Memoirs vs. Autobiographies

Is a memoir an autobiography? Somewhat. Is an autobiography a memoir? Not really. Confused? So are many others. But to simplify, the memoir is usually a more personal piece of writing than a biography or autobiography, which tends to give a "whole picture" of the person or family about whom the book is written. On the other hand, a memoir tends to have more of an overarching theme than most autobiographies; thus, it gives a "partial picture." 

For example, an autobiography about John Smith would probably highlight his life from birth to the present, paying special attention to major moments in his development. However, a memoir might only focus on those stories about John Smith that led to his lifelong fear of poverty. Thus, his memoir would be more of a story than a biography. 

This leads us to the following concern…

Are Memoirs True?
One of the biggest controversies has been whether or not memoirs reflect actual events. 

Some people believe that all memoirs are "padded" in some way; others feel that you can effectively write a 100% factual memoir. A huge problem is that memoirs are based on memories of events, which tend to be slanted; they can even change over time. 

Consequently, an author could honestly believe his or her memoir was accurate, but another individual could come forward and declare that it's really filled with half-truths or outright lies. To ensure that the bases are covered, authors may want to double-check (or even triple-check) all the facts they possibly can before sending their memoir to the public. This can include asking siblings, parents, best friends, colleagues, and former educators to read the memoir with an eye to truthfulness

Writing Memoirs in General:

· Write first, edit later. 

The first objective in writing anything is to get it on the page first. Then, you can go back and edit. Trying to edit as you go interrupts the process of getting it out of your head and onto the page. Thus, causing you to lose your thoughts and forget what you were saying.

· Write in the first person. 

You are the author and your memoirs are about you, therefore it is natural to write in the first person, using words such as I, my, me, etc.

· Tell the good and the bad 

If it's all good, it will be boring and unrelatable. If it's all bad, it will be too depressing and blah. Mixing the bad with the good makes the story much more interesting and believable to the reader.

· Be gracious when writing about others. 

Be truthful yet tasteful. Understand the people you include in your writings are real human beings with thoughts, feelings and their own perspectives, they are not fictional characters solely revolving around the universe of you. Use discretion when writing about them.

· Do your best to get it right. 

You are creating an historical document based on memory...so do your best to keep it accurate. If references are made to historical events or well-known facts that are recorded elsewhere, do your homework to make sure your writing matches up. You don't want to lose credibility in your story because you didn't get your facts straight.

· Be yourself 

The more true to yourself you are, the more you will shine. Don't try to be someone else, just be yourself. People will relate better to a real person than to someone you might try to portray. For example, if you don't normally use words like calibrate, configure or conjecture, then don't use them in your writing.

· Write with your audience in mind. 

Imagine your audience before you start writing, and then write to them. Choose a person you know rather than something arbitrary like "my future children". If you don't have any children yet and would like to address your stories to them, picture someone specific you would consider to be like your future children.

Otherwise, imagine you are writing to a friend, someone specific. You write differently when you address different people. So pick one and stick to writing to them. This will keep your writing consistent. Thus making it easier for your reader, whomever they may be, to follow your story.

Writing about Traumatic Events:

· Distance yourself from the situation. 

Write as if the experience belonged to someone you know, rather than yourself. For example, There was a lady I knew who had an abusive spouse...
· Offer advice to someone who has had a similar experience. 

Imagine you are talking to someone who is in the same situation now that you were once in and give him/her advice. For example, I know how you feel, I felt the same way. When this happened to me, I... If you can focus on helping someone else with his/her experience you may be able to relay yours better.

