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What Is “Academic” Writing?

L. Lennie Irvin

InTRODUCTION: THE ACADEMIC WRITING TASK

As a new college student, you may have a lot of anxiety and questions
about the writing you'll do in college.” That word “academic,” espe-
cially, may turn your stomach or turn your nose. However, with this
first year composition class, you begin one of the only classes in your
entire college career where you will focus on learning to write. Given
the importance of writing as a communication skill, I urge you to con-
sider this class as a gift and make the most of it. But writing is hard,
and writing in college may resemble playing a familiar game by com-
pletely new rules (that often are unstated). This chapter is designed
to introduce you to what academic writing is like, and hopefully ease
your transition as you face these daunting writing challenges.

So here’s the secret. Your success with academic writing depends
upon how well you understand what you are doing as you write and
then how you approach the writing task. Early research done on college
writers discovered that whether students produced a successful piece of
writing depended largely upon theirrepresentation of the writing task.
The writers’ mental model for picturing their task made a huge differ-
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Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California, 94105,
USA. To view the Writing Spaces Terms of Use, visit http://writingspaces.
org/terms-of-use.
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ence. Most people as they start college have wildly strange ideas about
what they are doing when they write an essay, or worse—they have
no clear idea at all. I freely admit my own past as a clueless freshman
writer, and it’s out of this sympathy as well as twenty years of teaching
college writing that I hope to provide you with something useful. So
grab a cup of coffee or a diet coke, find a comfortable chair with good
light, and let’s explore together this activity of academic writing you’ll
be asked to do in college. We will start by clearing up some of those
wild misconceptions people often arrive at college possessing. Then
we will dig more deeply into the components of the academic writing
situation and nature of the writing task.

MyTHS ABOUT WRITING

Though I don’t imagine an episode of MythBusters will be based on
the misconceptions about writing we are about to look at, you'd still
be surprised at some of the things people will believe about writing.
You may find lurking within you viral elements of these myths—all of
these lead to problems in writing.

Myth #1: The “Paint by Numbers” myth

Some writers believe they must perform certain steps in a particular
order to write “correctly.” Rather than being a lock-step linear process,
writing is “recursive.” That means we cycle through and repeat the
various activities of the writing process many times as we write.

Myth #2: Writers only start writing when they have everything
figured out

Writing is not like sending a fax! Writers figure out much of what they
want to write as they write it. Rather than waiting, get some writing
on the page—even with gaps or problems. You can come back to patch
up rough spots.

Myth #3: Perfect first drafts

We put unrealistic expectations on early drafts, either by focusing too
much on the impossible task of making them perfect (which can puta
cap on the development of our ideas), or by making too little effort be-
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cause we don’t care or know about their inevitable problems. Nobody
writes perfect first drafts; polished writing takes lots of revision.

Myth #4: Some got it; I don’t—the genius fallacy

When you see your writing ability as something fixed or out of your
control (as if it were in your genetic code), then you won’t believe you
can improve as a writer and are likely not to make any efforts in that
direction. With effort and study, though, you can improve as a writer.
I promise.

Myth #5: Good grammar is good writing

When people say “I can’t write,” what they often mean is they have
problems with grammatical correctness. Writing, however, is about
more than just grammatical correctness. Good writing is a matter of
achieving your desired effect upon an intended audience. Plus, as we
saw in myth #3, no one writes perfect first drafts.

Myth #6: The Five Paragraph Essay

Some people say to avoid it at all costs, while others believe no other
way to write exists. With an introduction, three supporting para-
graphs, and a conclusion, the five paragraph essay is a format you
should know, but one which you will outgrow. You'll have to gauge
the particular writing assignment to see whether and how this format
is useful for you.

Myth #7: Never use “I”

Adopting this formal stance of objectivity implies a distrust (almost
fear) of informality and often leads to artificial, puffed-up prose.
Although some writing situations will call on you to avoid using “I”
(for example, a lab report), much college writing can be done in a
middle, semi-formal style where it is ok to use “I.”

The Academic Writing Situation

Now that we've dispelled some of the common myths that many writ-
ers have as they enter a college classroom, let’s take a moment to think
about the academic writing situation. The biggest problem I see in
freshman writers is a poor sense of the writing situation in general. To



6 L. Lennie Irvin

illustrate this problem, let’s look at the difference between speaking
and writing.

When we speak, we inhabit the communication situation bodily
in three dimensions, but in writing we are confined within the two-
dimensional setting of the flat page (though writing for the web—or
multimodal writing—is changing all that). Writing resembles having
a blindfold over our eyes and our hands tied behind our backs: we
can’t see exactly whom we’re talking to or where we are. Separated
from our audience in place and time, we imaginatively have to create
this context. Our words on the page are silent, so we must use punc-
tuation and word choice to communicate our tone. We also can’t see
our audience to gauge how our communication is being received or if
there will be some kind of response. It’s the same space we share right
now as you read this essay. Novice writers often write as if they were
mumbling to themselves in the corner with no sense that their writing
will be read by a reader or any sense of the context within which their
communication will be received.

What's the moral here? Developing your “writer’s sense” about
communicating within the writing situation is the most important
thing you should learn in freshman composition.

Figure 1, depicting the writing situation, presents the best image I
know of describing all the complexities involved in the writing situa-
tion.

Figure 1. Source: “A Social Model of Writing.” Writing@CSU. 2010. Web.
10 March 2010. Used by permission from Mike Palmquist.
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Looking More Closely at the “Academic Writing” Situation

Writing in college is a fairly specialized writing situation, and it has
developed its own codes and conventions that you need to have a keen
awareness of if you are going to write successfully in college. Let’s
break down the writing situation in college:

Who's your audience?

Primarily the professor and possibly your class-
mates (though you may be asked to include a
secondary outside audience).

What’s the occasion
or context?

An assignment given by the teacher within a
learning context and designed to have you learn
and demonstrate your learning.

What's your message?

It will be your learning or the interpretation
gained from your study of the subject matter.

What’s your purpose?

To show your learning and get a good grade (or
to accomplish the goals of the writing assign-
ment).

What documents/
genres are used?

The essay is the most frequent type of docu-
ment used.

So far, this list looks like nothing new. You've been writing in
school toward teachers for years. What's different in college? Lee Ann
Carroll, a professor at Pepperdine University, performed a study of stu-
dent writing in college and had this description of the kind of writing
you will be doing in college:

What are usually called ‘writing assignments’ in col-
lege might more accurately be called ‘literacy tasks’
because they require much more than the ability to
construct correct sentences or compose neatly orga-
nized paragraphs with topic sentences. . . . Projects
calling for high levels of critical literacy in college
typically require knowledge of research skills, abil-
ity to read complex texts, understanding of key dis-
ciplinary concepts, and strategies for synthesizing,
analyzing, and responding critically to new informa-
tion, usually within a limited time frame. (3—4)
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Academic writing is always a form of evaluation that asks you to dem-
onstrate knowledge and show proficiency with certain disciplinary
skills of thinking, interpreting, and presenting. Writing the paper is
never “just” the writing part. To be successful in this kind of writing,
you must be completely aware of what the professor expects you to do
and accomplish with that particular writing task. For a moment, let’s
explore more deeply the elements of this college writing “literacy task.”

Knowledge of Research Skills

Perhaps up to now research has meant going straight to Google and
Wikipedia, but college will require you to search for and find more
in-depth information. You'll need to know how to find information
in the library, especially what is available from online databases which
contain scholarly articles. Researching is also a process, so you'll need
to learn how to focus and direct a research project and how to keep
track of all your source information. Realize that researching repre-
sents a crucial component of most all college writing assignments, and
you will need to devote lots of work to this researching.

The Ability to Read Complex Texts

Whereas your previous writing in school might have come generally
from your experience, college writing typically asks you to write on
unfamiliar topics. Whether you’re reading your textbook, a short story,
or scholarly articles from research, your ability to write well will be
based upon the quality of your reading. In addition to the labor of
close reading, you’ll need to think critically as you read. That means
separating fact from opinion, recognizing biases and assumptions, and
making inferences. Inferences are how we as readers connect the dots:
an inference is a belief (or statement) about something unknown made
on the basis of something known. You smell smoke; you infer fire.
They are conclusions or interpretations that we arrive at based upon
the known factors we discover from our reading. When we, then, write
to argue for these interpretations, our job becomes to get our readers
to make the same inferences we have made.

The Understanding of Key Disciplinary Concepts

Each discipline whether it is English, Psychology, or History has its
own key concepts and language for describing these important ways
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of understanding the world. Don’t fool yourself that your professors’
writing assignments are asking for your opinion on the topic from just
your experience. They want to see you apply and use these concepts in
your writing. Though different from a multiple-choice exam, writing
similarly requires you to demonstrate your learning. So whatever writ-
ing assignment you receive, inspect it closely for what concepts it asks
you to bring into your writing.

Strategies for Synthesizing, Analyzing, and
Responding Critically to New Information

You need to develop the skill of a seasoned traveler who can be dropped
in any city around the world and get by. Each writing assignment asks
you to navigate through a new terrain of information, so you must
develop ways for grasping new subject matter in order, then, to use it
in your writing. We have already seen the importance of reading and
research for these literacy tasks, but beyond laying the information out
before you, you will need to learn ways of sorting and finding mean-
ingful patterns in this information.

In COLLEGE, EVERYTHING'S AN ARGUMENT: A GUIDE
FOR DECODING COLLEGE WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

Let’s restate this complex “literacy task” you’ll be asked repeatedly to
do in your writing assignments. Typically, you’ll be required to write
an “essay” based upon your analysis of some reading(s). In this essay
you’ll need to present an argument where you make a claim (i.e. pres-
ent a “thesis”) and support that claim with good reasons that have
adequate and appropriate evidence to back them up. The dynamic of
this argumentative task often confuses first year writers, so let’s exam-
ine it more closely.

Academic Writing Is an Argument

To start, let’s focus on argument. What does it mean to present an
“argument” in college writing? Rather than a shouting match between
two disagreeing sides, argument instead means a carefully arranged
and supported presentation of a viewpoint. Its purpose is not so much
to win the argument as to earn your audience’s consideration (and even
approval) of your perspective. It resembles a conversation between two
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people who may not hold the same opinions, but they both desire a
better understanding of the subject matter under discussion. My fa-
vorite analogy, however, to describe the nature of this argumentative
stance in college writing is the courtroom. In this scenario, you are
like a lawyer making a case at trial that the defendant is not guilty, and
your readers are like the jury who will decide if the defendant is guilty
or not guilty. This jury (your readers) won't just take your word that
he’s innocent; instead, you must convince them by presenting evidence
that proves he is not guilty. Stating your opinion is not enough—you
have to back it up too. I like this courtroom analogy for capturing
two importance things about academic argument: 1) the value of an
organized presentation of your “case,” and 2) the crucial element of
strong evidence.

