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Abstract: Webster defines the word canon as a “sanctioned or accepted 
group or body of related works.” Despite criticisms suggesting that canons 
serve as tools of exclusion, they have staying power within academic disci-
plines and shape curriculum choices. This article presents the results of a 
limited study of reading lists submitted by members of the International 
Association for Literary Journalism Studies, an organization that stresses 
“inclusive” and “wide variety of approaches to the study and teaching of lit-
erary journalism throughout the world.” The research focuses on addressing 
three research questions: (1) Does a literary journalism canon exist? If so, 
which writers appear most consistently? (2) Do geographic or linguistic bi-
ases exist in selecting from this canon? (3) Do gender differences exist? The 
results indicate that a canon of writers has emerged and that their writings 
are nearly always represented on course reading lists. Important study find-
ings strongly suggest that writers whose language (English), gender (male), 
and geography (North America) dominate reading lists. Further, the in-
vestigation points to the prevalence of North American scholars and crit-
ics whose secondary works are most often used to define the genre. While 
the study does not offer concrete suggestions for broadening the scope and 
meaning of literary journalism or nonfiction, it does provide some evidence 
that may convince educators to reframe and reconstruct their reading lists 
to go beyond the list of “usual suspects” to include new writers and explore 
new approaches to the field. 
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canons became useful instruments for social groups who devised them as 
tools of “self-definition,”4 as Charles Altieri has noted.

Canons have also morphed into cultural weapons, wielded to disarm and 
marginalize competing bodies of thought.5 And, once created, they have re-
markable regenerative powers to become what Barbara Herstein Smith iden-
tified as “esteemed objects” of culture that can “illuminate and transmit the 
traditional cultural values presumably embodied in them.”6 Inevitably, the 
culturally and socially powerful germinate mighty canons and tend to rely on 
reductive rationales to sustain them: “[T]he canonical judgments of domi-
nant groups have been typically justified by an appeal to transcendent norms 
of judgment, as though history itself were the judge of works, or as though in-
dividuals could really transcend the conditions of their specific judgments.”7

To a large extent then, the debate over canons has fallen into two main 
camps. Conservatives argue that a canon represents “permanent greatness” 
and standards. In other words, without a canon there would be no measure 
by which to judge other works.8 The liberal camp argues that this is too nar-
row and that canons need to be more representative “of the true diversity of 
society and the wide span of its cultural heritage.”9 For this group, the singu-
lar problem with canons is that they most always set the criteria for what is 
included and what is excluded.10 The purpose of this research is not to take 
sides on this debate. Instead, it asks whether a literary journalism canon exists 
that favors—as Jan Gorak cautions about canons in general—“a privileged set 
of writings” that affects curriculum choices while potentially ignoring others 
that might have equal merit.11 The objective in this study is to identify that 
“privileged set of writings.” 

Method and Findings

This study began in 2012 with a goal of determining whether a canon for 
literary journalism might exist. In August and October of 2012, e-mail 

queries were sent to members of the IALJS, via the organization’s listserv, 
requesting a copy of their most current reading lists for their courses.12 In all, 
thirteen people (11 male, 2 female) responded to the first request, which pro-
duced interesting but very limited results. Unsurprisingly, this initial research 
indicated that, as a genre, literary journalism focuses on English-speaking 
writers from the United States.13 A follow-up study began with two e-mails 
being sent to IALJS members in July and September 2013. While the follow-
up study produced a 41% higher participation rate of 22 respondents (16 
male, 6 female), the results supported the earlier findings, indicating a genre 
dominated by North American writers.14 

In June 2016, another request was sent to IALJS members (372 mem-

In her 2012 keynote address, “Firing the Canon: The Historical Search 
for Literary Journalism’s Missing Links,” delivered at the Seventh Annual 

Conference of the International Association for Literary Journalism Studies 
(IALJS), Nancy Roberts reminded her audience of mostly literary journalism 
educators that they should dig deeper and think beyond their usual source 
materials to find new examples beyond “the elite sources of literary journal-
ism,” suggesting that such an “[excavation] could reveal the ammunition to 
explode our formulaic approaches, resulting in a different history of literary 
journalism.”1 This implies that a standard history of literary journalism exists, 
and it relies on “elite sources,” which Roberts identified as books, magazines, 
and newspapers, and well-known authors, such as Joan Didion, Tom Wolfe, 
Truman Capote, and others. 

