
 
 
 

 

Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction 
Welcome Video – Transcript 
 
>>[Text on screen] Power of the Pen: Identities and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction. 
 
>>Welcome! My name is Christopher Merrill, and as the Director of the International Writing 
Program at the University of Iowa, it's my pleasure to welcome you to Power of the Pen: Identities 
and Social Issues in Fiction and Nonfiction, which is part of the IWP Online Writing Summer. 
 
>>And I'm Venise Berry. I'm an Associate Professor in Journalism and African-American Studies at 
the University of Iowa. 
 
>>And we live in a UNESCO City of Literature, which means that an enormous range and number 
of talented writers from around the world find their way to Iowa City to teach, to be students, to be 
part of the International Writing Program, to give readings; and we have the good luck to enlist 
them in the creation of these MOOCs, inviting them to make craft videos on different aspects of 
their writings as poets, and fiction writers, and nonfiction writers. 
 
>>We're very excited about bringing these two elements together: fiction and nonfiction. Looking 
at kind of the intersections of how they connect, as well as how various issues from the community 
and various issues of identity relate to each other, and how you can use them to more effectively 
create character, create plot, create story. 
 
>>Because prose writers know—whether they're working in fiction or nonfiction—that many of 
the principles apply across the board. If you're writing a novel of course you want to create scenes, 
and to make characters, and establish living dialogue; and that holds in nonfiction, too. 
 
>>And even as a journalist I've found that there are a lot of elements in journalism that I've been 
able to use, to include in my creative writing, that gives me characters that are stronger, or settings 
that—because of research or background—become more viable and more interesting. And so it's 
really a way to look at various elements and figure out: how can you pull them together to give you 
the best possible writing opportunities that we can give you. 
 
>>And so we've asked a lot of writers from all over the world to give us their best insights, and over 
the next several weeks we look forward to exploring with you elements of craft, as well as larger 
issues of identity, social justice, and wherever else the pen may take you. 
 
>>[Text on screen] On Writing Fiction and Nonfiction in this MOOC. 
 
>>Okay, so regarding the craft of writing, this MOOC will encourage you to explore the 
intersections of fiction and nonfiction, and one of the ways that I think about this is to look at the 
example of the great American novelist Tim O'Brien, who wrote a novel upon his return from a tour 



 

of duty in Vietnam, which I think even he would say is not his best work. And then after that he set 
to work writing a series of pieces for the Washington Post—nonfiction works about his time in 
Vietnam, which he eventually collected into a book called IF I DIE IN A COMBAT ZONE, BOX 
ME UP AND SHIP ME HOME. I have this feeling that the act of documenting what happened to 
him in the war zone made it possible for him to open up an imaginative space in which he wrote his 
next great book, which was the National Book Award winning GOING AFTER CACCIATO; and 
eventually another extraordinary book, THE THINGS THEY CARRIED. And so we're going to be 
looking at the ways in which these two forms go back and forth. We're going to introduce the 
principles of short- and long-form fiction, as well as the principles of three forms of nonfiction: 
literary journalism, the memoir essay, and the personal essay. We'll be teaching basic craft elements 
that the participants can evaluate and use in the writing of your own fiction and nonfiction. We'll be 
having weekly writing assignments in both fiction and nonfiction. And we hope that we'll be creating 
a space for small-group collaboration. This is a place where, in every possible way, we're trying to 
support your experience of creative writing and cultural exchange with writers from around the 
world. 
 
>>[Text on screen] On Writing About Identities and Social Issues in this MOOC. 
 
>>This MOOC will also focus on very specific issues of identity, and social concerns or issues. We 
want to encourage you to explore the intersections of individual, community, and global identities; 
encourage you to examine the effect of current social issues on individual, community, and global 
identities; as well as encourage you to consider how writing can be used to articulate and unite these 
kinds of individual identities for community empowerment and action. And it could be as simple as 
creating a character who is against global warming, or who doesn't believe in global warming, and 
using that character to infuse information about global warming into your manuscript; or a character 
who supports it and is fighting for it. You could put it into your setting so that your character is 
actually working for a company that is in some way impacting the issue of global warming. So there 
are a number of different ways that you can take these social issues or these various elements of 
identity and make them viable and relevant in your work, and that's what we'd like for you to 
experiment with in this course. 
 
>>One of the things that we've learned in the International Writing Program is that regardless of 
where a poet or a writer, a play writer, a screenwriter, is coming from, they find many points of 
convergence, and we assume that you will find such points of convergence both in the writing 
assignments that you complete in fiction and in nonfiction, and in your small-group collaborations, 
and the questions that are raised in the forums, and the answers that you and your colleagues will 
deliver. These are places and opportunities to meet, exchange ideas, and, ideally, come away with a 
bigger sense of what it means to be a writer. 