Academic Writing Is an Analysis

We now turn our attention to the actual writing assignment and that
confusing word “analyze.” Your first job when you get a writing as-
signment is to figure out what the professor expects. This assignment
may be explicit in its expectations, but often built into the wording of
the most defined writing assignments are implicit expectations that
you might not recognize. First, we can say that unless your professor
specifically asks you to summarize, you won’t write a summary. Let
me say that again: don’t write a summary unless directly asked to. But
what, then, does the professor want? We have already picked out a few
of these expectations: You can count on the instructor expecting you
to read closely, research adequately, and write an argument where you
will demonstrate your ability to apply and use important concepts you
have been studying. But the writing task also implies that your essay
will be the result of an analysis. At times, the writing assignment may
even explicitly say to write an analysis, but often this element of the
task remains unstated.

So what does it mean to analyze? One way to think of an analysis
is that it asks you to seek How and Why questions much more than
What questions. An analysis involves doing three things:

1. Engage in an open inquiry where the answer is not known at
tirst (and where you leave yourself open to multiple suggestions)

2. Identify meaningful parts of the subject
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3. Examine these separate parts and determine how they relate to
each other

An analysis breaks a subject apart to study it closely, and from this
inspection, ideas for writing emerge. When writing assignments call
on you to analyze, they require you to identify the parts of the subject
(parts of an ad, parts of a short story, parts of Hamlet’s character), and
then show how these parts fit or don’t fit together to create some larger
effect or meaning. Your interpretation of how these parts fit together
constitutes your claim or thesis, and the task of your essay is then to
present an argument defending your interpretation as a valid or plau-
sible one to make. My biggest bit of advice about analysis is not to do it
all in your head. Analysis works best when you put all the cards on the
table, so to speak. Identify and isolate the parts of your analysis, and
record important features and characteristics of each one. As patterns
emerge, you sort and connect these parts in meaningful ways. For me,
I have always had to do this recording and thinking on scratch pieces
of paper. Just as critical reading forms a crucial element of the literacy
task of a college writing assignment, so too does this analysis process.
It’s built in.

Three Common Types of College Writing Assignments

We have been decoding the expectations of the academic writing task
so far, and I want to turn now to examine the types of assignments you
might receive. From my experience, you are likely to get three kinds
of writing assignments based upon the instructor’s degree of direction
for the assignment. We’ll take a brief look at each kind of academic
writing task.

The Closed Writing Assignment

* Is Creon a character to admire or condemn?

* Does your advertisement employ techniques of propaganda,
and if so what kind?

e Was the South justified in seceding from the Union?

* In your opinion, do you believe Hamlet was truly mad?

These kinds of writing assignments present you with two counter
claims and ask you to determine from your own analysis the more
valid claim. They resemble yes-no questions. These topics define the
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claim for you, so the major task of the writing assignment then is
working out the support for the claim. They resemble a math problem
in which the teacher has given you the answer and now wants you to
“show your work” in arriving at that answer.

Be careful with these writing assignments, however, because often
these topics don’t have a simple yes/no, either/or answer (despite the
nature of the essay question). A close analysis of the subject matter
often reveals nuances and ambiguities within the question that your
eventual claim should reflect. Perhaps a claim such as, “In my opinion,
Hamlet was mad” might work, but I urge you to avoid such a simplis-
tic thesis. This thesis would be better: “I believe Hamlet’s unhinged
mind borders on insanity but doesn’t quite reach it.”

The Semi-Open Writing Assignment

* Discuss the role of law in Antigone.

* Explain the relationship between character and fate in Hamlet.

*  Compare and contrast the use of setting in two short stories.

*  Show how the Fugitive Slave Act influenced the Abolitionist
Movement.

Although these topics chart out a subject matter for you to write
upon, they don’t offer up claims you can easily use in your paper. It
would be a misstep to offer up claims such as, “Law plays a role in An-
tigone” or “In Hamlet we can see a relationship between character and
fate.” Such statements express the obvious and what the topic takes for
granted. The question, for example, is not whether law plays a role in
Antigone, but rather what sort of role law plays. What is the nature of
this role? What influences does it have on the characters or actions or
theme? This kind of writing assignment resembles a kind of archeo-
logical dig. The teacher cordons off an area, hands you a shovel, and
says dig here and see what you find.

Be sure to avoid summary and mere explanation in this kind of
assignment. Despite using key words in the assignment such as “ex-
plain,” “illustrate,” analyze,” “discuss,” or “show how,” these topics still
ask you to make an argument. Implicit in the topic is the expectation
that you will analyze the reading and arrive at some insights into pat-
terns and relationships about the subject. Your eventual paper, then,
needs to present what you found from this analysis—the treasure you
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found from your digging. Determining your own claim represents the
biggest challenge for this type of writing assignment.

The Open Writing Assignment

* Analyze the role of a character in Dante’s The Inferno.
*  What does it mean to be an “American” in the 21st Century?
*  Analyze the influence of slavery upon one cause of the Civil

War.
*  Compare and contrast two themes within Pride and Prejudice.

These kinds of writing assignments require you to decide both your
writing topic and you claim (or thesis). Which character in the Inferno
will I pick to analyze? What two themes in Pride and Prejudice will I
choose to write about? Many students struggle with these types of as-
signments because they have to understand their subject matter well
before they can intelligently choose a topic. For instance, you need a
good familiarity with the characters in The Inferno before you can
pick one. You have to have a solid understanding defining elements of
American identity as well as 21" century culture before you can begin
to connect them. This kind of writing assignment resembles riding a
bike without the training wheels on. It says, “You decide what to write
about.” The biggest decision, then, becomes selecting your topic and
limiting it to a manageable size.

Picking and Limiting a Writing Topic

Let’s talk about both of these challenges: picking a topic and limit-
ing it. Remember how I said these kinds of essay topics expect you to
choose what to write about from a solid understanding of your subject?
As you read and review your subject matter, look for things that in-
terest you. Look for gaps, puzzling items, things that confuse you, or
connections you see. Something in this pile of rocks should stand out
as a jewel: as being “do-able” and interesting. (You’ll write best when
you write from both your head and your heart.) Whatever topic you
choose, state it as a clear and interesting question. You may or may not
state this essay question explicitly in the introduction of your paper (I
actually recommend that you do), but it will provide direction for your
paper and a focus for your claim since that claim will be your answer
to this essay question. For example, if with the Dante topic you decid-
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ed to write on Virgil, your essay question might be: “What is the role
of Virgil toward the character of Dante in The Inferno?” The thesis
statement, then, might be this: “Virgil’s predominant role as Dante’s
guide through hell is as the voice of reason.” Crafting a solid essay
question is well worth your time because it charts the territory of your
essay and helps you declare a focused thesis statement.

Many students struggle with defining the right size for their writ-
ing project. They chart out an essay question that it would take a book
to deal with adequately. You'll know you have that kind of topic if you
have already written over the required page length but only touched
one quarter of the topics you planned to discuss. In this case, carve out
one of those topics and make your whole paper about it. For instance,
with our Dante example, perhaps you planned to discuss four places
where Virgil’s role as the voice of reason is evident. Instead of discuss-
ing all four, focus your essay on just one place. So your revised thesis
statement might be: “Close inspection of Cantos I and II reveal that
Virgil serves predominantly as the voice of reason for Dante on his
journey through hell.” A writing teacher I had in college said it this
way: A well tended garden is better than a large one full of weeds. That
means to limit your topic to a size you can handle and support well.

Three Characteristics of Academic Writing

I want to wrap up this section by sharing in broad terms what
the expectations are behind an academic writing assignment. Chris
Thaiss and Terry Zawacki conducted research at George Mason Uni-
versity where they asked professors from their university what they
thought academic writing was and its standards. They came up with
three characteristics:

1. Clear evidence in writing that the writer(s) have been persistent,
open-minded, and disciplined in study. (5)

2. The dominance of reason over emotions or sensual perception. (5)

3. An imagined reader who is coolly rational, reading for informa-
tion, and intending to formulate a reasoned response. (7)

Your professor wants to see these three things in your writing when
they give you a writing assignment. They want to see in your writing
the results of your efforts at the various literacy tasks we have been
discussing: critical reading, research, and analysis. Beyond merely stat-
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ing opinions, they also want to see an argument toward an intelligent
audience where you provide good reasons to support your interpreta-
tions.

THE FORMAT OF THE ACADEMIC Essay

Your instructors will also expect you to deliver a paper that contains
particular textual features. The following list contains the characteris-
tics of what I have for years called the “critical essay.” Although I can’t
claim they will be useful for all essays in college, I hope that these
features will help you shape and accomplish successful college essays.
Be aware that these characteristics are flexible and not a formula, and
any particular assignment might ask for something different.

Characteristics of the Critical Essay

“Critical” here is not used in the sense of “to criticize” as in find fault
with. Instead, “critical” is used in the same way “critical thinking” is
used. A synonym might be “interpretive” or “analytical.”

1. It is an argument, persuasion essay that in its broadest sense
MAKES A POINT and SUPPORTS IT. (We have already
discussed this argumentative nature of academic writing at

length.)

2. The point (“claim” or “thesis”) of a critical essay is interpretive
in nature. That means the point is debatable and open to inter-
pretation, not a statement of the obvious. The thesis statement
is a clear, declarative sentence that often works best when it
comes at the end of the introduction.

3. Organization: Like any essay, the critical essay should have
a clear introduction, body, and conclusion. As you support
your point in the body of the essay, you should “divide up the
proof,” which means structuring the body around clear pri-
mary supports (developed in single paragraphs for short papers
or multiple paragraphs for longer papers).

4. Support: (a) The primary source for support in the critical es-
say is from the text (or sources). The text is the authority, so
using quotations is required. ( b) The continuous movement
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of logic in a critical essay is “assert then support; assert then
support.” No assertion (general statement that needs proving)
should be left without specific support (often from the text(s)).
(©) You need enough support to be convincing. In general, that
means for each assertion you need at least three supports. This
threshold can vary, but invariably one support is not enough.

5. A critical essay will always “document” its sources, distin-
guishing the use of outside information used inside your text
and clarifying where that information came from (following
the rules of MLA documentation style or whatever documen-
tation style is required).

6. Whenever the author moves from one main point (primary
support) to the next, the author needs to clearly signal to the
reader that this movement is happening. This transition sen-
tence works best when it links back to the thesis as it states the
topic of that paragraph or section.

7. Acritical essay is put into an academic essay format such as the

MLA or APA document format.

8. Grammatical correctness: Your essay should have few if any
grammatical problems. You'll want to edit your final draft
carefully before turning it in.

CONCLUSION

As we leave this discussion, I want to return to what I said was the
secret for your success in writing college essays: Your success with
academic writing depends upon how well you understand what you
are doing as you write and then how you approach the writing task.
Hopefully, you now have a better idea about the nature of the aca-
demic writing task and the expectations behind it. Knowing what you
need to do won’t guarantee you an “A” on your paper—that will take a
lot of thinking, hard work, and practice—but having the right orienta-
tion toward your college writing assignments is a first and important
step in your eventual success.
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Discussion

1. How did what you wrote in high school compare to what you
have/will do in your academic writing in college?

2. Think of two different writing situations you have found your-
self in. What did you need to do the same in those two situa-
tions to place your writing appropriately? What did you need
to do differently?

