
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 5, Part II – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Janine di Giovanni on Research, Responsibility, and Narrative in Nonfiction. 
 
>>Janine di Giovanni is an American war correspondent and journalist and the author of several 
books, most recently, DISPATCHES FROM SYRIA: THE MORNING THEY CAME FOR US, 
as well as several other books detailing her life in war zones around the world. She is the Middle 
East editor of Newsweek and contributing editor at Vanity Fair. 
 
>>Hi, my name is Janine di Giovanni. I'm here in Iowa City. I'm a graduate of the Iowa Writer's 
Workshop, the MFA program in fiction. I'm also the Middle East editor of Newsweek and I'm the 
author of most recently a book about Syria called THE MORNING THEY CAME FOR US: 
DISPATCHES FROM SYRIA which is published by W.W. Norton. Over the years I've been 
writing books and researching long format nonfiction. Most of my work is done in the field. I 
started out working in the West Bank in Gaza. I then lived in Sarajevo during the siege of Sarajevo 
in the Bosnia war. From there I went to Africa for many, many years and worked in various conflict 
zones. Sierra Leone, Liberia, Somalia, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, South Africa. From there, Afghanistan 
and Iraq, then the Arab Spring. So basically as a nonfiction writer I write long narratives, often 8,000 
words and I need to do a lot of research, especially when I'm working on a book. So how to do this? 
Most of my work is done in the field. So what I will do is I plan a trip, I go take a lot of blank 
notebooks. I do my interviews, and usually I try day by day to organize them. So therefore to know 
what I've been researching. One day it might be for instance human rights violations, another day it 
might be a military campaign or strategy. The next day it might be interviews with various people. I 
try to get back, read over my notes, and then work out what I need to fill in, what I'm lacking. This 
is where online can be really useful. Although I primarily am someone that to write I really need to 
see my subjects and to talk to them and to have an ambiance but if you need to do extended 
research it's just fantastic to have the ability to get online, get into archives, research papers that 
normally would have taken months to get, UN reports, Human Rights Watch reports, in my case. 
And then meld the two. I think it's also online, the internet is very useful for checking data. Back in 
the old days fact checking took a very long time, and I'm also an editor at Vanity Fair and when I 
would do long pieces for them, I'd submit my stories, my editors would go over it and then I would 
have to usually stay awake all night talking to fact checkers who would check every possible detail. 
So these days you can auto check yourself basically as you're writing which I find an incredibly 
liberating and very efficient tool to make.  
 
Fieldwork, so I guess what would be interesting is to talk about interviewing techniques. Even 
though I wouldn't consider myself a hardcore journalist, reporter, I'm much more of a 
anthropologist in a sense or a researcher, an analyst. A lot of what I research is human rights abuse, 
torture, rape used during time of conflict. There are some parameters for dealing with this because 
obviously your subjects are going to be people who are deeply traumatized by war, by conflict. But 
you might not be doing war reporting or writing books about war. You might be writing about 



 

incidents in your hometown, about drunk drivers, about rights of local minority groups, but the 
rules apply the same rules which is basically sensitivity, empathy, and patience. You draw much more 
out of your subjects by being a good listener. By just listening to what they say. Letting them tell the 
story. Letting them unravel the narrative in a sense. Pushing people to tell more than they want to 
tell never really works. The other thing that's quite important when you're doing fieldwork is to 
choose the place where you're going to interview people. I find that it works the best if I can be at 
home with them in some place they feel comfortable so that they feel secure talking, and this is really 
important. You're really trying to get people's trust, not in a dishonest way but in a very honest way. 
At its core of course journalism and narrative nonfiction is a very noble thing, and it's a tool for 
bringing to light atrocities, genocides, or just things that are wrong, injustice. And so if you have this 
responsibility, you need to be responsible about it, extremely responsible. So you have people's lives 
in your hand, you have their stories and you need to be very delicate and careful with it.  
 
Structuring your work for me is always a difficult, the most difficult part of writing a long format 
piece. Let's say for instance you're writing something for Granta. I write for them quite often and 
you get more space, so therefore you can work out a structure before. So you could for instance use 
a chronological structure. You could start from the beginning and then have a middle and an end. 
Or you could start at the end and work back through time that way. You can also build up your 
characters and begin your narrative with a very strong character, or you can introduce several 
characters and let them tell the story throughout using their dialogue. My biggest advice really is to 
read the people you admire. So if essays like Joan Didion's are your favorites, read them. I'm not 
saying to copy her or even to emulate her, but just show respect and to get an idea of how masterly 
writers, essayists, non... Long format reportage writers can construct their work.  
 
[Text on screen] Assembling Material and Research for Structure. 
 
