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i n  e d u c a t i o n

This is book is about my in-between sense of identity.  If someone asked you the question, “What are you?”  
how would you answer?  How would the question itself make you feel?

My mother was raised Irish-Catholic but felt close to and comforted by Buddhism and Hinduism.  What tra-
ditions that you were not born into do you feel close to and why?  As an extension to this question: I am not 
a gay man but gay men are my people.  What group to which you technically “do not belong” do you feel you 
belong to?  And why?

Most of the revelations and experiences in this book are very specifically tied to place.  What places in your life 
have shaped you?  How has moving between places or staying in only one place formed you?
  
Do you find yourself in conflict or in agreement with your place(s)?  

A common ethnographic exercise involves looking at yourself as a “subject.”  Fill in the following identity 
categories and then ask yourself if you conform, resist, or negotiate (and how) within these categories: race/ 
ethnicity, class, gender, sexuality, religion, region, and age.

This book is a family memoir populated by the stories and people I grew up with.  How do the stories and ex-
periences of your family affect your personal foundation—from your values and cultural identity to your tastes 
in food and movies?

What photographs from your life would you use to explain or describe yourself ?  

This is a memoir but it is also infused with fiction and fictional writing techniques.  Can changing or crafting 
a story bring out a deeper truth?  Do you think fiction is on the side of truth?  How do the categories of genre 
affect a work and how it is received by readers?  

What is your first memory of an awareness of “race”/ethnicity or of being racially/ethnically categorized?  Ask 
yourself the same question for class, religion, gender, and sexuality. 
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Writing Exercises

Exercise A

Write about a time when you were sick in bed.  I gave this assignment to students in a creative nonfiction writing 
workshop and did the assignment along with them.  What came out of it was the section of my memoir, set in Ver-
mont, where I am sick in bed with my grandmother and we communicate without words.  

Exercise B
Write about your first love.  This could be a book, a song, a parent, sibling, lover, etc.  I gave this assignment to a fic-
tion workshop and did the assignment along with them.  What came out if were two different sections of the book 
that deal with Lord Ganesh.

Exercise C

Write about what you find beautiful.  Make sure your personal politics—how you see the world, and why—shapes 
your response. 

Exercise D
Continue writing past the following prompt.  Make sure to stay in the present tense even as you write about the past: 
“I am six.”  

For writing exercises from other Sarabande authors, visit our website at www.sarabandebooks.org.
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You Have Given Me a Country is published by Sarabande Books. 
Founded in 1994 to publish poetry, short fiction, and 

literary nonfiction, Sarabande is a nonprofit literary press 
headquartered in Louisville, Kentucky. It is our mission to 

disburse these works with diligence and integrity, and to serve as 
an educational resource to teachers and students of creative writing.

The Kentucky Arts Council, the state arts agency, supports Sarabande Books with state tax dollars and federal funding from the National Endowment for the Arts, 
which believes that a great nation deserves great art.
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