Cultural Autobiography
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Family stories give us our roots and our wings.  They are how we learn who we are.

It is often through examining our own cultural/family background that we are also able to learn more about the importance of culture and tradition for others.  We all have a ‘place at the table’ in American society and search to achieve what is important to us in life.   To honor one’s culture and family background helps us affirm diversity.  

The purpose of this assignment is to assist our class and each of us in looking at one’s self as a cultural being and in recognizing the humanity in others.  In the process of our exploration, we may notice examples of racism, sexism, feelings of lost opportunities or hurt, etc.  This awareness helps us develop empathy and move toward abandonment of prejudice in our society.  It also helps us connect with students as cultural beings and improve our own cross-cultural communication skills.  Indeed many European American people believe they “have no culture”; and learning to recognize, articulate, examine, and appreciate their own culture is affirming.  Ethnic minority group members tend to be more aware of themselves as cultural beings than do dominant group members, simply because many elements of ethnic minority cultures were not validated by mainstream culture, and stand in recognizable contrast to it.  You may wish to explore family history with parent/s, grandparents, and extended family: “What was life like for you back then” is a great conversation starter?

You may wish to get together with some other students of your same background, and compare notes on your cultural being paper.  If you wish, you may want to ask someone who is NOT of your same background to describe some cultural characteristics of your cultural background.  Then listen for what he/she has to say.  What did you learn?

Your paper should provide as detailed as possible a description of specific factors relating to aspects of diversity.  Please be assured that statements in your unique paper will be treated with confidentiality.
Directions:  Please use these questions to give you ideas for preparing your unique cultural autobiography.  Feel free to be more creative, such as use the questions as a springboard for a composition, poem, song, poster, piece of artwork, etc.  Answer as many or as few as you wish.  This is meant to be a “creative composition.”  Be sure to divide your paper into paragraphs.  
1. Your name.  If you speak another language, also write the name in that language?   What is the origin of your family surname?  What is it’s meaning?  Did your family surname undergo changes if your ancestors came from the “old country”?  Any stories about the changes?  Are there any naming traditions or ceremonies? 
2. Geographically, where are you from?  Your parents?  

3. Your mode of abode (I live with my friends, family, etc.).  This is optional.

4. Where did your family or ancestors come from before joining the drama “of the Americas”?  Or, were they always here?  How long has your family or ancestors been on this continent?  Is your family more ‘traditional’ or more ‘assimilated’ or a mixture of cultural traditions?  What traditions seem to be dominant in your family’s history?  How strong are ties to “homeland” or tribe?  How many generations of your family, on both sides, have lived in the U.S.A.?  In New Jersey?

5. What stories have been passed on to you about your parents?  Grandparents?  Ancestors?  What do you know about their childhood, religion, politics, schooling, marriage, courtship, leisure activities, attitudes about death, loss, mourning, rites of passages, etc.?  Are there things about your family’s history you would like to know but are afraid to ask, or about which no one seems to want to talk about?

6. What historical events (e.g., depression, WWI/WWII, Vietnam War, Desert Storm, Attack on America) affected your family most?  Are there any special family recipes that have been preserved and handed down from generation to generation in your family?  Are they still in use today?
7. What languages were or are spoken in your (childhood) home?  What languages are spoken in your current domicile?  Any accents or language patterns related to geography?

8. Please identify a favorite author, book, film, or family ritual, habit, ceremony you value or have especially enjoyed, and/or a significant event in your life.  An important book in your life such as the Bible, Koran, or Torah, etc., should also be mentioned.

9. Would you be comfortable in describing yourself as a member of a racial, ethnic, and/or cultural group?  If so, which groups would you say you are a part of at this point in your life?

10. Have you ever experienced interpersonal conflict or prejudice because of your race, ethnicity, gender, cultural group, disability/special needs, or an organization you were active in?  What was the setting—school, work, place of worship, neighborhood, friends, etc.?  If so, please describe one or more of these conflicts.  Was this conflict resolved in any way, and if so, how?

11. Do you feel your racial, ethnic, gender, disability, and/or cultural group membership has been a positive feature in your life?  If so, briefly explain why. 

12. Do you have a favorite hobby or activity that is culturally related?  If so, please identify.

13. What questions evoke the deepest wonder in your mind at this time in your life’s journey?

14. What (people, places, events, situations) generate energy for you?  What are you good at that helps you overcome the challenges that life brings you?

15. What other ethnic groups were you aware of while you were growing up?  When and how did you first become aware of being a _____ (insert appropriate ethnic category:  Italian, German, Irish, Mexican, Potawatomie, etc.)

16. How would you characterize the social class you grew up in?  The social class you are in now?  How does your socioeconomic status/social class influence how you move in your community and in the larger society?
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