An important part of writing long format pieces and books is how much material you need and how 
much you have. And my solution to this is always do more than you think you need because let's say 
you're working in Afghanistan and you're gathering field material in Afghanistan. You're only going 
to be going back and forth for two or three trips, you get back to your home in Detroit or Iowa City 
or New York or Zimbabwe or wherever and you're missing material. So my rule of thumb has 
always been to interview more people rather than few. To do as many scenarios as you could 
possibly squeeze in, and the thing is that you might not use them but nothing is ever wasted. I have 
never found in more than 25 years of doing this that I've ever wasted any material. It will come back 
in a different form to you. You'll either use it in an essay, an op-ed, in your own personal life 
nothing ever goes amiss. So I think it's really important and this is when fieldwork can come down 
to organization. Not always easy to do, especially if you're working in conflict zones as I do, or just 
places that are difficult. I just came from the UN General Assembly. Very hard to set up interview 
requests. Things get changed, people are moving around, everything's very fluid. Just persist. Try to 
make yourself and try to keep to as strict a schedule as you can so that you can see your gaps. When 
I'm then sitting down and writing my books, I look at the chapters and I'll notice you know I'm 
missing something here. You could fill that in if you can't get back to your original point of research, 
place of research, your field. You could fill it in internet, or experts. In my case because I write 
nonfiction I could, there's a number of think tanks across America and Europe that I rely on. So I 
could call someone at the Council on Foreign Relations or Brookings or the Atlantic Council or 
New America and speak to an expert, and you could fill in things that you need. It's also a good way 
of honing your own expertise. So those are a few tricks of the trade.  
 



 

[Text on screen] Preparation for Research Efforts. 
 
So let's talk a little bit about preparation, because this is really important whether or not you're going 
to Iraq or you're going to Chicago to interview a celebrity or a politician. Preparation is really vital 
and it might be less exciting and less interesting than the actual interview or the fieldwork you're 
going to do but you really need to do it. In the old days before the internet we would literally have to 
go to cuttings libraries. I worked for newspapers so you would go and you would get envelopes full 
of cuttings about something. Let's say it was the floods in Cedar Rapids. You would get envelopes 
stuffed with old newspaper cuttings and you would sit and you would make notes on everything. 
Very archaic but you know it was extremely efficient because it kind of forced you to do the reading, 
it forced you to have a notebook, and it forced you to have your thoughts in order. And then 
traditionally what I do now is I will get a pile of reports because that's my line of work, so I'll get the 
UN reports, I'll get the CIA country report, I'll talk to people, especially if I'm going somewhere 
dangerous or somewhere I've never been before I get as much information from the ground as I 
can. What's the security situation? What's the weather like? What am I going to need to bring? How 
is the electricity situation? Do I need to bring in any special medication? All these sound boring but 
it's logistics that are extremely important.  
 
You might not need to go to those extremes, but you do need to prepare your interviews. I'm not a 
great believer in having written questions before. I think that conversations in interviews go better 
when it's slightly organic, but I do think it helps to have in your head the topics and the themes you 
want to cover. So that you don't forget them, because in the heat of the moment when you're talking 
to someone and the conversation's going really well you might forget that you want to ask him about 
his next economic policy change. So say you were interviewing Donald Trump. I might not lay out 
the 10 questions I want to ask Mr. Trump, but I might have in my head I want to ask him about 
foreign policy, I want to ask him about economics, I want to ask him about education, and then 
leave for the end the zinger, that is the question that's controversial that's going to unnerve them a 
bit. Because you don't want to do that at the very beginning. You want to get them to trust you and 
to have confidence. So really, preparation is the cornerstone of your work. It's important if you're 
flying somewhere I like to do it on the plane actually. I like to download on my Mac all my material, 
put it into a folder on my desktop. Right now I'm writing a story about Kurdistan, so I downloaded 
as much as I could, put it in a little folder and then in the peace and quiet of my crowded economy 
class seat, I read and it's there's no telephone interruption, there's no kids interrupting you. You can 
get a lot done that way. These days you might also want to check out YouTube if you're doing for 
instance I write about the Syrian war. There's a lot of footage that comes from fighters and activists 
and soldiers inside Syria that I check out. You have to be cautious of this kind of stuff though 
because obviously it's not fully... It's not balanced. It's coming from various factions, but again 
important to get as much information as possible and the more information you get, knowledge is 
power, the better your piece is going to be. 
 
[Text on screen] Source Evaluation. 
 