3. Think of a writing assignment that you will need to complete
this semester. Who’s your audience? What’s the occasion or
context? What's your message? What's your purpose? What
documents/genres are used? How does all that compare to the
writing you are doing in this class?
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“I need you to say ‘I"”: Why First
Person Is Important in College

Writing
Kate McKinney Maddalena

At this point in your development as a writer, you may have learned
to write “I-less” prose, without first person.” I-less-ness is fine; writ-
ing habits, like all habits, are best simplified when first learned or
re-learned. Jazz pianists learn strict scales before they are allowed to
improvise. Someone might go on a strict diet and then return to a
modified menu after the desired weight is lost, and the bad eating
habits are broken. Constructing arguments without using “I” is good
practice for formal “improvisation” at higher levels of thinking and
writing. Avoiding personal pronouns forces you to be objective. It also
“sounds” more formal; you're more likely to maintain an appropriate
tone if you stay away from the personal.

But writing in various academic and professional contexts needs
to be more flexible, sophisticated, and subtle than writing for high
school English classes. In college, you should start using first-person
pronouns in your formal academic writing, where appropriate. First
person has an important place—an irreplaceable place—in texts that
report research and engage scholarship. Your choices about where you
place yourself as subject are largely determined by context and the
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USA. To view the Writing Spaces Terms of Use, visit http://writingspaces.
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conventions of the field in which you’re writing. The key is making
sure that your choices are appropriate for the context of your paper—
whom you’re writing it for, and the kind of information it’s meant to
communicate. Here I'll list some ways in which first person improves
written argument and show you some examples of the ways scholars
use first person, and then I'll propose places where it might be used
appropriately in your own writing.

Way “I”:

First person can support the following characteristics of good written
argument (and good writing in general).

1. Objectivity and Integrity

The main reason most teachers give for the discipline of I-less-ness is
that it keeps your writing “objective.” They want to make sure that you
don’t rely on personal experiences or perspectives where you should
be providing concrete, researched support for your arguments. Your
best friend at summer camp doesn’t “prove” a sociological theory. Your
memory of a “fact”—the average rainfall in a town, the actions of a
character in a film, the tendencies of groups of people to behave in
certain ways, or the population of Kenya—is not a reliable source in
academic contexts. You shouldn’t write, “because I think so,” or “I
know that . . .” But if you consider some of the higher-level implica-
tions of perspective’s effects on argument, there are some well-chosen
places where “I” can give your argument more objectivity and intel-
lectual integrity.

Take scientific writing, for example. Up until very recently, when
writing observational and experimental reports, scientists, as a rule,
avoided first person. Methodology was (and is still, in many cases) de-
scribed in the passive voice. That is, instead of writing, “We took mea-
surements of ice thickness on the first and 157 day of every month,”
scientists wrote, “Measurements of ice thickness were taken on the
first and 15 day of every month.” Taking out the “we” focuses the
reader’s attention on the phenomenon (object) being observed, not the
observer taking the readings (subject). Or at least that was the reason-
ing behind passive voice in science writing.
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But during the last half of the last century, mostly because of de-
velopments in physics, scientists have talked a lot about a thing called
the “observer effect”™ while observing or experimenting with a social
or even physical system, the scientist watching can affect the system’s
behavior. When particle physicists try to measure the motion of some-
thing as tiny as an electron, their very observation almost certainly
changes that motion. Because of the observer effect, the passive voice
convention I've described above has been called into question. Is it
really honest to act like “measurements are taken” by some invisible
hand? Is the picture minus the researcher the whole picture? Not re-
ally. The fact is, someone took the measurements, and those measure-
ments might reflect that observer’s involvement. It's more truthful,
complete, and objective, then, to put the researchers in the picture.
These days, it’s much more common to “see” the researchers as sub-
jects—“We measured ice thickness . . ”—in methodology sections.

That same kind of “whole picture” honesty applies to you making
written claims, too. When you first learned to write an essay, you were
probably taught to make claims as though they were true; write “The
sky is blue,” not “I think that the sky is blue.” That second claim isn’t
arguable—who can disprove that you think something? But a much
more sophisticated claim includes your perspective and implies the ef-
fect it may have on your stance: “From my position standing on the
earth’s surface in the daytime, I see the sky as blue.” You can make that
claim without using first person, of course, and in some contexts (i.e.
for a scientific argument), you probably should. When you're taking
a stance on an issue, though, first person just makes sense. Defining
your perspective gives your reader context for your stance: “As a volun-
teer at a bilingual preschool, I can see that both language immersion
and individualized language instruction have benefits,” or “As a prin-
cipal at an elementary school with a limited budget, I would argue that
language immersion makes the most sense.” Consider those two posi-
tions; without the “whole picture” that the statement of perspective
implies, you might assume that the two claims disagree. The subtlety
of the subject—who the writer is—Ilets you see quite a bit about why
the claim is being made. If you asked the second writer to take a stance
on the immersion/bilingual instruction issue with only learning objec-
tives in mind, she might agree with the first writer. The “truth” might
not be different, but the position it’s observed from can certainly cast
a different light on it.
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2. Clarifying Who’s Saying What

A clear description of your perspective becomes even more important
when your stance has to incorporate or respond to someone else’s. As
you move into more advanced college writing, the claims you respond
to will usually belong to scholars. Some papers may require you to
spend almost as much time summarizing a scholarly conversation as
they do presenting points of your own. By “signification,” I mean little
phrases that tell the reader, “This is my opinion,” “This is my interpre-
tation.” You need them for two big reasons.

First of all, the more “voices” you add to the conversation, the more
confusing it gets. You must separate your own interpretations of schol-
ars’ claims, the claims themselves, and your argument so as not to
misrepresent any of them. If you've just paraphrased a scholar, mak-
ing your own claim without quite literally claiming it might make the
reader think that the scholar said it. Consider these two sentences:
“Wagstaff et al. (2007) conclude that the demand for practical science
writing that the layperson can understand is on the rise. But there is
a need for laypeople people to increase their science literacy, as well.”
Is that second claim part of Wagstaff’s conclusion, or is it your own
reflection on the implications of Wagstaff’s argument? By writing
something like, “Wagstaff et al. (2007) conclude that the demand for
practical science that the layperson can understand is on the rise. I
maintain that there is a need for laypeople to increase their science
literacy, as well,” you avoid the ambiguity. First person can help you
express, very simply, who “says” what.

Secondly, your perceptions, and therefore your interpretations, are
not always perfect. Science writing can help me illustrate this idea,
as well. In the imaginary observation report I refer to above, the re-
searchers may or may not use first person in their methodology section
out of respect for the observer effect, but they are very likely to use
first person in the discussion/conclusion section. The discussion sec-
tion involves interpretation of the data—that is, the researchers must
say what they think the data means. The importance of perspective
is compounded, here. They might not be right. And even if they are
mostly right, the systems scientists study are usually incredibly com-
plex; one observation report is not the whole picture. Scientists, there-
fore, often mark their own interpretations with first person pronouns.
“We interpret these data to imply . . .” they might say, or, “We believe
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these findings indicate . . . ,” and then they go on to list questions for
further research. Even the experts know that their understanding is
almost always incomplete.

3. Ownership, Intellectual Involvement, and Exigency

Citing scholarship contextualizes and strengthens your argument; you
want to defer to “experts” for evidence of your claims when you can.
As a student, you might feel like an outsider—unable to comment
with authority on the concepts you're reading and writing about. But
outsider status doesn’t only mean a lack of expertise. Your own, well-
defined viewpoint might shed new light on a topic that the experts
haven’t considered (or that your classmates haven’t considered, or that
your professor hasn’t mentioned in class, or even, quite simply, that
you hadn’t thought of and so you're excited about). In that case, you
want to say, “This is mine, it’s a new way of looking at the issue, and
I’'m proud of it.”

Those kinds of claims are usually synthetic ones—you’ve put in-
formation and/or interpretations from several sources together, and
you've actually got something to say. Whether your new spin has to do
with a cure for cancer or an interpretation of Batman comics, pride in
your own intellectual work is important on many levels. As a student,
you should care; such investment can help you learn. Your school com-
munity should also care; good teachers are always looking for what we
call “critical thinking,” and when students form new ideas from exist-
ing ones, we know it’'s happening. On the larger scale, the scholarly
community should care. Having something new to say increases the
exigency of your argument in the larger, intellectual exchange of ideas.
A scholarly reader should want to pay attention, because what you say
may be a key to some puzzle (a cure for cancer) or way of thinking
about the topic (interpreting Batman). That’s the way scholars work
together to form large bodies of knowledge: we communicate about
our research and ideas, and we try to combine them when we can.

An emphatic statement like “Much discussion has addressed the
topic of carbon emissions’ relationship to climate change, but I would
like to ask a question from a new perspective,” will make your reader
sit up and take notice. In I-less form, that might look like: “Much
discussion has addressed the topic of carbon emissions’ relationship
to climate change, but some questions remain unconsidered.” In this
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case, second sentence still sounds like summary—the writer is telling
us that research is incomplete, but isn’t giving us a strong clue that
his or her (new! fresh!) argument is coming up next. Be careful, of
course, not to sound arrogant. If the writer of the sentences above was
worried about his or her lack of expertise in an assignment involving
scholarly sources, he or she could write: “What scholarly discussion I
have read so far has addressed the topic of carbon emissions’ relation-
ship to climate change, but I would like to ask a question from a new
perspective.” He or she can use first person to employ both deference
and ownership/involvement in the same sentence.

4. Rhetorical Sophistication

Some writing assignments focus on one simple task at a time:
“Summarize the following . . .” “Compare the readings . . .” “ana-
lyze,” or “argue.” When you write a simple five-paragraph essay, your
mode rarely changes—you can write an introduction, thesis, body,
and conclusion without explaining too many shifts in what the pa-
per is “doing.” Writing at the college level and beyond often has to
“do” a few things in the same text. Most involved writing assignments
expect you to do at least two things. You may need to summarize/
report and respond, or (more likely) you’ll need to summarize/report,
synthesize, and respond. A good introduction, as you've learned, needs
to anticipate all of it so the reader knows what to expect. Anticipating
the structure of a complex argument in I-less mode is tricky. Often, it
comes out as a summary of the document that follows and is redun-
dant. First person can clear that problem right up. Consider the intro-
duction to this article; when I come to the part where I need to tell
you what I'm going to do, I just. . . tell you what I'm going to do! My
writing students usually find this rhetorical trick (or is it an un-trick?)
refreshing and liberating. The same concept can be applied to transi-
tions between sections and ideas: “Now that I've done this thing, I'd
like to move into this other part of my argument . . .” T'll use this type

of transition, myself, when I move into the section of this text called,
“When, and When not?”

Academic Examples

The fact is, using first person for rhetorical clarity and to ease transi-
tions isn’t just easier—it’s common in many academic contexts. It’s
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accepted, even expected, in some cases, for scholarly writing such as
abstracts, position papers, theses, and dissertations in many fields to
employ first person in the ways I've just described. In almost all genres,
formats, and fields, the scholarly writer is expected to describe the re-
search done thus far by her peers and then make her own claims—a
structure that lends itself to first person.

