












1.1. The impact of narrative literary journalism 

Tom Wolfe's prediction serves true: 'Pioneering in nonfiction will be recorded as the 

most important experiment in American literature in the second half of the twentieth century' 

(Wolfe 1989: 166). "The new journalism" has brought about fundamental change into the 

worlds of both literature and journalism in US-America and subsequently to the English 

speaking world (cf. Wolfe 1973: 37). 

Up until the 1950s, journalism and literary were clearly distinct genres. Novelists did 

not \\-Tite about daily life, but about myth and nobility in an 'aristocratic aesthetic' style 

(Wolfe 1965: vi). Feature writing, on the contrary, was considered banal and of low quality 

standards. There was 'no room for a journalist ( ... ) in the big league' (Wolfe 1973: 21). 

However, in the early 1960s, American journalists began to experiment and write 

features that 'read like a novel' (Wolfe 1973: 21121). Wolfe perceives this new 'artistic 

excitement in journalism' (Wolfe 1973: 37) as 'far more ambitious', 'more intense, more 

detailed and certainly more time consuming' (Wolfe 1973: 34/35) than former styles of 

journalism. The "new journalist" had converted from a 'beige narrator' to a blotchy 

'chameleon' (Wolfe 1973: 32/33). 

Wolfe advocates the renaissance of realistic reporting techniques as the 'most valuable 

and least understood resource' (Wolfe 1989:161) for both literature and journalism. The 

common objective of 'absorbing the reader totally' (Wolfe 2000: 160) can be achieved by 

rooting writing, fiction or non-fiction, in reporting the encounter with the real world. 

Narrative literary journalism achieves this symbiosis of literary style and realistic reporting 

like no other genre and has therefore great social impact. 

The form aims to affect the reader on an emotional level. Emotion, as the central 

element of a story, displaces the authority of so-called neutral information. When an emotive 

"blueprint" is branded in the reader's consciousness, i.e., a story can not only be rationally 

comprehended but relates to the reader's emotional biography as well: it affects deeper than 

mere facts and figures. 

With Wolfe's stories and analysis of narrative literary journalism, the discourse around 

the genre gained new momentum and affected news production in general. Although his 

observations and writing style were neither a new invention nor a specific trigger for a 

comeback of narrative literary journalism (cf. Wolfe 1973: 37), it summed up the shift in the 

English writing world in terms of fact presentation in the second half of the 20th century. 

One the one hand, the narrative element in journalism has driven sensationalism to 

new heights. Infotainment has become an accepted standard in contemporary media 

2 

Univ
ers

ity
 of

 C
ap

e T
ow

n



consumption and yellow press journalism has turned into the most lucrative branch of the 

field. Story material is now and then even fabricated, instead of taken from real life; e.g., 

protagonists are cast or incidents are staged. The emotional element overpowers factual 

information. It is no longer the objective of the story to convey knowledge, but to create 

consternation. 

On the other hand, narrative literary journalism by now provides a niche for complex 

journalism that is slower and more in-depth than conventional news reporting. By creating 

paintings instead of slide shows, narrative literary journalism functions as a counter-agent of 

"microwave documentary" and "news in 20 seconds". Although personalized and subjective, 

the domain leaves room for complex contentious ethical deliberations. 

For this creative production, 'Songs of Sand and Grit: A Collection of Narrative 

Literary Journalism', I chose ethical issues and social sites in a contemporary South African 

context that offer the reader a stimulating variety of emotional identities. As the title suggests, 

the four features largely adhere to criteria of narrative literary journalism which will be 

clarified in the next section. However, I have experimented with the established form towards 

a neo-conservative approach, in order to overcome narrative literary journalism's traces of 

opulence pertaining to writer's voice and personalised dramatisation at all costs. 

The introduction will draft an approach to the nature of the genre and its criteria, based 

on notions by John Hartsock and Tom Wolfe. Furthermore, I will look at the virtual borders 

of narrative literary journalism, according to deliberations by Dan Lehman. 

These theoretical deliberations will help to situate this body of creative work in the 

context of narrative literary journalism. Some insight into the research process and ethical 

obstacles encountered can prepare the reader for reading these non-fiction stories "over the 

edge" (Lehman 1997); with a critical informed mind. 
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1.2 The nature of classical narrative literary journalism 

'The range of what can be considered texts of a "literary journalism" or, "literary 

nonfiction" varies greatly among scholars' (Hartsock 2000: 10). The contentious character of 

the genre stems from the ambition of narrative literary journalism to foreground literary 

qualities, while at the same time rooting the text in tangible reality. 'The form reads like a 

novel or short story except that it is true or makes a truth claim to phenomenal experience' 

(Hartsock 2000: 1). Various scholars (Craig 2006, Velleman 2002, Hartsock 2000, 

Kerrane/Yagoda 1997, Lehman 1997, McCord 1985) have struggled to categorize narrative 

literary journalism because of political reasons that affect their academic workplace and 

professional status, i.e., what qualifies as literature and what qualifies as journalism. Hartsock 

even speaks of an 'epistemological crisis' (2000: 15). 

