
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 2, Part I – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction. 
 
>>Welcome back to Power of the Pen. In Week Two, Block A, we will be looking at specific 
elements like dialogue, selecting voices from the setting that could round out the picture of your 
narrator, particularly as a community inhabitant. Creating secondary relationships between these 
characters and the setting in order to create a strong sense of your fictional community's past and 
present. Creating place through culture, and culture through place, noting how social issues 
influence the perspectives of your characters, their experience, and of your place. So if you take your 
character, your one character, and you have already identified your social issue, of course you want 
to bring elements of the social issue together. So you can compare and contrast, so that one of your 
characters is for and one of your characters against. You could have your characters both support a 
certain issue but support it in a different way. There are a lot of different positions that your 
characters can take that will help you to bring the social issue, or the community situation, to a very 
strong point, or point of focus, in your writing. 
 
>>And the same holds for literary journalism, because we do not live by voice alone. We add voices 
to the dialogue, and you know that when you're reporting out a story, you're trying to keep your ears 
open for anything that might be said, even on the margins, because that's what might advance the 
story. So we're going to be talking this week about how we select voices from the setting that can 
round out the portrait that we are creating. We're going to talk about creating those multiple 
moments, where a secondary voice might bring out another theme. When you're writing dialogue, 
and it's so often the case, particularly with beginning writers, that we think one person says 
something and then we have the next person answer them. But that's not really what happens in a 
conversation. One person says something and then the other person maybe heard part of it, or 
didn't hear any of it, or maybe is thinking about something completely different. And in that 
clashing of those two voices, that's when the themes start to emerge, whether we're writing fiction or 
nonfiction. So this week we want to be thinking about how we add those voices to the mix, and then 
imagine the difficulties that come out of those clashes in the two different points of view, the two 
different ways of speaking. I mentioned beginning with “Can you imagine?” Well everything that 
comes after that is going to be in some way or another a reinforcement of what you might be able to 
imagine, or something completely unimaginable. 
 
>>Another point to think about concerning adding voices, is to try and make your voices distinct. 
You know, if you have two characters from the same place and they're thinking the same way, and 
they're talking the same way, it really doesn't give you the kind of diversity that you may want to look 
at. And so really think about, when you add those characters, giving them a different background, a 
different cultural experience, a different way of thinking about the world. And it would really help, 
you know, to energize your scenes as these two clash or agree, or negotiate, whatever it is they're 
talking about. 



 

 
>>And part of that really comes down to listening, doesn't it? 
 
>>Absolutely. 
 
>>I had a teacher long ago who said to me the best thing to do is to go out and try to capture 
somebody's voice. All of their inflections, all of their gestures. And you can do that, you're in the 
grocery store, you overhear someone talking. Then your ears prick up, you really pay attention, you 
leave the store, you write it down and you try to get it as closely as you can. And those daily acts of 
paying attention become part of your repertoire. 
 
>>Absolutely. 
 
>>So there's also the question of how to identify a social issue that you might want to address. And 
in my own life I think one way to do that is to think about things that are bothering me, or 
bewildering me. Something happens with somebody, in a random social situation, or commercial 
place or whatever it is, and it leaves a bad taste in your mouth. And you're not sure whether you 
acted well, or badly, if the other person acted well or badly, and in that uncertainty, for a writer, lies 
material. 
 
>>One of the other options that you have is, basically looking at something you're interested in. 
Something that you want to learn about. For my third novel I actually really wanted to explore 
spirituality, so I did a lot of research, looking at everything from Voodoo to Christianity, reading, 
interviewing people, talking to folks, and really began to think about how that issue might influence 
my major characters. And that really helped to bring that story forward and build a strong societal 
base. 
 
>>I'm guessing in some of those interviews there were moments that you heard things that left you 
uncomfortable, or that left you wondering what to do. But as a writer you knew, ah, there's 
something I can do with that. 
 
>>Absolutely. And I heard some really great jokes. 
 
>>So part of your job when you're reporting on a story is to explore every angle that you can. And 
that means you're interviewing a lot of people. When you're interviewing people in order to write a 
spiritual novel, whatever the situation, or the subject, or the issue might be, you are obliged to try to 
get as much information as you can. And then part of what happens is you have to pick through that 
information to figure out which stories, which voices will be most useful to you in the writing of 
your piece. 
 