What gives these elite sources the power to shape and define the genre of 
literary journalism, namely its history and epistemology, is their continued 
presence on the syllabi of literary journalism educators who come to rely on 
them as representing the best of the field. These writings have become part of 
a canon of literary journalism (and nonfiction). It is the purpose of this re-
search to investigate that assumption while attempting to identify the canon’s 
components. To do so, the reading lists of literary journalism educators are 
analyzed to identify the required books and articles written by practitioners 
and the anthologies that include their work. In addition, the research identi-
fies the frequently used secondary sources that give a defining shape to the 
field or that commend to readers those journalistic or nonfiction writings 
that are considered literary. Notably, what this study does not do is address 
the question, “What is literary journalism?” Instead, it focuses on addressing 
these questions: 

(1) Does a literary journalism canon exist? If so, which writers appear 
most consistently?

(2) Do geographic or linguistic biases exist in selecting from this canon?
(3) Do gender differences exist? 
The word canon, to forgive the pun, is a loaded term, fraught with allu-

sions to hierarchies, right ways of thinking, and cultural controversies. In fact, 
the word comes from kanōn, the Greek term for “any straight rod or bar.”2 
As it was sometimes applied to church doctrine, a canon defined appropriate 
Christian church literature. Later, as literate, non-secular cultures exploded in 
Western Europe, following the advent of printing technologies, universities 
and other academic bodies adopted the term to help distinguish disciplinary 
boundaries, especially in the humanities.3 This was most often a top-down 
process that resulted in a body of work that, as elites argued, presented the 
ideal works or at least writings that should be emulated and admired. Thus, 
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literary journalism. These categories will be further detailed in subsequent 
analyses. The categories labeled “Secondary” and “Essay” represent assigned 
readings that provide definition and explanation for the term “literary jour-
nalism” or words of wisdom about the crafts of writing and reporting. The 
“Secondary” category includes academic articles, reference materials, and 
guides, and interviews with authors. The “Anthology” category is notable be-
cause it contains collections of journalistic or nonfiction writings deemed 
literary by editors who consider them so. 

The demographics of the 92 separate authors of books and articles identi-
fied from the reading lists’ total 464 entries, were then analyzed to determine 
author countries of origin and gender (Table 3). 

The analysis indicates: (1) the majority, 74%, that is, 68 of the 92 writers 
who authored the books and articles listed on these syllabi are male, and (2) a 
majority, 82%, that is, 75 of the 92 writers, are from the United States. 

The analysis of the syllabi findings also indicate (Table 4) that 27 of the 
92 authors (29%), of whom 6 are female and 21, male, were included in 5 
or more reading lists. Of the remaining authors, 65 (71%), had 4 or fewer 
syllabi mentions and are not listed by name in this table. Authors with 5 or 

bers), with a final reminder e-mail sent in September 2016.15 As in the pre-
vious requests, respondents were reminded if they had already contributed 
to the study, they did not need to contribute again except to answer, if they 
wished, the following, additional questions: 

(1) How many years have you been teaching literary journalism or cre-
ative nonfiction? 

(2) What considerations do [you] take into account when you create 
your reading list (such as: gender, race, ethnicity, nationality balance, or “tried 
and true” writers)? 

A total of 35 respondents contributed reading lists for this study. Two 
reading lists were excluded because the data were not clear or contained in-
formation that was not germane. As a result, the content of the reading lists 
of 33 respondents (21 males, 12 females) was analyzed (Table 1). As to their 
countries of origin, they are as follows: 

Teaching Experience: Of the 33 respondents (Table 1), a total of 7 pro-
vided information on the number of years they have been teaching or 

have taught literary journalism or creative nonfiction: 25 years (1); 14 years 
(1); 9 years (1); 8 years (1); 6 years (1); 3 years (2). This represents an average 
of 9.7 years of teaching experience. 