Despite these scholarly divisions, I will draft a working concept of what I call classical 

narrative literary journalism, based mainly on the notions of John Hartsock and Tom Wolfe, 

in order to clarify my later adaptations thereof. 

Hartsock identifies the 'narrative mode' (2000: 1) as the genre's most prominent 

feature. The narrative element distinguishes the form, not exclusively but tentatively, from 

conventional news reporting or other non-fiction forms (cf. Hartsock 2000: 13). The narrator 

opens multifarious dimensions to the journalistic text which make the reading process an 

intensely emotional experience and tum gathered facts into a literary format more vivid than a 

news report structured in the inverted pyramid. 

Although contemporary news reporting foregrounds emotions as well, this does not 

necessarily tum a text. Narrative, according to Mark Kramer (2005), is identified by scene-by

scene and character-development. The form allows for speaking about persons beyond their 

demographic criteria. Narrative literary journalism - like life - provides unpredictable 

changes, depth, contradictions, and loose ends. 

Furthermore, the narrative constitutes unfolding action, a crafted plot in which the 

reader gets to know the story in a certain intentional order. Instead of firstly clarifying what, 

who, where, when, etc., the narrative plot guides the reader's emotions (cf. Kramer 2005). 

The reader's willingness to follow the voice through a particular story structure is gained 

through transparent subjectivity that enhances the credibility of the given situation, because it 

is presented on a personal level; like a friend's account of a witnessed incident. 

However, the narrative quality does not downplay the genuine journalistic character of 

the form. Research methods and the writer's socialisation are distinctly journalistic. Tom 

Wolfe emphasizes in his book The New Journalism (1973) the importance of rooting any 
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writing in field-work reporting. Only in-depth documentation of perceived phenomena away 

from the desk can subsequently be aestheticized into an absorbing story. The new journalists 

rediscovered devices used by the great realists of the 19th century, who gave writing 

'immediacy' and 'gripping quality' (Wolfe 1973: 46); e.g., 'scene-by-scene construction', 

'realistic dialogue', 'third-person-point-of-view' and recording of everyday 'symbolic details' 

(Wolfe 1973: 46/47). 

Narrative literary journalism involves reporting in the form of novel writing. The 

severity of the formal debate is also as a result of the hesitance to allow fiction elements, e.g., 

thought accounts, into the domain of hard-fact journalism. Narrative literary journalism 

deliberately abandons the "objectification" of the conservative journalistic text, which 

according to Hartsock, means 'disengaged journalisms that objectify the world as something 

different or alien from the viewing subject, namely either that of the author or reader' 

(Hartsock 2000: 17). Contrary to traditional news reporting, narrative literary journalism 

resists the 'tendency to essentialize or totalize distinctive phenomenal experiences' (Hartsock 

2000: 48). Instead, narrative literary journalism focuses on the 'concrete particular', a detail 

that stands as a synecdoche of society and refuses closure (cf. Hartsock 2000: 51). 

In a nutshell, classical narrative journalism entails: scene-by-scene and character 

development, unfolding action, journalistic socialisation of the writer, journalistic research 

methods, transparent subjectivity, and symbolic details. 

As the literary element in narrative literary journalism gains more weight, the question 

of boundaries between fiction and non-fiction becomes more evident. An attempt to define the 

genre by formal aspects only seems insufficient. Dan Lehman argues that for a critical reading 

of narrative literary journalism, the issues around the production-process need to be taken into 

account. 
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1.3 The virtual borders of classical narrative literary journalism 

In his book Matters of Fact: Reading Nonfiction Narrative over the Edge, Dan 

Lehman explicates the debate on the accountability of narrative literary journalism. The 

author believes that journalism has a 'social and material effect different from fiction' and 

describes the genre as 'a site of both artistic and social engagement' (Lehman 1997: 2/3). 

Lehman advocates a reading of non-fiction texts within their cultural context. He 

refers not only to a historical contextualization but more to a relational analysis. According to 

Lehman, narrative literary journalism gains its unique momentum through its anchoring in a 

social reality impacted by the subjectivity of the writer, the reader, and the subject itself. 'Its 

full power and problems cannot be understood until the discursive relationships among 

author, subject, and reader that under-gird nonfiction are read as closely as the words that 

make up the narrative itself (Lehman 1997: 2). 

