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Abstract 
This study explores the concept of Life Writing and its development from a traditional 
literary genre into a broader critical practice concerned with identity, memory, and 
human experience. It examines the major forms of life writing, including biography, 
autobiography, memoir, and diaries, while tracing their historical evolution from 
classical times to the modern age. The study also highlights the contribution of 
modern critical theories, especially feminist and postmodern approaches, in 
expanding the scope of life writing beyond canonical texts to include ordinary and 
marginalized voices. In addition, it presents an analytical reading of The Story of My 
Life by Helen Keller as an inspiring example of autobiographical writing that reflects 
perseverance and self-expression despite physical challenges. Through this 
discussion, the research aims to show the literary and cultural importance of life 
writing as a means of preserving personal experience and understanding the 
complexity of human identity. 
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Introduction to Life Writing 
Julie Rak (2018) asserts that Marlene Kadar’s 1992 essay, “Coming to Terms: Life 
Writing—from Genre to Critical Practice,” remains a vital resource for tracing the 
historical development of 'life writing' and serves as a necessary provocation to 
challenge the latent theoretical constructs that define the field. Kadar argues that, 
because the term "life writing" predates the more specific categories of "biography" 
and "autobiography," it has fundamentally served as a more expansive framework. 
Through a historical taxonomy, she illustrates that until the 1970s, the term was 
primarily associated with a specific mode of textual criticism—a perspective notably 
championed by Donald J. Winslow. During this period, personal documents such as 
diaries and letters were subjected to the same rigorous analytical standards typically 
reserved for canonical literary forms like poetry, drama, and fiction.3 The central 
challenge identified by Kadar involves the lingering influence of "New Critical" 
frameworks—theoretical paradigms that are often androcentric and prioritize 
objective truth alongside narrative consistency. In seeking to move past these 
restrictive traditions, Kadar advocates for a more inclusive iteration of life writing, 
championed largely by feminist critics. This approach focuses on the recovery and 
validation of autobiographical works by both "literary" figures and "ordinary" 
individuals, thereby expanding the field to encompass oral testimonies, personal 
narratives, and anthropological histories. However, Kadar notes that even this 
broader perspective remains limited by its reliance on binary oppositions, such as the 
divide between fiction and autobiography or the literary and the mundane. Drawing 
on postmodern influences, she ultimately proposes an emergent methodology that 
rejects static canonization and rigid "laws." Instead, she envisions life writing not 
merely as a fixed genre, but as a dynamic "critical practice" defined by continuous 
interrogation and theoretical fluidity.4 This methodology signals a shift toward 
prioritizing intersectionality within "unofficial" or non-canonical narratives—
exemplified by Kadar’s analysis of Frederick Douglass. It advocates for a life-writing 
practice that is both Comprehensive and politically conscious, possessing the critical 
agency to engage with the established canon while simultaneously revising or 
discarding its conventions when they no longer serve the narrative’s purpose.5 This 
methodology extends to the conceptualization of "the autobiographical" and the 
nature of life writing itself. Rather than viewing these as rigid categories, Kadar 
situates life writing along a non-linear continuum that bridges the gap between 
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purely factual and highly fictionalized narratives. In her operative definition, she 
characterizes life-writing texts as those where the author remains the primary 
subject—effectively distancing the genre from traditional biography—and maintains 
a visible, self-conscious presence within the narrative. Ultimately, she reimagines life 
writing not as a static collection or classification of works, but as a dynamic and 
evolving hermeneutic. This interpretive framework allows for the simultaneous 
coexistence of classical, traditional, and postmodern strategies, moving beyond a 
model of theoretical conflict toward one of integrated practice.6 Kadar’s observations 
and predictions from the early 1990s provide a structural framework for 
understanding how the transition "from Genre to Critical Practice" has manifested 
over subsequent decades. This evolution has resulted in a remarkable, albeit debated, 
expansion of life writing—one that encompasses a broader range of initiatives from 
diverse global communities and across various media platforms than perhaps even 
Kadar herself envisioned. Nevertheless, her foundational argument remains valid: 
scholars within the field must persistently oppose the literary and political 
ramifications of "depersonalization" and excessive "abstraction," ensuring that the 
human element of the narrative is not lost to theoretical detachment.7 
Classification of Life Writing: Biography and Autobiography 
The classification of life writing is complex, as genres often overlap. However, for 
academic purposes, it can be categorized by the author's relationship to the subject 
and the methodology used. 
1. Categories of Biography 
Biographies are generally divided into two foundational types: those written from 
personal knowledge and those based on research. 
• Firsthand Knowledge (Source Biography): This stems from a "vital 
relationship" between the biographer and the subject. It preserves original materials, 
personal papers, and direct testimony. 
o Examples: Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson and Einhard’s Life of 
Charlemagne. 
• Research-Based Biography: These rely on secondary evidence and are 
categorized by their level of objectivity: 
o Informative (Accumulative): The most objective form; it presents 
facts and documents chronologically with minimal interpretation. 
o Critical: Scholarly works that use meticulous research, notes, and 
appendices. They evaluate the subject's work alongside their life (e.g., Ellmann’s 
James Joyce). 
o Standard: Represents biography as an art form, aiming for a "faithful 
portrait" by blending factual accuracy with literary narrative. 
o Interpretative & Fictionalized: These range from subjective 
interpretations of documented facts to the free invention of scenes and dialogue (e.g., 
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Irving Stone’s Lust for Life). 
2. Short Forms and Special-Purpose Biography 
• Character Sketches: Brief, anecdotal lives focusing on personality rather than 
a full chronology (e.g., Plutarch’s Lives). 
• Reference Collections: Factual compilations for data rather than literature 
(e.g., Who’s Who). 
• Special-Purpose: Works serving specific agendas, such as "campaign 
biographies" for politicians, "hagiographies" (lives of saints), or "as-told-to" celebrity 
narratives. 
3. Autobiography and Its Variations 
• Autobiography is a self-portrait reshaped by recollection. Because memory is 
"plastic," it offers a unique subjective truth rather than purely objective data. 
• Informal Autobiography (Letters, Diaries, and Journals): These are often the 
most candid as they were frequently not intended for publication (e.g., The Diary of 
Anne Frank or Samuel Pepys’ Diary). 
Memoirs and Reminiscences: ( )   These focus more on external events, people, 

