
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 4, 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 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] Exploring Plot Structure and Identity in Fiction and the Personal Essay: Week 
4. 
 
>>Welcome back, this is Block B, week four and we're going to be looking at plot this week. We 
really want you to think about how you're going to address migration and transition in fiction, 
particularly within the context of including whatever the social issue is or the identity issue that 
you've decided that you want to use. When you identify certain issues, you have certain 
psychological stakes that come along with those issues. So what you're going to do here is really 
consider how to organize your events so that they best highlight the stakes. Now, who is your 
character? You should know that by now. You should have that set up. What do they need? What 
are they looking for? What are they trying to accomplish? How are they going to get what they need? 
These are all elements of your plot, taking your character from one space to another, helping your 
reader to understand the needs and the wants and the desires of this character. So that's what you're 
going to be working on this week. 
 
>>And now for the personal essay which in so many ways can build on a memoir essay except that 
now we're really thinking in larger historical terms. This is a chance to think about the historical 
context of a memory, perhaps even the memory that you wrote about last week in your memoir 
essay. What are the larger dimensions of the issues that you are exploring? What are the cultural and 
physical landscapes that surround this memory, this moment? What landscapes surround your telling 
of this moment of this history? What are the movements between the past and let's say your present 
social allegiances or your sense of who you are, your shifts in perspective? What are the cultural and 
historical influences that you were aware of at that moment and which now shape your 
understanding of that moment? Thinking about these contrasts might indicate how we remember 
human experience and how memory itself even works. And ideally, we're hoping that we can 
describe these events, these memories so well that though they are rooted entirely or mostly in 
personal or perhaps historical experience, they take on a universal aspect to them. I was trading 
emails earlier today with someone who had read my latest book, SELF PORTRAIT WITH 
DOGWOOD, where there's a scene near the end where I'm talking about my daughter being ill and 
this writer wrote to say that she felt that I was approaching the universal experience of the angst of 
parents. Now, in the act of writing, I was just trying to get all the facts straight, get it down as well as 



 

I could, but I loved what this reader had to say because it reminded me that no matter how personal 
the material, we always want to strive for universal application. 
 
>>And one of the things that we want to remember is that a lot of these elements can be used in 
fiction. You can take the cultural and the physical landscape of your character and build on that. 
You can take certain movements, allegiances, identities, and build on that. So it doesn't have to be 
just simply using it for the personal essay. You can take these kinds of elements and you can develop 
them for your character, and it will help you to create a character that's much broader and much 
more interesting for your reader. 
 
>>And one thing that should be apparent by now is that you may try to write about the material in 
one form and then in another. 
 
>>Absolutely. 
 
>>That's pretty much how the life of writing is a matter of experimentation. 
 
>>Well that actually happened in my ALL OF ME. I started writing that first person. And like I 
said, it's not a memoir or anything, but some of the issues did deal with things that I had 
experienced concerning issues of weight, issues of self-esteem. 
 
>>Yeah. 
 
>>So I started writing it and I realized I just could not write it first person. 
 
>>Yeah. 
 
>>It was too close. And I had to start writing it in third person. 
 
>>So it was on some level, even just a technical matter. Right? 
 
>>Yes, yes. 
 
>>You had to get the technique right in order to get at that deeper truth. 
 
>>And I had to kind of take it away from me in order to get it on paper. 
 
>>And to get it back. 
 
>>Right. And then when I went back to the first 50 pages that I had written in first person, and I 
tried to turn them into third person, they were so weak! And so I ended up, which was a wonderful 
thing that my editor helped me with, we ended up at the beginning of each chapter, there's like a 
journal entry. And that journal entry is pulled out of that first 50 pages. 
 
>>Which reminds us that nothing is ever wasted right? 
 
>>Exactly! Hang on to it! 
 



 

>>Onward.  
 
>>[Text on screen] Boris Fishman on Plot in Fiction. 
 
>>Boris Fishman was born in Minsk, Belarus and immigrated to the United States in 1988 at the 
age of 9. He's the author of A REPLACEMENT LIFE and DON’T LET MY BABY DO 
RODEO. He currently teaches in Princeton University's Creative Writing program and is a former 
member of the editorial staff of The New Yorker. 
 
>>Hi, my name is Boris Fishman. I'm the author of the novel, A REPLACEMENT LIFE and 
today I'm going to talk to you about plot. Plot is like the common cold. It's ubiquitous but no one 
can figure it out.  
 
[Text on screen] Embracing Plot. 
 
