
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Week 6, Part I – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction. 
 
>>[Text on screen] Week 6: Imagery and Symbolism in Fiction and Memoir 
 
>>[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. 
 
>>Welcome back to Power of the Pen, here in week six. We are approaching the end of the course, 
and with any luck, you are approaching the end of certain pieces of writings that you have been 
composing over these many weeks. And this week, we're going to be looking at description and 
imagery, and metaphor. The selection and the use of the building blocks of any good piece of 
writing. When you finish writing the draft of something, you go over it again, and again, and again. 
You're reading not just to see where the work feels incomplete or awkward, or dead on the page, but 
also to identify recurring patterns of images, recurring patterns of sound, the things that your 
subconscious slips in while you're writing that first draft or that second draft. And for me this is the 
most exciting part of writing. This is the place where what really has been happening during the 
course of composition finds its way to the surface. So you notice on page one, a certain number of 
images with the color red in them. And then on page 17, you find that red coming back for some 
other reason, and you think there might be a connection there. And so part of what we're looking at 
this week is how you select those images, how you reinforce those subconscious rhymes if you will, 
those connections, and how you take them to the next step in your writing to create a more 
powerful, a more vivid body of work. 
 
>>I think one of the things that is really important about the fiction area as we begin to think 
through this final phase of the class, is as you look at imagery and metaphor, and description, and 
details that you want to add, not only do you want to create patterns, but you also want to begin to 
bring in additional kinds of maybe traditions, maybe histories that are connecting to what it is that 
your character has decided, or at least where they've come from here to there. And so now this is 
important of what it is that they're trying to accomplish, what it is they're trying to do. So bringing in 
additional kinds of cultural traditions and histories, really using the fiction to explore broader kinds 
of questions in relation to what does it mean? Your character has taken this journey and now what 
does that mean? And helping your reader to understand what that journey means to the character 
and what that journey could mean to them. Because of course, your readers are going along this 
journey with them. And so you really want to begin to think about how do I build? We talk about 
layering. How do I continue to make this as expressive and as powerful as I possibly can? And that's 
one of the things you want to start looking at now to create a more holistic piece of work. 
 



 

>>And I don't know if you've had this experience, but for me, so much of writing takes place in a 
kind of darkness, I don't know where I'm going. And then as I get toward the end, I see, oh, this is 
where I'm going, what an interesting thing. Now, let's go back and see if I can't reinforce those 
themes, build on those layers in someway that will make the piece more vivid. 
 
>>Well, you know, it's interesting. I do work from an outline because I feel like I want to know 
from chapter one to chapter two, to chapter six, kind of where am I trying to go. But that changes. 
 
>>Exactly. 
 
>>So even though I have an outline and I think I know where I'm going, I know a lot of writers 
don't work from an outline, but it changes. And you have to be flexible. You have to allow that 
change to take place and you have to pay attention to what is important in relation to giving your 
story the kind of moving and the kind of depth it needs so that change is effective. 
 
>>And I find in my work, that I go through any number of outlines, I start writing, then I realize 
that I can make an outline here, and I might adhere to it for a certain period of time. Inevitably it 
changes, and that's what’s really interesting. Because you think, oh this can fit into that but then, oh 
no, wait a minute, where did that come from? Ah, and there's some life there. So I'll follow it. 
 
>>Oh you figure out, that oh, this character, I need to introduce this character sooner so that this 
event can take place. And so all of those kinds of ways that you've now I guess on some level, it's 
like manipulating the manuscript so that it works and it flows, and it has the kind of movement that 
you want it to have. Is definitely, this is where you do it, this is where you stop and say okay, where 
am I at, where do I want to go, and how do I want to make all of this work together? 
 
>>So have at it, right. 
 
>>Absolutely. 
 
>>Onward. 
 
>>Good luck 
 
>>Karim Alrawi is an Egyptian author, activist, and playwright, and the author of the novel, the 
BOOK OF SANDS. He has been a resident writer in the United States and Canada, and has taught 
creative writing at the American University in Cairo, the University of Victoria, and the University of 
British Columbia. In 2013, he was a resident in the International Writing Program. 
 
>>My name is Karim Alrawi. I'm a novelist, author of BOOK OF SANDS. I was also previously a 
playwright. BOOK OF SANDS is a story about relationship between a father and a daughter during 
the uprisings of the Arab Spring, which started around 2011 and is still ongoing. He's in his 30s, 
she's about nine years old. It's also a love story between Tarek and his wife, Mona.  
 
[Text on screen] Arriving at a Metaphor to Tell the Story: BOOK OF SANDS by Karim Alrawi. 
 
