
	



	 	
	
	

Better	Stories	for	a	Better	World:		
9	Principles	for	Change	Agents	

	
	

As	people	of	conscience,	we	know	our	culture	is	sick:	Sick	with	the	injustice	of	

racism.	Sick	with	sexism	and	homophobia.	Sick	with	disregard	for	the	life	systems	of	

this	planet.	And	sick	of	itself,	clearly,	as	our	rates	of	depression	and	suicide,	

particularly	among	youth,	are	at	an	all-time	highi.	

	

As	storytellers,	it’s	easy	for	us	to	feel	powerless	in	the	face	of	this	sickness,	so	deeply	

ingrained	in	Western	culture	and	its	history	of	colonization,	genocide,	ecocide,	and	

slavery.		

	

But	stories	are	more	powerful	than	they	appear.	

	

Cultures	evolve	via	their	artists,	and	I	believe	that	we	are	entering	a	time	of	intense	

evolutionary	pressures	as	we	grapple	with	the	realities	of	climate	change.	People	

may	dismiss	novels	as	mere	entertainment	in	times	of	comfort,	but	as	Ursula	K.	Le	

Guin	put	it	in	her	2014	National	Book	Award	acceptance	speechii,		

	

I	think	hard	times	are	coming,	when	we	will	be	wanting	the	voices	of	writers	

who	can	see	alternatives	to	how	we	live	now	and	can	see	through	our	fear-

stricken	society	and	its	obsessive	technologies	to	other	ways	of	being,	and	

even	imagine	some	real	grounds	for	hope.	We	will	need	writers	who	can	

remember	freedom.	Poets,	visionaries,	the	realists	of	a	larger	reality.	

	



We	are	those	visionaries:	the	ones	people	will	turn	to	in	an	effort	to	find	meaning	in	

the	days	to	come,	to	make	sense	of	circumstances	humanity	has	never	before	faced.		

	

We	are	the	realists	of	a	larger	reality,	and	that	reality	is	large	indeed—large	enough	

to	accord	all	people	their	full	humanity,	and	large	enough	even	to	encompass	the	

larger-than-human	truth,	which	is	that	our	lives	are	inextricably	entwined	with	the	

natural	world.	

	

As	storytellers,	we	actually	have	a	great	deal	of	power:	The	power	to	reroute	

synapses	and	open	hearts.	The	power	to	interrogate,	expose,	and	ultimately	replace	

the	bad	stories	that	got	us	here.		

	

It’s	time	we	wield	that	power	consciously.	

	

Wielding	that	power	consciously	means	remaining	alert	to	our	truest	creative	

impulses,	whether	or	not	they	fit	existing	paradigms	in	publishing	and	academia.	It	

means	having	the	courage	as	artists	to	follow	those	impulses	where	they	lead	us.	

	

Wielding	that	power	consciously	also	means	interrogating	structures,	tropes,	and	

biases	we	may	have	internalized	without	realizing	it—structures,	tropes,	and	biases	

that,	when	examined,	are	part	and	parcel	of	the	colonized	mindset,	and	run	counter	

to	what	we	know	personally	to	be	true.	

	

Every	person	of	conscience	who	writes	fiction	must	find	a	way	to	do	those	two	

things,	and	no	two	writers’	paths	in	this	regard	will	be	the	same.	But	the	following	

principles	strike	me	as	a	good	place	to	start.	

	

1.	The	Body	

There	are	novels	where	the	characters	never	appear	to	eat,	have	sex,	get	sick,	or	

even	use	the	bathroom.	And	there	are	novels	where	we	spend	so	much	time	in	the	



characters’	heads	that	the	physical	context	of	the	story	seems	ghostly,	sketched	in,	

unreal.	

	

Stream	of	consciousness	can	be	a	fine	technique	in	the	right	hands,	and	of	course	the	

aim	of	long-form	fiction	is	to	grapple	with	matters	weightier	and	more	complex	than	

what	someone	happened	to	have	had	for	breakfast—but	personally,	I’m	suspicious	

of	any	story	where	I	can’t	tell	what’s	physically	happening,	and	any	story	where	the	

characters	appear	to	have	no	physical	life,	no	physical	needs.		

	

Too	often,	the	truths	of	the	body	are	absent	from	fiction—and	those	writers	who	do	

focus	on	such	truths	are	dismissed	as	unintellectual,	crude,	or	obsessed	with	sex.	

These	writers	are	almost	always	women,	which	isn’t	surprising	to	me:	for	women,	

an	awareness	of	the	body	is	not	optional.	We	menstruate	and	give	birth,	and	our	

bodies	are	constantly	subject	to	the	male	gaze,	whether	in	fact	or	via	internalized	

gender	norms.		

	

Here’s	Lidia	Yuknavitch	speaking	to	the	truths	of	the	body	in	the	course	of	an	

interview	with	The	Paris	Review:	

	

For	me,	the	body	is	a	real	place.	It	is	a	place	you	go	to,	a	place	you	inhabit.	It	is	

the	fundamental	setting	of	every	experience	you	have.	And	it	is	sometimes	a	

place	you	leave	in	moments	of	fear	or	crisis	or	grief	or	depression	or	pain.	I	

am	working	toward	creating	art	that	happens	to	a	reader	in	their	real	body.iii		

	

The	brain	science	associated	with	fiction	indicates	that	when	we	read	a	story	about	

a	character	experiencing	physical	things,	the	same	parts	of	our	brains	light	up	as	if	

we	were	experiencing	these	things	ourselves.	(Stories	appear	to	run	on	the	same	

neural	networks	as	dreams,	in	keeping	with	John	Gardner’s	assertion	that	the	goal	of	

fiction	is	to	create	“the	vivid	and	continuous	dream.”)	This	means	fiction	that’s	

centered	on	the	physical	operates	on	and	within	the	reader’s	body.	