The first thing I want to say to you is don't be a snob about plot. And that's said by someone who is 
a recovering snob about plot. Let's say a recovered snob about plot. I realized I was a snob about 
plot some years ago when my then girlfriend handed me a copy of a new book called EAT, PRAY, 
LOVE by Elizabeth Gilbert. I had gotten wind of what this book was about and with great, smug, 
self-satisfaction, I said not for me. My loss. It wasn't for a number of years that I actually picked up 
that book and by now, I've read it twice. Once because it's wonderful and smart, and once because 
it's really smart about plot. So here's an author who makes you really invested in her character's 
journey and makes you wonder what's going to happen next. I don't know that an author could do 
much better when it comes to plot. In brief, if the plot was good enough for Dostoyevsky, Elmore 
Leonard, and Graham Greene, J.M. Kutzia, and a million other people who have managed to marry 
a propulsive plot to great pro's and complex characters and big ideas. I would like to propose that 
it's good enough for you at least in this stage in your writing career. You don't have to have a plot, 
but if you don't, you better have gorgeous writing, incredible and extremely interesting characters, a 
really interesting mind, and no great interest in reaching a very wide audience. If those things are not 
super important to you, you're off the hook and you don't have to listen to the rest of this lecture. 
But, if you want to write the smartest possible book for the broadest possible audience, which is 
what I tried to do with my novel, then listen up.  
 
[Text on screen] Principles of Plot: A REPLACEMENT LIFE by Boris Fishman. 
 
In fact, my novel makes for a good departure point in talking about what exactly is plot. Plot can be 
reduced down to one sentence. Plot is making the reader wonder what is going to happen next. It's 
the same thing that motivates a comedian when he's telling a joke, it's the same thing that motivates 
a filmmaker when he or she is making a movie and it's the same thing that motivates a writer, be he 
a short story writer, or a novelist, you want to make the reader turn the page. Let's use the opening 
scenes of my novel as a kind of quick case study in how that might work. You don't need to know 
that much about it other than again, in a sentence, it's about a young man, a failed writer who starts 
forging Holocaust Restitution claims for old Russians in Brooklyn. These are the payouts that the 
German government has been giving to survivors of the Holocaust since the nineteen fifties. All you 
need to know because you're just opening this book. You open the book and the first thing that 
happens is this young man's grandmother dies. Now that might sound really dramatic. You might 
think, ah-ha, we've got some plot brewing, but actually, we don't know anything about this 
grandmother. So the fact that she has died, we don't care about this character yet. So we've 



 

registered it, but we're not feeling a great amount of sympathy for the character just yet. However, in 
the opening pages, you the reader have been told that this young man, Slava is his name, has had 
one great desire, which is to break away from his immigrant past and the old neighborhood down in 
Brooklyn where everyone is Russian. And so he's run off to Manhattan and has kind of been hiding 
out there for over a year now. But the fact that his grandmother dies, and she of course lives down 
there, means that he has to return. This thing that he has been avoiding for a very long time, this 
thing that he badly wants to get away from, he now has to return to. How's that going to go? There's 
probably going to be tension. There's probably going to be conflict. And whenever you have 
tension, and whenever you have conflict, you have plot. And so our hero heads down to Brooklyn 
and by the way, we've got to show him moving from Manhattan to Brooklyn, and so just there, I 
bought myself several pages of description. I've given you a potential conflict to look forward to. In 
the meantime, I can take several pages. I can eat up several pages describing his life, what South 
Brooklyn looks like, etc. But you know what? Now we've arrived in South Brooklyn and new stuff 
has to happen. And so I've got Slava interacting with his elders, his family members, his relatives. 
Some of it is funny, some of it is tragic. The encounter is as tense as you hoped it would be. But 
now more needs to happen in order to keep involving you in the story and making you turn the 
page. So, what did I come up with? Slava's grandfather confronts him with a most unsavory 
proposal. The grandmother, right before she died, became eligible to apply for this restitution from 
the German government. But she died before she could go through with it. And so the grandfather 
says to Slava, "Why don't you write this claim about me instead?" And Slava says, "But you don't 
qualify. You were evacuated to safety." And the grandfather says to Slava, "You're a writer aren't 
you?" And all the sudden you've got, a whole new world opens up. What's Slava going to do? Is he 
going to say yes? Is he going to say no? And of course, the dramatic thing to happen, the plot 
friendly thing to happen, is for Slava to say yes and get embroiled in a scheme to forge Holocaust 
restitution claims, not only for grandfather, but anyone else in the neighborhood who wants it. And 
that is ultimately what happens.  
 