Text Categories (Table 2): An initial parsing of the reading lists produced 
627 separate items for analysis. Of these, 27 items were eliminated from fur-
ther analysis, including the following: podcast (5); film (3); graphic novel (3); 
short story (3); photography (2); book of fiction (2); non-podcast audio (1); 
children’s book (1); query letter (1); speech (1); memo (1); and no data (4); 
leaving 600 total items that were divided into the following major categories: 
books, articles, secondary sources, essays, and anthologies. They are shown in 
Table 2. 

The two major categories in Table 2, labeled “Book” and “Article,” rep-
resent assigned readings by instructors who considered them examples of 

Table 1. Respondents by Country

Table 3. Total Book and Article Authors by Gender and Country 

Table 2. Readings by Kind of Text
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reading lists but were not required reading). 
The books’ countries of origination are as follows: 157 (69%) are from 

the United States; 30 (13%) are from South Africa; 17 (7%) from United 
Kingdom; 5 (2%) from Canada; 2 (<1%) from Australia; 2 (<1%) from In-
dia. In addition, the following countries were represented by a single entry: 
Argentina, Belarus, Colombia, France, Germany, Italy, Kenya, New Zealand, 
Netherlands, Nigeria, Poland, Russia, and Uruguay. One was considered “not 
applicable,” and 2 are works of fiction and not considered for this tabulation.

Table 5B gives the rank orders for the 15 book titles that appeared in 
three or more reading lists, as required reading either of the full book or an 
excerpt from the book:

more syllabi mentions produced 315 items or 68% of the readings assigned 
by the respondents and are rank ordered, from highest number of publica-
tions to least: 

The reading list data were further examined and organized by format, 
that is, book and article title, including author name, and then rank ordered 
according to number of times each title appeared.

Books 
Of the 227 book titles identified, the analysis indicates the majority of 

titles, 187, or 82%, appeared in a single reading list. In Table 5A, which fol-
lows, are listed the number of book titles appearing in the reading lists as 
required reading (full book text; or excerpt, e.g., chapter) and the number of 
reading lists in which they appeared (22 additional books were noted in the 

Table 4. Books and Articles by Author, Gender, Country, and Syllabi Mentions 

Table 5A. Book Titles by Appearances on Required Reading Lists

Table 5B. Book Titles by Author, Country, and Reading List Frequency
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Also of the 237 articles identified, but not included in the table, the 
analysis indicates that, as it did with book titles, the majority, or 194 (82%), 
of the article titles appearing on the reading lists were from the United States. 
Other countries of origination for articles, included 19, or 8%, from Canada; 
11 (5%) from the United Kingdom; 3 (1%) from Germany; 2 (<1%); 1 from 
Australia; 2 (<1%) from South Africa. In addition, the following countries 
were represented by a single entry: Italy, Mexico, Nigeria, Poland, Russia, and 
Trinidad. Three were of undetermined country of origin. 

Essays
The analysis includes essays, with 27 entries placed into this category. Es-

says varied slightly from the “articles” category in that they provide opinions 
and reviews about a topic or writer, or they offer instruction or guidance 
about the art of reporting or writing well (Table 7). Of the latter essays, 14 
focus on the craft of writing or a particular publication, as follows: 

Anthologies
In examining the anthologies, the research differentiated those edited 

collections that contained the writings of various authors and those that con-
tained only the work of a single author. Anthologies that contained the work 
of multiple, selected authors, including the titles in the reading lists exam-
ined, follow (Table 8). Of the collected works by a single author, there was 
a single reading list entry for the following authors: Albert Camus, Stephen 
Crane, Walter Lippmann, and Gay Talese. 

