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Photograph of Norman Sims by Diane deGroat.

Remembrance . . .  
Norman Sims, 1948–2022

Interview with Norman Sims (2018)

Isabel Soares
University of Lisbon, Portugal

Isabel Soares: Where and when were you born? 
Norman Sims: Paris, Illinois, USA, January 26, 

1948. It’s a small town, nothing like the real Paris.
IS: Do you have any fond childhood memories?
NS: Visiting the family farm, riding horses, at-

tending an elementary school that was one block from my house.
IS: Where did you go to primary school/secondary school? 
NS: I grew up in a medium-sized town in central Illinois, in the Midwest 

of the U.S., where I attended public school. I went to the University of Il-
linois in Urbana-Champaign for college. Then I did a master’s in American 
history at the University of Illinois Chicago, and returned to Urbana for my 
PhD in communication.

IS: What were your favorite school subjects? 
NS: In high school, I liked chemistry, but I was more interested in athlet-

ics than in classes. In college, I changed my major a couple times (business, 
psychology) before ending up in journalism. This was the late 1960s, when 
the world seemed on fire and journalists had an opportunity to experience 
and interpret events.

IS: While you were at college what was your future professional aim? Did 
that aim materialize or did you find yourself taking some other path? 

NS: My goal was to become a journalist. As a reporter after college at 
United Press International in Minneapolis, Minnesota, I found the work bor-
ing and routine. Not to mention that during the winter Minnesota was the 
coldest place I had ever lived. After a couple years, I went back to school, first 
in Chicago and then in Urbana, Illinois.
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IS: What was your first job? Did you like it? 
NS: I didn’t particularly like it. I thought journalists should be doing 

more reporting and actual writing. Some certainly were, but I didn’t have 
much opportunity at UPI.

IS: How did academe happen to you? 
NS: After work, I spent all my spare time reading books. Eventually, my 

reading taught me to get back in school. Before returning to the university, I 
contacted one of my favorite professors from when I was an undergraduate. 
Dr. James Carey had taught a couple classes in communication that were 
highly popular. His best course was called “Processes and Systems of Com-
munication,” a horrible title that helped reduce enrollment in the class. It was 
required for journalism majors and for graphic design majors. I asked him if I 
could return to Urbana and do a PhD in communication under his guidance. 
He said yes, but there were conditions. First, I needed to get a master’s degree 
someplace else. He told me that I was weak in history, so I did a master’s in 
American history to help cure that deficiency. Dr. Carey said I could be his 
student in the PhD program. That was a privilege not granted to everyone, 
and I took advantage of it.

Dr. Carey was of Irish descent and grew up in a culture of old, Irish men 
who constantly told stories. As a child he had a heart condition that kept him 
out of school until high school. He spent his days in the bars and restaurants 
of his Irish neighborhood in Rhode Island. That and a few tutors provided his 
primary and secondary education, and it served him well. Literature, poetry, 
politics, society, justice, all those things were discussed by the old Irish men 
he hung out with. As a scholar and as a dean, Carey was always aware of the 
legacy of oral culture even in our print and media age.  

IS: What is the name of your PhD thesis? What made you study what 
you did? 

NS: My dissertation was about the “Chicago Style of Journalism” in the 
1890–1920 era. It grew out of suggestions from Dr. Carey that Chicago jour-
nalism had interesting social aspects in that era, and that untapped research 
material existed. He took a symbolic approach to journalism and everyday 
life, launching many scholars on a quest for a cultural history of journalism. 
Journalism, our most read form of literature, had received very little quality 
historical or critical examination. I adopted historical study, and whenever 
possible I used memoirs, letters, and diaries as well as interviews, with living 
literary journalists to connect their work with the past. 

Chicago journalists at the new mass circulation urban newspapers in the 
1890s had different reactions to the rising insistence on factuality and formu-
la writing in the news (it wasn’t called “objectivity” yet). One group, generally 

the editors, took it to heart and reduced news stories to formulas. Another 
group, mostly reporters, had become journalists because they wanted to be 
writers. Finley Peter Dunne, George Ade, and later Ben Hecht got into the 
business to tell stories. They weren’t about to strip all the humanity out of 
their reporting. They found shelter from the storm in the new “column,” 
generally 700 to 1,500 words in a space devoted strictly to them, by name, in 
the newspaper. Dunne wrote stories about the Irish community. Ade wrote 
about the rising but stratified lower-middle classes in one of the most diverse 
cities in the world.

IS: Looking back at your early years as an academic, how was young 
Norman Sims? 

NS: Dizzy, overworked, underpaid. Early on, I had hopes that a univer-
sity would be a genuine interdisciplinary discussion, an unscripted conversa-
tion among scholars. Sometimes it was. Sometimes within a department or 
within an organization like IALJS, genuine conversation happens. But the 
“silo” mentality in the disciplines surprised me, although I understood that 
the competition for promotion, status, and resources made interdisciplinary 
conversations difficult.

IS: What has changed between that young Norman Sims and this cur-
rent Norman Sims? 

NS: Now that I’m retired, I’m not as overworked. My attitude toward 
the university is much less idealized now. I believe the most wonderful thing 
about the university is simply that it endures, decade after decade, and largely 
does good work.