Robert Terrill, a cultural studies scholar, begins his article, “Put
on a Happy Face: Batman as Schizophrenic Savior,” with an evalua-
tion of Tim Burton’s movie’s box office success, and then spends sev-
eral paragraphs discussing other scholars’ applications of psychological
frameworks to film studies. Throughout the literature review section,
Terrill’s own voice stays remote; he uses third person. But look at what
happens when he is ready to begin his own argument:

Because much of my analysis is grounded in the theo-
ries of Carl C. Jung, I will begin by outlining relevant
aspects of that theory. Then I suggest that Gotham
City is a dream world, a representative projection of
image-centered dreams. Within the framework of
Jung’s model, I show the principal characters to be
archetypal manifestations that erupt from Gotham’s
unconscious. Wayne/Batman is a splintered manifes-
tation of a potential whole; his condition represents
the schizophrenia required of a hero dedicated to
preservation of the shattered psyche of Gotham. (321)

Terrill’s move to first person separates his own claims from the
scholars he’s summarized in his introduction, and it allows him to take
ownership of his main claim. The way he “maps out” his article is also
typical of academic argument.

First person is used similarly in the sciences. Unlike Terrill, who
argues for a certain interpretation of a text, psychologists Jennifer
Kraemer and David Marquez report research findings in their article,
“Psychosocial Correlates and Outcomes of Yoga or Walking Among
Older Adults.” Much like Terrill, however, their introduction consists
of a review of literature in the third person. For almost three pages,
Kraemer and Marquez describe studies which have explored health
and injury patterns in old age, as well as studies which have investi-
gated various fitness programs for the elderly. When it comes time for
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Kraemer and Marquez to describe their own study, they shift into first
person:

We hypothesized that an acute bout of yoga would be
more effective at improving mood and reducing state
anxiety among older adults when compared with
acute bouts of walking. We further hypothesized that
older adults who practice yoga would have lower lev-
els of depression and higher quality of life when com-
pared with those who walk for exercise. We did not
make direct hypotheses for exercise barriers and bar-
riers self-efficacy because, to date, there is no research
that has examined those variables in this population.

(393)

Kraemer and Marquez continue in first person as they describe their
methodology. “We recruited a total of 51 participants (8 men, 43
women)” they write, “through classes at local yoga studios and mall
walking groups” (393). The researchers themselves, in first person, are
the subjects who “do” every action in the methods: “We asked ques-
tions on . . . We measured state anxiety by . . . We measured mood
using . . .”(393—4). By putting themselves in the picture, Kraemer and
Marquez acknowledge themselves as variables in their own study—a
key aspect of any scientific methodology, and especially those which
involve human subjects and use interviews to collect data.

On the other hand, some academic communities and genres stay
away from first person. Susan Clark, a professor at Yale who writes
about the communication and implementation of sustainable forestry
practices, describes her study without putting herself in the picture.
Where Kraemer and Marquez describe themselves “doing” the meth-
ods of their study, Clark has her article as the agent in her description
of analysis:

This article (a) describes the intelligence function
in conceptual terms, including its sequential phases
(as described by McDougal, Lasswell, & Reisman,
1981); (b) uses examples to illustrate the intelligence
activity from Reading and Miller (2000), Endan-
gered Animals: A Reference Guide to Conflicting Issues,
which gives 70 cases by 34 authors in 55 countries
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that focus on species, ecosystem, and sustainability
challenges; and employs a “problem-oriented” look at
intelligence activities across all these cases (Lasswell,
1971). It does so by asking and answering five ques-
tions . . . (637)

Clark’s methods are to analyze others” processes—hers, then, is meta-
analysis. It’s appropriate for her to remove herself rhetorically as she
deals with many actions and many, diverse actors. She is more a de-
scriber than a “do-er.”

At the very end of her article, in a “call to action” that directly ap-
plies her findings, Clark does finally use first person. “We can increase
the possibility of better biodiversity and ecosystem conservation, and
better sustainability overall,” she writes, “if we choose to use an ef-
fective intelligence activity. Success is more likely if we increase the
rationality of our own directed behavior” (659). Clark’s “we” is dif-
ferent from Kraemer and Marquez’s “we,” though. It refers to Clark’s
audience—the community of sustainable forestry as a whole—and
predicts future action in which she will be active.

WHEN (AND WHEN NoT) TO USE FIrsT PERSON?

Now that I've convinced you to try first person in some of your aca-
demic writing, I should talk about how to use it appropriately. (See?
I just used “I” for a clear transition to a new idea.) The key is: don’t
go “I” crazy. Remember the self-discipline you practiced with I-less
writing.

Probably the best way to approach first person in an academic con-
text is this: use it to make yourself clear. You’ll need “I” for clarity
when one of the ideals I described above is in question. Either 1) you’ll
need to describe an aspect of your personal perspective that will help
the reader see (your) whole picture; 2) you'll need to make the di-
vide between your voice and the scholars’ as clear as possible in order
to avoid misrepresenting the scholars’ claims; 3) your own claim will
need to stand apart from the other perspectives you've presented as
something new; or 4) you’ll need to guide your reader through the
organization of your text in some way.

Below, I've listed a few common writing situations/assignments
that first person can potentially support.
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Try “I” when . . .

. . . the assignment asks you to. Personal position papers, personal nar-
ratives, and assignments that say “tell what you did/read and provide
your reaction,” all explicitly ask you to use first person.

... youre asked to “Summarize and respond.” You might transition
into the response part of the paper with “I.”

. . . youre introducing a paper with a complicated structure: “I will
summarize Wagstaff’s argument, and then respond to a few key points
with my own interpretation.”

... you are proud of and intellectually invested in what you have to
say, and you want to arrange it in reference to others’ voices: “Many
scholars have used psychological frameworks to interpret the Batman
movies, but I would argue that a historical perspective is more produc-
tive...”

... you are unsure of your interpretation of a source, or you feel that
the claim youre making may be bigger than your level of expertise: “If
I read Wagstaff correctly, her conclusions imply . . .”

“I” Is a Bad Idea When . . .

... you use it only once. You don’t want to overuse the first person,
but if you're going to assert your position or make a transition with “I,”
give the reader a hint of your voice in the introduction. An introduc-
tion that anticipates structure with “I will,” for instance, works well
with transitions that use “I” as well. If you use first person only once,
the tone shift will jar the reader.

... The assignment is a simple summary. In that case, you need only
report; you are “eye,” not “.”

. . . youre writing a lab report for a science class, as a general rule.
But you might ask your teacher about the issues of objectivity I've ad-
dressed above, especially in terms of objective methodology.

Discussion

1. Can you remember a writing task during which you struggled
to avoid using the first person? What about the nature of the
content made “I” hard to avoid? Can you link the difficulty to
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one of the four values that first person “supports,” according
to this essay?

2. McKinney Maddalena claims that scientists use “I” more of-
ten in research reports, nowadays. Find a scientific article in
your school’s research databases that employs first person: “I”
or “we.” In what section is first person used, and how? Does its
usage reflect one of the values this essay points out?
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All Living Things Are Critics
Kenneth Burke

We may begin by noting the fact that all living organisms interpret many of the signs about them. A trout, having snatched
at a hook but having had the good luck to escape with a rip in his jaw, may [11] even show by his wiliness thereafter that
he can revise his critical appraisals. His experience has led him to form a new judgment, which we should verbalize as a
nicer discrimination between food and bait. A different kind of bait may outwit him, if it lacks the appearances by which he
happens to distinguish “jaw-ripping food.” And perhaps he passes up many a morsel of genuine food simply because it
happens to have the characters which he, as the result of his informing experience, has learned to take as the sign of bait.
| do not mean to imply that the sullen fish has thought all this out. | mean simply that in his altered response, for a greater
or lesser period following the hook-episode, he manifests the changed behavior that goes with a new meaning, he has a
more educated way of reading the signs. It does not matter how conscious or unconscious one chooses to imagine this
critical step—we need only note here the outward manifestation of a revised judgment.

Our great advantage over this sophisticated trout would seem to be that we can greatly extend the scope of the critical
process. Man can be methodical in his attempts to decide what the difference between bait and food might be.
Unfortunately, as Thorstein Veblen has pointed out, invention is the mother of necessity: the very power of criticism has
enabled man to build up cultural structures so complex that still greater powers of criticism are needed before he can
distinguish between the food-processes and bait-processes concealed beneath his cultural tangles. His greater critical
capacity has increased not only the range of his solutions, but also the range of his problems. Orientation can go wrong.
Consider, for instance, what conquest over the environment we have attained through our powers of abstraction, of
generalization; and then consider the stupid national or racial wars which have been fought precisely because these
abstractions were mistaken for realities. No slight critical ability is required for one to hate as his deepest enemy a people
thousands of miles away. When criticism can do so much for us, it may have got us just to the point where we greatly
require still better criticism. Though all organisms are critics in the sense that they interpret the signs about them, the
experimental, speculative technique made available by speech would seem to single out the human species as the only
one possessing an equipment for going beyond the criticism of experience to a criticism of criticism. We not only interpret
the character of events (manifesting in our responses all the gradations of fear, apprehension, misgiving, expectation,
assurance for which there are rough [12] behavioristic counterparts in animals)—we may also interpret our interpretations.

Pavlov's dog had acquired a meaning for bells when conditioned to salivate at the sound of one. Other experiments have
shown that such meanings can be made still more accurate: chickens can be taught that only one specific pitch is a food-
signal, and they will allow bells of other pitches to ring unheeded. But people never tremble enough at the thought of how
flimsy such interpreting of characters is. If one rings the bell next time, not to feed the chickens, but to assemble them for
chopping off their heads, they come faithfully running, on the strength of the character which a ringing bell possesses for
them. Chickens not so well educated would have acted more wisely. Thus it will be seen that the devices by which we
arrive at a correct orientation may be quite the same as those involved in an incorrect one. We can only say that a given
objective event derives its character for us from past experiences having to do with like or related events. A ringing bell is
in itself as meaningless as an undifferentiated portion of the air we are breathing. It takes on character, meaning,
significance (dinner bell or doorbell) in accordance with the contexts in which we experience it. A great deal of such
character can be imparted to events by purely verbal means, as when we label a bottle "Poison" or when Marxians
explain a man's unemployment for him by attributing it to financial crises inherent in the nature of capitalism. The words
themselves will likewise have derived their meanings out of past contexts [13].

Selection from Blakesley, David. The Elements of Dramatism. Longman, 2002.
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Storytelling, Narration, and the
“Who I Am” Story

Catherine Ramsdell

Green Eggs and Ham was the story of my life. I wouldn’t eat a
thing when I was a kid, bur Dr. Seuss inspired me to try cauli-

Sflower!
—Jim Carrey

It’s all storytelling, you know. That'’s what journalism is all about.

—Tom Brokaw

People have forgotten how to tell a story. Stories don’t have a
middle or an end any more. They usually have a beginning that
never stops beginning.

—Steven Spielberg
INTRODUCTION

Are stories just a form of entertainment—Ilike movies, television shows,
books, and video games?* Or are they something more? This chapter
takes the stance that/stories are a fundamental and primary form of
communication, and without them, we would lose an important way
to teach our children, to train our employees, to sell our products, and
to make information memorable to those of any age.

