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>>Yeah I'd like to talk for a little bit about writing the essay of social witness which might be, if you 

wanted a title for this “Truth Be Told.” 
 
[Text on screen] Why We Write Essays of Social Witness. 

 
Why do we write? At times that's because we just want to record some experience and we want to 
keep it, we don't want to lose it. Sometimes it's because we're trying to understand and we want to 
get deeper into something. We don't know, we don't understand why it's so critical to us. Sometimes 

it's to show and tell the way that we do when we're just in grade school and there's something big 
that we feel we just have to put out there for others. At times people write because they just love 
the act of making, and I think that's there even for somebody who's writing about social justice 

issues because we do love the art itself. But for the person who's writing particularly about 
something that's an injustice in society, there is a distress that probably is the starting place and then 

a desire to change the world, make it better somehow. 
 
[Text on screen] Writing as Witness. 

 
There are some philosophers and politicians who have given us tools to understand injustice and often 

essayists who are working in this vein are going to draw on those. Marx is tackling the injustice of 

classism. He wants to help us understand how one class is subjugated by another and how they might be 

able to bring change to that. Frantz Fanon is deconstructing colonialism, particularly in Africa and trying 

to help people understand its racial nature as well. Martin Luther King, Jr. is resisting the discrimination 

that goes with racism and giving a way that that can happen. Bell Hooks is battling sexist prejudices, 

chauvinism, also racial inequalities thinking about what it's like particularly for a black woman within the 

black community. Edward Said comes along and he says these colonial attitudes still exist. Neocolonial 

forms are persisting in what we write itself as we write travelogues and take a kind of exotic attitude 

towards the other. The essayist writer has all of that at hand and we should draw on it, bring it in, 

particularly when doing social justice work but the essayist is not a philosopher and is not a politician. 

The essayist is somebody who is not just working in scholarly abstractions with some kind of preset 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

conclusion. It's not a purely rhetorical argument that is being made with a claim that's kind of like an 

arrow. You know I like to draw it where this arrow is drawn this is the thesis and the target's over here 

and you pull it back, and we know where 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

it's supposed to hit and then, and we've got this arrival of the thesis at its preset target. But in fact in 

an essay the author is leaving it more open ended and is circling the issue. Is looking at it like a hawk 

flying up above it, coming down closer, back up around it, seeing it from different angles. Phillip 

Lopate talks about it in this fashion in his collection THE ART OF THE PERSONAL ESSAY. 

The author is willing to see it from all angles no matter how complex those might be or how ugly 

they might be. The essayist, when exploring an injustice, is typically actually acting as a witness but 

not a judge or a jury. 
 

[Text on screen] The Role of the Reader and Additional Witnesses. 

 

So there may be an agenda already there. There may be other witnesses that are drawn on like 
Frederick Douglass when he's writing about slavery. He goes to his mistress and he talks about how 
innocent she seems at first, how caring she can seem as she even starts to help him learn to read but 
then is turned by her husband who says you can't do that. Education and slavery can't exist together 
and she stops giving him help. Then he goes to other witnesses, little boys who are white and as he 
walks up to them he says I can spell because he's learned a letter or two and he puts them down for 
them on the sidewalk with chalk I believe and they are impressed and so they swap letters basically 
and he learns more because they in their innocence aren't trying to withhold education from him. 
So the writer may use those, other witnesses, in the writing. And the other ways in which the social 
justice writer may veer, may even act like a lawyer at times like Jonathan Swift does with his rhetoric 
in “A Modest Proposal.” However the whole time the reader is still allowed to be the final judge 
even though those agendas may be there and other witnesses, even though the writer may be acting 
at times like the lawyer, the reader is allowed to be the final judge in an essay that is about a social 
justice issue. 
 

[Text on screen] Personal Essay vs. Social Justice Essay. 

 

The typical essay, if we just talk about the personal essay, across the board, not even thinking about 

social injustice is described as being musing, casual, surprising, sometimes in a quiet even amusing way. 

The term itself essay as Montaigne used it meant an attempt, or to try. So it already suggests that it's an 

almost incomplete, sometimes messy approach towards an understanding. The essay of witness that is 

more about a social justice issue is going to be more driven. It's going to be fueled by kind of utopian 

idealism at some level, and that's going to be a very powerful force that has in it anger, mourning, and 

again that strong desire for change. It's the same thing that drove the counter cultural movement of 

make love not war during the 1960s, it's the same thing behind the Civil Rights Movement and King's 

“I Have Dream” but those ethical, political forces are coupled I think with a kind of dispassionate 

curiosity, an honesty that won't allow for just platitudes, easy cliché answers. That honesty is critical to 

the social justice issue. Obviously slavery is wrong, at least at this point I think most people will agree 

on that who are reasonable people. Whether it's racial, sexual, economic, it's wrong but that's a platitude 

that any one of us could say and put everyone else to sleep hearing it. So the essayist wants to go 

beyond that platitude, just that cliché, wants to say something that is sometimes contradictory, 

sometimes steps one step beyond what has already been put out there. We travel beyond the obvious. 

We get to some other observation beyond the first one. Adrienne Rich is an interesting author. A poet 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

primarily but also an essayist. She has her essay “Split at the Root.” In it she honestly talks about a 

lifelong search for her own identity. An inability to really accept fully and claim “I'm Jewish.” In part 

because of the history of the Jewish people in America and during the Holocaust in Europe, a tendency 

towards hiding that. In part because she had married into Protestantism. And she goes forward in her 

life in the essay talking about the need 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

to follow the mores of the time, to become a wife, to set aside her work, to take care of the 
children, even though in the end she has to recognize “I'm lesbian.” And she steps away from that 
relationship with the husband and claims that identity. My point being that in her brutal honesty 
about her own life and her own muddling through she helps us to see how difficult it can be for a 
person in her situation at least to claim identity. And that honesty about the self, which sometimes is 
critiqued in the personal essay as too narcissistic is actually the deepest and most important part of 
the personal essay and when we're doing social justice work we always have to look inward not only 
outward and to look at one's own role or relationship to the problem at hand. And that's where 
sometimes the magic occurs where we discover something that we hadn't wanted to admit, where 
we see something that is easily passed over, ignored and that is actually the heart of the matter. 
 