IS: What led you to become interested in literary journalism?  
NS: In studying Chicago journalism, I noted conflicts between writers 

and the editors, and I was fascinated by this “other” storytelling kind of jour-
nalism, although it was not called literary journalism then. At the same time, 
Michael Schudson was working on his dissertation at Harvard and was also 
studying with Carey, who shared some of Michael’s writing with me. Schud-
son found two groups in New York journalism, which he called the “informa-
tion” and “story” models of the news. Schudson later published part of his 
dissertation as Discovering the News, which still rings true to me. I saw similar 
distinctions in Chicago.

Later, after I had become an assistant professor at the University of Mas-
sachusetts, I met a number of contemporary professional writers, such as 
Mark Kramer and Tracy Kidder, who happened to live nearby. They had been 
influenced by the New Journalism—as had everyone—but they seemed to 
be doing something much closer to the writers I had studied in Chicago. I 
started interviewing writers and asking questions about how they approached 
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their work. Quickly I learned that these modern writers had much in com-
mon, not just with the New Journalists but with other writers earlier in the 
century such as Finley Peter Dunne, George Ade, John Reed, Ernest Heming-
way, Martha Gellhorn, John Dos Passos, Lillian Ross, Joseph Mitchell, and 
John McPhee. After I published The Literary Journalists anthology in 1984, a 
number of writers told me they were surprised to learn that they were part of 
a community of writers, one they had not recognized before.

IS: You gave the initial keynote address at an IALJS conference. It was 
2007 and IALJS was holding its second-ever conference. What was your reac-
tion to knowing there was this association and that you were being invited 
as keynoter?

NS: I was deeply honored when David Abrahamson invited me to speak. 
I would have attended the first conference where IALJS was formed, but I 
didn’t have anything to say about Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle, which was the 
topic. That a community of scholars existed did not surprise me. By that 
time, I had a great deal of feedback on two anthologies of literary journalism 
and on a collection of scholarly articles on the subject. I have the greatest 
respect for the research and work done by this international group that has 
expanded the study of literary journalism worldwide.

IS: What do you think has changed in the world of literary journalism 
scholarship because of the existence of IALJS? 

NS: We now have a solid international and multilingual community of 
scholars and critics, which is exactly what James Carey felt we needed to un-
derstand the cultural interaction of journalism with society. Some of us have 
also recognized what might be considered the heroism of literary journalists. 
As with other journalists, they have witnessed the carnage of history. They 
have also taken on the complex and daunting tasks of writing about family 
and memory and joy and despair without reducing it to formulaic trivia.

IS: You’ve been very close to the association. As a seasoned academic, 
what (if anything) do you think distinguishes IALJS from other associations? 

NS: I don’t mean to degrade any other scholarly organizations, but we are 
a lot friendlier in our discussions and criticism than some other groups. We’re 
small enough to know each other well and to actually be friends.

IS: To a host of generations who have learnt about literary journalism 
from reading your work, you’re something of a guru. Would you like to com-
ment? 

NS: It hasn’t been that long. I appreciate the interest in my work. My 
thoughts on what should be done next grow from something Hunter Thomp-
son said to a large, stoned audience in Boulder, Colorado, in the 1980s: Don’t 
take my word for it; go find out for yourself. I would hope that scholars 

can do research and writing with an open mind, willing to attempt new ap-
proaches, and not necessarily tied to the disciplines of today or of the past.

IS: What’s your own definition of literary journalism? 
NS: I’ve described literary journalism’s conditions and qualities, things 

such as immersion reporting, elaborate structures, accuracy, responsibility, 
watching for symbolic relationships, voice, and so forth. That, however, is 
not a definition. I have never tried to “define” literary journalism because 
I fear that strict definitions exclude varieties of literary journalism that do 
not fit the “current”—largely North American—definition. A North Ameri-
can definition, for example, might exclude the wonderful Central and South 
American writers who published “crónicas,” using narrative techniques and 
literary devices similar to US New Journalists.” I prefer that the definition of 
literary journalism evolves with the subject itself.

IS: What is your favorite hobby? 
NS: Canoeing. I recently published a large, beautiful book with Mark 

Neuzil called Canoes: A Natural History in North America. I’ve been whitewa-
ter and flatwater canoeing since I was in college.

IS: What’s your idea of a day well spent? 
NS: Either reading a great nonfiction book, or paddling a canoe, any-

where.
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Going Full Circle with Norm
John C. Hartsock
SUNY Cortland, United States

Like so many, I was profoundly saddened by Norm Sims’s death. There are 
very few to whom I owe as much as I owe Norm. I was an old-fashioned 

English lit major. When I (thought I) finished my university studies I too 
wanted to be a belletrist, writing short stories like Anton Chekhov or Frank 
O’Connor. But I had to make living. I turned down a job as a technical writer 
to write the manual for the U.S. Navy’s new radar system and instead took 
a job at half the pay as a reporter on a small country weekly newspaper. And 
I was hooked on journalism. I found it energizing to wander around in the 
muck with farmers learning how the crops grew. It was, as Tom Wolfe said, 
“Real life!” But one thing that went unspoken was that there was journal-
ism and there was literature, and, so it seemed, never the twain could meet. 
Among journalists I hid my literary bona fides. Among litterateurs, I hid my 
journalism bona fides. None of which stopped me from trying to incorporate 
literary elements into my feature writing (for example, “Just don’t call me 
Ishmael. . . .” I’m not kidding). But it seemed set in Rosendale concrete that 
journalism could not be literature.