* This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Acttribution-
Noncommercial-ShareAlike 3.0 United States License and is subject to the
Writing Spaces’” Terms of Use. To view a copy of this license, visit htep:/
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/us/ or send a letter to Creative
Commons, 171 Second Street, Suite 300, San Francisco, California, 94105,
USA. To view the Writing Spaces’” Terms of Use, visit http://writingspaces.
org/terms-of-use.
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Consider a Jewish story Annette Simmons references in her book
The Story Factor: Inspiration, Influence, and Persuasion Through the Art
of Storytelling:

Truth, naked and cold, had been turned away from every door
in the village. Her nakedness frightened the people. When
Parable found her she was huddled in a corner, shivering and
hungry. Taking pity on her, Parable gathered her up and took
her home. There, she dressed Truth in story, warmed her and
sent her out again. Clothed in story, Truth knocked again at
the doors and was readily welcomed into the villagers’ houses.
They invited her to eat at their tables and warm herself by

their fires. (27)

Certainly stories can be a form of entertainment—a book to curl up
with on a cold rainy afternoon, a movie to share with a best friend,
a video game to conquer—but stories can also be much more and,
as will be discussed at the end of the chapter, today stories can be
found just about anywhere. Furthermore, because stories can be found
anywhere from a movie theatre to a corporate boardroom, everyone
should know how to tell a good story.

In her book, The Story Factor: Inspiration, Influence, and Persuasion
Through the Art of Storytelling, Simmons talks about seven different
kinds of stories everyone should learn how to tell. One of them is the
“Who I Am” story. Simply put, a Who I Am story shows something
about its author, and this type of story fits into the genre of memoir or
creative nonfiction. Here is an example from Simmons’ book:

Skip looked into the sea of suspicious stockholders and won-
dered what might convince them to follow his leadership. He
was 35, looked 13 and was third generation rich. He could
tell they assumed he would be an unholy disaster as a leader.
He decided to tell them a story. “My first job was drawing the
electrical engineering plans for a boat building company. The
drawings had to be perfect because if the wires were not accu-
rately placed before the fiberglass form was poured, a mistake
might cost a million dollars, easy. At 25, I already had two
masters’ degrees. I had been on boats all my life and frankly,
I found drawing these plans a bit . . . mindless. One morning
I got a call az home from a $6/hour worker asking me ‘are you
sure this is right?” I was incensed. Of course I was sure—"just
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pour the damn thing.” When his supervisor called me an hour
later and woke me up again and asked ‘are you sure this is
right?” I had even less patience. ‘I said I was sure an hour ago
and I'm still sure.

It was the phone call from the president of the company
that finally got me out of bed and down to the site. If I had to
hold these guys by the hand, so be it. I sought out the worker
who had called me first. He sat looking at my plans with his
head cocked to one side. With exaggerated patience I began to
explain the drawing. But after a few words my voice got weak-
er and 7y head started to cock to the side as well. It seems that
I had (being left-handed) transposed starboard and port so
that the drawing was an exact mirror image of what it should
have been. Thank God this $6/hour worker had caught my
mistake before it was too late. The next day I found this box
on my desk. The crew bought me a remedial pair of tennis
shoes for future reference. Just in case I got mixed up again—
a red left shoe for port, and a green right one for starboard.
These shoes don’t just help me remember port and starboard.
They help me remember to listen even when I think I know
what’s going on.” As he held up the shoebox with one red and
one green shoe, there were smiles and smirks. The stockhold-
ers relaxed a bit. If this young upstart had already learned
this lesson about arrogance, then he might have learned a few
things about running companies, too. (1-2)

This example shows some of the reasons why people tell Who I

Am stories. Chances are that if Skip had gone into this meeting and
said “Look, I know I'm young, but I've got a lot of experience, I know
what I'm doing, I've learned a lot from my mistakes. Just trust me,” he
would not have won over his audience.

Please keep this example and the basic definition of the Who I Am

story in mind while reading through the next section, which provides a lit-
tle background and theory about the fine art of narration and storytelling,

NARRATIVE THEORY

Roland Barthes was arguably one of the most important literary theo-
rists of the twentieth century. To begin, we’ll look at his thoughts on
narrative:
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The narratives of the world are numberless. Narrative is first and
foremost a prodigious variety of genres, themselves distributed
amongst different substances—as though any material were fit
to receive man’s stories. Able to be carried by articulated lan-
guage, spoken or written, fixed or moving images, gestures, and
the ordered mixture of all these substances; narrative is pres-
ent in myth, legend, fable, tale, novella, epic, history, tragedy,
drama, comedy, mime, painting (think Carpaccio’s Saint Ursu-
la), stained-glass windows, cinema, comics, news items, conver-
sation. Moreover, under this almost infinite discovery of forms,
narrative is present in every age, in every place, in every society;
it begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere is
nor has been a people without narrative. All classes, all human
groups, have their narratives, enjoyment of which is very often
shared by men with different even opposing, cultural back-
grounds. Caring nothing for the division between good and bad
literature, narrative is international, transhistorical, transcultur-

al: it is simply there, like life itself. (qtd. in Abbott 1-2)

In the forty-five years since Barthes penned this passage, nearly ev-
ery book on storytelling or narrative theory has referenced this quote.
Even if this quote is not referenced directly, often authors simply make
a similar statement in their own words. For example, twenty-one years
after Barthes voiced his thoughts on narrative, Luc Herman and Bart
Vervaceck, authors of The Handbook of Narrative Analysis, stated:

No single period or society can do without narratives. And, a
good number of contemporary thinkers hasten to add, what-
ever you say and think about a certain time or place becomes a
narrative in its own right. From the oldest myths and legends
to postmodern fabulation, narration has always been central.
Postmodern philosophers . . . also contend that everything
amounts to a narrative, including the world and the self. If
that is correct, then the study of narrative . . . unveils fun-
damental culture-specific opinions about reality and human-
kind, which are narrativized in stories and novels. (1)

Whether authors quote Barthes directly or voice the same senti-
ment in their own words, one of the few things almost all authors,
scholars, and critics can agree on is that narrative is part of human-
kind, it always has been, and it always will be.
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Of course, what Barthes and Herman call narration, many, myself
included, call story. H. Porter Abbott notes in The Cambridge Intro-
duction to Narrative, “Many speakers of English grow up using story to
mean what we [Abbott and Barthes among others] are referring to here
as a narrative” (16). Technically, however, there are some differences
between the words “story” and “narrative.” In his book 7he Classical
Plot and Invention of Western Narrative, N. J. Lowe talks about these
differences using the terms fzbula and sjuzhet:

This distinction is a cornerstone of modern narrative theory,
even though there has been huge disagreement over the precise
definition of the two terms and the boundary between them,
and scarcely less over how to present them in English. Fabula
(in English, usually ‘story’) is the series of events the work re-
counts, but imagined stripped of all the artifices of storytelling:
a series of actual events in their natural order, in what merely
happens to be a fictional world. In contrast, sjuzber is the ac-
count of those same events that we actually get, reordered and
reshaped in the process of telling to reach and affect the audi-
ence or reader in a particular and deliberate way. (5)

As Lowe mentions, scholars and writers have disagreed over the
exact meaning of words like story and narrative. Abbot, for example,
talks about “three distinctions: narrative is the representation of events
consisting of story and narrative discourse; story is the event or se-
quence of events (the action), and narrative discourse is those events as
represented” (16). In this chapter, we’ll use these definitions: a story
(or fabula) encompasses the events or action in the story, and narra-
tive discourse (or sjuzhet) is the way these events or actions are related.
For example, all stylistic choices or organizational strategies, such as
flashback, are part of the narrative discourse. Narrative discourse can
encompass numerous things, but story almost always includes two pri-
mary parts: events and characters. After all, what story does not have
these two characteristics? A story by its very nature includes events,
and as Abbott contends, “what are events but the actions or reactions
of [characters]?” (17).

Characters and events (or actions) may seem inextricably linked,
but which is more important has been debated since Aristotle’s time.
Aristotle took the stance that action was most important. In Poetics,
he states: “Now character determines men’s qualities, but it is by their


skapica
Highlight


Storytelling, Narration, and the “Who I Am” Story 275

actions that they are happy or reverse. Dramatic action, therefore, is
not with a view to the representation of Character: character comes in
as a subsidiary to the actions” (62—63). Still, character was important
to Aristotle; he believed it was the second most important element
in a drama and that character brought morality to a text (64). In the
twentieth century, however, many authors started to think character
was more important. For example, as author Andrew Horton notes,
“Flannery O’Conner says ‘it is the character’s personality that creates
the action of the story’ and not the other way around.” Horton goes
on to state that usually the characters connect an audience emotion-
ally to a story (2).

Because the purpose of a Who I Am story is to illustrate something
about oneself, some might assume that character is the most important
aspect of the Who I Am story, but in truth, as novelist Henry James
asserts, both character and action are important in this type of story.
James believes: “What is character but the determination of incident?
What is incident but the illustration of character? . . . It is an incident
for a woman to stand up with her hand resting on the table and look
out at you in a certain way; or if it be not an incident I think it will be
hard to say what it is. At the same time it is the expression of character”
(qtd. in Abbott 124).

Granted, thinking of the people in a Who I Am story as characters
may seem odd because most likely they will be real people. However,
consider Theodore A. Rees Cheney’s thoughts:

Traditional nonfiction, particularly journalistic nonfiction,
never concerned itself with developing characters. Fiction
writers worked at characterization; nonfiction writers concen-
trated on events. Creative nonfiction writers say that because
so many events occur as the result of human interactions, the
event cannot be fully understood without also understanding
something of the people (characters) surrounding it. (134)

So while thinking of yourself, friends, or family as characters may
not feel completely natural, remember some similarities do exist be-
tween characters and real people in that the people/characters in a
Who I Am story need to be developed, interesting, and understand-
able, just like characters in a fiction work. Of course, some differences
exist as well. Since the characters in a Who I Am story are real people,
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you will not be creating characters, as a fiction writer does; instead, as
Cheney notes, you will be revealing them:

When I write about character development, I'm talking about
how the writer goes about revealing a person’s character . .
. The creative nonfiction writer does not ‘create’ characters;
rather, he or she reveals them to the reader as honestly and ac-
curately as possible. Like most contemporary fiction writers,
creative nonfiction writers reveal character much as it happens

in real life—Dbit by bit. (134)

Generally speaking, authors reveal their characters in two ways:
direct and indirect characterization. With direct characterization, the
author simply tells the audience something about a character. The line
“He was 35, looked 13 and was third generation rich” from the Who I
Am story at the beginning of this chapter is an example of direct char-
acterization. With indirect characterization, the audience learns about
characters by watching or listening to them. Indirect characterization
can also include descriptions of characters. The Who I Am story at
the start of this chapter primarily utilizes indirect characterization.
The entire story Skip tells about his first job, the mindless drawing,
being upset about an hourly worker calling him at home—all indirect
characterization. Since indirect characterization shows what a charac-
ter does, indirect characterization often directly relates to the sequence
of actions, again showing how character and action can intertwine.

