past re-assessed and articulated.   

 The nature of memoir as fragmentary allows for the complexities of collecting 

and narrating traumatic incidents in one’s past to be powerfully explored. In her 

feminist analysis Shattered Subjects: Trauma and Testimony in Women’s Life- Writing, 
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Henke discusses her use of the term “life-writing,” explaining that “[t]his expanded 

genre embraces the flux and discontinuity that so frequently characterizes the orts, 

scraps, and fragments of self/life–writing found in confessional novels, romans à clef, 

biomythography, and tantalizing autofictions” (xiii).  Near the beginning of her memoir, 

Karr directly considers her narrative structure and the act of constructing memoir from 

childhood memories of trauma: “Because it took so long to paste together what 

happened, I will leave that part of the story missing for a while. It went long unformed 

for me, and I want to keep it that way here” (9). Karr makes the reader aware of her 

narrative process, and she lets the reader comprehend her struggle to understand and to 

tell of her past.   

 Like Karr, Allison lets the reader know that she has had to labor to bring 

together the disparate pieces of her childhood, indicating this in part through the 

scrapbook-like format of her memoir that connects photographs and selected narrative 

incidents. Moss similarly suggests that she must join together incidents from her youth 

and represent them for the reader. Moss uses imagery of sewing and female folk 

tradition, connected to class and gender, as she explores the craft of memoir. In the 

Foreward to her second volume of memoir, Fierce, Moss tells the reader that the work 

“was written like one of my mother’s quilts. The chapters, like seemingly separate 

pieces of cloth sewn together, create a pattern, the very thread of this life” (xiii). As all 

three memoirists connect incidents of their youth through narrative, they reveal the 

ways in which they were marginalized, thus theorizing their girlhoods.      

 Allison writes in her memoir, “Two or three things I know for sure, and one of 

them is what it means to have no loved version of your life but the one you make” (3). 
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Allison, Karr, and Moss have created just such versions of their lives, and they have let 

the reader understand both the act of this narrative creation and the importance of doing 

so. The memoirists have not flinched in revealing how they have been at risk and how 

they have thrived. Dorothy Allison’s Two or Three Things I Know for Sure, Mary 

Karr’s The Liars’ Club, and Barbara Robinette Moss’s Change Me into Zeus’s 

Daughter narrate lives of trauma, but also of great insight and of resistance, and with 

voices to tell of these.   
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Notes 

 
1.

 See for example  Kristen Pike’s “Lesson’s in Liberation: Schooling Girls in 

Feminism and Femininity in 1970s ABC Afterschool Specials,” 95-113; and Jennifer 

Redmann’s “Doing Her Bit: German and Anglo-American Girls’ Literature of the First 

World War, 10-29. Elizabeth Marshall’s earlier study, “Inventing American Girlhood: 

Gendered Pedagogies in Women’s Memoirs,” 1950-1999. Diss. Ohio State U, 2001. 

Print, also focuses on how texts teach normative girlhood.   
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