Until Norm. 
I decided to take a break from journalism practice and teach it, while 

writing on the side. My first year at a small college in the Hudson Valley I was 
given a course called Readings in Journalism. The main textbook was Norm’s 
first anthology, The Literary Journalists (1984). And that’s when it hit me. I sat 
there, lying on a couch, preparing for class, and I read McPhee, I read Didion, 
I read Wolfe, I read Davidson, I read Kramer, I read Rhodes, I read Kidder. 
I read all of them. It was so startling. This was literature. If I didn’t make up 
my mind at that moment, certainly the seed was planted that Norm’s literary 
journalism was what I wanted to study.

Over time, I would discover just how much influence his anthology had. 
I have a friend, formerly of the Washington Post, who did the vaunted journal-
ism master’s program at Columbia University. It turned out Norm’s anthol-
ogy was required reading for a course. It inspired her. Then I discovered other 
journalists and scholars who had been similarly influenced by the anthology. 
Norm had nurtured enthusiastic proponents of literary journalism in both 
the journalism profession and academia. 

Later, I discovered his Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century 
(1990), which gave me my first critical context. Moreover, it introduced me 
to the few scholars at the time who were pioneers in the field—Tom Con-
nery, John J. Pauly, David Eason, Ronald Weber, among the more prominent. 
When I returned to graduate school to do my doctorate, Literary Journalism 
in the Twentieth Century, along with Tom Connery’s A Sourcebook of American 
Literary Journalism (1992), provided me my research foundation. And when 
in a class an old guard English professor said in a faux British accent some 
colonials like to feign, “Journalism cahn’t be li-ter-ah-chure,” I thought, just 
you wait.

My path with Norm crossed again. Like many new PhDs, I had ambi-
tions to publish an expanded version of my dissertation. I did: A His-

tory of American Literary Journalism: The Emergence of a Modern Narrative 
Form (2000). My anonymous readers were strongly encouraging of the proj-
ect and made many helpful recommendations. One especially was insightful 
and enthusiastic. After the book came out, I told my publisher how grateful I 
was for the reader’s comments and asked if I might be able to write a note of 
thanks. My editor got back to me and said Norm was happy to be identified 
as a reader. I wrote him and we became fast collegial friends.

Most important, we had come full circle. My scholarly life would not 
have been the same without him. 

Later I learned how multi-faceted he was. He showed up one time in 
our part of the world to buy a nearby antique canoe he planned to restore. 
We were happy to put him up and had a rollicking good time discussing 
everything under the sun with some wine. I very much discovered his more 
complex side, curious, gently ironic (for the most part), and fundamentally 
humane and empathetic.

I knew over the years that I could usually find him at the annual IALJS 
conferences, where we could share the exciting enthusiasm of our area of re-
search. And it has made all the difference. He is dearly missed.
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Memories of Norm Sims
	 Linda Steiner 

	 University of Maryland, United States

In a 2015 review of Tom Kunkel’s biography of Joseph Mitchell (Man in 
Profile, 2015), Janet Malcolm referred to interviews that Mitchell gave “to a 

professor of journalism named Norman Sims.” This highly clunky phrase be-
came a family joke, given how it brought together people we knew well. Janet 
was my mother’s first cousin. Tom was my former dean at Maryland. Norm 
was recognized by our entire PhD cohort at Illinois, literally from Day 1, as 
smart, collegial, funny. At a minimum, Malcolm should have written “the 
professor of journalism Norman Sims.” Or “Norman Sims, the founding fa-
ther of scholarly studies of literary journalism and the author of the canonical 
and much-quoted Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century. Or “Norm 
Sims, intellectual, outdoorsman, canoe-expert/canoe-builder, environmental-
ist, scuba-diver, and all-around good guy.” 

Norm would never have produced the awkward language that Malcolm 
had. He was the master of elegant, polished phrasing—when telling a joke 
or writing a paper. In the early 1980s, Norm critiqued an AEJMC paper so 
thoughtfully that I asked him whether I could hire him to edit everything I 
wrote. I should have literally done this; it would have saved me from publish-
ing tons of dreadful prose.

Indeed, of our Institute of Communications Research (ICR) cohort, it 
was Norm who got to coauthor an article with James Carey, our guru/teacher 
and mentor, “The Telegraph and the News Report.” Available on a technology 
seemingly as old as the telegraph, the “microform,” that paper continues to 
be cited. 

Norm was intense and a perfectionist. As a friend, I didn’t always see this. 
In 1975, my brother came to visit me in Urbana. Norm loaned us cross-coun-
try equipment, including very sticky pink wax, given the wet snow. Before 
driving in Norm’s van to get there, we spent half an hour applying gooey wax 
to the skis. When we arrived, however, the snow had melted. Not wanting 
to ski on/in mud, we spent an hour removing the thick pink goo. Norm just 
laughed.

His intensity was apparent. While attending the Association for Educa-
tion in Journalism and Mass Communication (AEJMC)—this was four years 
before IALJS was founded—four of us waited and waited and waited before a 

waiter took our order. Then we waited and waited and waited for something 
to eat. Something. Anything. Norm was getting very antsy, given his need to 
control his blood sugar by eating on time. So, he asked for bread, at least, to 
tide him over. After an hour, and still not even a breadstick, Norm called over 
the waiter and said, in a very firm, emphatic, even voice: “I am a diabetic. I 
need to eat. It’s been an hour. If I have a diabetic attack, it will be your fault. 
You will feel guilty. Very guilty. I’ll also sue your restaurant.” The food came 
within minutes.

