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and Communication, April 2008, New Orleans, LA 
 
 
 
“Is Creative Nonfiction Too Personal?” 
 
  
by Beth Taylor       
 
 
 
          At Brown University, the Nonfiction Writing Program in the English Department 

teaches nonfiction in all its sub-genres -- the academic essay, journalism, and creative 

nonfiction. We define creative nonfiction as including several further subgenres -- 

memoir, literary journalism, lyric essay, historical narrative, travel essay, science writing, 

and cultural critique. Students of Nonfiction learn to combine the factual precision of 

journalism, the narrative and essayistic latitudes of creative nonfiction, and the 

intellectual rigor of academic discourse.    

          That’s the ideal. But, in practice, many of our creative nonfiction courses mirror 

the textbooks on creative nonfiction; they privilege personal narrative over other forms of 

nonfiction.  I enjoy personal narrative immensely; I write it myself. I understand what 

students like about the use of a personal “I”. It can make a point of view seem more 

transparent, and thus, more credible. It can demonstrate the process of the writer, which 

can engage a reader, create an intimacy, as well as instruct the reader through a kind of 

meta-narrative. Indeed, some readers trust the use of “I” more than they trust an invisible, 

third person narrator. 

          But for other readers, the “I” can be seen as intrusive, a veil between the reader and 

the story. The personal “I” can seem narcissistic, myopic, and lazy. The reader does not 
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want to know about the writer; they want the writer to be only a conduit for other 

people’s stories; they want the writer to weave a complicated, engaging story around 

deep research that is true. 

                Every student of writing should be encouraged to practice both personal and 

third person storytelling. But I fear, with the help of creative nonfiction textbooks as they 

are, we are bowing to the cult of personality, the myopia of “I.”  Recent publishing 

controversies have not helped.  Some of my students seem to think it was fine when 

James Frey lied about his personal facts in A Million Little Pieces. Some students mis-

read Lauren Slater's Lying as permission to present lies about oneself as truth.  They were 

not surprised that Margaret Seltzer, an upper-class white girl, thought it would be better if 

she lied about her name and background to tell the story of gangs in LA as a factual 

memoir.  Seltzer, Slater, and Frey became the bad boy and girls to be secretly lusted after 

for their daring, their bold flaunting of ethical codes. What are the consequences of this 

emphasis on the myopic and the imagined in nonfiction? As instructors of creative 

nonfiction, are we complicit in this skewing of truth? Are we training a generation of 

nonfiction writers who know only how to write about themselves, from their own point of 

view, with no skill in analyzing the larger world in all its contradictions and complexity? 

If all they can do is blog with style, and fudge facts when they want to, what happens to 

the quality of public discourse?   

          Students know there is a problem. They want to know how to write something of 

significance beyond self. We need to be more systematic in teaching them skills of 

research, interviewing, fact checking, and multiple points of view as counter-balance to 

the acceptance of the personal as the preferred truth. Can we re-assert the much-maligned 
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ideals to be "fair, balanced, and accurate" through research and investigation -- and still 

tell a good story? How do we teach young writers to negotiate the "dangerous liaison" 

between author and subject so that the writer does not impose his or her presumptions on 

the subject?  

          Trying to address some of these concerns, I designed an advanced creative 

nonfiction course called “Tales of the Real World,” that mirrored my own journey as a 

writer--from literary journalism to historical narrative to memoir.   I wanted students to 

see as I had–that a more complex understanding of memoir comes after a writer has 

stepped back, seen one’s life as journalism--needing interviews, varied points of view, in 

order to become fair and balanced; and as history–with texts and gaps that need 

secondary research to verify and contextualize. 

          I lead students through literary journalism first, so they can step back from their 

own lives and textbooks and learn quickly what a difficult task it is to tell someone else’s 

story without damaging it with presumptions, poor listening skills, or misuse of language. 

They learn the protocols of interviewing, listening, note-taking, reviewing, selecting 

quotes, paraphrasing, attributing, defining narrative line, and interpreting “so what” in the 

stories of others’ lives. They must get formal permissions, clarify intentions and 

questions, and learn how hard it is to report fairly and accurately. They come from 

courses at Brown in which they are often encouraged to make first-draft judgments and to 

validate their own spin. I use the ideals of good journalism to teach them to back off, stop 

judging so recklessly, and to let the story come to them.  This is very difficult for some. 

They want desperately to spin the evidence according to the assumptions that have served 
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them so well in smart social discourse, be it in opinion papers, on blogs, or among 

friends.  

            But they do learn to slow down, become Emersonian eyeballs, absorbing all 

details; and walking recorders, hearing how speech works. Through in-the-field practice, 

taking notes and recording, they discover how to listen better; and how to take notes more 

accurately and faster. They learn to judge and asterisk key quotes as they note them, so 

when they go back to the recording later, they have an asterisked Table of Contents in 

their notes to lead them to the right spot of recording. When they finally listen to the best 

quotes recorded, they learn how quickly the ear and memory distorted someone else’s 

words in their notes, and thus why verification is crucial to fairness. They learn how a 

fact is different from an opinion, that a fact is only a fact if it can be corroborated at least 

twice, that all opinions or alleged information must be attributed.   

          Students read “Dangerous Liaisons” from the 1989 archives of the Columbia 

Journalism Review to hear a variety of journalists talk about ways to handle the bond of 

trust between subject and writer.  Is the journalist a con artist? A therapist? An 

interpreter?  When and why do you use or not use certain material? As Tracy Kidder said 

to our students in a lecture, “There are some things people don’t want revealed about 

them and you realize that you really do not need that for your book or article.” 