Another important piece of a story and narrative discourse is the
difference between real time and narrative time. Consider the follow-
ing passage:

Amy dropped a mug of coffee. It shattered on the kitchen
floor. Coffee and shattered glass were everywhere. Amy got a
towel and began cleaning up the mess.

This is real time, but if a few details are added, we get narrative time:

Amy dropped a mug of coffee. It shattered with a loud crash
onto the kitchen floor. She felt the hot liquid burn through
her socks into her feet. Coffee and shattered glass were ev-
erywhere. Amy sighed; there was no more coffee in the pot,
and she had really needed a caffeine burst. Moving carefully
through the mess, Amy grabbed an old towel out of the draw-
er and began cleaning up the remains of her breakfast.
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Abbott explains the difference between real (or clock) time and nar-
rative time:

Clock time . . . always relates back to itself, so that one speaks
in terms of numbers or seconds or their multiples (minutes,
hours) and fractions (nanoseconds). Narrative time, in con-
trast, relates to events or incidents. And while clock time is
necessarily marked off by regular intervals of a certain length,
narrative time is not necessarily any length at all. (4-5)

Abbott adds that writers can slow the “whole sequence down by simply
adding details” and “conversely, we can make narrative time go like
the wind” by using phrases like “in the following months” or “a few
weeks later” (5).

The universality of narrative, fabula and sjuzhet, character and ac-
tion, indirect and direct representation, real time and narrative time
are just a few aspects of narrative theory, but these terms and this in-
formation will provide a solid foundation as we begin thinking more
specifically about the Who I Am story.

STARTING THE “WHO I AM” STORY

Your Who I Am story should start to answer the question “who are
you?” However, this story should only focus on one characteristic or
aspect of your personality. Think back to Skip and the Who I Am
story from the beginning of this chapter. His story helped prove he was
ready to be a leader and ready to run a corporation.

As with most other types of writing, brainstorming can be a use-
ful tool. To begin, you might just think about all the ways to finish
the sentence “I am . . .” The word you choose to finish this sentence
then becomes the subject of your Who I Am story. If a subject is not
jumping out at you, think about the way your mother, best friend, sig-
nificant other, or pet might describe you. Think about a characteristic
that only the people closest to you see—for example, has anyone ever
told you “when I first met you, I never would have guessed that you
were so funny (or competitive or happy)”?

Once you have a characteristic in mind, keep brainstorming and
think of one specific example or event that illustrates this character-
istic. This example will become your story. Again, much like a topic,
sometimes an example, or story, will just jump to mind. However, if
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you cannot think of an example right away, look through some old
pictures, scrapbooks, or yearbooks. Reread journals or listen to favor-
ite songs. All of these things can spark memories, and one of these
memories can become the example or event on which your Who I Am
story will focus. This event does not have to be exciting or flamboyant.
Simple but heartfelt stories often are the most effective. Many things
can be faked in life, but sincerity is generally not one of them.

Writing the “Who I Am” Story

Once you have the topic, just start writing. Writing a story is not like
baking a cake—there is no formula or recipe that guarantees a perfect
story. But here are some steps to consider:

1. Ask some questions about the event you are going to write
about. When did this event take place? What are the starting and
ending points? Where did this event take place? Who was there? Was
there a conflict? A resolution?

2. Write down everything you remember. Of course, there are nu-
merous ways to write a first draft, but for a Who I Am story, sim-
ply writing down everything you remember about the event is a good
place to start. Usually, it is better to have more writing than what you
need. So start by writing everything down in chronological order. Do
not worry about any rhetorical strategies or making it sound good.
Think about the concept of fzbula and just write down the entire series
of events or actions.

3. Go do something else. Once you have the entire story written
down, set it aside. Go take a nap or play with your dog, and come back
to the story later. Then reread it and see if you left anything out. Time
permitting, go through this process of putting the story aside and then
rereading it several times.

4. Summarize the main point of the story in one or two sentences.
Go through the story and eliminate everything that does not relate to
this main point. Do not worry about length right now. Focus on qual-
ity and creating a unified story.

5. Think about creating a dominant impression. Is the story sad,
thoughtful, sarcastic, or humorous? If you have trouble deciding on
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a dominant impression, think about setting the story to music. What
song would you pick—Mozart’s “Moonlight Sonata,” something by
the Violent Femmes, a sultry jazz tune—and what emotion does this
song conjure up?

6. Keeping the main point and dominant impression in mind, add
details and expand the most important parts of your story. Real
time should now become narrative time. Add concrete details and im-
agery. Imagine the different senses to which the story could appeal.
We are a very visual culture, but go beyond describing what things
look like—consider incorporating smells or sounds. Think about the
way something feels when touched. Also think about how these details
can help draw a reader in. Consider this an example from a student’s

Who I Am story:

At the beginning of every school year, I am obligated to intro-
duce myself to a new sea of adolescent hormones swimming
with impulsiveness, curiosity, and unfiltered tourette-like ver-
bal ejaculations. Sure, I could stand before the little urchins,
and with trident in hand, I could dictate the rules of my class
and cast off a long list of life experiences that made me the im-
mortal that stands before them or I could let them place their
expectations upon me creating an environment of perceived
equality. Being a believer in a democratic classroom, I always
opt for the latter.

Look at the way this student builds on the details: the words “sea,”
“swimming” and “trident” work beautifully together. And look at the
choices the student made: using the words “adolescent hormones” and
“urchins” instead of students; “unfiltered tourette-like verbal ejacula-
tions” could have simply been opinions or obnoxious comments. The
story includes a lot of visual elements, but the phrase “verbal ejacula-
tions” also appeals to the ears. These words, phrases, and ideas all
work together to, as clichéd as it sounds, paint a picture of the author
of this story.

The author of this story is a student, but she is also a middle-school
teacher. The main point of the story is to show who she is as a teacher.
Everything in this paragraph relates to that main point. We do not
know the color of her hair, whether she is wearing a shirt or a sweater,
or if she is tall or short. After all, none of these things relate to the
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point of this story. Great detail and description and emotions are very
important to the Who I Am story. But they need to be the right de-
tails, descriptions, and emotions, and they need to be used at the right
time.

8. Make certain the story shows and does not tell. The ultimate
success of the Who I Am story depends on how well you show, not
tell, who you are (i.e. use more indirect characterization than direct
characterization). Have faith in your words and in the story you are
telling. Trust that the story works and do not end the story with a
statement like “clearly this event shows that I am a trustworthy per-
son.” Let the story do its job. Consider two more paragraphs from our
middle-school teacher’s story:

On the first day of class last year, I allowed students to take
seats at their leisure. I sat on my desk and when everyone was
settled, I quietly commanded their attention by placing a large
black top hat upon my head. Conversations abruptly stopped
as my curious audience took notice. ‘If I were to say that hats
are a metaphor for the different roles we play in our lives, what
do you think that means?’ I was met with blank stares. “What
if I said that I play many roles every day? I am a teacher, a
mother, a daughter, a coworker, and a friend. Are the expecta-
tions for those different roles the same or different?” A hand
raises and a girl with pale skin, lively eyes and thick auburn
hair answers, ‘Of course they’re different. I don’t act the same
around my friends as I do in front of my parents!’” She has a
smug ‘as if” expression.

“You're absolutely right,’ I acknowledge. ‘Now what if I were
to ask you to define the expectations of my role as your teach-
er?” Eyebrows rise as the class considers this. ‘I'm going to pass
out sticky notes and I want each of you to write down a word or
phrase that describes what my job is as your teacher. When you
are done, I want you to place your note on the strip of blue pa-
per that runs up the wall in the back of the room. Each of you
should place your note above the note of the person that went
before you so that we create a column of sticky notes. Does
everyone understand?” A thin-faced, black boy with large eyes
and bright teeth pipes up, “So we get to tell you how to do your
job?” I thoughtfully pause before answering, “Well . . . yah!’
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What do we learn about the author from reading this passage?
What kind of teacher is she? We could describe her as creative, brave,
caring, and dedicated. We could decide that she is not afraid to take
some risks. We know that she loves her job. Does she directly state any
of these things? No. But her story shows that she is all of these things.

9. Look at the introduction of your story. Will it grab a reader’s at-
tention? Think about sitting in a doctor’s office or waiting for your car
to be repaired. You pick up a magazine and start to thumb through it.
How long do you give an article to grab your attention before turning
the page? Some people flip to the next page if the title of the article
does not interest them; other more generous readers will read the first
sentence or two before deciding to continue reading or to move on
to the next page. Something in the opening paragraph, hopefully in
the first sentence or two, should grab the reader and make him or her
want to read on. Here is an example from another student’s Who I
Am story:

I thought by the time I was thirty I would know what I want-
ed to be when I grew up. But here I am on the eve of my thir-
ty-first birthday, and I am still searching, searching for where
I fit into the world, amidst all the titles I have been given such
as Sydney’s Mom, Tripp’s Wife, and Janice’s Daughter. Then
there are all the roles I play: maid, chef, bookkeeper, personal
shopper, and teacher. Of course that’s just what I do and who
I do it for. The real question remains, when you take all of
that away, who am I?

This is the first paragraph of the student’s Who I Am essay, and it
does several things nicely. The conversational tone draws us in. We al-
most feel as if we are getting to peek inside the author’s head. “Tripp’s
Wife,” “Janice’s Daughter,” “chef,” “personal shopper” are lovely spe-
cifics, and equally important, these are specifics to which most people
can relate. Perhaps we are Bob’s son or Suzie’s boyfriend instead of a
daughter or a wife, but we can still see the similarities between the
author’s life and our own. And because of that, we want to know how
she answers the question “who am I?”

10. Treat this story like any other paper. Have a solid organiza-
tional scheme (chronological often works well), keep one main idea per
paragraph, use transitional phrasing, vary the sentence structure, and
make sure the ideas flow into each other. Reflect on word choice and
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particularly verb choices. Just think, for example, of all the different
synonyms for the word walk. A character could strut, saunter, stroll,
sashay, or skip. She could mosey, meander, or march. Powerful verbs
are a great way to add panache and detail to a story without making it
wordy or slowing the pace.

11. Proofread, edit, and proofread again. Give the story to a friend
and ask them to read it. Do not tell them what the paper is about or
what you are trying to accomplish. Instead just ask them what they
learned or what three words they would use to describe your story.

12. And the last bit of advice—have fun. The best storytellers enjoy
telling stories. When you are telling a story, pick a story that matters
to you and a story that you really want to share. Let your love for that
story come through, and let others see you through your story.

LoOKING FORWARD: STORYTELLING IN
THE PROFESSIONAL WORLD

As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, storytelling is not
just for entertainment anymore. It’s not just a mindless academic exer-
cise either; storytelling is quickly becoming a cornerstone of the non-
profit and corporate worlds. Storytelling can be a part of corporate
training, public relations, politics, journalism, and of course, the two
industries we are going to focus on: grantwriting and advertising.