More to the point, Norm and I, plus two others from our cohort, were 
asked to provide a thorough assessment of Illinois’s ICR and its PhD 

program. The four of us took this responsibility very seriously. We interviewed 
students, faculty, staff, and administrators at every level. We were all unhappy 
with what was happening to our beloved ICR. But Norm was particularly 
appalled. Livid. But quietly so. Norm and I had this in common: the angrier 
we were, the more softly we spoke.

That said, Norm and I started to think about the fact that the University 
of Illinois had no awards, chairs, buildings, or units named for Jim Carey. 
We had some email discussion with classmates over several years, but it was 
clear we would be unlikely to raise $10 million to name the College of Media 
after Jim. Still, Norm and I had several meetings by Zoom with the College’s 
development officer and the dean. We put in some money, invited friends and 
fellow alumni to ante up, and the Carey family donated a generous sum to 
create a fellowship named for Jim. 

Norm’s virtual background featured a photo of a bear—a real bear, one 
who loved to eat the berries that grew on Norm’s property in New Hamp-
shire. 
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The Deerfield River
	 John McPhee
	 Princeton University, United States

I met Norm in 1990, when he came to Princeton from University of Massa-
chusetts, Amherst to talk for a couple of days about nonfiction writing. He 

also talked about the world out of doors, his whitewater kayaking, the better 
and best streams. To me, he would come to symbolize that world much more 
than the shut-in gloom of writing, and all the more so, in a special and larger 
way, after I learned the story of his health, of his body’s lifelong difficulty 
turning food into energy. He surely didn’t waste any.

When Norm asked me to contribute a sort of prefatory montage to his 
and Mark Neuzil’s monumentally comprehensive Canoes: A Natural History 
in North America, it was not merely an honor. I am as appreciative now as I 
was then, and—back to what got us together in the first place—more than 
grateful for his interest in the kind of writing I do, and his lasting presenta-
tion of it to students.

I’ll never forget his telling me that the Deerfield River, in western Mas-
sachusetts, is good for kayaking only in early spring, because after the forest 
blooms the trees drink up the white water. In every spring since then, I have 
thought of Norman Sims racing down the Deerfield River, competing with 
leaves.

A Memory or Two of Norm
	 Mark Neuzil
	 University of St. Thomas, United States

More than a dozen years ago, an editor for whom Norm and I had both 
published successful books, approached us with an idea for a proposal 

on canoes, canoeing, and canoe history. She knew of our shared interested in 
the subject and of our ability to meet deadlines. Norm and I were acquain-
tances, but not friends.

Our first attempt at the proposal, which focused on the cultural history 
of the canoe in North America, was a disaster. The proposal itself was damned 
good, we thought, but the publisher said we had ‘too much Canada’ in it. This 
was news to us, as we had always thought of Canada as a generally literate 
country, and of Canadians as at least occasional book-buyers, especially books 
about their national boat.

Take the Canada chapter out, the publisher said. This is when I learned of 
Norm’s Midwestern stubbornness, and he learned of my much-practiced ability 
to employ profanity for all occasions. No Canada, no book. I took the proposal 
to the University of Minnesota Press, which jumped on it like flies on cow flop.

Norm got John McPhee to sign on for the foreword, but he handed the 
editing of McPhee over to me, which made my blood run cold.

Speaking of cows and cold, our working relationship was aided by our 
rural Midwestern roots—Norm from a large farm in central Illinois and me 
from eastern Iowa. We both worked for the wire services in Minneapolis, 
although at different times, and we both loved boats, of course.

Our relationship (and the book) worked in part because we approached 
canoes from different experiences. Norm was a whitewater racer and enthusi-
astic about wood-and-canvas boats—he owned several and restored a few—
while I am a fisherman and a canoe camper with dozens of trips into the wild 
behind me and an interest in birchbark boats. Norm helped me understand 
his canoe subcultures and I like to think I helped him with mine.

Before we started on the writing, Norm suggested that to understand the 
canoe as a vehicle, I needed to build one myself. So I did. Then I suggested 
we get in a canoe together, so we could understand each other as people. (No 
better place to take a measure of a person than in a small people-powered 
craft on a rainy, windy lake.) This we did not do, however, until after the book 
came out and we were travelling around the Northeast promoting it. 

Turns out we were good friends in a canoe, too. Safe paddling, buddy.
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IALJS-18 President’s Panel
Sydney, Australia, Wednesday, May 29, 2024

Metrics or Heritage, Quantity or Repercussion:  
The Scholarly Legacy of Norman Sims

Alice Trindade
University of Lisbon, Portugal

Norman Sims was a multidimensional personality, and the panel tries to 
cover some of those aspects. The focus here will be, first, on his episte-

mological choices, which took him from journalism to culture, from culture 
to communication, and then back to journalism; and second, how these steps 
helped acknowledge the existence of the genre and the discipline we now 
know as literary journalism studies. Moreover, emphasis will be placed on 
how he achieved this, leaving a legacy of thought that has had substantial 
influence on subsequent students in the field of literary journalism. Following 
these lines of thought—as most of us are faculty and the connections between 
research and education resonate with us—I will start by going back to Sims’s 
early days in academia, when he was a PhD student at the University of Il-
linois Urbana with James W. Carey supervising his work.

