
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 1, Part I – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction. 
 
>>[Text on screen] We are very proud to bring you the perspectives of authors from around the 
world, and trust that you will find their perspectives valuable. Because some of our contributing 
authors are nonnative speakers of English, we suggest that you turn on video captions. You can turn 
on captions by clicking the “cc” button at the bottom right of the video. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Creating Character, Voice, and Identity in Fiction and Literary Journalism: 
Week 1. 
 
>>Welcome back to Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction. We 
come to block A, week one, in which we're going to look at issues of the development of identity in 
community, how a person's community of origin can support and or conflict with their development 
of their identity or selfhood, and we're going to do that in the context of important craft topics of 
voice and setting in fiction and literary journalism. 
 
>>Starting off with fiction, you establish your narrative or your character voice through a 
relationship with setting. Looking at elements like physical surroundings, cultural context, historical 
context. These kinds of aspects can help you to take your character from a flat surface into a three-
dimensional organized person. One of the things that I try to encourage my students to do is to 
really look at various positives and negatives in relation to their character and how their character 
situates themselves within a certain community or a certain environment or a certain physical place. 
These are all elements that I think will help you to develop a stronger character. Basically using these 
aspects of the setting to create a sense of the narrator's community, it can become a backdrop for 
influencing voice and I think that that's important. 
 
>>And the same holds in writing literary journalism. You want to establish the authorial voice 
through the treatment of the setting, and setting equals place, context, and current culture and in 
history. The people who inhabit that setting, and interact with that setting. Want to create a portrait 
or a report of people determined by their setting and the setting as it defines the people. Here's an 
example: After I had spent literally years covering the war in the former Yugoslavia and I was sitting 
down trying to begin a book about it, the book that would become ONLY THE NAILS REMAIN: 
SCENES FROM THE BALKAN WARS, I was trying to think how can I get this thing started? 
And then I remembered something I heard everywhere in Slovenia and Bosnia, Croatia, Serbia, it 
was very common for somebody to tell a story and say, “Can you imagine?” Just a simple throwaway 
line and I thought what if I began just with that? “Can you imagine?” Because in a way the book was 
about how to imagine this setting far away. This war that while it was on the front pages of everyday 
newspapers, the daily newspapers, was in so many ways unfamiliar. So just that one line opened up a 
way to think about that setting and how I might have a voice that would carry me through the 



 

writing of this book. So those are the kinds of things that we'll be looking at in this first week of 
Power of the Pen. Onward! 
 
>>[Text on screen] CASTLE CROSS THE MAGNA CARTA by Kia Corthron. 
 
>>Kia Corthron is an American author and playwright. Her plays include BREATH, BOOM; 
CAGE RHYTHM; COME DOWN BURNING; LIFE BY ASPHYXIATION; and the novel THE 
CASTLE CROSS THE MAGNET CARTER. As a playwright Corthron has received numerous 
awards including several for her body of work. The Windham-Campbell Prize for Drama, the 
United States Artists Jane Addams Fellowship, the Simon Great Plains Playwright Award and the 
Lee Reynolds Award. 
 
>>So one of the lessons that I learned in terms, because as I said I was teaching myself to write a 
novel but I said lesson I took directly from a novel was when I was in England at the, I visited the 
Brontë house.  
 
[Text on screen] On Starting with Character and Scene: Jane Eyre by Charlotte Brontë. 
 
And by that point I had never read the, any of the Brontë sisters. And so... So I read one, I read 
WUTHERING HEIGHTS which was by one of the sisters. Then I read JANE EYRE which is a 
novel by Charlotte Brontë and there the basic story is that she's a governess, she comes to teach the 
children of this rich man named Rochester, and there's quickly this romantic energy that happens 
between the two of them. So this is early on at the beginning when this is going on and he leaves for 
a little bit. They've just met but the electricity happens already, and I would recommend everyone to 
read JANE EYRE, it's an amazing book and feels very contemporary. And so he comes back with 
all these wealthy people. Now she was an orphan. She's very poor, and he has all these wealthy 
people including his fiancée who's, and they have this party over at the house and he orders Jane 
who does not want to deal with these people to come down into this room and she is over in the 
corner. In my mind I picture it was like a window seat because she's sort of trying to hide from 
everybody in the room and all these people about her same age, but all wealthy know she's there, but 
completely ignore her as they all talk about how they tortured their governesses growing up. So it's 
this really nasty thing that's going on and I keep hearing them, I mean reading them and this one did 
this to her governess and it was so funny and this one did this and I kept thinking I was so angry for 
Jane, but the author did not come back to Jane so I was thinking what is she feeling? I'm so angry, 
I'm so angry! And finally she runs out of the room and Rochester catches her in the hall and says 
“Why are you crying?” And it's the first time that the author lets us absolutely know what she's 
feeling, but I was feeling it anyway and so it's brilliant because it was there and it didn't spoon-feed 
me and I realize when I write a play, I trust the audience. I write this text, I trust these with the best 
actors and you know in the best of all worlds it's going to come across to the audience. I don't have 
to spoon-feed them, and it's actually much more powerful because of the subtlety and not giving it 
all away and I realized I can do the same thing with a novel in that moment.  
 