and the historical period rather than the inner life of the author. 
Formal Autobiography: A conscious effort to explain one's own life and 
development. This form gained initial prominence through the spiritual introspection 
of St. Augustine and was later revolutionized during the Renaissance and the 
Enlightenment (e.g., Rousseau’s Confessions), marking a shift toward a more secular 
and individualistic exploration of the self 
.4. Specialized Autobiographical Themes 
Autobiographies can be further categorized by their primary focus: 
• Thematic: Driven by a specific ideology or cause (e.g., Hitler's Mein Kampf). 
• Intellectual: Concentrating on the growth of the mind and education (e.g., The 
Education of Henry Adams). 
• Fictionalized/Autobiographical Novels: Fiction that is thinly disguised 
autobiography (e.g., Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man). 
5.Memoir 
Core Difference: While an autobiography focuses on the author's own life, a 
memoir    focuses on external historical events. The writer is often a witness or a 

participant in history, and their goal is to describe and interpret those events. 
  17th-Century England: The English Civil Wars led to significant memoirs, such as 
those by Edmund Ludlow and Sir John Reresby. 
 
  French Excellence: France is famous for this genre. 
• One notable author provided deep insights into the court of Louis XIV. 
• Chateaubriand spent his final years writing the famous Memoirs from Beyond 
the Tomb. 
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  20th-Century Leaders: Modern memoirs are often written by military and political 
figures to document major conflicts. 
• Viscount Montgomery and Charles de Gaulle both wrote influential memoirs 
about their experiences during World War II.8 
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Section:2 (Autobiography) 
Types of autobiography  
Thematic: These are books written with a specific purpose or social mission. 
Examples include Edward Bok's Americanization and Adolf Hitler’s Mein Kampf. 
 Religious: This category focuses on spiritual journeys and faith. Notable works 
include those by Saint Augustine and Margery Kempe, as well as the 19th-century 
accounts of Cardinal Newman. 
 Intellectual: These are analytical accounts focused on the development of the 
author's thoughts and philosophy. Key examples are the works of John Stuart Mill and 
Henry Adams. 
Fictionalized: This involves real-life experiences thinly disguised as fiction. This 
includes famous novels like James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man and 
Samuel Butler’s The Way of All Flesh.9 
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(Types of Autobiography) أنواع السيرة الذاتية

