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Introduction
Liz Murray’s Breaking Night: A Memoir of Forgiveness, Survival, and My Journey from Homeless to
Harvard tells the story of childhood neglect, parental addiction, homelessness, grief, education, and
the persistence of family love under conditions that repeatedly make that love unsafe (Murray, 2010).
One of the memoir’s most meaningful objects is the black-and-white photograph of Murray’s mother
as a teenager. The photograph matters because it preserves an image of “Ma” from before
motherhood, severe addiction, illness, and the instability that later shaped the family. It allows Liz to
see her mother as a person with a past rather than only as the parent who failed to provide safety.

The photograph therefore holds several meanings at once; contemporary reviews of the memoir also
emphasized the tension between extreme hardship, family attachment, and Murray’s refusal to
reduce her parents to simple villains (Kellaway, 2011). It is a reminder of resemblance, a source of
grief, a symbol of forgiveness, and a warning about the future Liz does not want to repeat. Its
importance lies in that tension. Liz can love her mother while recognizing the harm caused by
addiction and neglect. She can identify with Ma without assuming that family history determines
destiny. The memoir becomes most powerful when it refuses simple categories of victim and villain
and instead shows how survival can involve carrying a relationship emotionally while leaving
destructive patterns behind.

The Photograph as Memory and Evidence
A photograph is physically small but emotionally dense. It can be folded, carried, hidden, revisited, or
lost. The black-and-white image of Ma is creased and fragile, which makes it materially resemble the
uncertain family history it represents. Unlike a conversation, the photograph cannot become
intoxicated, disappear, argue, or demand something from Liz. It freezes one moment. That stillness
gives Liz a stable version of a relationship otherwise defined by unpredictability.
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The photograph also shows Ma as a teenager, before Liz knew her. This matters because children
usually encounter parents only in the role of parent. The image suggests that Ma once had her own
youth, fears, desires, and unrealized possibilities. Seeing her in this earlier form complicates judgment
without excusing later neglect. The photograph makes room for compassion because it reminds Liz
that her mother’s life did not begin with addiction or with the failures Liz experienced.

At the same time, a photograph is incomplete evidence. It cannot reveal what happened before or
after the shutter clicked, what the subject felt, or what future events would occur. Liz interprets the
image through knowledge acquired much later. Its power therefore comes partly from what it cannot
explain. The young Ma contains possibilities that Liz can imagine but never fully recover.

Resemblance, Inheritance, and Fear of Repetition
Liz recognizes aspects of herself in the photograph, and that resemblance is emotionally complicated.
Shared features can strengthen the sense of belonging, but similarity also raises the fear that Liz may
repeat Ma’s path. Both mother and daughter experience forms of instability and street life, yet their
lives develop differently. The image therefore functions like a mirror: it reflects inheritance without
declaring inevitability.

This distinction is central to the memoir. Liz can share family history, appearance, emotional intensity,
and experiences of homelessness without making the same choices or encountering the same
outcomes. Her movement toward education does not require rejecting Ma as a person. It requires
identifying which patterns of behavior caused harm and deciding not to reproduce them.

The photograph thus becomes a symbol of selective inheritance. Liz keeps love, memory, intelligence,
and connection while trying to leave addiction, instability, and self-destruction behind. That process is
neither clean nor final. It is an ongoing negotiation between belonging to a family and building a life
that does not repeat every aspect of that family’s history.

Addiction, Neglect, and Ambivalent Love
Ma’s addiction affects the household through scarcity, unpredictability, illness, broken trust, and the
repeated diversion of money or possessions toward drugs. The memoir contains episodes in which
parental needs take precedence over food, clothing, stability, and supervision. A compassionate
interpretation of addiction should not minimize these consequences. Addiction can be understood as
a health disorder and still cause serious harm to children.

Liz’s emotional response is therefore ambivalent in the fullest sense. She experiences affection,
anger, loyalty, disappointment, grief, and identification at the same time. The photograph condenses
those feelings into one object. She does not remember Ma only as a failed parent. She also
remembers humor, vulnerability, tenderness, illness, and the person visible in the teenage
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photograph.

This complexity makes the memoir more credible than a story that would turn Ma into a simple villain.
Family love often persists even when the relationship itself is unsafe. Liz’s attachment does not erase
neglect, and acknowledging neglect does not require emotional indifference. The memoir allows both
truths to coexist.

Forgiveness Without Excusing Harm
The subtitle of Breaking Night places forgiveness beside survival, but forgiveness should not be
confused with excuse. Excusing harm would mean denying responsibility or pretending that neglect
did not matter. Forgiveness, as the memoir presents it, is closer to changing how the past is carried.
Liz can recognize Ma’s humanity and suffering without treating dangerous behavior as acceptable.

The photograph becomes especially important after Ma’s death. Ordinary reconciliation through
future conversation is no longer possible. The object becomes one of the ways Liz can continue to
encounter her mother. Grief often attaches itself to physical objects because they provide sensory
proof that a relationship existed. The photograph cannot repair the relationship, but it can preserve a
form of connection.