	



Memory	lives	in	the	body,	and	traumatic	memories	in	particular.	Emotion	lives	there	

too;	more	often	than	not,	we	feel	emotion	physically	before	we	formulate	the	

thoughts	that	put	that	feeling	into	words.	This	means	fiction	that’s	centered	on	the	

body	also	operates	on	the	heart.	

	

The	Western	Christian	tradition	has	its	roots	in	the	Roman	empire,	and	it	privileges	

the	abstract	(heaven)	over	the	actual	(earth).	Likewise,	the	brand	of	philosophy	at	

the	root	of	our	culture,	inherited	from	the	ancient	Greeks,	privileges	the	life	of	the	

mind	(associated	with	men	and	logic)	over	the	that	of	the	body	(associated	with	

women,	emotion,	and	animals),		

	

Fast	forward	to	the	present	moment,	in	which	many	of	us	spend	the	majority	of	our	

days	glued	to	our	screens,	and	the	effect	is	(nearly)	complete:	We	as	a	culture	seem	

to	have	lost	touch	with	the	fact	that	we	are	animals,	and	that	we	are	embodied,	no	

matter	how	much	time	we	spend	in	virtual	worlds.		

	

Illness	is	real.	Natural	disasters	are	real.	Sex	is	real.	Childbirth	is	real.	Food	is	real.	

Taking	a	shit?	That’s	real	too.	All	these	things	serve	to	remind	us	that	we	are	not	

separate	from	the	natural	world.	What	we	do	to	it,	we	do	to	ourselves.	

	

Decolonizing	our	fiction	means	reclaiming	the	body	and	its	physical	context.	It	

means	anchoring	emotion	where	it	lives:	not	in	the	mind	that	thinks,	but	in	the	body	

that	feels.		

	

And	in	centering	the	body	for	our	characters,	we	do	so	for	the	reader	as	well,	

touching	on	and	releasing	the	traumas	stored	there—many	of	which	are	the	product	

of	living	in	a	colonized	culture	to	begin	with.	

	

2.	The	“Other”	

Part	One	



Western	literature	is	full	of	racist	depictions	of	non-White	people,	from	Cervantes	

and	his	Moors	to	James	Fenimore	Cooper	and	his	Native	Americans	right	down	to	

Jeanine	Cummins’s	well-intentioned	but	ill-considered	depictions	of	Mexican-

Americans	in	her	recent	novel	American	Dirt.	

	

White	writers	have	long	believed	that	if	they	sympathized	with	their	non-White	

characters	and	intended	to	render	these	characters	with	dignity	and	respect,	the	

end	result	of	their	work	would	conform	to	those	intentions.	But	that	conception	is	

naive.		

	

Racism	is	the	water	we	swim	in.	If	you	are	White	and	writing	a	non-White	character,	

you	must	assume	the	opposite:	you	must	assume	that	you	will	get	that	depiction	

wrong,	at	least	in	part.		

	

That’s	why	sensitivity	readers	are	so	important—and	I	believe	it’s	important	to	

actually	pay	such	readers.	Because	non-White	people	have	long	had	a	virtual	part-

time	job	educating	White	people	about	the	truths	of	their	experience,	even	as	

they’ve	been	economically	sabotaged	by	our	society.	If	you	are	White,	paying	a	

sensitivity	reader	from	the	non-White	group	you	are	attempting	to	depict	in	your	

novel	can	act	as	one	small	form	of	reparations.	

	

Part	Two	

For	both	writers	of	color	and	White	writers,	there’s	another	class	of	“other”	as	well:	

the	antagonists	in	our	stories.		

	

It’s	natural	to	create	antagonists	who	act	in	ways	that	run	counter	to	our	own	ethics	

and	mores,	antagonists	who	harm	others	and	perpetuate	the	sorts	of	injustices	we	

seek	to	shine	a	light	on	in	the	world.	But	regardless	of	how	satisfying	it	can	be	to	

cast	such	people	in	the	traditional	role	of	the	villain,	such	depictions	do	not	serve	

our	ultimate	aims.	

	



We	don’t	need	more	black-and-white	stories	of	“good	guys	vs.	bad	guys,”	even	if	the	

villains	are	racists	or	wife	beaters	or	rainforest-destroying	oil	executives.	Because	

while	such	stories	can	be	satisfying	to	write,	they	do	nothing	to	implicate	the	reader	

or	trouble	her	own	conscience—nor	do	they	address	the	deeper	truth,	which	is	that	

those	who	perpetuate	these	sorts	of	injustices	aren’t	monsters,	they’re	people,	just	

like	us.	

	

Simply	giving	vent	to	our	frustrations	doesn’t	change	anything,	in	the	world	or	in	the	

reader.	Moreover,	I	don’t	think	it	makes	for	good	art,	and	in	this	I’m	not	alone.	

	

In	the	course	of	the	launch	for	her	debut	novel,	Brother,	Sister,	Mother,	Explorer,	

Jamie	Figuroa,	an	Afro-Indigenous	author	of	Puerto	Rican	descent,	noted	that	in	the	

first	draft	of	her	novel,	she	found	herself	venting	a	lot	of	personal	anger	via	her	

snarky	depiction	of	White	tourists.	But	then,	she	says,		

	

I	went	back	into	that	story	in	revision	and	made	sure	those	characters	were	

fully	human	and	complex—not	that	I	let	them	off	the	hook	for	anything.	But	

giving	vent	to	that	kind	of	anger	is	not	how	we	create	literature.	And	it’s	not	

how	we	remain	in	relationship	with	each	other.	

	

I	think	that	last	part	is	so	important:	That’s	not	how	we	remain	in	relationship	with	

each	other.		

