Writing About Ourselves Texts 

Names 

West Side 

In certain neighborhoods 

the air is paved with names.

Domingo, Monico, Francisco,

shining rivulets of sound.

Names opening wet circles

inside the mouth,

sprinkling bright vowels

across the deserts of 

Bill, bob, john. 

The names are worn

on silver linked chains

Maria lives in Pablo Alley,

Esperanza rides the Santa Rosa bus! 

They click together like charms.

O save us from the boarded-up windows,

the pistol crack in a dark backyard,

save us from the leaky roof,

the ratted textbook which never smiles.

Let the names be verses 

in a city that sings! 

- Naomi Shihab Nye, Hugging the Jukebox
Choosing My Name 

When I was born my mother gave me three names:
Christanbelle, Yoshie, and Puanani

Christanbelle was my “English” name,
My social security card name,
My school name,
The name I gave when teachers asked me for my “real” name
A safe name

Yoshie was my home name
My everyday name,
The name that reminded my father’s family
That I was japanese, even though
My nose, hips, and feet were wide,
The name that made me acceptable to them
Who called my Hawaiian mother kuroi (black),
A saving name

Puanani is my chosen name
My piko name connecting me back to the `aina
And the kai and the po`e kahiko
My blessing, my burden,
My amulet, my spear. 

- Puanani Burgess
“So in my sophomore year in college, I adopted the name Saidiya. I asserted my African heritage to free myself from my mother’s grand designs. Saidiya liberated me from parental disapproval and pruned the bourgeois branches of my genealogy. It didn’t matter that I had been rejected first. My name established my solidarity with the people, extirpated all evidence of upstanding Negroes and their striving bastard heirs, and confirmed my place in the company of poor black girls-Tamikas, Roqueshas, and Shanequas. Most of all, it dashed my mother’s hopes. I had found it in an African names books; it means “helper.”” – Saidiya Hartman, Lose Your Mother 

People 

“She is sixteen and her skin is the darkness before the black, the plum of the day’s light, her breasts like sunsets trapped beneath her skin, but for all her youth and beauty she has a sour distrusting expression that only dissolves under the weight of immense pleasure. Her dreams are spare, lack the propulsion of a mission, her ambition is without traction. Her fiercest hope? That she will find a man. What she doesn’t yet know: the cold, the backbreaking drudgery of the factorias, the loneliness of Diaspora, that she will never again live in Santo Domingo, her own heart. What else she doesn’t know: that the man next to her would end up being her husband and the father of her two children, that after two years together he would leave her, her third and final heartbreak, and she would never love again.” – Junot Diaz, The Brief and Wondrous Life of Oscar Wao  

“Each person is made of five different elements, she told me. 
Too much fire and you had a bad temper. That was like my father, whom my mother always critized for his cigarette habit and who always shouted back that she should feel guilty that he didn't let my mother speak her mind.
Too little wood and you bent too quickly to listen to other people's ideas, unable to stand on your own. This was like my Auntie An-mei. 
Too much water and you flowed in too many different directions. like myself.” – Amy Tan, The Joy Luck Club 

“i wants my things/i want my arm wit the birth mark/& my leg wit the bike burns/i want my calloused feet & quik language back in my mouth/fried plantains/pineapple pear juice/sun-ra & joseph & jules/i want my own things/how i lived them/& give me my memories/how i waz when i waz there/you cant have them or do nothin wit them/stealin my shit from me/dont make it yrs/makes it STO…LEN/somebody almost run off wid alla my stuff!!/& i waz standin there/lookin at myself/the whole time..” – Ntozake Shange, For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide When the Rainbow was Enuf
