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WHAT’S THE POINT?

o what exactly IS a memoir? It is important to think about this question before you start 
trying to write one. It’s most helpful to think about what a memoir is NOT: 

• It is NOT made up. It is the author’s best effort to recall the truth of their own life. 
Truth is, of course, a relative thing, and memory is fallible, but when writing a 
memoir, you are making a pact with your reader. You are saying, “This is true to the 
best of my memory.” As soon as you start making things up, changing locations or 
the order of how things happened, or facts, you are writing fiction.  

• It is NOT the story of your whole life. That is an autobiography and is normally a 
book form reserved for famous people. Most memoir writers have to choose one 
idea, one point, one slice of their life to write about – which means leaving out 
whole chunks of their life. As memoir expert Marion Roach says, “Autobiography is 
a book-length depiction of your entire life. Memoir takes on a specific aspect of 
your life. That being the case, memoir is about territory, and you have to locate the 
borders of yours.” 

Take Action 

Read this article about the definition of memoir. That should clarify the genre for us before we 
move forward. 

What’s the Point? 

Watch this video: https://player.vimeo.com/video/113741888 

Thinking about the point of their book can stress writers out in a really big way, so we get it if 
you're panicking a little bit right now. (“My POINT? I don't have a point! I just have this 
nagging idea about making layer cakes!”)  

But chances are excellent that the reason your story is nagging at you is because you have 
something to SAY through this story – something about life or love or sports or crime or God 
or death or healthcare. If you didn't have something to say, you would probably be spending 
your days knitting or planting zucchini instead of trying to write a book.    

Look hard for clues to your story's point in why you want to write this book. Sometimes 
people talk about the theme of a book, but that term can be somewhat slippery and hard to 
grasp. Asking, “What’s the point?” is so much easier to understand – and to answer.  
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Don't be alarmed if the point sounds like a cliché. There are a vast number of stories that can 
be told with the point, “Love conquers all,” or “Technology is evil,” or “Cheaters never 
prosper.” When you can frame your idea as a cliché, it means you're getting down to 
something universal. You will make it specific through the structure, shape, and voice, so 
there's no need to worry about it being obvious.  

If you have trouble with this concept, try to think about the fact that you are making an 
argument. Every book is, at heart, an argument for something – for a belief, a way of life, a 
vision of the future, a way to solve a problem, a way to make a friend, a way to lose your soul. 

Examples  

What’s the point of these popular memoirs?  

• Open proves that great athletes have extraordinary determination. 

• The Glass Castle proves that people can rise above tragic childhoods. 

• The Middle Place shows that love helps people face illness.  

• H is for Hawk shows that grief never follows a prescribed path. 

• Girl Interrupted shows that when it comes to the brain and behavior, “normal” is 
not always what it seems. 

• BossyPants proves the maxim that “you’re no one until someone calls you bossy.” 

See? That’s the thing about the point of story: One point can lead to a thousand books. 

Take Action 

Write one short line about what your point is.