	

The	mindset	of	the	conqueror	says	that	those	we	don’t	understand,	those	we	don’t	

like	and	may	in	fact	even	hate,	can	simply	be	done	away	with—locked	behind	bars,	

exiled,	or	executed.	A	decolonized	mindset	acknowledges	the	truth,	which	is	that	we	

are	all	one	species,	stuck	on	this	planet	together,	and	there	is	no	away.	The	only	way	

forward	is	together.		

	



A	decolonized	literature	does	not	turn	away	from	the	hard	truths	of	the	world,	nor	

does	it	let	those	who	perpetrate	injustice	off	the	hook.	But	neither	does	it	deny	those	

characters	their	full	humanity.		

	

We	don’t	need	any	more	stories	of	good	conquering	evil.	We	need	stories	that	reveal	

the	truth—that	we	are	all	capable	of	both	good	and	evil—and	give	us	tools	for	

understanding	both	ourselves	and	each	other.		

	

Only	in	this	way	can	we	remain	in	relationship	with	each	other.	Only	in	this	way	can	

we	move	forward.	

	

3.	The	Dark	

Conflict	and	challenge	are	often	considered	the	hallmark	of	fiction,	an	idea	that	plays	

through	to	what	many	believe	to	be	the	evolutionary	purpose	of	story:	To	prepare	

us	for	threats	and	challenges	we’ve	not	yet	faced.		

	

But	too	often	in	novels,	murder,	rape,	and	abuses	of	every	kind	are	indiscriminately	

splashed	across	the	page.	There’s	no	attempt	to	deal	with	the	complex	aftermath	of	

these	sorts	of	traumas,	nor	is	there	any	attempt	to	understand	the	factors	that	

contribute	to	their	occurring	in	the	first	place.	

	

As	writers	who	seek	to	decolonize	our	fiction,	we	must	do	better.	That	means,	on	

one	hand,	having	the	courage	to	grapple	with	the	hard	truths	of	the	world	in	the	

stories	we	tell—and	on	the	other,	educating	ourselves	about	the	triggers	and	

consequences	of	violence	and	abuse.	

	

Book	coach	Jennie	Nash	says	that	a	story	is	like	a	triangle	with	a	pencil	balanced	on	

top:	the	side	leading	up	to	the	top	of	the	triangle	is	the	backstory,	the	side	that	leads	

back	down	to	the	base	of	the	pyramid	is	the	story	itself,	and	the	top	of	the	triangle	is	

the	tipping	point,	the	inciting	incident	that	sets	everything	into	motion.		

	



Traumatic	events	like	murder,	rape,	and	abuse	are	like	that	tipping	point:	there’s	

always	a	story	that	leads	up	to	them,	and	there’s	always	a	story	in	their	aftermath,	as	

people	attempt	to	heal	from	the	harm	that	has	been	done	to	them,	and	as	their	

communities	seek	to	heal	as	well.	

	

As	writers	who	seek	to	decolonize	our	fiction,	we	must	grapple	honestly	with	the	

whole	story	of	“the	dark.”	

	

4.	The	Work	

MFA	programs	in	the	US	tend	to	discourage	people	from	bringing	their	politics	to	

their	fiction,	a	policy	firmly	anchored	in	the	history	of	such	programs	in	this	country,	

as	documented	by	Eric	Bennett	in	Workshops	of	Empire:	Stegner,	Engle,	and	

American	Creative	Writing	during	the	Cold	War.	In	this	book,	Bennett	explores	the	

origins	of	the	widely	influential	Iowa	Writers’	Workshop—the	nation’s	first	MFA	

program	in	creative	writing—as	a	tool	of	“soft	power”	in	the	struggle	against	

Communism,	noting	that		

	

For	a	decade	after	the	[Second	World	War],	in	the	name	of	peace	and	

excellence,	overt	commitments	to	collectivist	ideals	were	banished	from	the	

American	literary	mainstream.	The	old	novels	and	poems	of	social	protest,	so	

popular	during	the	economic	crisis	of	the	1930s,	fell	from	fashion.…	

radioactive	with	Communist	associations.iv		

	

Instead,	the	Iowa	Writers	Workshop	and	those	MFA	programs	that	followed	in	its	

wake	hewed	to	the	ideals	of	New	Humanism,	which	eschewed	a	focus	on	the	

collective	in	favor	of	a	focus	on	the	personal,	even	going	so	far	as	to	seek	(to	

paraphrase	one	critic)	“the	end	of	ideologyv.”	

	

The	CIA	helped	to	underwrite	not	only	the	Iowa	Writers	Workshop	but	countless	

journals	and	cultural	events	designed	to	uphold	these	new	American	aesthetics,	

which	were	then	exported	abroad	by	cultural	exchange	programs	underwritten	by	



the	Rockefeller	Foundation.	By	the	time	all	that	was	made	public,	Bennett	notes,	“the	

declaration	that	ideology	was	over	itself	appeared	ideological.”vi	

	

These	roots	bear	fruit,	even	today.	Because	the	widespread	influence	of	the	

aesthetics	promoted	by	the	country’s	first	creative	writing	program	has	made	the	

American	novel	a	sort	of	propaganda	in	its	own	right,	one	that	privileges	the	

concerns	of	the	individual	over	those	of	the	collective,	the	unique	genius	of	the	artist	

over	the	rich	traditions	of	storytelling	from	which	that	genius	arose.	