Cheryl Clarke’s book Storyzelling for Grantseekers: A Creative Guide
to Nonprofit Fundraising has been highly praised by both grantwriters
and grant readers. For decades grants have been notoriously boring—
both to write and to read. Clarke’s book is starting to change all that.

Clarke begins by noting the similarities between grantwriting and
storytelling:

Storytelling is a powerful art form. Stories entertain, educate,
and enlighten. They have the ability to transport an audience to
another location and teach them about issues and people they
may know nothing about. The same is true of grantwriting. (xv)

Clarke continues by breaking down the different parts of the grant-
writing process. She relates that often the grantwriting process starts
with a letter of intent, a one to two page letter summarizing the request
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that is sent to the funding organization. If the funding organization
thinks your request has merit, they will ask you (or your organization)
to submit a full grant proposal. Clarke likens the letter of intent to a
short story and the full grant proposal to a novel.

Like short stories and novels, grants should also have heroes, vil-
lains (or antagonists) and a conflict. The hero is, of course, the non-
profit agency. As Clarke notes,

Nonprofit agencies do heroic work, and they are the heroes of
every proposal we write. Throughout the world today, non-
profits are working diligently to feed the hungry, shelter the
homeless, heal the sick, teach children, conserve the environ-
ment, save endangered species, and present music performanc-
es and art exhibitions, among other important activities. . . .
As grantwriters, we have the opportunity to tell others these
amazing stories. (52)

The antagonist is simply the need or problem. Hunger, global warm-
ing, abused animals, disease—any one of these could be the villain of
the grant proposal. The nonprofit and the need become the characters
in the story and supply the conflict and tension. Clarke suggests giving
these characters a voice, stating “quotes are especially powerful because
through them the proposal reviewer ‘hears’ directly from your agency’s
clients in their own words” (81). These quotes become the dialogue in
the story. Grant proposals often include other elements traditionally
seen in novels, such as setting, back stories, and resolutions.

Clarke clearly shows the advantages of using storytelling tech-
niques in grantwriting, and many believe storytelling is an equally
important part of advertising as a close examination of the “1984”
Macintosh commercial will indicate. In 1984, Apple was in trouble.
As Richard Maxwell and Robert Dickman note in their book 7he Ele-
ments of Persuasion: Use Storytelling to Pitch Better, Sell Faster and Win
More Business:

at that time the computer industry was in transition . . . Apple
had been a major player when computers were seen as expen-
sive toys for hobbyists or learning platforms for children. But
when corporations began seriously going digital, they natural-
ly turned to a name they had come to trust—IBM. IBM PC
computers became ‘industry standard,’ with all the purchas-
ing and advertising muscle that implied. (11)



284 Catherine Ramsdell

In response, Apple’s CEO Steve Jobs created the Macintosh com-
puter, but he needed an advertisement that would bring attention
to this computer. The “1984” commercial did just that. The “1984”
commercial (available on YouTube: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=0OYecfV3ubP8) shows a dystopia: a dismal gray world where
Big Brother is seen (and heard) on every television screen. Row af-
ter row of people stare mindlessly at huge television screens, watch-
ing propaganda. A woman in red shorts runs through the crowd and
hurls a hammer at the largest screen, destroying it and silencing Big
Brother. The commercial closes with the tagline “On January 24,
Apple Computer will introduce Macintosh. And you'll see why 1984
won’t be like 1984.”

The commercial ran only once nationally (during the 1984 Super
Bowl) and is generally credited with two things. The first is saving
Apple. As Maxwell and Dickman note, “The result of this ad was
explosive. Seven days later there wasn’t a Macintosh left unsold on
any store shelf in America, and back orders were beginning to stretch
out for months” (12). Second, many advertising gurus believe that the
“1984” commercial was one of the first advertisements to use a story.

Much like the stories Clarke talks about, the “1984” commercial
has a hero: the Macintosh computer, which is personified by the at-
tractive blonde in the short red shorts. The villain is the status quo and
corporate America, both of which are supposed to symbolize IBM.
The smashing of the television screen ends the conflict and provides
resolution. This story also has something else: passion. As Maxwell
and Dickman note: “But at its cohesive core, what made this ad white-
hot was Steve Job’s passionate belief that a computer was meant to be
a tool to set people free” (12). And Maxwell and Dickman believe pas-
sion is another essential element of story.

This is, of course, only one example; today most commercials tell
a story, and we can certainly see why. Maxwell and Dickman explain
“A good story plays as well on TV as it does whispered to a guy in the
back of a union meeting hall. It’s as powerful in the powder room as
it is in the boardroom. People love a good story. We can’t get enough
of them. And a good story is infectious. It spreads like wildfire” (46).

Again, storytelling now appears in many forms of professional and
workplace communication; grantwriting and advertising are only two
examples. So have fun telling your stories, enjoy them, learn to make
them come alive. At the same time, you’ll be developing a marketable
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skill because, appropriately enough, storytelling has become a valuable
commodity in corporate America.

DiscussioN

1. Maxwell and Dickman believe that “a story is a fact, wrapped
in an emotion that compels us to take an action that trans-
forms our world.” How would you define the term story? What
do you think are the most important elements of a good story?
What examples help support your thoughts?

2. How could stories and storytelling fit into your major field of

study? What types of stories do you think professionals in your
field might find useful?
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The Montreal
Just for Laughs Comedy
Festival Keynote Address

I was asked to give the keynote speech at the 2011 Just for
Laughs Comedy Festival in Montreal. I was nervous and
horrified as I approached the podium at 1 p.m. on July
28, 2011, in front of about four hundred peers and show-
biz types. These were people who I felt judged me my en-
tire career. People who I thought had kept me down and
made my life difficult. But once I stopped at the podium
a peace came over me. I knew that what I was about to
say was from my heart. I knew there were some laughs
and some pain. I knew that I had arrived . .. in my body.
I fought back some tears a few minutes in but I got
through it. It was one of the most intense and elating ex-
periences of my life. I showed up for myself and my craft.

Welcome to the Montreal Just for Laughs Comedy Festival and
fuck you, some of you; you know who you are. Wait. Sorry. That
was the old me. I would like to apologize for being a dick just
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The Ballad of Drunky McCreepster

Blayr Nias

Response “Making Do”: Reflections on Blayr Nias® “The Ballad of
Drunky McCreepster”
By Deborah M. Thomson

THE BALLAD OF DRUNKY MCCREEPSTER
Blayr Nias

This fun tale from the road occurred on my third or fourth gig as a touring
feature comic. I had no idea what I was doing or where I was going. I just
wanted to be funny in front of people and get paid to do it. At this point,
I was living the dream and had no idea how lonely, scary, boring, and just
plain disgusting the road can be—especially if you are a woman. I don’t
consider myself a knockout beauty, but it’s way worse if you are not an
obvious lesbian or a senior citizen ... and even then, it can be brutal.

I was the opening act at a piano bar in Florida. This was a military base
town, and it was the weekend they got paid, so I was assured everyone
would be drinking, spending money, and ready to laugh. They were right
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about the first part. The bar had a happy hour for two hours before the
show where you could get a fishbowl filled with alcohol. Four different
kinds of rum went into the concoction, so I assume you were supposed to
share it. But the star of this story was flying solo that night and had no
concept of moderation.

The host was not able to even remotely get the attention of the room
before I went up so it was a shit show from the get-go. I do have a knack
for entrancing even the rowdiest crowds. I think it is because I am so high
energy and animated. It’s like distracting a crying toddler. They don’t
know what to think, so they usually shut up, listen, and laugh.

I was about three-fourths of the way through my set and beginning to
promote my merchandise, some racially insensitive but hilarious T-shirts
that say, “I’m not racist. I have black friends.” This is when the shit
hit the fan.

I should go back a moment and mention that during my set, the drunk
man by himself with several empty fishbowls in front of him had been a
nuisance for a solid twenty minutes. Apparently, the wait staff had cut him
off, but not informed him. So, first he began waving them down, then
yelling for service, and finally getting up to find them and place his order
stumbling all the way and incoherently chiming in with my jokes when he
could. He wasn’t so much a heckler as a train wreck dumpster fire.

Most professional rooms would have escorted him out or handled the
situation, but it just escalated. The audience began to simultaneously
watch the man and my set like a volatile tennis match. All of them wonder-
ing when this disaster would reach a boiling point. So, I am on stage hold-
ing up my shirts, getting laughs, and then it happens. He starts half
stumbling, half barreling toward the stage screaming that he wants to buy
one RIGHT NOW. He was holding cash up in the air like a drunk trying
to get the bartender’s attention. He mustered all his inebriated energy,
swung one leg and then the other on the stage to my horror and dismay.
I began to look around for someone to help or stop this, but no one did
anything but stare with mouths agape.

Once he hoisted himself up on all fours then somehow managed to
stand, he started forcing the money in my face and grabbing at the T-shirt
I was holding. I could see his face more clearly now. He was not a young
man serving his country, just out for a few drinks and laughs. He was a
very old, very creepy, extremely dirty man.

My “stranger danger” alarm went oft like an air-raid siren. I tried to
laugh it off and suggested he take his seat and he could see me after the
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show to buy a shirt if he wanted one that badly. He took the twenty-dollar
bill in his hand and forced it in mine while he swiped the shirt out of my
other hand and started teetering toward the edge of the stage.

I finished my set making fun of him just enough to ease the tension, but
not enough to encourage him to participate any further. Once I finished my
set, I thought, “OKk, so this is what a hell gig is. I got through it, and I’'m ok.”

I was wrong. Mr. Drunky McCreepster found me again and began to
tell me how beautiful I was through glazed eyes and a sway that indicated
he was on a boat the rest of us couldn’t see. He then proceeded to reach
his hand down my pants and grab my ass. Not from the outside of my
jeans like a normal pervert. Not a pat on the back side like friendly office
sexual harassment. No. His entire hand and forearm up to his elbow was
inside my pants.

I jerked away horrified. But always trying to bring humor to the darkest
of times, I said, “That will cost you more than twenty bucks.” He pulled
out his wallet, half joking, half serious, and began to fish through the bills.
I grabbed the entire thing, as I had seen Jane Jetson do to her husband in
the opening credits of one of my favorite childhood cartoons. I took all
the cash out and handed him back an empty wallet. I netted about $80
total which was not nearly enough for his offense, but I felt slightly vindi-
cated and amused. Needless to say, I rarely interact with drunk men on the
road anymore. Or, at the very least, I make sure I have someone there to
“watch my back.”

