Chapter 29: How Nonfiction Works
You might be asking yourself why nonfiction is included in an anthology called Literature and Society. What is literature, and is nonfictional prose literature? Some people define literature primarily in evaluative terms, as writing that achieves a certain level of excellence regardless of its form. But how do we decide what is excellent and what is not; and, further, who decides? Others label as literature only writing that is imaginative or “creative.” But imagination can take many forms, not all of them clearly or entirely poetic, fictional, or dramatic. The speaker in Judy Brady’s “I Want a Wife” (p. 567) imagines herself out of the role of wife, with which she is obviously intimately familiar, and into the role of possessor of a wife—one whose social expectations might include having a wife to cook and clean up after her, to bear and raise her children, to act as hostess and secretary, and, in general, to make her life easier. Clearly a work of imagination, “I Want a Wife” is just as clearly not a story, a poem, or a play but a satiric essay.

Many works of nonfiction use techniques we have already become acquainted with in the sections “How Fiction Works,” “How Poetry Works,” and “How Drama Works”:  narration, figurative language, dramatic scenes, dialogue, character sketches and character development, and sensual and rhythmic language. Literature, it seems to us, includes any writing that (1) takes itself seriously as writing and persuades its readers to take it seriously and (2) pays decided attention to matters of language and of form, being as concerned with how it says something as with what is said. Two further considerations, more open to disagreement and debate, are that literature should move us in some way, have an emotional effect on us, and that it should have lasting value.

The typical news story in the daily paper is very probably not literature. It is ephemeral, not meant to last. It is written to a formula—who, what, where, when, how, and maybe if there’s space, why—and even if the individual reporter is a good writer, one task of the news editor is to smooth out flair and originality and to shape that writing into a style consistent with the rest of the paper’s writing. Editorial and feature writing are, of course, another matter, and Meridel
Le Sueur’s “Women on the Breadlines” (p. 851) is an example of reportage that we can be reasonably secure in calling literature. Written during the Great Depression as an exposé to bring the situation of unemployed women to the attention of a nation focused on finding jobs for men, the piece uses fictional devices such as narration, character sketch, and creation of setting; poetic devices such as metaphor and simile; and dramatic devices such as dialogue and scene to construct an essay that both informs and persuades.

So we sit hour after hour, day after day, waiting for a job to come in. There are many women for a single job. A thin sharp woman sits inside a wire cage looking at a book. For four hours we have watched her looking at that book. She has a hard little eye. In the small bare room there are half a dozen women sitting on the benches waiting. Many come and go. Our faces are all familiar to each other, for we wait here every day.

This paragraph early in Le Sueur’s essay provides a setting and begins to introduce us to some of the people who inhabit that setting. The description of the “small bare room” and the women in it, including the first-person narrator who is both a participant and an observer, is written in such a way as to evoke a particular atmosphere or mood—of tedium, endurance, passivity, and perhaps a growing desperation. What makes “Women on the Breadlines” an essay rather than a story is Le Sueur’s emphasis on developing an idea and an argument. Throughout she mixes narration with persuasion, using the characters, anecdotes, and atmosphere as evidence for her argument that women too are out of work and suffering, that their invisibility is in part due to their socialization as women and is mirrored in media, government, and popular ignorance of their condition. After telling us about one woman, Bernice, who has lived on crackers for weeks, she writes:  “A woman will shut herself up in a room until it is taken away from her, and eat a cracker a day and be as quiet as a mouse so there are no social statistics concerning her.” The individual women Le Sueur describes in vivid detail serve as representative types. She continually moves from the particular to the general, from the specific to the abstract, each detail a piece of evidence in the construction and development of her thesis. This method of argument is already clear in her opening sentences:

I am sitting in the city free employment bureau. It’s the women’s section. We have been sitting here now for four hours. We sit here every day, waiting for a job. There are no jobs.

Although Le Sueur’s rhetorical intent breaks through her narration often enough to make classifying this piece as an essay not too difficult, some prose lives quite congenially and unrepentantly on the line between fiction and nonfiction. Richard Wright’s “The Man Who Went to Chicago” (p. 857) has been variously classified as fiction and nonfiction during its publishing history. Published by Wright as a separate fictional piece in the 1940s, it finally ended up in an expanded version as part of American Hunger, the posthumously published  second volume of his autobiography. Writing about his experience with several different jobs in Chicago during the depression, Wright sometimes lets his narration launch him into an impassioned argument against American racism. Is this an essay or autobiographical fiction? How much did Wright shape, combine, and rearrange events, details, and characters? How much is “truth” and how much “fiction”? The question of truth also arises with Maxine Hong Kingston’s “No Name Woman” (p. 198), the first of five sections of The Woman Warrior, her account of growing up Chinese American. This book won the National Book Critics Circle award as best work of nonfiction in 1976, yet the piece consists of “stories” spiraling out of other “stories.” We bring up these examples not in order to confuse but to suggest that although labeling and categorizing can be useful, they also have their limits. Writers are adventurers and explorers who constantly cross and expand the mapped boundaries of form. This fact is nowhere clearer than in nonfictional prose, a category that seems to include everything in prose left over after we have separated out works of fiction and drama.