>>And in literary journalism, you're going to stick a lot closer to fact than you do in fiction, but you 
can still spend some time trying to figure out how to make it work, it doesn't have to be forced. You 
can really set up your characters so that they very easily transition into certain kinds of areas. Maybe 
they work in that area, or maybe that's an issue that they've been dealing with personally. So just 
really trying to figure out, how do we make this fit into the manuscript, or into the story, without 
forcing it in, and make it more natural that these two people would talk about this concern. 
 
>>And I might add: without fictionalizing. 



 

 
>>Exactly. 
 
>>Because when we're writing literary journalism our allegiance is to fact, and in my experience 
most literary journalists always come up to that place where you think well if only this had 
happened, or that had happened, it would be more dramatic. And for me that always is a signal that 
I haven't looked hard enough at the material, so I have to look harder at the material, because the 
easy jump into drama will not necessarily be the true story. I have to dig a little deeper. Onward. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Kali VanBaale on Developing Setting and Identity in Fiction. 
 
>>Kali VanBaale is the American author of THE SPACE BETWEEN and THE GOOD 
DIVIDE. Her short stories and essays have appeared in Nowhere Magazine, North Wind Literary, Poets 
and Writers, the Writer, and the anthologies Voices of Alzheimer’s and A Cup of Comfort For Adopted 
Families. She has taught writing and literature at Drake University and currently teaches at the 
Lynnwood University MFA in Writing program. 
 
>>[Text on Screen] Using Familiar Settings. 
 
>>Hello my name Kali VanBaale, and I'm a novelist, primarily, I also write short stories and essays, 
so fiction is really my first interest, my first love. So when I was about 16 years old and I was a 
junior in high school, that was the first time I read a book called TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD, 
which most people have heard of or read. And it was the first of probably a dozen times that I 
ended up reading that book. And it was also the first time that I understood words on a page, and 
understood that they had the power to actually change people. And then also change the world. And 
that was probably the first time I really understood that storytelling had power. But let me back up 
just a little bit. So I grew up on a farm, in very rural southern Iowa. I was the daughter of dairy 
farmers, this was back in the 1980s, in the middle of the 80s farm crisis. This was a time when the 
bottom dropped out of milk prices and corn prices, and soy bean prices, and farmers everywhere 
had started defaulting on bank loans, for their land and for tractors and homes and everything else. 
And it was a time of a lot of foreclosures, families watching their belongings get auctioned off, and 
uninsured banks were closing. And actually a bank in my home town that I grew up in foreclosed 
and I saw many families lose their entire life savings in one afternoon. So it was a really frightening 
time. And while my family managed to hold on to their farm and weather the crisis as best they 
could, it was still a really tough time to grow up in. And my family in particular, we had very little 
money, and from my child's perspective at the time, money became a tremendous source of anxiety.  
 
So being one of the poorer farm kids in my school for many years, the one place I quickly learned to 
love was the public library. Because the library was free. I could go to the library any time and 
borrow any book I wanted. And it didn't cost anything. So for me the library was the great social 
equalizer in my world. And also where I grew up, in this part of southern Iowa, was sometimes kind 
of rough country. Iowa and the Midwest are the heart of conservative Bible belt, and it's sometimes 
a place where sexism and racism can still be found alive and well. So it was hard to fit in sometimes, 
being different, being artistic, or imaginative, and especially being an outspoken female. And I never 
really got used to the ridicule, to sometimes being the butt of jokes, just because of my gender. You 
know, throughout my life I've been called a ballcrusher, a whipcracker, a loudmouth, a bitch, to my 
face, and unfortunately far worse than that, just because I had the nerve to articulate an opinion. 
And it was around that time in my late teens, early 20s, that I started writing. Short stories, as I said, 



 

essays, and later full-length novels. And I was pouring out my experiences, what I saw, what those 
experiences meant, and their effects on me. As I got older and started to venture out more into the 
world, I started to develop a self-consciousness about where I came from, about the perception of 
being backwoods, a hillbilly, from a quaint small town. Of being uncultured or close-minded, having 
lived my entire life in the Midwest. But my instinct continued to be to write about the Midwest, 
particularly the women of the Midwest. These were women I knew. I understood the lives they 
lived, the problems they faced, and I knew the setting. I knew the land, I knew the land I was writing 
about, almost as well as I knew the lines on my own face. But it soon became evident that my self-
consciousness and conflicted feelings about my origins were seeping into the stories and the writing 
itself. It was clear, it became clear to me that I was wrestling with a divided heart. I both loved and 
resented where I was from. And it was at times strangling my voice on the page.  
 