John Hersey’s Hiroshima is the book that is most often required reading 
in its entirety, appearing on 11 separate reading lists. Capote’s In Cold Blood 
appeared on 10 syllabi as required full-text reading while 6 excerpts from the 
book were required on other reading lists: thus, In Cold Blood’s total is 16. 
What is also clear is that book titles from the United States appeared most 
often in the reading lists, comprising 69% of the 15 book titles listed.

Articles
Of the 237 articles identified (Table 6A), the analysis indicates that, as it 

did with book titles, the majority (87%) of these articles appeared only once 
on any reading list. The following chart identifies the number of article titles 
appearing in the reading lists as required reading (only three selections were 
excerpts of a full article): 

Table 6B rank orders the 14 article titles that appeared in three or more 
reading lists as required reading (full or excerpted sections): 

Table 6A. Article Titles by Appearances on Reading Lists 

Table 7. Essays by Author, Country, and Reading List Frequency

Table 6B. Article Titles by Author, Country, and Reading List Frequency 
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Discussion
The study posed the following research questions:
(1) Does a literary journalism canon exist? If so, which writers appear 

most consistently?
(2) Do geographic or linguistic biases exist in selecting from this canon?
(3) Do gender differences exist? 
The discussion begins by addressing Question 2: Do geographic or lin-

guistic biases exist in selecting from this canon? The data suggest a resound-
ing yes, with English being the most common form of linguistic expression 
among the items analyzed. Specifically, of the 227 books identified, 214 or 
94% were written by writers from countries where English is the dominant 
spoken and written language. The percentage was higher for the identified 
articles, indicating 97% (229 out of 237) articles by English-speaking writ-
ers. In all, for both categories, 95% of the articles and books were in English. 

As to a geographic bias, the answer again is yes: the reading lists revealed 
an overall preference for North American writers. A total 213 articles were 
from the United States (194) and Canada (19), representing 90% of the to-
tal number of 237 articles identified. As for books, a total 163 titles were 
from the United States (158) and Canada (5), representing 72% of the total 
227 books identified. It is worth noting that South African writers were also 
represented, with 30 titles, or 13% of the total books. Again, North Ameri-
can writers made up 81% of the combined categories of books and articles. 
Importantly, the data in the category Secondary Sources suggested the domi-
nance by U.S. scholars who have defined the genre. Of course, it is worth 
recalling that the majority of the respondents are from North America. 

Question 3 asks: Do gender differences exist? The data indicate a strong bias 
toward the selection of male writers (See Table 3). Of the 227 separate book titles, 
men wrote 154, or 68%, of them, with the remaining 75 (32%) written by wom-

Secondary Sources

The final category comprises secondary sources, which include an array of 
items, mostly book chapters from anthologies that define the genre of 

literary journalism or nonfiction, while explaining how a writer’s technique 
and artistry combine to produce examples of. Of 84 separate entries, only 6 
were cited in more than one syllabus, and they are as follows: 

Table 8. Anthologies by Editor and Reading List Frequency

Table 9. Secondary Sources by Title, Author or Editor, and Reading List Frequency
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Of course, the selections appearing in this study have great merit and 
are worthy of inclusion on any reading list, suggesting that canons in and of 
themselves are not a bad thing and may represent, as Gorak argues, “a recur-
ring human and aesthetic need.”16 Canons also help recall a certain past of 
“selective memories of traditions or ideals,” as Altieri observed.17 (However, 
this suggests that such canons can be restrictive and difficult to change.) 

However, the challenge remains regarding how this canon can be expanded 
so that a “different history of literary journalism” can be revealed. While 

the work must begin to include more non-English speaking or non–North 
American writers on reading lists, those efforts often pose a problem of lin-
guistic access. In other words, how can these writings receive fair judgment, 
given different literary traditions and obstacles to translation? How can one 
linguistic group understand the nuance and brilliance of another linguistic and 
journalistic tradition? Appendix B identifies readings from respondents whose 
lists contain literary journalism and nonfiction in languages other than Eng-
lish. Would translations of these works produce the same exemplars of literary 
journalism? Such efforts have succeeded with the nonfiction works of Gabriel 
García Márquez and Ryszard Kapuściński, for example, because both authors 
had close collaborative relationships with their translators and were comfortable 
with English. These writers prove more the exception than the rule, unfortu-
nately. Journalism educators must rely on the expertise of their colleagues who 
can provide critical guidance in selecting well-translated writings. This is some-
thing the IALJS membership is ideally equipped to do. It is also something the 
organization should consider providing for its membership.