We love to think, when we supervise a thesis, that we have some relevance 
to our student’s intellectual development. Digging into publications by both 
authors, and into other written records of this intellectual history episode, I 
believe this was the case. The reasons that made Carey so important in help-
ing establish Sims’s scholarly legacy lie in the closely-knit work both under-
took for several years and the impact it had on Sims’s later research, eventually 
leading to seminal work in the field of literary journalism. Literary journalism 
is undoubtedly, as has been proven over the last few years, a culturally bound 
form of journalism. Carey wrote: “There is no such thing as communication 
to be revealed in nature through some objective method free from the corrup-
tion of culture” (Communication as Culture, 31).

While Sims was conducting research for his PhD, Carey was making 
his own career as a professor, an academic, and a public intellectual. Jeffer-
son D. Pooley, his last PhD student, wrote James W. Carey and Communica-

tion Research, a book about the relevance of Carey’s work to his field: “His 
writing—urbane but unpretentious—was an implied rebuke to the leaden 
prose that filled the discipline’s journals. . . . He modeled, in short, a tweedy, 
high-minded alternative to the professional social scientist’s cross-tabulated 
careerism” (Pooley, x).

Remind you of anyone?
One of Carey’s most relevant theoretical messages, which allowed for dif-

ferent epistemological and methodological paths for communication stud-
ies, he encapsulated this way: “Our minds and lives are shaped by our total 
experience—or better, by representations of experience and, as Williams has 
argued, a name for this experience is communication” (Carey, 33).

Additionally, Carey put forward communication as having two alternative 
conceptions in American culture: “If the archetypal case of communica-

tion under a transmission point of view is the extension of messages across 
geography for the purpose of control, the archetypal case under a ritual view 
is the sacred ceremony that draws persons together in fellowship and com-
monality” (Carey, 18).

So, when Sims wrote his much-quoted article in the inaugural issue of 
Literary Journalism Studies, “The Power and the Promise of Literary Journal-
ism Studies,” he was, thirty-five years later, sending a message to the world 
beyond the USA. The relevance of journalism that was not merely seen as 
a power tool, in economic, political, or commercial terms: “In 1974, the 
scholar James W. Carey called for a systematic cultural history of journalism. 
. . . He called for historical scholarship that could move beyond a perceived 
journalistic progress toward factual accuracy and press freedom, and instead 
recapture the meaning of journalism in its own time” (1:1, 7). 

Literary journalism brings to life, at its best, this ritualistic, community-
building role that Carey deemed was imbricated in communication. Trying 
not to fall into the trap of determining first occurrences of a given term, but 
indeed falling into it, the first instance I could find of the expression ‘literary 
journalist’ in Sims’s work was in a 1976 article co-authored with Carey: in the 
late nineteenth century, “the literary journalist was seen as ‘vernacular man’, 
the observer of local affairs who was in tune with the common sense and logic 
of the small town or neighborhood” (Carey and Sims, “The Telegraph and the 
News Report,” 22).

In this article, the authors also presented the long-lasting tension be-
tween two types of journalism, obvious since the nineteenth century, that 
they named the “scientific type” and the “literary type”:

In contrast to Ford’s expert reporter or “diurnal man,” the literary journal-
ist was seen as “vernacular man,” the observer of local affairs who was in 
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tune with the common sense and logic of the small town or neighborhood. 
Literary critics felt it was impossible for the benefits of steam-power and 
electricity to suspend in solution all of the diverse interests and conflicts 
of the small towns and the myriad small enclaves of custom and tradition 
existing within the metropolis. In fact, a deep suspicion of the telegraph and 
railroad existed among this group. Critics of the newspaper who believed in 
the literary style of reporting developed an argument partly based on a new 
nervous disease known as neurasthenia (Carey and Sims, 22).

This dissension spilled into the 1970s, with the two sides being the de-
fenders of precision journalism on one side and practitioners of the New Jour-
nalism on the other. The 1973 publication of Tom Wolfe’s famous anthology, 
The New Journalism, continued to fuel the debate. Eleven years later, in 1984, 
Sims’s book, The Literary Journalists: The New Art of Personal Reportage, was 
published. In his introduction he wrote: “Rather than hanging around the 
edges of powerful institutions, literary journalists attempt to penetrate the 
cultures that make institutions work” (1–2).

Resonating with the many conversations we have all had with Sims on 
this topic, the text continues: 

This form of writing has been called literary journalism and it seems to me a 
term preferable to the other candidates: personal journalism, the new jour-
nalism, and parajournalism.  Some people in my trade—I’m a journalism 
professor—argue it is nothing more than a hybrid, combining the fiction 
writer’s techniques with facts gathered by a reporter.  That may be. But the 
motion picture combines voice recording with the photograph, yet the hy-
brid still deserves a name (3).

So, from his first use of the term literary journalists for practitioners, 
Sims designated a genre, literary journalism, which had been used for the first 
time in Edwin Ford’s 1937 book, Bibliography of Literary Journalism in Amer-
ica in his anthology, The Literary Journalists. Unlike the 1937 bibliographic 
collection, Sims’s book granted a group voice, a group formed by authors 
who wrote literary journalism and that Sims interviewed for the book. He 
engaged in fieldwork, applying a methodological tool, interviews of informed 
respondents, often used in social sciences to collect information to analyze.  