The way I arrived at mine for Book of Sands was that by going to Egypt at the time of the uprising 
and being there, and constantly asking myself how would I picture this? If I was to come up with say 



 

a snapshot, a photograph that summed up being here now, how I feel, how I think, that with some 
of my sensations and feelings, what would appear in that picture. And that's really where a lot of 
images came to me, is through that process of trying to put an image to the experience in the 
moment of experiencing it. And when I did that, the images of flocks of birds, the vulnerability, a 
bird is quite a weak little thing, but when they gather, they become quite formidable. If you've ever 
seen large flocks circling at sunset or something, they just seem so, it can feel overpowering. The 
numbers, just the sheer numbers of them. And so that was one image that came to me when I was 
in Tahrir Square in Cairo looking at the numbers that were gathering, thinking to myself, each one 
of them is very vulnerable when you look at the army tanks that were circling the square at the time. 
Because many of us felt that the tanks could come in at any moment and there would be a massive 
blood bath. And yet, the numbers were what kept us all safe and that it wouldn't have been a 
massive blood bath, and it was doubtful to many of us that the military would be prepared to take 
that kind of a risk. So that image came that way. But also as I mentioned earlier, the image of the 
mother with a baby that refuses to be born, or mothers with babies that refuse to be born, seemed 
to me as I was watching what was going around me, indicative of or should I say representative in a 
way as an image of a society that is trying to rebirth itself. A lot of the people that I saw around me 
in the square were young men and women who were demanding something different than was on 
offer, something different than the kind of society that they were living in.  
 
And so these images came to me that way. And then once they did, I then worked on expanding 
them. Something that I use to say about my playwriting was that when I wrote a play, I didn't seek to 
dramatize an action or a character. But what I was doing was dramatizing the metaphor. So I would 
try and think of what the story I was writing, what the metaphor for it would be. And then try and 
dramatize that. And so it's really immersing oneself thoroughly and more completely into the act of 
fiction. You move out of the possibility of writing nonfiction by dramatizing the metaphor rather 
than trying to dramatize the event.  
 
[Text on screen] Brecht and Defamiliarization to Advance Metaphor and Story. 
 
Before writing the novel, I worked as a playwright in the UK, in England, and in Canada, and in the 
US. And have over 20 professionally produced stage plays and work in television. And so it's I guess 
no surprise that when I came to write my novel, my first novel, I should rely on the techniques I 
learned as a playwright. My plays were often described as post-Brechtian and I will explain a little bit 
how I think that may have influenced my choice of material, and how I developed the story using 
Brechtian techniques. Brecht was a playwright who developed a theory and the aspects of the theory 
that are relevant to my writing, I would say first of all, personal is political. The focus is on 
relationships rather than specific characters, but it's the development of the relationships that's more 
important in the story than the psychology of any individual character. The structure is at least 
partially episodic to allow an audience member, in the case the theater, in my case, the reader, to 
come to their own conclusions about a series of events. And maybe to be able to judge the 
character's reactions so that the reader has that degree of intellectual independence of the character. 
That the work should engage the reader intellectually as much as it does emotionally. And maybe 
most importantly to use what Brecht called an alienation technique that is in narrative fiction more 
commonly called de-familiarization. And this creates a tension between the reality of the events and 
their fictionalization.  
 
If we were to take each of those terms separately and just discuss them, the personal being political. 
For that to resonate with a reader, it's necessary for the writer to have experience with what Walter 



 

Benjamin referred to as essential experience of a situation. The essential experience of a situation 
doesn't mean that they have to have lived what they're writing about, but they have to have an 
experience that can be expanded to encompass what they're writing about. If you are writing a novel 
in which a murder takes place, as an author, you don't have to go out and murder somebody to 
know what that's like. You maybe have to have once in your life experienced a sense of outrage or 
anger at somebody's behavior that could possibly expand beyond probably anything you would do, 
one would hope, to a point where you may actually feel like killing that person. I think we've 
probably all been there. So that essential experience is something that a writer should have. That this 
idea of being able to write about things that we have absolutely no experience of is something that 
both Walter Benjamin and Brecht would have been skeptical about. And this inevitably adds a 
certain emotional authenticity to the writing, if as a writer you can tap that quality in the experience.  
 
[Text on screen] Impact of Making the Personal Political. 
 
It also means that events are not seen as being purely personal or private. Quite often when we are 
developing a character say for a stage play, but I think also for a novel, we can think of the character 
as living life on three different levels. On a private level, which is their psychology, what's going on 
in their heads. On a personal level, which is their relationships with their family, close friends. And 
then on a social level, which is the level of society, of where they fit in, the jobs they do, who they 
relate to, what the social hierarchy may be in the society that the story is about. And so what the idea 
of the personal being political really means encompassing all those three levels. Not losing what 
often happens, which is the social level, taking it for granted. That there are tensions and conflicts 
within that, that have repercussions on the other levels too.  
 