[Text on screen] Crafting Setting in TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD by Harper Lee. 
 
And it was then, around that time, that I returned to the book TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD. I 
read it again, this was much later in my adult life. And I read it as if with fresh eyes for the first time. 
And I saw that the author, Harper Lee, was writing in the same emotional state that I had been 
experiencing. She had a divided heart. She was born in the South, she lived in the South her entire 
life, she clearly loved the South, and yet she was writing about the South in all its totality, good and 
bad. So if you take her first description of the fictitious town of Maycomb, Alabama, where TO 
KILL A MOCKINGBIRD is set, which she based off the real town she grew up in of Monroeville. 
And you'll find her lovingly-crafted descriptions of setting that occur very early on in the book. And 
this is just a short passage that I'm particularly fond of. She says:  
 
"Maycomb was an old town, but it was a tired old town when I first knew it. In rainy weather, the 
streets turned to red slop, grass grew on the sidewalks, the courthouse sagged in the square. 
Somehow it was hotter then, a black dog suffered on a summer's day, bony mules hitched to Hoover 
carts licked flies in the sweltering shade of the live oaks on the square. Men's stiff collars wilted by 
nine in the morning. Ladies bathed before noon, after their three o'clock naps and by nightfall were 
like soft teacakes with frostings of sweat and sweet, sweet talcum. People moved slowly then, they 
ambled across the square, shuffled in and out of the stores around it, took their time about 
everything. A day was 24 hours long, but seemed longer. There was no hurry, for there was nowhere 
to go, nothing to buy, and no money to buy it with. Nothing to see outside the boundaries of 
Maycomb County."  
 
And in that passage you can see there's so much fine detail packed into it, that evokes a very specific 
sense of place, utilizing all the senses to help establish a tone and an atmosphere. Much of how I 
approach writing when I'm crafting a story and I'm trying to create a sense of place and a specific 
voice of a character and how that character interprets their environment. And yet, Harper Lee goes 
on to write an unvarnished story of deep racism, set against the crushing economic times of the 
Great Depression. And she created fictionalized versions of the places and people she loved and had 
grown up with, but was writing a story of people, really of people doing terrible things to one 
another. As a storyteller, that was the first time I realized, as a storyteller she was willing to see this 
place both for its good and its bad, for its profound flaws and the people those flaws so deeply hurt. 
 
[Text on screen] Evolving Setting Through Time in THE KITE RUNNER by Khaled Hosseini. 
 



 

And I would think of this again later, years later, when I read another novel, called THE KITE 
RUNNER, by Khaled Hosseini, who also was writing about issues of social justice in his beloved 
home country of Afghanistan. And like Harper Lee describing Maycomb, Alabama, Hosseini, when 
we first encounter writing a sense of place, he lovingly describes the childhood streets of Kabul in 
early pages, so another passage that's good example. And he says:  
 
"We chased the nomads who passed through Kabul on their way to the mountains of the north. We 
would hear their caravans approaching our neighborhood, the mewling of their sheep, the baaing of 
their goats, the jingle of bells around their camel's necks. We'd run outside to watch the caravan plod 
through our street. Men with dusty, weather-beaten faces and women dressed in long, colorful 
shawls, beads and silver bracelets around their wrists and ankles. We hurled pebbles at their goats, 
we squirted water on their mules. I'd make Hassan sit on the wall of ailing corn and fire pebbles with 
his slingshot at the camels' rears. We took strolls in the musty-smelling bazaars, we snaked our way 
among the merchants and the beggars, wandered through narrow alleys cramped with rows of tiny, 
tightly-packed stalls."  
 