But not just yet, because it's not a straight line for me. I want to keep teasing you a little bit, keep 
you reading. So at first, Slava, who's been hiding out in Manhattan, and trying to be a moral 
American as he sees it, says, "Absolutely not, I refuse! On moral grounds, this is wrong, I won't do 
this!" And he takes great satisfaction from saying no to his grandfather because his grandfather 
hasn't had a great deal of faith in his career choice. And so the funeral dinner concludes, we meet 
some people from the neighborhood, and Slava goes off to Manhattan. It's a kind of anti-dramatic 
moment. It's kind of anti-plot. But when Slava gets to Manhattan, and goes to work at the magazine, 
back to the magazine where he works there, he endures a terrible humiliation. He was up for a 
writing opportunity, it doesn't work out and all these great hopes that he had for becoming an 
exalted writer at this fancy publication where he works, they're dashed. And so his tail between his 
legs, he calls his grandfather and he says, "Okay, I'll do it." And now the story begins. Now you're 
wondering how is this all going to turn out? How will Slava forge these claims? Where will he get the 
information? Is he going to get caught? How will this transform his relationship with the old 
neighborhood? How will it compromise his relationship with this American side of himself that he's 
been trying to inhabit? And so on and so forth. You can't really answer these questions if he forges 
only grandfather's claim. So even though he makes grandfather swear to tell no one that he's falsified 
this claim for him, what happens the next morning when Slava goes back to the office? The phone 
rings and it's grandfather's friend who says, "Hey, I've heard you've been forging claims. Can you do 
a letter for me?" In that way, the story begins to develop.  
 
[Text on screen] Revealing Information and Creating Drama. 



 

 
Now, one other thing that I consider really important. Sometimes when we think about plot, we 
overestimate how dramatic it needs to be. You see, I started my novel with a character dying, but 
that actually isn't what makes the plot. It's the human drama of Slava having to go back to this 
neighborhood that he wants to stay out of, and having to confront everyone there who he was so 
proud to abandon and leave behind. Whenever we've sort of gone back to a place we don't want to 
go back to, if that's happened to you, you'll recognize the inherent tension and drama there. And for 
me, human drama, the conflict that arises, the tension that arises between people wanting different 
things, or doing something they don't want to do, or having to endure something that is undesired 
by them, that is always much more, in the long run, intriguing, than some kind of dramatic 
happening, like a death or a car crash, or aliens showing up on Earth, or anything like that because 
for me, it's always more effective to create mystery. If your story has a secret, my advice is, reveal it 
from the top. Give it away at the top. Because if you withhold that information for 20 pages and 
finally, on page 20, you reveal that ah-ha, it was Smith who killed Jones, you've been building it up 
for so long, you've raised your reader's expectations so high, that that smoking gun better be 
smoking so hard, it really creates very high demands of a writer. And also it helps if you specialize in 
mysteries. I've always felt that withholding information is far less effective in drawing in the reader 
than giving it away. Smith killed Jones. And then taking the reader through 20 pages of the 
psychological aftermath of Smith having killed Jones. You remember CRIME AND 
PUNISHMENT? We know that Raskolnikov killed the old pawn shop lady right from the 
beginning. The drama of that novel is not in who did it. It's in the cat and mouse game between the 
investigator and Raskolnikov. And for me, that part of the novel was so intriguing, and so edifying 
that I ripped it off for my own novel. Where there's a kind of cat and mouse game between Slava 
and an investigator for the Claims Conference which is the organization that dispenses these 
payouts. After someone has ratted out to the Claims Conference that someone has been forging 
these claims. If I never reveal to you who was forging these claims and you found out on page 336, 
my hunch is that you would feel a little bit cheated. Like you went through a whole lot of trouble for 
I don't know how big of a payout. The excitement of my novel isn't in who did it, but why and how 
they handle the aftermath.  
 
[Text on screen] Outlining Your Plot. 
 
There's nothing wrong with deciding in advance, everything that's going to happen in your story, for 
the purposes of this exercise, and to write it down, one through ten. And in my story, for example, I 
had number six. Slava agrees to forge these restitution claims. My job was to figure out how he gets 
from one to six, and then what happens from six to ten. But you see here, how if you create these 
sign posts along the road for yourself, you've sort of done half your job. And the only thing that 
remains is, to put it unkindly, filler. Drawing characters, creating setting, things like that. Again, I 
would never advise this as a long term solution. I did this with my first novel, the one that I've been 
speaking to you about, and then sort of had to undo it because the story was feeling suffocated and 
overdetermined. The best kind of plot outline as I hinted earlier on, is the one that fills in maybe 
one, two, and three, and then purposefully leaves four to ten undesignated. Because the idea is by 
the time you get to three, you're going to realize things about your story that you did not anticipate 
when you were still at one. In the process of writing it, characters have revealed themselves to be say 
a little more stubborn than you imagined, or a little more criminal than you imagined, or slightly 
more confused than you imagined. All of that will give you ideas for where the story can go.  
 