[Text on screen] On Writing About Social Issues in THE CASTLE CROSS THE MAGNET 
CARTER. 
 
Yeah I should say that the way I write is not agitation propaganda which is very directly saying you 
know I believe in this or you know this is my point of view. I should say I don't necessarily have a 
problem with agit prop per se, it's just not the way I write and I should say this: for example, I years 



 

ago I was at a group called Art Work. It was this like little coterie of political artists. Most of them 
were visual artists, and I remember there was an, it was sort of run by this… I was young in grad 
school. It was a middle aged Palestinian immigrant and middle aged Jewish American man and they 
would do things like well he went to Latin America in the eighties and they would wrote signs 
inciting people to strike. So that's direct action. It's complete agit prop, and it's legitimate for that, 
for what they're doing. In writing it usually doesn't work so well. It's just a different process because 
people, if you just come out and jump in and say this is how I feel I, people can be taken aback, 
people can, it just won't reach them in the same way. I'm not sure if I'm articulating right, but I'm 
going to say a little example. So my book, which has to do with two black brothers and two white 
brothers, it starts in 1941. They're, once the black family is in Maryland, the white family is in 
Alabama. Here is an example, this is during racist Jim Crow apartheid US, and I, this is a part from 
it's the point of view of a 12-year-old boy in first person and he's having ice cream. He's a black boy, 
and he and his family and his little brother, they're having ice cream. So he's Dwight and his little 
brother is Elliot. He's six years old. Elliot's very hyper, so. So this is Dwight speaking, the 12-year-
old:  
 
“We got to wait a little, 'cause the picnic table already got the Wiley twins, Marco and Mokie and 
their parents. They wave, we wave back. ‘Take your time,’ Daddy tell 'em, though with ice cream 
melting ain't like we can hold on forever. They nod gratitude, but I can see their mama saying ‘come 
on’ every time Mokie or Marco take a breath between licks. ‘We can sit there,’ say Elliot. There's five 
other picnic tables, two of them all empty. ‘That's for the white people’ say Mama. ‘The white 
people's on the other three!’ say Elliot. ‘Can't we use one of them too, they ain't using noway?’ None 
of us say nothing.”  
 
So in that way, it expresses… shows the racism that there are these blank white, these tables that 
they should be able to sit on but they're saved for the white people. So and in a way it expresses this 
without coming out and them saying that's racist and which they wouldn't have said. It's much more 
naturalistic.  
 
I'll say one more example which a play of mine called LIFE BY ASPHYXIATION that takes place 
on death row. I should say I always have a strong point of view of where I'm writing. I don't sit on 
the fence. So I am anti death penalty, but I don't come out and say you should be anti death penalty 
in the play. If the audience leaves and they don't realize I was anti death penalty I haven't done my 
job because I do take the point of view, but in this play I wrote it, the main character's a man named 
Jojo, a black man. He's 53 I think, he's been on death row for 30 years or so since he was in his 
young twenties. He did an ugly crime because it was important to me that he really did do an awful 
crime. I really hope there aren't people that think people that are innocent should go to be executed, 
but I thought if I'm really going to say something about it then it has to be somebody who's guilty 
and did something ugly. He's a very different person than he was then and very regretful, but when 
he was in his young twenties he raped and murdered a 15-year-old white girl. There's a part where 
the girl, oh I should say I had a surreal tip on even though it's contemporary he's on death row with 
Crazy Horse and Nat Turner who Crazy Horse is a Native American during the 19th Century was 
fought against, a hero who fought against the white cavalry, US cavalry and Nat Turner during 
slavery in the US was somebody who rose up as a slave, so I was playing with these people who if 
they were today would also be on death row. These warriors, and at the other person I realized 
something was missing when I was writing this and then I realized I don't have the victim's point of 
view. So Katie is this 15-year-old girl who is with him all the time. Whether the audience wants to 
think she's a ghost or in his head, that is up to them. I don't define it, but she's there and I also make 



 

her, she's not, she's not a flower at all. She's like this tough basketball girl and she's always 
challenging him. It's more like she has this bossy relationship because she knows he's so guilty she 
can do this to him. Every once in a while, the pain of hers will come up but it's very subtle and she 
holds it back in. There's a point late in the play when he's preparing, because he's finally after all 
these years he's about to die and she's in there with him and it's one of the few times she's not 
making him feel guilty, and as she sees him preparing for this transition, she says, "Murder, once it 
happens to you, you don't wish it on nobody else." And in that way, I with them being full 
characters, I make my statement about the death penalty and that's all that's there. If there is a 
political issue, there's something you really want to say, it is important to say it so write it, say it. 
Then in the next draft, say it a little more subtly. The next draft a little more subtly. As long as 
you've got that foundation it's going to be there and at some point you're going to affect people in a 
way that's not them feeling you're yelling at them, but they're taking it in their heart emotionally and 
it's going to hit them. 


