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Project Description:
	

I am requesting summer funding from the Institute for Women’s Studies so that I
may continue my autobiographical film project in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan.
Having already completed one short (23 minutes) film, this summer I would begin
preliminary work on the second in a series of three short documentary/
autobiographies. Together, these three short film autobiographies serve to tell my story
through the voices of my family and recollections/memories and visual images of my
family’s farmhouse and 80 acres of land in Amasa, Michigan. All three films address issues
of identity, selfhood, memory and tradition in their depiction of my struggles (1) to
negotiate between my past, present and future identities and (2) to answer the question:
How can I honor my heritage without mythologizing it? In my first film (already
completed), I focused on introducing these issues and exploring how my family has tried
to honor the farm by redefining the kind of “work” that is performed at it. In the second
film, I hope to expand on those ideas, paying particular attention to the women of the
farm and their changing roles within the family and community. This film will weave
together the stories of the Puotinen family women—starting with my great-grandmother
Johanna, who came to the US from Finland and helped build the farmhouse in the early
1900s, and continuing through the generations to my 3 year old niece, Isabel. This
summer, I will be collecting materials (photographs, letters, memoirs), interviewing
immediate and extended family members and filming in and around the Amasa area. I am
requesting funding for filming supplies and travel expenses from Atlanta to Amasa.
Connection to my research:
	

Through experimentation with feminist theories on subjectivity, selfhood, identity
and autobiography, this film project raises a number of important questions for my
current and future work within women’s studies, including:
1. How do I tell my story? How is my story complicated and enriched
by others? How can I tell a story that reflects the fundamental ways in
which I am a social being? This semester I am taking Professor Pam Hall’s class on
Narrative and Female Selfhood. In that class, we are discussing theories on narrative
selfhood and the importance of stories for shaping who we are and how we understand
ourselves. Several issues that the class raises for me concern how our stories are told,
how those stories intersect and are shaped by other stories and how we negotiate
between the different stories that we live. These issues serve as an underlying guide for
my film project. In this project, I hope to tell my story as one that is inextricably tied to
my family (past, present, future) and our land. This story will not be done as a
conventional autobiography by an autonomous “I”. Instead, (only) through the words and

stories of my family and the images and stories of the farmhouse and land, I will
construct my narrative of selfhood. This narrative will not be mine alone, but will also be
the story of the farm and the women who are connected to it.
2. How can we honor our histories without mythologizing them? How
do I honor my heritage without romanticizing it? How do I negotiate
the tension between belonging to a community (or family) and being
critical of that community? In my own theoretical work, these questions are
connected to the feminist movement and the need for feminists to have a critical, yet
respectful, connection to the past, present and future of feminism and its communities. I
have been interested in exploring how feminists can recognize and be critical of the
limitations and the dangers (exclusion, essentialisim, etc.) of feminism and its theories
and use that critique to transform the movement in ways that honor the larger goals of
feminists without repeating their mistakes. In this film, these issues will be addressed
through an examination of my place in the history of amazing Puotinen women. My goal
will be to honestly, critically and respectfully tell their stories. And, to explore ways in
which those stories and the traditions and goals that they embody can be honored and
continued in new and possibly better ways.
3. How is my identity/identities connected to a desire for a heritage/
history and a sense of belonging? How and why is that belonging
inextricably tied to land? How is my own story told geographically and
spatially, through the family farmhouse and land? Although there are a
number of ways in which these questions connect with my work (including home as
metaphor for identity), I am particularly interested in the ways in which the physical
homespace and land function as storytellers. In a sense, the farmland and its buildings are
a story that documents the history of the Puotinen family. But, this land does not simply
tell my (or my family’s) story. It tells its own story, one in which I must fit my story. With
this in mind, I have entitled this film project, The Farm: An Autobiography. And, I hope to
explore and experiment with the ways in which the land and the farmhouse are an
important part of my autobiography and the biographies of Puotinen women.
Budget:
video tapes	

 	

	

travel expenses	

	

editing software	

	

miscellaneous supplies	

TOTAL	

	

	

	


	

	

	

	

	


$300	

 	

$200	

 	

$50
$50
$600

	