As for shedding light on my reasons for using the first part of the title 
of my participation here, “Metrics or Heritage, Quantity or Repercussion,” 
globalization’s acceleration has led to a brave new world in academia: hun-
dreds of journals are published worldwide, refereed, and used not only to 
disseminate scientific work, but also to validate academic résumés. The nearly 
450 scientific journals on different aspects of communication, indexed in the 
Web of Science Collection alone and adequately divided into quartiles from 

Q1, the most valuable, to Q5, the underdog of indexed refereed publications 
are our reality today, the preferred destination of our publications. (Just as a 
side note, Literary Journalism Studies is now situated in an up-and-coming Q4 
position, a good performance after four years of indexation).

Sims did not actually live by these rules, as he was academically active in 
times previous to this indexation frenzy, but lived in already quite demand-
ing times, at least in terms of the “publish or perish” doctrine. And he, along 
with other scholars such as Thomas B. Connery, John Hartsock, and David 
Abrahamson, did a wond’rous task: they calmly and cooperatively undertook 
the task of building a set of signposts to identify an object of study, amidst 
an ecosystem (as Isabel Soares aptly called it in her IALJS 2021 conference 
keynote address) of man-made written outputs composed of so many varia-
tions that they may be taken as a single entity, without being one. They had 
to name it (another struggle), they had to start devising adequate method-
ological tools to engage with it academically. Then they set out to disseminate 
this knowledge. Sims brought his insight to the second IALJS Conference in 
Paris, 2007, when some of us, mostly non-American, met him for the first 
time. Just to finish, Sims’s work and character is brilliantly in line with the title 
and topic of the eighteenth IALJS conference, held in Sydney: “literary Jour-
nalism and the wond’rous glory of the everlasting stars”: an everlasting star.

Extensions and Elaborations:  
A Small Case Study of Norman Sims’s Influence  

Roberta Maguire
University of Wisconsin Oshkosh, USA
 

It is undeniable that Norman Sims played a crucial role both in establish-
ing literary journalism as a field of study and in ensuring the field would 

expand beyond his own imaginings. And as Alice Trindade explains, James 
Carey, with whom Norm studied at the University of Illinois, was a profound 
influence on Norm’s approach to the field. I want to build on Trindade’s 
points in order to highlight a remarkable congruence between Norm and me, 
one that I didn’t really recognize until many years later. It’s a congruence that 
I think contributed quite a bit to his generous support of my own research 
agenda. His support changed the course of my professional life. And we know 
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I am not alone when I say that.  
My first presentation at an IALJS conference was in 2010 in London. I 

gave a talk on a book titled South to a Very Old Place by the African American 
cultural critic, jazz commentator, novelist, and essayist Albert Murray. In the 
book Murray writes of his travels in 1970 from his home in Harlem, New 
York, back to the region where he was born and raised—the Deep South—
to see how the culture, specifically interactions between African American 
and white southerners, had and had not changed in the decades since he 
lived there. A self-professed literary man, he organized his travels according 
to meetings with southern writers and journalists to hear their stories about 
the region and its changes. In his reporting, rendered in his unmistakable jazz 
prose, he also took delight in skewering New Journalists Tom Wolfe and Nor-
man Mailer. Murray’s book had since its publication defied categorization—it 
was called a travelogue, a memoir, a series of essays. I claimed it for literary 
journalism.  

What happened after that presentation surprised me. Norm and I were 
both in the hallway, and we started to talk. Norm asked me if I had 

considered broadening my work from Murray to other African American lit-
erary journalists. I was aware that American literary journalism—as a field of 
study—in 2010 did not really include Black voices, despite African American 
journalism having a long and storied history. And Norm had played a major 
role in setting what were then the parameters of American literary journal-
ism through his books that typically did not focus on Black voices. But for 
his second book, Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century, he did solicit a 
chapter from Shelly Fisher Fishkin that focused on four writers—James Agee, 
Tillie Olsen, Gloria Anzaldua, and W. E. B. Du Bois—all of whom at various 
points in the twentieth century had published about marginalized Americans. 
And thereafter in future volumes Norm at least cited Du Bois, the tower-
ing Black intellectual who presciently claimed in 1903 that “the problem of 
the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line” (Souls 34). In his 
introduction to the 1995 collection he co-edited with Mark Kramer (Liter-
ary Journalism: A New Collection of the Best American Nonfiction), Norm in-
cluded Du Bois as part of the tradition in US literary journalism “established 
by” such luminaries as Mark Twain, Stephen Crane, Ernest Hemingway, and 
Mary McCarthy. In his final book on literary journalism, True Stories, he de-
voted a substantial paragraph to Du Bois, recounting how he turned “separate 
magazine pieces” published in what was then the “new national” market for 
journalism into his “classic work of racial justice,” Souls of Black Folk.  