In his analysis, Lehman welcomes the approach by Phyllis Frus McCord in her essay 

The politics and poetics of journalistic narrative, to question the artificial lines between 

fiction and non-fiction. According to McCord, there is no difference because the emotional 

reading experience of a tale is in principal the same as reading non-fiction, since the reader 

might be equally absorbed in the text (cf. Lehman 1997: 4). 

McCord further pursues a drastic relativism and claims that fact-checking for non

fiction accuracy is in vain because objective proof does not exist (cf. Lehman 1997: 8/26). 

She warns the reader of the 'fallacy of regarding non-fictional prose as tied to the world' 

(McCord 1985: 748). It is impossible for the reader to re-live a situation that has been read 

outside of the text. More than a matter of accessibility, it is a matter of passing time and 

situational context. 

Lehman doesn't follow McCord to the degree of abolishing the boundaries between 

fiction and non-fiction altogether. McCord's binary focus, on the realization that fact 

ultimately cannot be verified, poses 'unequivocal truth against unequivocal falsity, assuming 

the latter because the former is impossible' (Lehman 1997: 8). 

Lehman's ambition is not to re-establish the boundaries between fiction and non

fiction, but to expound the issue of negotiating individual truth value and its impact on the 

reader (cf. Lehman 1997: 6). 

The author accepts that any writing is crafted, therefore actuality does not equal non

fiction, and he acknowledges that fiction can affect the reader as well (cf. Lehman 1997: 7). 

Lehman furthermore moves within the poststructuralist paradigm that there is no place outside 

of culture from where objectivity could be judged (Lehman 1997: 8). 
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To Lehman however, McCord's radical argument expires in the field of journalism. 

'Because I am concerned with events and characters that always have a presence outside the 

text as well, I do not have the luxury of disregarding the text's relationship (even though it 

always will be intertextual) to its anterior model' (Lehman 1997: 29). Other than characters of 

fiction, stakeholders of non-fiction have a susceptible future; this implies a social 

responsibility and awareness from the participants around the text. Lehman argues that the 

impact of truth is stronger than the impact of fiction (cf. Lehman 1997: 10ff). As soon as the 

reader becomes involved and draws actual consequences, non-fiction becomes a 'socially 

implicating act' (Lehman 1997: 7). He or she will, for instance, only give money to charity 

when there is surety that the described disaster actually took place. 'When characters die in 

fiction, characters die; when characters die in nonfiction, people die' (Lehman 1997: 14). 

The author, however, suspects that the powerful contemporary currency of non-fiction 

might fade, as perceptions of reality change. 'Repeated popular media depictions of actual 

deaths will desensitize audiences to the power of the body that I am tracing' (Lehman 1997: 

13). 

Therefore Lehman advocates a position between fiction and non-fiction and argues 

that 'our minds are capable of comprehending a blurred genre status as the reader negotiates 

texts' (Lehman 1997: 23). According to Lehman, exactly in this blurred uncertainty lies the 

power of narrative literary journalism. 

In line with James Phelan, Lehman agrees that truth needs to be negotiated in 

discourse (cf. Lehman 1997: 23). Post-modem authority is gained through transparency. The 

narrative non-fiction writer engages the reader in a deliberate negotiation process and the text 

is made trustworthy through a shared uncertainty; explicit doubt can even enhance credibility. 

By taking away the certainty of the situation and the authority of truth, the reader is taken out 

of her comfort zone and needs to decide for herself, to what extent the story pertains to her 

life experience. 

The significant quality of narrative literary journalism, as Lehman outlines, is the 

attempt to bridge the gap between subject and object by foregrounding its own 

constructedness. 'By stepping out from the shadows and laying bare his or her prejudices, 

anxieties, or thought processes the reporter gives us something firmer and truer to hold on to 

as we come to our own conclusions' (Kerrane/Yagoda 1997: 16). 

The best awarded narrative literary journalism stories have a high degree of 

involvement of the writer (cf. Williams 2006; Leblanc 1995). This technique achieves 
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transparency and credibility, smce the validity of personal subjective expenence IS 

unquestionable. 

This approach is, however, is not without its flaws. 'There is a distinct possibility for 

abuse here: the reporter's forgetting that he is not the story, just a means to it. And where the 

use of "I" should offer the reporter a means to construct a multidimensional and memorable 

character, in magazine journalism today it has become a reflexive cliche' (Kerrane/Yagoda 

1997:16). 

Overt subjectivity can become tedious at the best of times. Since postmodern society 

has long reached a point where we acknowledge textual constructedness of non-fiction, I 

believe we don't always have to see the back of the observer to be reminded that it is not our 

own immediate experience we are reading, but someone else's. 
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