	

And	one	of	the	tacit	assumptions	we’ve	inherited	as	a	result,	whether	we’ve	been	

through	an	MFA	program	or	not,	is	that	any	work	that	attempts	to	deal	with	political	

issues	is	inherently	didactic,	preachy,	and	therefore	not	good—the	sole	exception,	in	

recent	years,	being	stories	that	grapple	with	issues	like	racism,	sexism,	and	

homophobia,	as	these	are	collective	issues	centered	on	what	Matthew	Sallesses	

notes	as	the	Western	“project	of	the	individual.”vii	

	

This	is	not	to	say	that	writers	attempting	to	write	about	racism,	sexism,	and	

homophobia	have	not,	and	do	not	still,	face	ignorance	and	bias	in	academic	

workshop	settings,	at	the	hands	of	both	their	peers	and	mentors.	Only	that	writers	

addressing	these	sorts	of	issues	in	their	work	are,	at	last,	finally	starting	to	break	

through	into	publishing.	

	

And	we	certainly	need	stories	that	grapple	with	these	issues,	now	more	than	ever.	

But	intersecting	with	so-called	“identity	politics”	is	not	the	only	way	to	grapple	with	

politics	in	fiction.	And	personally,	I	find	even	the	way	the	word	politics	tends	to	be	

used	in	creative	writing	settings,	as	if	it	were	some	abstract,	intellectual	subject,	best	

suited	to	writers	of	nonfiction,	to	be	deeply	misleading:	There	is	no	political	decision	

ever	made	that	has	not	had	real	consequences	for	the	lives	of	real	people,	and	the	

lives	of	real	people	are	what	fiction	is	all	about.	

	



Climate	change	affects	the	lives	of	real	people,	as	does	the	oppression	of	the	poor,	

the	suppression	of	the	vote,	gender	violence,	the	silencing	of	its	victims—the	list	

goes	on.	As	writers	who	seek	to	decolonize	our	work,	I	believe	we	have	a	duty	to	

shine	a	light	on	these	sorts	of	collective	issues,	and	to	grapple	with	them	honestly—

not	in	a	manner	that	suggests	that	we	have	all	the	answers,	(because	if	we	did,	we’d	

be	running	for	office,	not	sitting	at	our	desks)	but	in	a	way	that	uses	the	tools	of	

fiction	to	seek	those	answers.	

	

Moreover,	we	should	feel	free	to	do	so	in	a	way	that	features	a	multiplicity	of	

characters’	voices	rather	than	a	tight	spotlight	on	a	single	individual.	And	we	should	

feel	free	to	do	so	in	a	way	that	acknowledges	and	celebrates	our	influences	as	

storytellers,	the	traditions	from	which	we	spring,	because	our	unique	genius,	

whatever	it	may	be,	is	never	just	our	own.		

	

We	do	not	need	more	works	of	“singular	literary	genius”	that	put	the	artist	on	a	

pedestal	above	mere	mortals.	We	need	stories	that	reflect	the	collective	nature	of	

the	storyteller’s	identity,	the	influences	that	make	us	who	we	are.	

	

We	do	not	need	more	“quiet	domestic	novels”	that	look	no	further	than	the	

traditional	relationships	of	the	nuclear	family.	We	need	novels	that	look	into	the	

world	at	large	and	explore	the	ways	that	so-called	political	issues	impact	peoples’	

lives.	

	

And	in	so	doing,	we	reject	all	notions	of	what	is	and	is	not	the	proper	province	of	

fiction.	Didacticism	is	not	an	inherent	feature	of	any	subject	matter.	Didacticism	is	a	

stance	on	that	subject	matter—a	stance	that	simply	shows	we’re	not	digging	deep	

enough	in	exploring	it.	

	

5.	The	Implied	



Plot	is	what	happens	in	a	story,	its	incidents	and	developments,	reversals	and	

reveals.	And	this	pattern	of	“what	happens	and	why”	has	implications—implications	

that	are	no	less	powerful	for	being	largely	invisible	to	the	reader.	

	

When	one	thing	happens	as	a	consequence	of	another	in	your	story,	you	are	sending	

a	message,	whether	you’re	aware	of	it	or	not.	That	message,	on	one	level,	is	a	

statement	about	reality,	about	the	way	the	world	is,	about	what	actions	are	possible	

on	the	part	of	individuals	and	about	the	consequences	of	those	actions.	For	this	

reason,	I	believe	it’s	important	to	look	closely	at	what	the	pattern	of	cause	and	effect	

in	your	novel	actually	implies.		

	

For	instance,	if	you	have	a	story	where	a	low-level	female	employee	forcefully	

pushes	back	on	sexual	harassment	from	her	male	boss,	despite	the	fact	that	she	

desperately	needs	this	job	and	is	hanging	by	a	financial	string,	you	are	saying	

something	about	the	world	that	is	not	true,	no	matter	how	much	you	would	like	it	to	

be:	That	a	woman	in	this	position	can	push	back	on	that	kind	of	harassment	in	the	

workplace	without	fear	of	losing	her	job.	

	

And	to	take	this	scenario	further:	If	you	have	that	same	woman	go	to	her	male	

supervisor	with	this	allegation	of	abuse	against	her	boss	with	the	complete	

expectation	of	being	vindicated,	you	are	saying	something	else	about	the	world	

that’s	not	true,	which	is	that	a	woman	in	this	position	can	reasonably	expect	to	be	

believed.		

	

The	protagonist’s	agency	is	often	touted	as	a	key	ingredient	of	effective	fiction,	and	

it’s	true	that,	generally	speaking,	readers	prefer	stories	with	active	protagonists	

over	stories	with	passive	ones.	But	having	agency	does	not	mean	falling	into	the	

hero	narrative,	in	which	the	chosen	one	can	save	the	world—or	even	her	career,	as	

in	the	scenario	noted	above.	

	



Agency	in	that	protagonist’s	case	might	be	finding	a	way	to	expose	the	abusive	

boss’s	behavior	by	looking	beyond	traditional	channels	of	power.	In	the	work	of	one	

of	my	clients,	a	family	memoir,	the	author’s	mother,	a	Caribbean	woman	facing	

sexual	harassment	by	her	boss	at	work,	baked	a	cake	in	the	shape	of	her	own	breast	

and	delivered	it	to	the	boss’s	wife—then	sat	smiling	at	their	dinner	table	when	the	

woman,	not	recognizing	what	the	cake	signified,	insisted	the	whole	family	have	a	

slice,	while	the	abusive	boss	sweated	it	out	beneath	her	gaze.		