            Students learn what the Ws are and where to place the “nut graph” so the reader 

knows who, what, where, when, why, and how quickly.  They learn to cut their  “I” out 

because it’s already implied, and just to report the crucial facts through 3rd person 

observation. The subject itself is what’s interesting, so get TO it.  
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            As they sharpen their sense of what is the story and why it is important or 

interesting to someone other than themselves (in other words, “so what?”), students learn 

to spot their own prejudice: One student wrote, “He had to face a childhood dominated by 

a ‘stay-at-home’ mom.” I asked, Why those word choices -- “To face”? “dominated”? 

Why the quotes on stay-at-home? Did the subject offer specific evidence that proved 

something negative happened? If so, SHOW the details! Was there proof that staying at 

home with one’s child was responsible for some kind of negative experience? Again, if 

there’s evidence, SHOW it precisely. Also, let the SUBJECT make the judgment on his 

or her experience, not the writer.  Finally, how is this key to your sense of the story? 

          By the time students get to historical narrative, they have learned that to know a 

life and to report it fairly is a complex challenge. But at least in journalism they could 

return to a subject, ask for clarifications or corrections. Now they face the challenge of 

recreating lives long gone, often without living sources to help. They visit the local 

historical archives and the college archives.  Manuscript librarians show the students city 

directories, institutional papers, personal and professional letters, diaries, oral histories, 

and photographs. They show them how to find records of births, marriages, deaths, 

residences, jobs held, who built which building, where the stones came from, when a 

family came from where, and so on.  

          After students select an event, a day, a person, a friendship or relationship to 

narrate, they immerse themselves in primary and secondary sources to glean details of the 

people, their place and era. For background research, students find newspaper stories on 

microfilm, photographs and paintings from the era, encyclopedic reports, biographies and 

histories of the state. In their drafts, once again, students face overwhelming notes and 
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must stand back, see the big picture around the discrete event or day or relationship, and 

narrate the story with scene and characters based on provable fact.  As they start to 

visualize their story, they wrestle with clear and immediate questions:   

1) When the memory of an actual person and a newspaper article or document conflict in 

content, what do I do? (Try to corroborate both; if one doesn’t become more valid, cite 

both views.)   

2) How much of your own projection can you put into the description? (You can 

intelligently guess what the sea breeze smelled like on a September day in Rhode Island, 

but you can’t guess if someone was in love. Find some evidence about crucial facts of a 

subject’s life.) 

3) How give texture to a scene or event when you have only one diary or one person’s 

account of what happened? (Use secondary sources for details of setting, values, era-

specific status life details.) 

4) How concerned must we be with citing when we’re trying to shape artful narrative? 

(Weave attributions into narrative sentences when source is a crucial part of story. Keep 

careful bibliographical notes, including pagination of all quotes used; create Endnotes.) 

          In class discussion and peer editing groups we address the ethical and creative 

problems of rendering someone else’s life: 

- how to corroborate when most witnesses are dead;  

- how to know if a person’s views were typical or not in an era;  

- how to decide which material is important or not;  

- how to define a story-line.  
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- If they can’t find crucial information, when is it OK to use the language of possibility–

may have, most likely, probably--to show this is a moment of intelligent speculation?  

- In structuring, when should they move quickly through the broad sweep, when zoom in 

for the close-up and slow down, when comment, and when let the facts speak for 

themselves? 

          By the time students move to memoir, they are ready to see that good story-telling 

does not leap full-blown from smart sensibility and facile word-smithing, but from hours 

of careful research, fact-checking, drafting, thinking, and revising.  Now they turn to their 

own life as a text. They must see themselves as a subject they must understand better 

through interviews – interviews they must conduct with the detachment of a journalist. 

They must scrutinize their life as a collection of documents they must find with the 

research skill of an historian. They can begin with a memory. And they can use the 

personal “I.” But they must interview others involved to gain their version of the same 

memory or time. They must find any relevant primary documents – journals, letters, 

newspaper stories of the day, song lyrics, others’ papers, and use them either in quotes or 

as background understanding to tell a story from life that does not spring fully from one’s 

own head. 

          This approach to memoir is interesting and novel for some students, scary and 

frustrating for others. Some discover that another person’s version of one’s own story is 

actually the more resonant tale to tell. Other writers decide that the simultaneous 

narration of several versions becomes the closest they can get to the elusive truth. They 

all discover how slippery the memory is, how true complexity comes from genuinely 

understanding another point of view, and how narrative gets better the more layers of 
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evidence it involves. These are lessons that make them better critical thinkers as well as 

more astute and engaging storytellers. By the end of the course, all have learned first-

hand how to think more fairly and accurately about individuals, their places, their eras, 

and the texts they left behind.   

          The need to speak from one’s own life is obviously human and necessary. But it is 

only 1/8th of the sub-genres we should be teaching as creative nonfiction if we want to 

stay relevant to the many ways of life surrounding us. It’s helpful to remember that 

creative nonfiction as a genre grew out of New Journalism and embraced the varieties of 

Nonfiction: intellectual journeys in science, history, philosophy, travel, and cultural 

critique as well as personal narrative. But somehow the definition of creative nonfiction 

has become narrowed to just personal narrative, with literary journalism (and 

occasionally historical narrative) given a brief nod. If we want to train a new generation 

how to analyze and critique the complexities of their world, are we doing them a 

disservice by not training them in the skills of investigation, interviewing, and archival 

research?  In our classroom we can change this. We can return to the empathetic motives 

of a James Agee or a John Mitchell – tell the stories of those who cannot speak for 

themselves. We can teach the protocols and tools to be fair, balanced, and accurate even 

as one tells a good story. If we don’t teach these skills, I believe we undermine the 

potential of creative nonfiction to take on complicated stories – and thus, we limit the 

impact of the genre on the intellectual history of our time.   
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