So let's talk about sources. This is a very complicated issue. And thorny, because there's many 
different kinds of sources. If you're investigating something, you can use experts but let's say you're 
doing firsthand reporting, getting information from the field. Let's say you're reporting a massacre. 
And you go into a village and you see several people running around screaming or crying and saying 
you know they came in with guns and they killed my family. So what do you do next? This has 
happened to me actually more times than I would like to have happened. You when the people are 



 

calm, you sit down and you try to get as much detail as you can from them, and detail in the way of 
what time, what were the soldiers wearing? Were they wearing uniforms or were they wearing 
civilian clothing? Were they paramilitary, were they military? What language were they speaking, 
what were their accents like? As much detail as you possibly can get, and this is documentation and 
it's also preserving evidence for possibly future war crimes. If there are war tribunals for crimes 
against humanity this is all stuff you really need to be attentive to. Then I think you need to be very 
careful when you're interviewing victims of violent crimes. Again you want to keep a very fine line. 
You don't want to seem as though you don't trust them, but on the other hand you have to be a very 
objective listener, so you're listening almost as though you're a vessel taking in what they're saying. I 
then try to verify if something is controversial, I try to verify it with as many outside sources as I 
can. So for instance let's go back to that massacre. You're in the village, you've interviewed all the 
witnesses that are left, you've spent all day there or two or three days there. You've gotten all your 
information, you leave. Who do you call next? Well my first call would be to Human Rights Watch 
which is a human rights watchdog. People I trust very much and I've worked with for many years so 
that's a personal connection but you might have other ones. I would then also call Amnesty 
International. I would then call experts from the area, local journalists who are a great source of 
information and I'd basically try to get as much backing as I could to piece together the puzzles of 
the story to see what actually did happen. Was it a massacre or was it a prisoner exchange gone 
wrong? Who fired first? Was it a provocative attack, was it an offensive, was it a defensive, what 
really happened? You've got to be a bit of a detective. But ultimately I mean my rule of thumb, my 
advice is to get more backing, checking in the aftermath after you have your fieldwork done. More is 
always better.  
 
So what happens if you get conflicting, conflicting versions? Well then you remember that you're 
just the writer. You're not sitting in judgment on anyone. You shouldn't be. So what you do then is 
you write what you hear, what you know. One side of the story says this. The Syrian regime's version 
is this, but meanwhile the opposition says this and you could lay it out using your writing and using 
your format in a way so that you are not taking sides. Of course I think the reader will always be able 
to tell if you have a certain bias or in my case I'm you know basically I'm, I try not to be for one side 
or the other but often it's very hard if one side is a victim of state terror or there are perpetrators of 
more violence. So I think you just, you don't need to exaggerate. You don't need to lay on anything 
too thick because usually the stories are horrible enough themselves, just tell the story and try to 
back it up, then try to do some analysis of it and then try to pull it all together by giving both sides 
of the story. You're not a prosecutor in a law court. You're not trying to try one side or the other. 
You're an objective writer. You're somewhere above, watching it and telling the story. You're the 
storyteller.  
 
[Text on screen] Converting Research Into a Narrative. 
 
The hardest part, the fieldwork in a sense is the more tiring and exhausting part but it's easier 
because you're sitting back, you've got your notebook and your pen or your recorder, or your camera 
and you're, you're listening to people and you're absorbing it. But then what happens when you go 
home? That's when you have to synthesize everything, to analyze it and to put it into a format. So 
the easiest way, and everyone has their own personal style but for me it's to make a very rough 
outline. It could even be, it doesn't have to be a strict outline that you learned when you were a kid, 
you know, A, B, one two three four but it could just be something like thoughts you're going to put 
in and remember to put this. You know thank god for cut and paste and Apple Macs because you 
now have such an ability to edit, self-edit. And it you know don't be afraid to chop stuff up. Don't 



 

be afraid to move things around. Might take you a while to get your opening, your lead. If you can't, 
don't worry about it. Start with the second paragraph. Sometimes I have trouble, you know you want 
to set your opening whether it's the opening of a book, of an article, of a short piece. It's got to be 
something that draws people in. And that's sometimes hard to do to get a lyrical, but at the same 
time informative paragraph that will really set the stage for what you're going to write. The rest of 
your piece. So if you can't get it at the moment when you sit down to write, leave it, go to the next 
paragraph. Start telling the story, and if in doubt imagine that you're telling the story to someone 
sitting next to you. You know how would you tell them what happened? On that morning of you 
know start out in the way that you would tell a story out loud. It's a storytelling tradition and in a 
way it's an ancient way of people sharing information. Closing I'd say go over your piece several 
times. Get a good night rest and then read it again. You might want to if you've got a good reader 
before you give it to your editor or your publisher or whoever give it to someone you really trust, 
but if they make a suggestion that really doesn't feel right to you, trust yourself. You're the writer, 
you're the storyteller, you know what's right. Be open to suggestions but have in mind from the 
beginning in a sense when you go out into the field have in mind what direction your story's going 
to take although having said that, things could surprise you. What you set out to do might turn into 
a completely different story and of course that's the wonder and the beauty of doing this. So good 
luck, enjoy it, and tell the truth. That is the most important thing. It's about being truthful and being 
honest to yourself and to your subjects. Thank you very much. 


