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Introduction

Overthelastfewdecades,literarynon-fictionhasbeenverypopular.Non-fiction
writersregularlyfeatureinthemediaandwinliteraryprizes,mostbookshops
reserve a special section for non-fiction books and review pages in literary
magazinesreserveaspecialspaceforthis‘genre.’Itseemsthataftertheeraof
post-structuralist representational relativism, there is aneed for referentiality.
ThereadingpublicseemstoexperiencewhatDavidShieldscalls“realityhunger.”

Literarynon-fictioniscertainlynotanewgenre.Itisenoughtotakealook
at the numerous publications discussing changing conventions of realism in
differentliteraryperiodstolearnotherwise.Doestheorizingaboutitcreatean
academicfiction?Tosomeextentthismaybetrue.Still,itmayprovideauseful
theoreticalframeworkfortheinterpretationofsuchtexts.Thelabelundoubtedly
urgesus toponder thequestionof representation, andmore specificallywith
regards to truth and mimesis. Furthermore, taking non-fiction’s popularity
into account, reflection on this subject can probably tell us something about
contemporarycultureingeneral.Weinvitedcontributorstocommentonthese
andotheraspectsofliterarynon-fictionwritingwithreferencetotheirrespective
fieldsofexpertise.

Inanalyzingthisformofwriting,differentwaysofandapproachestoconveying
realitybecometheobjectofreflection.Somenon-fictionwritersaremorereliant
onthepossibilityofmimesis,orsimplyomitthequestion;othersareveryaware
oftheproblemandemphasisetheproblematicaspectsofrepresentingrealityin
language.Somerelymoreonliteraryaspects,othersonjournalistictechniques.
Inthisrespectliterarynon-fictionisatricky‘genre’allowingauthorstohaveit
bothways.Itresistsclassificationandallowsforaspiringtobothliterarinessand
factuality.When the literariness is allowed to take the upper hand, however,
journalisticobjectivitymaycomeunderfirefromcritics,aswasthecasewiththe
workofRyszardKapuściński,whosebiographybyArturDomosławskirevealed
numerousinconsistenciesinhisjournalisticaccounts.Butisitreallythefactual
thatmakesliterarynon-fictionsopopular?
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Literarynon-fictionwritingcanberoughlydividedintothreemajorcategories:
autobiographical writing, literary journalism (with travel writing as a major
subcategory), and research non-fiction, each having its own specific character
andopeningupspecificpossibilitiesfordiscussingdifferentaspectsoftruthand
mimesis.Whattheyhaveincommonisthattheytendtoemploythefirstperson
narrator delivering the account – a technique which draws attention to the
subjectivecharacteroftheaccountinquestion.Thismayleadtotheconclusion
thatwhatreadersarelookingforinnon-fictionwritingisnotfactuality.Rather,
withtoday’sinformationoverloadtheyarelookingforasubjectiveaccountof
reality–specialist’sguidance,initiation,andgossip.Themediatingpersonaisas
importantasthemediatedreal.Andsincethereisnootherrealthanthemediated
one,itisthecharacteroftheaccount,itsoriginality,thatcounts.

Literary representation seems to be at a curious crossroads today. Some
writersrelyonreferentialityandtruth.Othersareveryawareofthepitfallsof
representationandtheyexploit it inaplayful,oftensurprisingandrefreshing
way.Aspecific referentialitypact is atplay in the caseof literarynon-fiction,
whichisshapingreaders’horizonofexpectations.Buttherearealsoinstances
when the referentiality pact is consciously violated, for instance when it is
being used in an ironicway, as is the case inmock-documentaries ormock-
autobiographies. Then the violation itself becomes the essence of art. For the
researcherthismaybeaninterestingentrypointforinterpretation:howdoesthe
writerdealwiththeambiguitiesofrepresentation,howdoess/heimplementthe
firstpersonnarrative?Whateffectiss/heaimingatandwhataretheforeseen
and unforeseen consequences of the choice? The contributors to this volume
concentrateon this andother aspectsof literarynon-fictionwriting.Wehope
herebytoopenfurtherdiscussionofvarioustopicsconcerningtheambiguitiesof
thistexttype,focusingonthewaysinwhichitoperatesintheDutchandSouth
Africanliteraryfields.
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