• 

• 

• 

• 

The Emergence of Autobiography Antiquity & the Middle Ages 
Early examples were rare and scattered: 
• 2nd Century BCE: Chinese historian Sima Qian included a brief self-account in 
the Shiji. 
• 400 CE: Saint Augustine’s Confessions stands out as the first powerful personal 
narrative, focusing on his religious conversion. 
Renaissance (15th – 16th Century) 
The modern sense of autobiography began to emerge in Europe: 
• Margery Kempe: Produced one of the first English accounts, dictated in her old 
age. 
• Pius II: Wrote one of the first full-scale formal autobiographies (Commentarii) 
in 1458. 
• Cardano & Cellini: Notable 16th-century Italian authors who moved the genre 
toward personal adventure and professional life. 
Enlightenment & Romantic Period 
The genre evolved into deep introspection and social commentary: 
• Major Works: Benjamin Franklin’s success story and Edward Gibbon’s urbane 
account. 
• Jean-Jacques Rousseau: His  Confessions  introduced intense 

introspection, shifting the focus to the author's inner psyche. 
• Legacy: Rousseau’s influence led to "autobiographical poetry" during the 
Romantic era, such as Wordsworth’s The Prelude and Lord Byron’s Childe Harold. 
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Section:3 (biography) 
2. The Middle Ages 
Often termed a period of "biographical darkness," religious and chivalric themes 
dominated this era. 
• Characteristics: Biography served as an exemplum for moral teaching. 
• Einhard’s Contribution: A rare highlight was Einhard’s Life of Charlemagne 
(9th century). Written from firsthand knowledge, it is remarkably close to modern 
biography in its focus on character patterns and personal habits. 
3. The Renaissance 
The 15th and 16th centuries saw a revival of the genre, spurred by the "New 
Learning." 
• Foundational Works: Sir Thomas More’s History of Richard III and George 
Cavendish’s Life of Cardinal Wolsey are milestones. They introduced dramatic scenes 
and the theme of the "Prince's anger," blending history with vivid character analysis. 
• English Prose: More's work is considered the first piece of modern English 
prose, using wit and irony to sketch complex personalities. 
4. 17th and 18th Centuries (The Golden Age) 
This era established biography as a distinct literary identity. 
• Samuel Johnson: Dr. Johnson revolutionized the genre by insisting that a 
biographer must tell the truth and include the "minute details of daily life" to recreate 
a living character. 
• James Boswell: Generally regarded as the greatest biographer, Boswell’s Life 
of Samuel Johnson (1791) combined letters, conversations, and personal 
observations. He gave the biographer a novelist-like power to recreate the "living 
texture" of a subject. 
5. 19th Century (The Era of Respectability) 
Despite the rise of Romanticism and an interest in the individual psyche, 19th-century 
biography often suffered from "earnestness." 
• The "Sullen Cloud": To protect reputations, biographers omitted 
uncomfortable truths. Thomas Carlyle famously criticized these as "mealy-mouthed" 
or "vacuum-biographies" that lacked the grit of real life. 
6. 20th Century (Modern Biography) 
World War I ushered in a revolution in life writing, influenced by advances in 
Psychology (Freud) and a search for new expression. 
• Lytton Strachey: His work (Eminent Victorians) introduced irony and 
"debunking," where famous figures were stripped of their Victorian idolization to 
show their human flaws. 
• Science vs. Art: Modern biography balances the exactitude of scientific 
research with the narrative techniques of fiction. Psychology has made the "Self" 
more complex, leading to more analytical and less hagiographic accounts. 
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Note on Non-Western Traditions 
• Asia and Islam: Historically, biography in the East was often an appendage to 
history or a tool for spiritual edification. 
• China: Until the 20th century, biography was mostly a byproduct of 
government records (e.g., Sima Qian). It only emerged as an independent art form in 
the early 1900s due to Western influence. 
• India: The focus remained on spiritual and mystical values rather than the 
individual’s chronological life, though modern influences have recently aligned Indian 
life writing with global trends. 
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Section:4 (The Story of my Life, Helen Keller, 1903) 
Introduction 
Helen Keller overcame deafness and blindness to become a celebrated lecturer, social 
activist, and an enduring American icon of perseverance. She began drafting her 
prophetic and highly motivational autobiography, The Story of My Life (1903), while 
studying at Radcliffe College, with the assistance of editor and Harvard professor John 
Albert Macy. The well-received book chronicles her first twenty-two years, detailing the 
childhood illness that left her sightless and deaf, while also highlighting her interactions 
with prominent contemporary figures such as Alexander Graham Bell, John Greenleaf 
Whittier, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Mrs. Grover Cleveland. Keller later expanded on 
her celebrity and subsequent experiences in her follow-up book, Midstream: My Later 
Life, capturing the twenty-five years following her initial publication. 
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