TYPES OF NONFICTIONAL PROSE

It is possible to name and describe two broad categories of nonfictional prose—narrative nonfictional prose and rhetorical nonfictional prose—though the dividing lines are fuzzy, and a work of nonfictional prose may succeed in being both at once. Narrative nonfictional prose recounts an event or sequence of events. It moves in time, either in simple chronological sequence or in a more complex pattern. Diaries and journals are most often simple chronologies of events and introspection recorded sequentially. A diary is usually more intimate, personal, and private, whereas a journal tends to be a more public form, as much concerned with the world as it is with the self writing. The kind of letters people write to friends and acquaintances are often narrative, and collections of letters, especially by well-known people, are often published and read with interest. Epistles, on the other hand, are more formal and public letters, written by individuals or groups and addressing philosophical or political issues. Journals, diaries, letters, and epistles have also, as forms, been utilized by fiction writers to construct their fictional narratives.

Perhaps the most varied and enjoyable form of narrative nonfictional prose is the autobiography or memoir. The memoir tends to emphasize well-known personalities or events the writer has known or witnessed, whereas autobiography centers on the life of the writer. We have included several autobiographical selections—Richard Wright’s “The Man Who Went to Chicago,” Black Elk’s “The Butchering at Wounded Knee” (p. 1081), Maxine Hong Kingston’s “No Name Woman,” Thomas Whitecloud’s “Blue Winds Dancing” (p. 1360), excerpts from Harriet Jacobs’s Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl (p. 1347), Ron Kovic’s Born on the Fourth of July (p. 1085), Audre Lorde’s Zami (p. 207), and Dorothy Allison’s “Gun Crazy” (p. 215) and “A Question of Class” (p. 882). Each of these works narrates and meditates upon an event or series of events crucial in retrospect in the life of the writer—from Kingston’s and Lorde’s memories of the beginning of puberty, to Ron Kovic’s account of his physical and emotional devastation after being wounded in Vietnam, to Black Elk’s description of the defeat of his people, to Dorothy Allison’s accounts—one in narrative form, the other in a mixture of rhetoric and narration—of growing up poor in the South. To say that the mode of writing in these autobiographical selections is primarily narrative does not mean that there is no persuasive intent in the writing. Harriet Jacobs, for example, hoped that by describing her own considerable suffering as a slave, she would move her white readers to support the antislavery cause. Thomas Whitecloud’s description of leaving white “civilization” and going home to his people contains some cogent criticisms—both through direct statement and through comparison with his Chippewa relatives and their community—of mainstream United States in the 1930s.

Rhetoric is the art and skill of persuasion, and rhetorical nonfictional prose presents facts and ideas in such a way as to persuade a reader of the truth, or at least its likelihood, of the writer’s position. Just as persuasion may be found in narrative nonfictional prose, so narrative elements are often part of rhetorical nonfictional prose. Image, anecdote, character sketch, and descriptions of places may contribute to the development of an idea or an argument. The earlier discussion of Meridel LeSueur’s “Women on the Breadlines” points out how she uses a variety of narrative techniques to move her readers closer to the position she is advocating. “Women on the Breadlines” is a journalistic essay, an example of reportage that goes beyond the simple reporting of events to take and support a position. Lady Borton’s “Wars Past and Wars Present” (p. 1102) is also a journalistic essay, a retrospective on the Vietnam War, its continuing consequences for those who were involved in that war, and the implications for current global conflicts. Borton ironically signals that she is practicing a different kind of journalism when she remarks, toward the end of the essay: “If I were a good journalist, I thought, I’d press Luon for details and raw feelings. The tape recorder hummed.”

Alongside narrative and rhetorical writing are two other modes of nonfictional prose: the descriptive and the expository. Descriptive writing tells readers what a person or object or place looks like or feels, smells, tastes, or sounds like. Expository writing explains; it provides readers with information—how a watch works, what “neurosis” means, how to read nonfictional prose. (Even a complex and sophisticated piece such as Edmund White’s “Sexual Culture” [p. 569] might be considered expository, for while White brings his own perspective to bear on urban gay male culture and seeks to persuade us of its value, he also aims simply to help the reader understand it.) In writing considered literature, a work that is exclusively descriptive or expository is somewhat rare; description most often appears in the service of narration and exposition in the service of persuasion. So we find it more useful to talk of descriptive and expository elements in nonfictional writing.

Whether narrative or rhetorical, most nonfictional prose pieces could also be called essays, a term originating in a French verb meaning “to try” or “to attempt.” The essay can be divided into the informal essay, relatively more personal or subjective, more tentative, not meant to be the last word on a subject, relaxed in tone and form, often more dependent on the techniques of fiction, poetry, and drama; and the formal essay, more dignified and serious in tone, more objective and distanced from reader and subject, more formally structured. Scientific treatises, much traditional historical writing, and a good deal of literary criticism are written in a more formal mode. Most of the essays included in this anthology can be classed as informal. Your own papers about literature are frequently essays and, depending on your temperament and your topic, may lie anywhere on the spectrum from informal to formal.