[Text on screen] Observing and Revising. 



 

 
In closing, I want you to be paying attention around you all the time as you move through the day. A 
great writer is never off the clock. Let's say you're at the grocery store and you're annoyed because 
the guy in front of you is taking forever, you got to get home, you've got things to do, but you see 
that he has given the cashier a ten dollar bill, but she has given him the change as if it was a twenty. 
All the sudden, this utterly innocuous moment, this utterly forgettable moment in the grocery store, 
I bet you're curious about what he's going to do. Did he notice? And if he noticed, is he going to 
pocket the unfair change? Or is he going to alert the cashier to it? And what's going to happen then? 
So you see here that in something really tiny and insignificant can lead to a little kernel of an idea. 
Now that's not going to make a whole short story, but it can make a scene. It can certainly lead to a 
character portrait that can tell your readers a whole lot about who your character is in a single, tiny 
moment. You can tip off your readers that here is honorable person, if he does the honorable thing. 
Or you can tip them off that he's not an honorable person if he pockets the change and simply 
moves off. So carry a notebook, carry a pen, carry a pencil, and pay attention to what happens 
around you at all times. Not all of it will ultimately prove the best kind of fodder for a story. But 
your exercising your observation muscle, and your exercising your eye for what creates tension, and 
makes the reader, or in this case, the viewer wonder what's going to happen next.  
 
The other thing that's really, really important is, and this was a great lesson taught to me by a literary 
agent. I was still unrepresented, I was working on my first novel, and I had finished 150 pages of it. I 
was so proud of myself because this was more than I'd ever written, but I was also desperate for 
some kind of feedback. I was already out of my MFA program, I no longer had so many friends to 
send it to, or workshop colleagues. I was desperate for a referendum on whether I was barking up a 
good tree. So I sent it off to an agent who was willing to look at it and she read it. Though in truth, I 
think she read only a little of it, and she wrote me back and she said, "You know what Boris?" She 
said, "I don't think you're going to know what really happens in the story until you've finished it. 
And so I want to see this again. But the next time that I want to see it, is when you've finished it. 
But not when you finish the first draft. When you've finished the second draft." Because it's only 
after you've finished the first draft, and this goes for novels and short stories alike, only then, will 
you understand what the story was really about. And then, you're going to have to go back to the 
beginning and write it the way it was supposed to be written. Only then will you understand that in 
order for Jones, for Jones' loss of a job on page 17 to mean something, you have to show how much 
the job means to Jones on page 6. In the same way, if you want us to care about grandmother's 
death, you can't have the story starting with her death. You've got to introduce us to grandmother, 
show us all the ways in which she is an awesome character, for her death to mean something on 
page 12. I'm now using pagination's that imply this is a short story rather than a novel. This is called 
priming and it's an essential aspect of what makes for good plot. In order for something to mean 
something on page 207, it has to be introduced on page 52. If you introduce a character on page 
190, the fact that he disappears on 207 will mean almost nothing.  
 
The last thing that I want to say, before I bid you farewell and good luck, is perhaps the most 
important. Don't beat yourself up. Take it easy on yourself. The world loves nothing more than to 
tell you that the thing you're producing is no good. It will miss no opportunity to do so. So leave 
that great privilege to the world and don't do it yourself. Of course it's easy for me to say this 
because when I was writing my first novel, I was a nervous wreck. And constantly, I was wondering, 
am I any good? Am I any good? Am I creating something that people are going to want to read? Is 
this moving forward in a compelling way? Is it bogging down, is it slow? You have no idea how 
much mental energy I wasted on those kinds of questions, which I wasn't capable of answering 



 

anyway. No one can answer them except the world and all of it's literary representatives, and literary 
proxies. But really, the only time that question even has a right to be asked is when you've finished 
your second draft. So the corollary here is don't you dare cut it off after the first draft. One thing 
that beginning writer's often say is, I don't revise. Nothing more acceptable has ever been said by a 
beginning writer. Genius puts forth on the first draft from almost no one. Even Hemingway revised. 
And even Hemingway improved his work by doing it again and again and again. If you ask a 
thousand successful writers about one of the keys to their success and their skill, it is not some kind 
of muse, or lighting on their foreheads at 10 am in the morning, and just striking in the right way. 
It's revision, revision, and revision. So write the first one, refrain from any questions, write the 
second one, and then when you've run out of things that you can imagine doing in order to improve 
the narrative, then put it out into the world. I wish you the best of luck. It's a long journey, but it is 
so worth it. Thank you. 