Fittingly, Sims dedicated that last book to James Carey, whom he de-
scribes in the dedication as his “mentor and friend.” In the book, after ex-

ploring the development of North American literary journalism from Twain’s 
nineteenth century sketches to Adrian Nicole Leblanc’s early twenty-first 
century immersive reporting in Random Family, Sims includes “A Selected 
Historical Bibliography,” which he notes is “suggestive” (359). There we see 
him practicing an insight Carey often included in his essays and I’m sure 
permeated his teaching, and which appears in great form in an essay Carey 
published about the history of mass communication: Influenced by Thomas 
Kuhn’s fundamental point in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions that every 
paradigm in a field of study excludes information that will eventually gain 
such prominence to necessitate a paradigm shift, Carey explains, “We [schol-
ars] are forever building a city on the hill and then promptly planning to get 
out of town to avoid the authority and constraint of our creation.” The need 
to create a scholarly paradigm but the willingness, even the obligation, not to 
be constrained by it was an idea that guided Norm. In his Selected Bibliogra-
phy, we see Norm pushing his own boundaries, paving a way for a paradigm 
shift, as he takes expanded notice of Black contributors—for example, along 
with Du Bois, Norm includes Leon Dash, who won a Pulitzer for an eight-
part series on one Black family’s experience with poverty in southeast Wash-
ington, DC. So, by 2010, when I was talking about Albert Murray, Norm was 
alert to missing voices in the paradigm for US literary journalism he had done 
so much to construct, and he was ready for it to be revised. 

Perhaps it was especially fortuitous that my presentation was on Murray. 
Little did I know then, but the guy I had just given a paper on, a crucial 

intellectual mentor for me, happened to be shaped by many of the same 
thinkers who shaped James Carey and, therefore, Norm. Kuhn was one shared 
influence, but even more important to Carey’s approach to cultural studies 
and, as it turned out, Murray’s approach to American culture and identity 
were the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey and the literary critic, semioti-
cian, and rhetorician Kenneth Burke. Both Dewey and Burke, like their heirs 
Carey and Murray, were in their thinking difficult to pigeon-hole—at times 
Dewey and Burke even viewed each other as wrong-headed—but both were 
deeply committed to democracy. In John Pauly’s words, Carey was their heir 
by “[refusing] to declare himself either conservative or radical or liberal. His 
one, steadfast intellectual commitment [was] to democracy as a way of life” 
(13). Central to that way of life for Carey, following Dewey, was commu-
nication. Carey explained that “For Dewey, communication was an ethical 
principle. Whatever inhibited the sharing, widening, expansion of experience 
was an obstacle to be overcome.” Here’s Carey’s own take on that in an es-
say on communication and economics: “Language is the one collective and 
sharable phenomenon we have: not something created and then shared but 
only created in the act of sharing.” Then using Burke’s idea that language is 
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a tool, a symbol that acts, Carey further defines language as “the irreducible 
bedrock of human tools and talents [that] keeps reminding us of a shared and 
associated life” (69). One of those tools Carey goes on to say is journalism. As 
such a tool, according to Carey, following Burke, journalism is “a symbolic 
strategy” that offers “models for action and feeling, with ways to size up situ-
ations.” These are the “qualities,” Carey claims, that render journalism one of 
the “literary arts” (91).  

To sum up, using insights from Dewey and Burke, Carey defined jour-
nalism as a crucial dimension of human communication that was fundamen-
tal to democracy, and it was also literature. Norm absorbed Carey’s convic-
tions about journalism and extended and refined them, beginning with his 
1979 dissertation on “The Chicago Style of Journalism,” in which he argued 
for a group of urban reporters in Chicago not only producing journalism as 
a subset of literature but journalism that expressly made use of techniques 
typically associated with literary fiction. His discovery that such writing was 
happening well before the advent of the New Journalism of course paved the 
way for the rest of his ground-breaking work.  

But something else he absorbed from Carey and extended in his own pub-
lications and interpersonal interactions that we are celebrating today was 

a fundamental belief that cross-cultural communication was central to com-
munity-building and democracy itself. Carey said in an interview that “A life 
of responsible citizenship, a life without anger and resentment, depends upon 
our constantly enlarging the human community with which we identify, see-
ing not only that we are men and women but that every woman is a man and 
every man a woman; that there is no human experience so foreign or so alien 
that we cannot, at the least, identify with it” (100)—which, Carey explained, 
was his amplification of Kenneth Burke’s axiom that “Every division is merely 
an opportunity for a merger” (99).  

Anyone who knew Norm recognized how he enacted that belief by wel-
coming new faces and new ideas to every setting in which literary journalism 
was discussed. Norm’s instituting the breakfast session at earlier IALJS con-
ferences featuring the work of graduate students is just one small example of 
his dedication to the give-and-take of communication that Carey, following 
Dewey and Burke, valued so much. And Norm especially shared Dewey’s 
inherent optimism that cross-cultural communication allows us to recognize 
ourselves in ways we can’t unless we engage with others who challenge our 
assumptions about who we are. And that’s where Murray comes back in and 
why I think Norm was talking with me in 2010. 

Murray too was an optimist, particularly about American democracy. Us-
ing the ideas of Dewey and Burke—Dewey’s work he was introduced to as an 
education major at Tuskegee Institute, and Burke and his good friend Ralph 

Ellison encountered later—Murray argued that American culture was a cease-
less cross-fertilization of many different cultures—European immigrant, na-
tive, Asian, African—all transformed in the context of the US. His radical 
move back in 1970 was to assert that African Americans most clearly rep-
resented that amalgamation of cultures, rendering them Omni-Americans, 
because of one additional trait honed through the Black experience in the US, 
beginning with slavery: the ability to adapt, or improvise—which Murray, 
following Burke, called a frame of acceptance in the face of obstacles. That 
trait, Murray claimed, reaches its aesthetic apotheosis in jazz, the music genre 
created by African Americans in which exquisite communication among an 
ensemble gives rise to heroic improvisation. Such a cultural achievement, 
Murray argued, not only counter-stated what he called the fakelore of black 
pathology, but just as importantly offered to all Americans a model for adapt-
ing to our rapidly changing times. This is a position Murray put forward in 
all his books, including South to a Very Old Place, which Norm heard me talk 
about. And I think it was Murray’s holistic approach to cultural identity that 
especially resonated with Norm, when we consider how in his own writing, 
and here I am thinking about True Stories in particular, he would weave poli-
tics, history, literary culture, and biographical details to illuminate a particular 
cultural trend. In other words, I am saying that Norm heard a simpatico voice 
coming from a position Albert Murray occupied that he hadn’t anticipated.  