[Text on screen] Writing Your Own Identity: “The Slave Fort” by Tim Bascom. 

 

So I'm going to read a little bit from an essay again this one called “The Slave Fort” in which I 
begin in the country of Ghana at Cape Coast at a fort where slaves were gathered, held, and 
eventually sent off to the United States and the Caribbean and it was there that I was confronted by 
soldiers who surrounded me in a circle chanting at one point and I wondered about their need to in 
essence intimidate me at that site and the paradox or the irony of it even though it was a very 
traumatic experience. I juxtapose it with being at a gym in Chicago and going into the gym to play a 
game of pickup basketball and having a group of African American young men come in alongside 
me about my age who take the court even though I've been waiting for an hour and according to 
the usual rules would have first dibs on the next game and would pick up whoever's left. And they 
in essence tell me that they don't see me with a team so basically it's me waiting again and I say that 
doesn't seem very fair and this is the response: 
 

"’Not fair,’ he hissed. This phrase seemed to set off something spring loaded. His eyebrows clamped 
and he snapped at me striking with each phrase as if it was a weapon. ‘What are you talking about 
man? Where do you get off talking like that? You've been doing this shit to us for 300 years.’ I 
stepped back. Part of me wanted to swing at him all spit and fists. The other part knew that I was 
outnumbered. After a few seconds of standoff I retreated but I left full of unexpressed rage. Days 
later, I found myself wondering how I might have presented my defense if given a chance. I kept 
returning to that young man's assertion that I had mistreated him for 300 years. In my mind I could 
imagine the beginning of a rebuttal. I'm not the guy you think I am. I wasn't even raised in America. 
I grew up in Ethiopia. I wanted him to know I wasn't the typical white American. I had spent time 
as a minority in Ethiopia during a Marxist revolution experiencing a whiplash discrimination. My 
family and friends were bullied because of our ties to the US, labeled as enemies of the state. A 
friend's father was jailed as a supposed spy and my own parents were forced to evacuate from the 
mountaintop station where they worked, burning the hospital records so that no one could link 
people to us as imperialists. My school was even seized by the Ethiopian government causing us to 
join an exodus of ex -patriots who felt they could no longer stay in the country. I was so sure of my 
blamelessness that I fantasized about taking that basketball player on a genealogical jag as well, going 
back to when my great great grandfather, a congregational minister, arrived in Chicago, the city 
where our gym court confrontation had occurred. In 1840, Chicago was no more than 150 log 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

cabins on the shore of Lake Michigan and the abolition was not a popular topic. Reverend Flavell 
almost lost his pulpit because he started a weekly meeting to oppose slavery. However, when the 
head deacon blocked him in the aisle and demanded to know where he got the authority to use the 
church for anti-slavery rallies instead of buckling my ancestor shot back, ‘If you mean to deny my 
right as acting pastor to appoint and attend such a meeting, I shall continue to do that on my own 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

responsibility.’ That's the sort of family history that I wanted to use in response to his accusation 
that I, or my ancestors, had mistreated him and his ancestors. Yes, there had been a history of 
oppression for African Americans but how could he assume that I was part of it or that my family 
had been part of it? In fact, my parents' work and my own work in Africa were attempts to push 
back against such oppression. I was righteously indignant, positive that I was innocent yet a 
whisper at the back of my mind still wouldn't let me walk away from what he had said no matter 
how I constructed my imagined defense. The words of that young man, ‘You've been doing this 
shit to us for 300 years,’ caused a shiver of doubt. There was a side of my past that I was 
disregarding. Although my great great grandfather held forth against slavery, I had another 
ancestor, a Methodist bishop from Tennessee who had insisted the clergy should be allowed to 
keep their slaves and remain ordained. Closer to my own time, though it was true that my 
grandfather had opened his waiting room to black patients, a radical stance for the 1930s in Kansas, 
and though my father had befriended one of those patients, Earl Woods, the father of Tiger 
Woods, Earl shot out this gentle barb when he met me decades later: ‘For all that, your dad never 
did invite me to his house.’ To get even more personal, as a missionary child in Ethiopia I had been 
treated like aristocracy prior to the Marxist revolution. By right of my US citizenship and my 
family's relative wealth I had led a privileged existence. We had house help who washed our 
laundry, cooked our meals, cut our grass by hand with a curved sickle and at my boarding school in 
Addis Ababa a whole staff of Ethiopian workers did all the manual labor from guarding the gate to 
slopping garbage into a putrid pit at the back of the compound. Because of my urge to stay above 
blame, I had ignored a fundamental truth. While my nemesis was responding out of inherited 
resentment I was responding out of inherited privilege. I had not personally injured him, but as a 
white American I'd enjoyed all the benefits of political power, the spillover of several centuries of 
racist domination. What if by refusing to acknowledge that advantage I had simply set the wheel 
spinning again, doomed to repeat another cycle of damage?” 
 

So my point is that though it was difficult to do in real life and then as an essayist trying to write 

this piece, I felt the need to acknowledge the part that I didn't want to. Didn't want to put on the 

page, and that might have been at the very core of what I finally wrote and then published. And I 

think that in the social justice issue essay or the essay of witness often times, not always but often 

times that stance, that willingness to go inside and to look closely at the self may deliver what is 

most important. 