In addition to important issues of gender, race, nationality, and language, 
another pressing issue facing the genre is the digital age’s impact. By far, the 
greatest number of readings represented in this study came from traditional 
media sources such as books and magazines. However, the digital age’s cur-
rent incunabula is breaking down the cultural power structure, giving almost 
anyone with a computer and an internet connection what Guillory calls “ac-
cess to the means of cultural production.”18 With so many digital sites produc-
ing good material, what will rise to the top? How will literary journalism 
educators find it? What will the canon look like years from now? 

Finally, as organizations such as the IALJS, which notes on its website 
that it is “warmly supportive of a wide variety of approaches to the study and 
teaching of literary journalism throughout the world,”19 wrestle and argue 
about new definitions and approaches to literary journalism, it is worth re-
membering that traditions and therefore canons change. They are, as William 
Cain noted, “not outside of history.”20

–––––––––––––––––

en. As for the articles, women authored 80 articles, or 34%, while men wrote 157 
or 66%. While these averages do indicate a slight variance from Table 3, which 
accounted for the total number of separate authors cited, they still strongly sug-
gest that literary journalism educators rely heavily on the works of male writers. 

In addressing the first question, “Does a literary journalism canon exist? If 
so, which writers appear most consistently,” Tables 4, 5, and 6 provide the most 
suggestive evidence that a literary canon does exist, and it is a canon heavily domi-
nated by writers from the United States. As the reading lists indicate, writers such 
as Gay Talese, Joan Didion, Truman Capote, Norman Mailer, Susan Orlean, Lil-
lian Ross, and others, whose writings were most often cited on these lists, are 
writers whose works have long been cited as exemplars of literary journalism. As 
indicated especially in Table 4, 26 writers produced 69% of the assigned readings.

Nine of the 33 participants in the survey also provided qualitative re-
sponses to the following question: “What considerations do you take into 
account when you create your reading list (gender, race, ethnicity, nationality 
balance, “tried and true” writers)?” (See Appendix A, Reading List Consider-
ations). The responses provide some interesting insights about considerations 
made in constructing a gender-balanced reading list. One male educator from 
Canada noted, “For the past several years I’ve been mindful of gender. . . . 
I realized I had an unconscious bias toward ‘guy’ writers such as Krakauer, 
for example, and set out to re-balance the reading list to include 50 per cent 
women.” The respondent also recognized that he had not yet “made this cor-
rection regarding race.” Another respondent, this time a female educator 
from Australia, wrote, “I take into consideration the western tradition of the 
genre and then introduce samples from our region and beyond, if time per-
mits. I choose works by both male and female authors, different ethnicities, 
nationalities and race. I also discuss the historical development of the genres 
by using examples.” And still a third, a male educator from the United States, 
said he chose mostly “canonical” writers for his reading list but added, “I re-
ally encourage [students] to break out of the canon for their final projects, 
and that seems to be a good way to encourage diversification.” 

Conclusion and Thoughts

While this study claims neither to be exhaustive nor definitive, it does sug-
gest the field of literary journalism and nonfiction has a canon, and a 

canon dominated by English-speaking writers, with the majority of them male 
and from the United States. As for the dominance of North American writers, 
this should not be surprising, given that the majority of respondents (67%) are 
from the United States or Canada. So, Roberts’s words about seeking the “am-
munition to explode our formulaic approaches” to the traditional canon are 
quite salient, especially if the canon is to be more inclusive (and interesting). 
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