STRATEGIES OF NONFICTIONAL PROSE

The passage by Virginia Woolf on “Shakespeare’s Sister” (p. 563), Henry David Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience” (p. 1331), Barbara Ehrenreich’s “Sorry, Sister, This Is Not the Revolution” (p. 1370), and Judy Brady’s “I Want a Wife” are examples of political essays; each writer has a definite position for (or against) which she or he is arguing. Woolf uses the method of comparison and contrast to imagine what the chances of becoming a writer would have been for a young woman in Shakespeare’s time. “Let me imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what would have happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith, let us say.” In “Civil Disobedience,” Thoreau mixes personal narration (the story of how he went to jail for not paying his taxes) with an argument about why it is immoral to pay taxes when they will be used for immoral purposes—in this case, to support war and the institution of slavery. Then Thoreau moves to the next level of his argument to try to persuade each of us to know what our convictions are and to act out of them. One way of characterizing Thoreau’s rhetorical method is as concentric circles of argument, each one opening out into a further level of abstraction, but with a kernel of personal narration at the very center to anchor his theorizing. In a sense, the form of Thoreau’s writing reflects his ethics—no one else can tell us what is right; each person must act (and write) out of personal experience and conviction.

Brady’s much shorter essay uses humor as a strategy to keep us reading in the face of any initial resistance we might have to her topic. The relentless repetition of the phrase “I want a wife,” combined with vivid detail from her own experiences as a wife, carries us along with the writer so that by the time she concludes, “My god, who wouldn’t want a wife?” we are inclined to agree with her. Brady’s use of repetition as a rhetorical strategy is more common in oral than in written forms and is a technique we encounter frequently in poetry. Also, repetition often is used in sermons and speeches because repetition of important ideas or emotions is crucial to retention of content when the audience doesn’t 
have a text that it can reread. In addition, repetition creates in spoken prose a rhythm that in turn creates a mood shared communally, holding an audience’s attention and moving it toward a particular conclusion. The Reverend Martin Luther King, Jr.’s powerful and moving speeches were influenced by the rhetorical form of the sermon, especially as it developed in the African American church. His two speeches included here, “I Have a Dream” (p. 1366), and “A 
Time to Break Silence” (p. 1095), as well as Sojourner Truth’s “Ain’t I a Woman” (p. 565), are examples of particularly effective oral rhetoric. The reader of the text of a speech needs to remember that, like poetry, a speech is meant to be heard and that reading some or all of it aloud can be an aid to understanding. Whereas much modern writing envisions an individual reader, speeches, like drama, imagine a communal audience. In any piece of writing, and especially in any rhetorical piece of writing, it is useful to think about the audience the writer had in mind. In considering a speech, its time and place and occasion can be cru-cial in your interpretation of its meaning. For example, Sojourner Truth’s redefinition of “woman” makes more sense when you know that she was a black woman in the middle of the nineteenth century speaking to an audience primarily of white women and men about women’s place and women’s rights.

Like any other piece of writing, a work of nonfictional prose needs to be able to stand on its own and make sense to us as a separate entity. However, an essay, like a poem, a story, or a play, may be in part working out of or challenging a literary, philosophical, or political tradition, or be responding to contemporary social or biographical events. Researching and keeping in mind historical factors such as the time, place, and occasion of a piece of writing, literary factors such as its place in the writer’s overall work, and biographical factors such as what else was going on in the writer’s life at that time can provide a valuable context for the text itself. Especially in the case of rhetorical nonfictional prose, it is useful to discover, if we can, what other writers have said or were saying about the same subject, for often an essay will be a response to another essay or a contribution to an argument being carried on by a number of people in a given period.

In reading and writing about nonfictional prose, it may make sense to look for the theme of the work if the piece is primarily narrative or to look for the thesis of the work if it is primarily rhetorical or persuasive. What does the work as a whole add up to? What was the writer’s intent or purpose in writing it? What is your response to the work, and do you think yours is the response the writer wanted? How does the writer develop either her theme or her thesis? What are its stages? What are its elements? What does the writer use to build an argument, present an idea, provide an experience for us to share?

One of the best ways to understand any type of writing is to attempt (or essay) it yourself, to experience the craft of writing in that mode from the inside. This is true of fiction, poetry, and drama, though with the last you might content yourself with a short scene rather than a whole play. In essaying nonfictional prose, you might try writing a short autobiographical sketch, centered perhaps on one significant incident in your life, as Dorothy Allison does in “Gun Crazy” or as Audre Lorde does in the excerpt from Zami. Or you could tell your life story from the perspective created by a particular focus, such as social class, race, or gender, as Kingston, Lorde, Allison, Black Elk, Whitecloud, Wright, and Jacobs do. Or you could argue your position on a topic by using an anecdote or extended image or metaphor to present your main point, as Borton does with images of babies and children in “Wars Past and Wars Present.” The chapter “Literature and the Writing Process” is constructed to help train you in a variety of approaches to a particular type of writing—nonfictional prose that has a literary text as its subject. The works of nonfictional prose included in Literature and Society can stimulate your thinking and serve as models for your own 
writing—about literature, ideas, life experiences, and beliefs.