[Text on screen] Using Relationships to Disassociate Stories. 
 
The other is the focus on relationships. When I started BOOK OF SANDS, I wrote it from the 
perspective of one character, and realized that it really wasn't working for me. So I went back and 
rewrote from the perspective of another character, and it still wasn't working for me. I wrote it a 
third time from the perspective of a third character, and it still wasn't working for me. And it wasn't 
until I reached the stage that I realized that this story needed to be written from the point of view of 
father and daughter, Tarek and his nine-year-old daughter. That it's the development of the 
relationship that is the engine that drives the story. And therefore, it should be from the perspective 
of the both of them. What also this idea of focusing on relationships encourages is the idea of 
developing parallel plots so that instead of the story just being about one character and the plot 
being about that character's arc, you have a situation where you have multiple characters with their 
own stories that may intersect at certain points, but at the end all come together to give a hopefully 
satisfactory ending. But this idea of parallel plots is something that is easier to develop with one's 
thinking in terms of relationships. So for example, there is Tarek and his daughter. But then Tarek's 
wife, Mona, has a brother who goes off the deep end. And so the story of their relationship becomes 
another parallel plot of that of Tarek and Nada, his daughter. And then there are other characters, 
other relationships that also have plots that are parallel to the central plot, which is the story of 
Tarek and Nada. To better illustrate what I mean by the mirroring of a theme or the shadowing of a 
theme, I'd like to talk a little bit about the parallel plots that I mentioned earlier. So the main plot is 
that of the relationship between father and daughter, between Tarek and Nada. And as I mentioned, 
there's also a parallel plot which is the relationship between Mona, Tarek's wife and her brother, 
Omar. There's also a third parallel plot between Tarek's friend, and his wife, Layla. In the case of the 
relationship between Mona and her brother, I thought of that as a shadowing, a kind of a darker 



 

relationship than that between Tarek and his daughter. Whereas the relationship between Kasim and 
Layla is a mirroring. And the way I arrived at that was to think in terms of character in situation. In 
the case of shadowing, the situations are similar between the main theme and the shadow theme. 
But the characters are quite different. They are in a way a darker version, a more dangerous version, 
a more aggressive version than that of the principle character. And that relationship is also a darker 
version. In the case of the mirroring, the characters are similar. So Kasim and Tarek are quite similar 
in many ways, but their situations are quite different. And so the theme plays out differently. It plays 
out through the character but in a different situation. So what happens is you create a resonance in 
terms of the theme, it resonates across a broader spectrum.  
 
[Text on screen] Defamiliarization in Metaphors and Images in Fiction. 
 
Another aspect of de-familiarizing a theme was for example the idea of a society that needs to 
rebirth itself. That really, it needs to come to a recognition that it must change. And for that, the 
resonances went from the social, that sense of a society that needs to change down into the 
personal. So for example, Mona, who is Tarek's wife, is pregnant. And it's taking a long time for the 
baby to be born. And so we have that resonance being set up there, which is, the novel starts off 
with the first line telling us that this a time when babies refuse to be born and mothers seize to give 
birth. So right from the start, it's signaling that there is something unnatural that's going on. And 
then we move into a story that is largely realistic before the fantastical element starts to reassert 
itself. And so there's a repetition, a process, a kind of a rhythm that runs through the story that is a 
rhythm of the real being interrupted by the fantastical. So that's one way of using de-familiarization 
on a thematic level. But then the de-familiarization is also used in the novel on the level of images. 
And just for simplicity sake, I would say that the images could divide into simple images and 
compound images. The recurring image of flights of birds, flocks of birds in the novel is a simple 
image. But its recurrence is used in a way of knitting together scenes that would otherwise not seem 
to be part of one united theme. It's used to connect scenes together in that way, to knit them 
together. The compound, and sorry, I should, it's used to knit the scenes together, but no real 
explanation is given. So it's still de-familiarization because we don't really understand why this is 
happening, but it could happen with the realms of reality. So it's there on that borderline between 
the real and the imaginary.  
 
In terms of the compound images, then the de-familiarization draws out the significance of scenes in 
a way that is non-polemical. For example, there's a scene in which Tarek is lost in an open air 
market, a cattle market that is also a slaughter house. And he witnesses the slaughtering of the cattle 
and it horrifies him. But what it does is it echoes in many ways an earlier scene of his experience in 
the city when he goes into a square that is full of protesters that is under attack by the security 
forces. So it sets up that resonance and comes much later in the novel, it gives us a sense of what 
could have happened without being a horrific scene of actually people being killed. And so it sets up 
that resonance. So those are just some examples of how de-familiarization can be used in, or how, 
sorry, so these are just some examples of how de-familiarization is used in the novel BOOK OF 
SANDS. 