Blayr Nias Bio

Blayr Nias has appeared on Fox’s Laughs, Comedy Central’s Up Next and
was a regular contributor on WCCB News Rising. She was selected Best
Comedian by Charlotte Magazine, “Hostess with the Mostess” by Creative
Loafing, and Top 30 Under 30 by Elevate Lifestyle Magazine. For almost
six years, she has been producing the Almost Famous Comedy Show at the
flagship Comedy Zone in Charlotte, NC. Along with touring clubs around
the country, she has performed everywhere from colleges to churches. She
has worked with Marc Maron, Katt Williams, and the late great Ralphie
May. Hailing from Massachusetts but living in the Carolinas for over a
decade has given her the sophisticated blend of Northern aggression and
Southern hospitality.
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“MAKING DO”: REFLECTIONS ON BrAYR NIAS® “THE
Barrap oF DRUNKY MCCREEPSTER”

Deborah M. Thomson

“The Jetsons” imagined a future where men flew private space jets to
work, machines and robots cooked and cleaned, and women had all the
time in the world to spend their husbands’ money. In the opening credits,
George Jetson flew to work, dropping his children off at school in mini
space pods before dropping his wife Jane off at the mall. Before Jane left
the jet, George opened his wallet and offered her a bill. Jane left her hus-
band the single bill and instead took his cash-filled wallet. The show was
both futuristic and firmly grounded in the sexism of'its era. Its producers
imagined that among the space jets and floating houses that women would
continue to play the role of consumers. Of course, not all viewers read
televisual messages in the way they are intended (Hall, 1980). In her story,
Blayr Nias turns the sexist script of “The Jetsons” on its head in an imagi-
native performance.

In fact, there are two performances taking place in Nias’ story. One
performance takes place on the night that Nias recounts. The second is
Nias’ performance of her story for you the reader. In both performances,
Nias finds a way to respond to the power exerted against her. To fully
understand Blayr Nias’ story, we need to pay close attention to both the
“what” (the events of the story) and the “how” (the telling of the story).

The Events of the Story

At its core, Nias’ story is about how power and gender were transacted
within the context of a stand-up show at a small piano bar in Florida.
Michel de Certeau (1984) writes in The Practice of Everyday Life that our
daily encounters are infused with power, based on historical and institu-
tional privileges, like those that come with being a male in a patriarchal
society. Those with privilege can exert what de Certeau calls “strategies,”
the kinds of practices that allow a person or an institution to assert power
over other people. Sometimes strategies come from a place of legitimate
authority, such as a bar owner throwing out a disruptive customer because
they own the bar and control that space. (Unfortunately, this was not the
case for Blayr Nias on the night she describes.) De Certeau (1984) also
tells us about the “tactics” used by those not in power, who call upon a
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practice of “making do” in situations where power is being used against
them. He describes the tactic as “a calculated action” that takes place in
“the space of the other” (p. 37). Individuals without institutional power
do not have the option of advanced planning; they must rely upon “iso-
lated actions, blow by blow” (p. 37).

By definition, a traveling comic is always, to some extent, in “the space
of the other.” Nias tells us about that space: a military town, payday week-
end, with an audience who would be “drinking, spending money, and
ready to laugh.” These all seem to be in her favor. She is there to make
people laugh and to make money in a place where people have money and
want to laugh. But it doesn’t exactly go down that way. During her set,
she is interrupted by an extremely intoxicated man as she is trying to sell
her T-shirts onstage in the middle of her set. There is no bouncer, no staft
to remove the man, who continues to harass her. In the words of Nias, this
man “starts half stumbling, half barreling toward the stage screaming that
he wants to buy one RIGHT NOW.” At this point, the drunken man has
stolen the show, as he hoists himself onto the stage, holding his twenty-
dollar bill in the air.

Comedy clubs are spaces that allow for some audience misbehavior.
Audience members know that comedy is participatory, and that they can
talk back to the performer during a show as part of a long tradition of
heckling comedians. However, there is another unwritten rule of perfor-
mance that says the stage space is for the performer, unless the performer
invites an audience member onstage. This second rule went unenforced by
everyone in the room. As Nias recounts, “Most professional rooms would
have escorted him out or handled the situation, but it just escalated. The
audience began to simultaneously watch the man and my set like a volatile
tennis match.” Realizing that no one would be coming to her aid, Nias
committed her first act of “making do” as a performer by taking the twenty
dollars for the T-shirt while making jokes to get the drunken man off ser
stage and regaining control of ber space.

Her second act of “making do” happens after her set has ended. The
man has found her offstage, outside of the safe(r) space of the spotlight.
Nias tells us that he proceeded to, in her words, “reach his hand down my
pants and grab my ass.” After jerking away, horrified, she then told her
assailant “that will cost you more than twenty bucks.” She writes that “He
pulled out his wallet half joking, half serious, and began to fish through
the bills. I grabbed the entire thing, as I had seen Jane Jetson do to her
husband in the opening credits of one of my favorite childhood cartoons.
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I took all the cash out and handed him back an empty wallet.” Although
this was, in Nias’ words, “not nearly enough for his offense,” her subver-
sive act of taking the money out of a sexual predator’s wallet was her way
of “making do” in the situation. As de Certeau (1984) tells us, “Sly as a
fox and twice as quick: there are countless ways of ‘making do’” (p. 29).

Nias’ story is one of a sexual assault in her workplace, but it is unusual
in many ways. Her place of work has different rules. It is a performance
space, not an office space. She is in a club performing comedy. And the
redress for her assault does not happen through a legal proceeding. It does
not happen through a public online YouTube or Twitter shaming in the
court of public opinion. It is a payment exacted directly and immediately.
It happens through a small but significant tactical performance of “Jane
Jetson.” Her acts of “making do” in the situation become even more lay-
ered when we look at the choices Nias makes as she tells her story.

The Telling of the Story

Blayr Nias’ sharing of her story is another way she claims power over her
predator. Our personal narratives, built out of the stuff of our lived experi-
ence, do not exist in a vacuum. Rather, they live within specific times and
places, with their accompanying hierarchies and rules and norms that gov-
ern social interaction. According to Langellier (1999), “[A]ll narratives
have a political function” because they exist within these very same hierar-
chies and power structures (p. 128). This is particularly true for stories of
gendered violence (Fixmer-Oraiz & Wood, 2019). Ken Plummer (1995)
writes, “[S]torytelling flows in the stream of power” and stories of sexual
assault are told within that flow as “the power to tell a story, or indeed to
not tell a story, under the conditions of one’s own choosing, [as] part of
the political process” (p. 26). By sharing her story, Nias has opened up a
space for us to talk about what happened to her. As Langellier (1999)
proposed, storytelling makes “the power relations producing personal
narrative” into something “discussable” (p. 130). So, let’s discuss.

Nias’ sharing of her assault story is a political act, as she brings to light
the dark side of being a female comic constantly navigating a minefield of
misogyny. Cohen-Cruz (2006) writes “the political potential of personal
story is grounded not in particular subject matter but rather in storytell-
ing’s capacity to position even the least powerful individual in the proac-
tive, subject position” (p. 103). As a female comic in the male-dominated,
oftentimes hypermasculine, field of stand-up, Nias must negotiate not just
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her minority status as female, but also the social norms that have given
men a sense of entitlement to, and control over, women’s bodies. Nias
makes this clear when she states, “[1]t’s way worse if you are not an obvi-
ous lesbian or a senior citizen ... and even then, it can be brutal.” In other
words, if the men in her audience view her as a potential object of sexual
pleasure (female, but not old or lesbian), then it is game-on, comic beware.
By telling her story, Nias switches places with her assailant. She is no lon-
ger the “least powerful individual.” As narrator, she takes on the “proac-
tive, subject position.” She has the power to name her assailant “Mr.
Drunky McCreepster” and to describe the actions through which he con-
tinues to undermine her, as a comic, both onstage and off.

One of the first ways that Nias claims power as subject is in describing
the situation she faced that night. She sarcastically prefaces her story as
“this fun tale from the road,” underscoring the not-fun that is about to
befall her younger self. She vividly, and almost nostalgically, remembers
the person she was at that earlier time as someone with a wide-eyed amaze-
ment that she could “be funny in front of people and get paid to do it.”
This was before she knew “how lonely, scary, boring, and just plain dis-
gusting the road can be—especially if you are a woman.” Nias frames her
telling of what happened that night as a “shit show from the get-go.” She
tells us that after she finished her set, she thought to herself, “OKk, so this
is what a hell gig is. I got through it and I’m ok.” At this point in her story,
we understand that she is new to “living the dream,” and that she knew
that this day would come—the “hell gig.”

As storyteller, Nias has the power of describing her assailant. She intro-
duces him as “the star” of the story, pointing to how much he undermined
her place as the star of the show. She offers other descriptions. He was not
so much “heckler as a train wreck dumpster fire.” He was someone “flying
solo that night” who “had no concept of moderation” as he drank fish-
bowls full of alcohol. Because of the venue, she had initially assumed him
to be a “young man serving his country,” but once he climbs onstage with
her she sees him as “a very old, very creepy, extremely dirty man.” When
he approaches her offstage, she describes him as having “glazed eyes and
a sway that indicated he was on a boat the rest of us couldn’t see.” And, of
course, she, in her storytelling, has the power to give him what seems like
an apt name: “Mr. Drunky McCreepster.”

Perhaps most interesting, Nias tells us her assailant was not like a “nor-
mal pervert.” She tells of her predator grabbing her “not from the outside
of my jeans like a normal pervert. Not a pat on the back side like friendly
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office sexual harassment. No. His entire hand and forearm up to his elbow
was inside my pants.” This was not the oxymoronic “friendly office sexual
harassment.” No, this was something different. Nias” description of exactly
what this was, and what it was not, is very telling. For one, the invocation
of “friendly office sexual harassment” and the notion that “normal per-
verts” assault people outside of their jeans alerts us to the experiences of
women across professions and cultures; gendered harassment and assault
are normative and sometimes even expected by women (Fixmer-Oraiz &
Wood, 2019). The “normal” here is underscored by its dark side, the
“abnormal” hand-to-forearm groping of a fully clothed woman in a public
space. At the same time, the “abnormal” full-on assault makes us wonder
why the lesser behaviors have become so normalized.

In her story, Blayr Nias speaks the truth of sexual harassment and assault
and of “making do.” In “making do,” we subvert and repurpose the stuff
of everyday life, like a female comic repurposing a Jane Jetson move as
recompense for an assault, and then repurposing that assault as a story for
our consideration. She turns her lived experience into something “discuss-
able.” Nias concludes her story by sharing the following: “Needless to say,
I rarely interact with drunk men on the road anymore. Or, at the very
least, I make sure I have someone there to ‘watch my back.”” While it is
disheartening to know that Nias still feels the need to have someone
“watch her back,” her story invites us to discuss why this is so.
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ONE Dosie GiLLis WILLIAMS

When I first met him I was struck by his name, Dobie Gillis, and
then when I heard he had a brother named John Boy, another TV
character, I knew for sure his mama must like to watch a lot of TV.
Betty Williams, Dobie Williams’s mama, is here now in the death
house of the Louisiana State Penitentiary, a terrible place for a mama
to be. It’s January 8, 1999, at 1:00 p.m., and she’s here with family
members, two of Dobie’s lawyers, and me, his spiritual adviser, and
we’re all waiting it out with Dobie to see if the state is really going
to kill him this time.

Dobie’s had eleven execution dates since 1985 and close calls in
June and November when the state came within a couple of hours
of killing him but had to call it off because of last-minute stays of
execution. [ feel this is it, they’re going to get Dobie this time, and
I’'m praying for courage for him and for his mama and for me, too.
I've done this four other times, accompanying men to execution,
first with Patrick Sonnier in 1984,' walking through this very room
on his way to the electric chair, and here we are sitting with Dobie,
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