But again, like Harper Lee in TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD, we see the reconciliation that 
Hosseini has to make in his heart about this place he loved as a child, but which is later torn apart by 
conflict and fighting and war. And we see this change of description in this later passage just a 
couple chapters later. Where he says:  
 
"Something roared like thunder. The earth shook a little, and we hear the ratatat of gunfire. A siren 
went off in the distance, somewhere glass shattered and someone shouted. I heard people on the 
street, jolted from sleep and probably still in their pajamas, with ruffled hair and puffy eyes. We 
stayed huddled until the early hours of the morning. The shootings and explosions had lasted less 
than an hour, but they had frightened us badly because none of us had ever heard gunshots in the 
streets. They were foreign sounds to us then, the generation of Afghan children whose ears would 
know nothing but the sounds of bombs and gunfire was yet born. Huddled together in the dining 
room and waiting for the sun to rise, none of us had any notion that a way of life had ended, our 
way of life. If not quite yet, then at least it was the beginning of the end."  
 
And in that passage, therein lies the intersection, for me, in understanding writing setting, writing a 
sense of place and social justice. Because in that moment we see the two converge on the page. So, 
when I write about the Midwest, my place of origin, a place I have both loved and resented at 
different times, that I have both embraced and rejected, I write with the intent to show, first, how 
this place lives and breathes, how it smells and sounds, how it tastes and feels, but I also write to 
show the good and the bad. Like Harper Lee and Khaled Hosseini, I'm willing to write both in part 
to understand who I am, but also why I am the way I am. And figuring this out through fiction. And 
writing about social justice, writing about setting for social justice, can be both healing and liberating. 
It can allow us to understand who we are, why we are the way we are, and what that means. It's 
about acknowledging that we can't be passive, we can't be passive bystanders to a place, to the 
injustices and pain that sometimes takes place in front of our very eyes. And there is a reconciliation 
of the heart in writing about a place that is both personal and complicated to us as writers. And that 
a place that we have both loved and resented, and that has both given and taken away. And we may 
feel intimidated by the challenges of writing, of trying to merge art, craft and social issues through 
the places we write about, but when we do we have a chance of truly understanding the places that 
have shaped us, really, and made us who we are.  
 



 

[Text on screen] Setting and Character’s Voice: THE GOOD DIVIDE by Kali VanBaale. 
 
I do believe there is a correlation between setting and a character's voice, because every place is so 
unique, every place has its own identity, its own stamp, how people talk to each other, how they 
relate to each other, how they communicate. In moving a character into a scene of sort of what their 
life looks like now. For example, the last book I wrote was a story of farm wives, so the this story 
opens with a traditional, they're having an annual Fourth of July celebration, but it's out on a dairy 
farm, it's a very rural setting, it's summer so it's hot. So the characters are moving and interacting in a 
setting, already in the setting, with all the rural hallmarks of what we think of farm life. Then later 
there are scenes with characters interacting, doing chores during winter, when the weather has 
turned harsh or bitter. And they're just going about their business, this is their way of life, they're 
used to it. So it's part of the action, it's part of the scene, but it's background. Using the device of 
contrast, is always a benefit in trying to develop a sense of place or a reflection of character. Because 
often the characters in the setting, who have been there maybe their whole lives or whatever, don't 
always see everything for what it is. It's often when an outsider comes in and the comments, the 
reactions, that we then start to get a more full-bodied picture of a sense of place. For example, in the 
novel I just referenced, the farm wives novel, there is the main character, who has lived in the rural 
setting, on the farm, most of her life. But then her brother-in-law gets married, and the new sister-
in-law moves onto the farm, and she has not lived on a farm her entire life. She's an immigrant, she 
was born and raised in Italy, and after that then she lived in a city, so the rural dairy farm life is very 
foreign to her, very new to her. So her reactions to some of the sights or the smells or the sounds of 
a farm, she's clearly getting used to it, versus someone who's lived on it their whole life and is used 
to it. So contrast is a great device to use.  
 
[Text on screen] Setting can Push Forward Plot and Character. 
 
I do think the setting should be, if it's that pertinent, it should become almost another character in 
the story that is driving the main character, the point-of-view character forward, or contributing to 
the forward momentum of the story. So if you think about, for example, TO KILL A 
MOCKINGBIRD. They're in the South, and that setting alone creates a huge piece of the conflict, 
of the overall novel, in which this black man is being accused of a crime he didn't commit, and it 
draws in Scout Finch and her family into this trial. So there the setting itself is contributing to the 
forward momentum. As in the same case is THE KITE RUNNER, where the main character is 
returning to Afghanistan. And I do try and implement that into my own writing as well in thinking 
about, I don't want the setting to just be background pieces, it has to be organic to feeding into the 
story as well. How is this setting affecting the character, and this moment in their life, and pushing 
everything forward? 