	

Now	that	is	an	active	protagonist—one	who	finds	a	way	to	resist	injustice,	despite	

her	disadvantages,	in	a	way	that’s	not	just	a	fantasy.	That’s	a	protagonist	who	

manages	to	find	and	seize	her	agency	within	a	system	designed	to	keep	her	

powerless.	

	

Every	story	makes	statements	about	reality	via	the	events	of	its	plot,	the	actions	of	

its	characters,	and	the	consequences	of	those	actions.	And	while	wishful	thinking	is	

understandable,	it	won’t	get	us	out	of	the	mess	we’re	in.		

	

As	writers	who	seek	to	decolonize	our	work,	we	must	reflect	the	world	as	it	is	while	

helping	to	create	an	imaginative	bridge	to	the	world	we	want	to	live	in.	Often,	that’s	

best	achieved	by	revealing	creative	tactics	of	resistance—which	is	to	say,	agency	

within	an	unjust	system.		

	

6.	The	Heart	

A	tricky	plot	with	tantalizing	clues,	reversals,	and	reveals	will	always	keep	readers	

turning	the	pages,	because	these	things	give	us	a	dose	of	our	favorite	drug,	

dopamine,	the	brain	chemical	associated	with	curiosity.	But	plot	isn’t	ultimately	

what	makes	a	novel	feel	meaningful.	

	

What	makes	the	events	of	the	plot	feel	meaningful,	in	the	end,	are	the	ways	that	

they’ve	changed	the	person	who	experienced	them,	opening	up	some	deeper	

understanding	for	them	and	exposing	some	hidden	truth.	We’ve	all	believed	things	



that	were	not	true,	and	breaking	open	those	untruths	has	freed	us,	healed	us—that’s	

why	character	arc	is	the	key	to	catharsis.	It’s	also	where	the	author	reveals	some	of	

their	most	deeply	felt,	most	hard-won	personal	truths,	and	delivers	them	to	the	

reader	in	a	way	that	they	can	actually	use—which	is	to	say,	in	a	way	they	can	

actually	feel.		

	

There	are	many	ways	to	write	a	novel,	and	many	different	kinds	of	stories	we	can	

tell.	Likewise,	there	are	many	literary	traditions,	and	not	all	of	them	privilege	

catharsis	to	the	same	degree	as	the	Western	literary	tradition.	But	to	my	mind,	that	

focus	on	catharsis	is	one	of	the	richest	elements	of	the	Western	tradition,	and	

character	arc	is	one	of	the	most	powerful	tools	we	have	for	catalyzing	change	in	the	

reader,	and	therefore	in	the	world.	

	

As	far	as	I’m	concerned,	we	don’t	need	more	stories	that	simply	exploit	the	reader’s	

curiosity	via	the	roller	coaster	ride	of	plot.	We	need	more	stories	that	use	that	roller	

coaster	ride	to	take	us	through	an	arc	of	change	for	the	protagonist,	generating	real	

emotion,	and	real	meaning.	

	

In	superficial	stories,	the	character	arc	is	often	superficial:	the	coward	who	finds	the	

courage	to	become	a	hero,	for	example,	or	the	ugly	duckling	who	discovers	she’s	

really	a	swan.	Arcs	like	this	might	create	an	emotional	effect	in	the	reader,	but	they	

do	no	more	than	uphold	the	status	quo.	

	

Powerful	character	arcs	go	deeper,	reflecting	the	author’s	personal	truths:	the	

woman	who	spends	her	whole	life	chasing	external	validation	only	to	realize	that	in	

order	to	be	loved,	she	must	first	love	herself;	the	man	who	tries	so	hard	to	live	up	to	

the	ideal	of	his	father,	only	to	realize	that	his	father	was	miserable,	just	white-

knuckling	it	through	his	life,	because	“that’s	what	men	do”;	the	teen	who	hates	

herself	for	being	different,	who’s	transformed	by	the	discovery	of	their	queer	

community	and	identity.	

	



Character	arcs	tend	to	sound	cliché	when	stated	so	baldly,	but	that’s	only	because	

they	tend	toward	the	universal.	When	rendered	convincingly	over	the	course	of	a	

novel,	character	arcs	like	this	can	accrue	a	depth	and	complexity	that’s	nothing	short	

of	profound.	

	

To	paraphrase	Barry	Lopez,	in	a	lecture	he	gave	at	Pacific	University	when	I	was	a	

student	there:	When	your	protagonist	starts	off	broken	in	some	way	and,	over	the	

course	of	the	story,	finds	their	way	through	to	a	place	of	wholeness,	in	a	way	that	

feels	emotionally	convincing,	you	have	helped	the	reader	walk	that	same	path,	

mending	something	inside	herself.	

	

This	is	story	medicine.	

	

So	much	in	our	culture	is	sick.	So	much	inside	us	as	well.	I	believe	that	the	stories	we	

need	most	right	now	are	those	that	engage	the	reader’s	emotions,	and	speak	as	a	

friend	of	the	heart,	sharing	our	deepest	truths.	

	

Every	one	of	us	possesses	some	hard-won	emotional	truth	that	exposes	some	sort	of	

lie	we’ve	been	told	by	our	culture.	When	we	give	those	truths	to	the	world	in	the	

form	of	a	story,	we	shake	the	foundations	of	that	lie,	and	send	a	small	sprout	of	truth	

up	through	the	crack	we	have	made.	