Keeping the image therefore becomes an act of remembrance with boundaries. Liz does not erase
Ma, but neither does she allow family love to dictate that she repeat the same patterns. Forgiveness
becomes compatible with self-protection. That distinction is important because the memoir’s
emotional achievement depends on Liz’s ability to remain connected to the memory of her mother
without returning to every condition that made childhood unsafe.

Homelessness, Agency, and the Role of Other
People
Liz’s homelessness should not be treated merely as a symbolic obstacle designed to prove personal
strength. It involves unstable shelter, interrupted schooling, hunger, fatigue, exposure, and
dependence on unreliable relationships. Her eventual achievement does not prove that anyone can
overcome homelessness through determination alone. Such an interpretation would turn an
exceptional survival story into a judgment against people who face different barriers or never receive
the same opportunities.

Agency matters greatly in the memoir because Liz makes important decisions, including returning to
school and pursuing a different future. Yet those choices occur inside circumstances she did not
choose. Their effectiveness depends partly on timing, health, teachers, friends, mentors, institutional
access, and practical opportunities. The memoir is therefore not a story of pure self-creation.
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This is why education becomes more than academic achievement. School gives Liz structure, goals,
adult allies, and access to a world outside the immediate family crisis. Teachers and mentors do not
perform the work for her, but they help make a path visible. The importance of those relationships
complicates the popular idea of resilience as solitary willpower. Determination matters, but support
determines what determination can accomplish.

Education, Harvard, and the Meaning of
Transformation
Harvard functions as the most visible symbol of Liz’s transformation, but the memoir’s meaning
should not be reduced to admission to an elite university. The deeper change occurs earlier and more
gradually. Liz begins to imagine a future beyond the next night, build sustained habits, accept help,
and form an identity not entirely organized around crisis.

The title phrase “breaking night,” which refers to staying awake until morning, captures the difference
between survival time and future-oriented time. During homelessness, the immediate task is often
simply getting through the night. Education changes Liz’s relationship to time because assignments,
examinations, applications, and goals require planning. Dawn becomes more than the end of a
difficult night; it begins to represent the possibility of a structured future.

Academic success does not erase trauma or family memory. Skills that are useful in instability, such
as constant vigilance or extreme independence, can become difficult to carry into safer environments.
Achievement and vulnerability can coexist. This is another reason the photograph remains important
even after Liz’s life changes. Education alters her trajectory, but it does not remove the emotional
past she continues to carry.

Memoir, Family Ethics, and Narrative Control
Because Breaking Night is a memoir, Liz is not simply remembering private experience; she is shaping
it into a public narrative. Memoir is selective by nature. The writer chooses scenes, objects,
relationships, and moments that reveal meaning. Including the photograph allows Liz to represent Ma
without claiming to reproduce the whole of her mother’s life.

This creates an ethical challenge. Memoirists write about real people who may be unable to answer or
provide their own version. Liz addresses that difficulty by presenting damaging facts while also giving
Ma context, tenderness, and a history beyond failure. The photograph is ethically significant because
it resists reducing Ma to the role of addicted mother.

The object is also framed twice: first by the camera and then by Liz’s later narration. This reminds
readers that memory is interpretation, not a transcript. The photograph may look objective, but its
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meaning comes from what Liz sees in it after everything that happened. The memoir is emotionally
persuasive precisely because it acknowledges that remembered people can be both loved and
judged.

The Photograph as the Memoir’s Central Symbol
The photograph ultimately brings together the memoir’s major themes. It represents Ma before
addiction dominated the household, gives Liz a visual connection to family identity, and reminds her
of the patterns she fears repeating. After Ma’s death, it becomes an object of grief. As Liz moves
toward education, it becomes a symbol of divergence: she carries the relationship while choosing
another path.

The same image can therefore symbolize forgiveness and ambition. Forgiveness appears in Liz’s
refusal to erase her mother or reduce her to harm. Ambition appears in Liz’s decision that
resemblance will not become destiny. The object holds belonging and separation simultaneously.

This is why the photograph is more powerful than a simple motivational symbol. It does not say, “Do
the opposite of your mother.” It says that identity can be inherited and revised at the same time. Liz’s
future is built not by pretending the past did not happen, but by interpreting it differently.

Conclusion
The photograph of Ma is one of the most meaningful symbols in Breaking Night because it preserves
complexity. Its black-and-white image and physical fragility hold a mother from before Liz knew her,
allowing Liz to see youth, resemblance, vulnerability, and unrealized possibility. The photograph does
not excuse neglect, addiction, or the danger Liz experienced. It makes forgiveness possible without
requiring denial.

Liz’s journey from homelessness toward education is shaped by determination, relationships,
opportunity, and institutional support. Her achievement does not erase trauma, and it should not be
used to blame people whose circumstances differ. By carrying Ma’s photograph, Liz keeps memory
and connection while refusing to repeat destructive patterns. The object therefore represents the
memoir’s deepest form of survival: not abandoning the past, but learning how to carry it without
allowing it to dictate the future.
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