	

7.	The	Real	

When	I	was	in	high	school,	I	learned	a	story	in	history	class	during	the	unit	on	the	

civil	rights	movement.	It	was	the	story	of	Rosa	Parks,	an	old	Black	woman,	weary	

from	a	hard	day’s	work	and	fed	up	with	segregation,	who	just	didn’t	want	to	get	up	

when	the	White	bus	driver	told	her	to	move	to	the	back	of	the	bus.	Call	it	the	straw	

that	broke	the	camel’s	back:	This	tired	old	woman’s	refusal	to	move	sparked	off	the	

Montgomery	Bus	Boycotts,	a	key	turning	point	in	the	movement	for	civil	rights	in	

this	country.	

	



On	the	surface,	that’s	a	pretty	good	story.	The	story	of	an	everyday	working	woman,	

just	like	you	and	me,	who	unwittingly	wound	up	playing	a	role	in	history.	The	story	

of	an	old	woman	who’d	simply	had	enough,	after	a	lifetime	under	Jim	Crow.		

	

But	this	is	a	bad	story,	because	it	is	not	true.		

	

And	in	this,	I	want	to	be	clear:	Fiction	is,	by	definition,	a	class	of	stories	that	are	not	

factually	true.	But	good	fiction—good	stories—are	true	in	a	different	way,	in	that	

they	reflect	the	truths	of	human	history	and	experience.	One	of	the	greatest	

injustices	we	can	perpetuate	as	storytellers	is	to	twist	those	truths,	or	get	them	

wrong	altogether—and	in	this,	there	is	no	more	fraught	battleground	than	that	

territory	of	collective	memory	known	as	the	past.	

	

Rosa	Parks	was	forty-three	when	she	refused	to	give	up	her	seat	on	that	

Montgomery	bus—hardly	an	old	woman.	And	she	did	not	do	so	on	a	whim,	simply	

because	she	happened	to	be	tired	that	day:	her	act	of	refusal	was	a	calculated	act	of	

resistance,	a	brave	bid	to	tip	off	the	movement	that	awaited	her,	the	movement	she	

herself	had	helped	to	create.	(Parks	and	her	husband	had	been	antiracist	activists	

since	the	30s,	when	they	had	worked	to	free	the	Scottsboro	Boys,	a	group	of	Black	

men	falsely	accused	of	raping	two	White	women.)	

	

And	this	twisting	of	history—which,	after	all,	is	just	a	story—serves	the	aims	of	

empire.	Because	it	obscures	the	truth,	which	is	that	progress	doesn’t	just	happen	

when	the	time	is	right	or	when	the	world	is	ready:	people	make	it	happen,	whether	

the	world	is	ready	or	not.	

	

I	witnessed	another	version	of	a	bad	story	about	Rosa	Parks	in	an	episode	of	Dr.	

Who	(Series	11,	Episode	3,	“Rosa”viii).	In	it,	the	Doctor	(Jody	Whittaker),	a	White	

woman,	accompanied	by	her	faithful	companions	Ryan	Sinclair	(Tosin	Cole),	Yasmin	

Khan	(Mandip	Gill),	and	Graham	O’Brien	(Bradley	Walsh)—a	Black	man,	East	Indian	

woman,	and	White	man,	respectively—travel	back	to	Alabama	in	the	1950s,	just	in	



time	to	witness	the	worst	in	Southern	racism.	And	our	Black	character,	in	his	clipped	

British	accent,	just	can’t	seem	to	get	his	head	around	how	dehumanizing	the	whole	

thing	is,	how	servile	and	agreeable	he	is	expected	to	remain,	even	in	the	face	of	

outrageous	personal	offenses—the	implication	being	that	present-day	England	is	

such	an	enlightened	place	that	he	has	never	in	his	life	encountered	such	racist	

power	dynamics.		

	

That	too	is	a	lie.	Because	US	anti-Black	racism	came	from	our	colonial	forebears,	

who	happen	to	have	been	British,	and	the	UK	has	its	own	tradition	of	racism	against	

its	Black	citizens	of	West	Indian	descent.	This	story	attempts	to	whitewash	all	that	

by	pointing	the	finger	at	US	racism,	denying	the	UK’s	version	of	the	same.	

	

Twisting	and	denying	the	truth	is	a	core	tactic	of	conquerors,	colonizers,	and	

repressive	regimes.	It’s	a	way	of	insisting	that	what	happened	really	did	not—

insisting	that	the	victims	of	violence	are	simply	remembering	things	wrong,	and	that	

that	the	injustices	of	the	present	have	no	real	relationship	to	the	injustices	of	the	

past.	Writing	the	real	means	standing	on	the	side	of	truth,	and	telling	stories	that	

may	have	been	dismissed,	twisted,	or	denied.	

	

Writers	of	historical	fiction	and	time	travel	narratives	have	a	special	responsibility	

to	the	truths	of	the	past,	and	those	writing	realistic	contemporary	fiction	have	a	

special	responsibility	to	the	truths	of	the	present.	But	even	the	most	speculative	of	

novels	touch	on	present	or	past	realities,	in	one	way	or	another,	and		

doing	so	in	a	way	that	reflects	care,	integrity,	and	research,	when	necessary,	is	a	

requirement	for	any	person	of	conscience	who	writes	fiction.	

	

8.	The	Context	

It’s	a	seemingly	innocuous	critique	by	mentors,	which	many	apprentice	writers	have	

found	on	their	work:	Too	much	description.	Too	much	landscape.	Too	much	

exposition.	The	implication	being	that	this	sort	of	thing	is	boring	to	read,	and	takes	

us	away	from	what	we	came	here	for,	which	is	the	story.	



	

To	my	mind,	there’s	some	truth	to	this	claim:	Readers	generally	are	more	interested	

in	what’s	happening	in	the	present	moment	than	they	are	in	things	that	happened	in	

the	past,	and	they’re	generally	more	interested	in	the	story’s	characters	than	they	

are	in	its	setting	and	various	details.	

	

But	I	think	this	approach	is	shortsighted,	and	generally	reveals	more	about	the	

mentor’s	lack	of	skill	in	teaching	than	the	quality	of	the	student’s	work.	In	most	

cases,	the	student	is	just	doing	these	things	poorly,	and	it	takes	more	skill	to	

illustrate	how	to	do	them	well	than	it	does	to	simply	tell	the	student	to	strike	the	

offending	passages	from	their	work.	

	

The	story’s	past	is	its	context.	The	character’s	backstory	is	their	context.	And	the	

setting	of	the	story	is	the	context	in	which	that	story	is	taking	place.	Cut	these	things	

out,	or	pare	them	down	to	the	bare	minimum,	the	way	so	many	writers	learn	to	in	

grad	school,	and	you’ll	get	smooth,	well-written	prose	in	which	people	do	things	and	

things	happen	to	them	and	as	readers,	we	just	cannot	bring	ourselves	to	care.	

Without	context,	we	don’t	know	what	these	things	mean,	nor	do	we	have	a	sense	for	

what	makes	this	story	different	from	other	stories	of	its	kind.	

	

To	do	that,	you	have	to	include	backstory	and	exposition.	You	have	to	show	the	

setting,	the	landscape,	the	details	of	time	and	place	that	make	your	story	specific	and	

unique.	There	are	many	techniques	for	doing	this	well,	and	many	of	these	

techniques	can	be	tricky	to	master,	but	as	writers	who	seek	to	decolonize	our	work,	

we	owe	it	to	ourselves,	our	characters,	and	our	readers	to	do	so.	

	

Story	without	backstory	might	be	mysterious,	but	it’s	meaningless.	Action	without	

exposition	denies	the	fact	that	conditions	in	the	present	are	the	consequence	of	

conditions	in	the	past.	And	a	story	that	takes	place	in	a	generic	setting	takes	place	

nowhere	at	all.	

	



Moreover,	to	deny	the	physical	context	of	the	natural	world—its	seasons,	the	

weather,	its	topography	and	nonhuman	life—only	serves	to	reinforce	the	cultural	

myth	we’re	living,	which	is	that	the	physical	context	of	our	lives	is	of	no	real	

importance,	that	we’ve	mastered	the	natural	world	to	the	point	where	it	is	therefore	

no	longer	worth	our	consideration.	

	

If	we	seek	to	decolonize	our	work,	the	physical	context	must	matter—and	so	too	the	

context	of	the	past.	

	

9.	The	Fantastic	

For	too	long,	literature	of	the	imagination,	literature	of	the	fantastic—so-called	

speculative	fiction—has	been	considered	beneath	the	aims	of	the	serious	artist.		

	

Michael	Chabon	explores	this	subject	in	his	essay	“Le	Guin’s	Subversive	

Imagination,”ix	in	which	he	walks	the	halls	of	the	American	Academy	of	Letters,	just	

before	being	inducted	into	the	same,	and	searches	in	vain	for	the	portrait	of	some	

previous	inductee	who	reflects	his	own	influences	as	a	writer	of	fantastic	fiction.	

Stopping	before	the	photo	of	Kurt	Vonnegut,	Chabon	recalls	what	the	author	of	such	

novels	as	Slaughterhouse	Five	and	Cat’s	Cradle	had	to	say	on	the	subject:	

	

I	have	been	a	soreheaded	occupant	of	a	file	drawer	labeled	“science	fiction,”	

and	I	would	like	out,	particularly	since	so	many	serious	critics	regularly	

mistake	the	drawer	for	a	urinal.	

	

Chabon	goes	on	to	note	that,	“A	writer’s	surer,	easier	path	to	prizes	(and	who	

doesn’t	like	prizes?)	is	to	steer	clear	of	the	genre	gutter	entirely,	and	if	it	can’t	be	

avoided—if	one	was	‘born	there,’	so	to	speak—to	repudiate	or	renounce	it.”	

	

I	experienced	this	myself,	in	both	undergrad	and	grad	school:	academic	workshops	

often	do	not	even	allow	students	to	submit	speculative	fiction,	usually	on	the	basis	

that	the	workshop	leader	had	no	training	in	these	genres,	and/or	did	not	read	it,	and	



therefore	could	not	offer	meaningful	guidance	for	those	seeking	to	write	it.	The	most	

prestigious	prizes	for	fiction	likewise	eschew	fantastic	fiction	in	favor	of	realism,	

resulting	in	an	unspoken	edict	that	nevertheless	comes	across	loud	and	clear	to	

anyone	who	seeks	to	blur	the	bounds	between	the	real	and	the	unreal:	Doing	so	will	

mean	sacrificing	your	highest	ambitions	for	yourself	and	your	work.	

	

Which	is	to	say,	fairy	tales	and	fantasy	and	talking	animals	and	all	that	sort	of	

nonsense	is	for	children	(and	maybe	a	certain	type	of	immature	female	reader).		

	

Which	is	to	say,	science	fiction	and	space	travel	and	alien	life	forms	and	all	of	that	

geeky	stuff	is	for	socially	inept	weirdos	(and	maybe	some	technological	types).		

	

Which	is	to	say,	it	isn’t	really	literature—it’s	not	really	art.	Never	mind	the	fact	that	

some	of	the	texts	considered	foundational	to	the	Western	literary	tradition,	such	as	

Beowulf	and	The	Odyssey,	are	as	fantastic	as	stories	get.	

	

Never	mind	the	fact	that	the	appeal	of	such	stories	has	always	been	widespread,	

while	the	audience	for	“serious	works	of	literature”—the	sort	produced	by	MFA	

workshops,	and	the	sort	gilded	with	awards—has	always	been	small,	and	has	been	

on	the	wane	for	decades	now.	Which	should	alert	us	to	the	fact	that	this	hard	

distinction	between	the	real	and	the	unreal—between	realist	literature,	which	

appeals	to	the	educated	elite,	and	fantastic	fiction,	which	appeals	to	the	unwashed	

masses—is	a	form	of	classism,	and	as	such,	serves	the	aims	of	empire.		

	

It’s	a	border	that,	like	so	many	borders	these	days,	has	become	increasingly	difficult	

to	defend.	You	might	say	that	Gabriel	Garcia	Marquez’s	One	Hundred	Years	of	

Solitude,	published	in	1967,	was	the	shot	across	the	bow:	A	novel	so	artful	and	well-

written	that	no	one	could	claim	that	it	was	not	actually	literature	just	because	it	

happened	to	include	a	giant	massacre	that	no	one	afterward	seemed	to	remember,	

or	a	child	born	with	the	tail	of	a	pig.	

	



As	Chabon	notes,	Ursula	K.	Le	Guin	is	another	author	who	broke	that	mold,	as	a	

speculative	author	who	was	given	a	National	Book	Award	for	her	contribution	to	

American	letters	in	2016	(the	occasion	she	used	to	deliver	the	speech	quoted	at	the	

outset	of	this	treatise).	This	seems	especially	significant,	considering	the	fact	that	Le	

Guin,	in	her	1974	essay,	“Why	Are	Americans	Afraid	of	Dragons,”x	noted	that	the	

distinction	is	inherently	sexist:	

	

The	American	boy	and	man	is	very	commonly	forced	to	define	his	maleness	

by	rejecting	certain	traits,	certain	human	gifts	and	potentialities,	which	our	

culture	defines	as	"womanish"	or	"childish."	And	one	of	these	traits	or	

potentialities	is,	in	cold	sober	fact,	the	absolutely	essential	human	faculty	of	

imagination.	

	

In	this	essay,	Le	Guin	goes	on	to	say:		

	

For	fantasy	is	true,	of	course.	It	isn't	factual,	but	it	is	true.	Children	know	that.	

Adults	know	it	too,	and	that	is	precisely	why	many	of	them	are	afraid	of	fantasy.	

They	know	that	its	truth	challenges,	even	threatens,	all	that	is	false,	all	that	is	

phony,	unnecessary,	and	trivial	in	the	life	they	have	let	themselves	be	forced	into	

living.	They	are	afraid	of	dragons,	because	they	are	afraid	of	freedom.	

	

We’ve	come	along	way	since	1974	in	breaking	down	these	sorts	of	arbitrary	genre	

distinctions.	But	even	so,	the	American	MFA	workshop,	as	well	as	the	nation’s	top	

literary	awards,	remain	largely	barred	to	writers	of	fantastic	fiction.	

	

As	writers	who	seek	to	decolonize	our	work,	I	believe	we	should	leave	the	door	

open	to	the	fantastic,	welcoming	it	into	the	novels	we	read,	the	stories	we	write,	and	

the	workshops	and	critique	groups	we’re	a	part	of.		

	

Which	is	not	to	say	that	those	drawn	to	realism	should	attempt	to	incorporate	

elements	of	the	fantastic	simply	for	the	sake	of	doing	so.	Only	that	literature	of	the	



fantastic	helps	to	train	our	imaginative	faculties,	expanding	what’s	possible	in	our	

art,	for	the	simple	reason	that	the	category	of	things	that	cannot	happen	in	this	

world	is	by	definition	a	larger	one	than	the	category	of	things	that	can.		

	

When	we’re	no	longer	afraid	of	dragons,	we	can	make	of	them	our	allies	in	the	

struggle	against	empire—and	dragons	are	great	allies	indeed.	

	

A	Call	to	Action	

These	nine	principles,	taken	together,	comprise	my	core	aesthetic,	as	both	a	reader	

and	a	writer.	I	share	them	here	in	the	hopes	that	other	writers	of	fiction	who	seek	to	

have	a	positive	impact	on	our	culture—Western	culture—might	find	them	useful	as	

touchstones	in	developing	their	own.	

	

As	artists,	we	must	write	the	stories	we’re	moved	to;	all	we	can	do	is	try	to	write	

them	well.	But	stories	have	power,	and	in	writing	them	well,	we	can	wield	that	

power	in	a	more	skillful	way,	conscious	of	their	relationship	to,	and	effect	on,	the	

world	at	large.		

	

In	his	book	Craft	in	the	Real	World:	Rethinking	Fiction	Writing	and	Workshopping,	

Matthew	Salesses	says,		

	

Reading	and	writing	are	never	done	in	a	vacuum.	What	people	read	and	write	

affects	how	they	act	in	the	world.	If	writers	really	believe	that	art	is	

important	to	actual	life,	then	the	responsibilities	of	actual	life	are	the	

responsibilities	of	art.xi		

	

These	are	the	principles	that	anchor	my	practice	with	fiction,	as	a	writer,	editor,	and	

book	coach,	and	as	a	person	of	conscience.	These	are	the	principles	that	help	to	keep	

me	honest,	and	honestly	engaged	with	“the	responsibilities	of	art”—which	are,	as	

Salesses	put	it,	no	more	and	no	less	than	the	responsibilities	of	actual	life.		

	



This	is	good	work—the	work	of	exposing	cultural	lies,	revealing	and	reinforcing	the	

truths	of	human	history	and	experience,	and,	ultimately,	the	work	of	healing	our	

culture.	If	you	too	feel	called	to	this	work,	I	invite	you	to	join	me,	by	centering	it	in	

your	fiction,	and	in	your	conversations	with	readers	and	writers.	

	

And	if	what	you’ve	read	here	resonates	for	you,	please	feel	free	to	share	this	ebook	

with	others.	
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