With his interest piqued Norm was open to hearing more and encour-
aged me to see if I could uncover that “more.” To help me get going, 

he introduced me to the late great Sam Riley, who in 2000 had published an 
essay in American Periodicals arguing for us to recognize as literary journalism 
Langston Hughes’s columns in The Chicago Defender featuring the character 
Jesse B. Semple. That introduction led directly to my next project on Alice 
Childress, who wrote a column featuring a domestic worker named Mildred 
that appeared in Paul Robeson’s paper Freedom in the 1950s. With Norm’s 
support I followed that with a special issue of Literary Journalism Studies in 
2013 that engaged more IALJS members with African American literary jour-
nalism. As I continued to research the history, breadth, and especially innova-
tive techniques in African American literary journalism, I modeled my efforts 
on the example Norm set, efforts that could one day contribute to a history 
of African American literary journalism, a history whose telling will owe its 
beginnings to Norman Sims.   
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What’s in an Introduction?

Bill Reynolds
Toronto Metropolitan University, Canada

In the introduction to his book, The Literary Journalists: The New Art of 
Personal Reportage (Ballantine, 1984), which is also called “The Literary 

Journalists,” Norman Sims tried to capture the essence of the type of writing 
we study. Of what, exactly, was it composed? What were its elements? How 
was it put together? 

Sims was looking to get beyond Tom Wolfe’s introduction to his own 
anthology, The New Journalism, which by that point was a decade old. He 
was trying to show that, although the New Journalism’s penchant for overus-
ing the “I” in narratives damned it in more puritanical journalistic eyes, and 
although some critics declared that New Journalism stories were not entirely 
truthful, there remained validity in the form, which Sims was now calling lit-
erary journalism—the term he adopted and championed. Not only was it still 
valid; it was also alive and well in the 1980s, and, in this post-revolutionary 
period, thriving. In essence, the New Journalism was all the rage, then de-
clared a passing fad, then declared over. Sims insisted, not so fast. Please have 
a look, because something else is happening here. His publisher Ballantine 
bought into the idea.

I want to reexamine Sims’s first go at defining literary journalism stud-
ies. I have not read it in a long time and, now that he is gone, and now that 
(maybe) I am over the shock of his departure, it makes sense to have a look 
back at what he created and gauge from where we’ve come.

Since I don’t have a ton of time, I will cherry pick several comments from 
that original text—comments that stick out in certain ways. Here is the first 
one I got stuck on a bit: 

The everyday stories that bring us inside the lives of our neighbors used 
to be found in the realm of the fiction writer, while nonfiction reporters 
brought us the news from far-off centers of power that hardly touched our 
lives.
	 Literary journalists unite the two forms. Reporting on the lives of 
people at work, in love, going about the normal rounds of life, they confirm 
that the crucial moments of everyday life contain great drama and sub-
stance. Rather than hanging around the edges of powerful institutions liter-
ary journalists attempt to penetrate the cultures that make institutions work. 
	 Literary journalists follow their own set of rules (4).

That’s the part I got stuck on: Literary journalists follow their own set of 
rules. Sims is saying yes to the individual writer’s understanding of what is 
happening, what is being witnessed, what is being filtered through a specific 
consciousness. This is the act of the reporter thinking for the reporter herself, 
not the boss, not the 24/7 news cycle—and having the wherewithal and the 
grace to allow for the truth to emerge, possibly quickly but more likely gradu-
ally and after much examination and cogitation. 

In that simple declarative sentence, Sims is rejoicing in the literary jour-
nalist’s right to construct her own narrative yet also uncover as true a version 
of what is real as possible.

Then Sims says, “Unlike standard journalism, literary journalism de-
mands immersion in complex, difficult subjects. The voice of the writer sur-
faces to show readers that an author is at work.” 

Author at work. Sounds like a road sign on a highway. Caution: Author 
at work. Note that he says author. Not reporter. Not stenographer, as Janet 
Malcolm reminded us of journalists who regurgitate what their sources say 
without examination or triangulation or cross-referencing.

A reporter thinks, too, of course. But a reporter has a tight deadline, 
throws out some lines to sources and gets back what she can. 

Then Sims writes: “Authority shows through.” 

Another strong sentence. It reminds me of a certain kind of encourage-
ment, an imploring even, that I give to students of long-form feature 

writing, to do the deep work, to do what Robert Caro’s first newspaper editor 
commanded him—“turn every page, kid.” Do more interviews than neces-
sary, look at all the documents you need to look at, even if it’s tedious, re-
petitive, boring. Spend more time with your text than you think, mulling 
over the way the story is unfolding, finding the meanings, the implications, 
imbedded in all the interview transcripts and documents, and bringing them 
to life in a coherent presentation. 

Then Sims says, “The literary quality of these works comes from the colli-
sion of worlds, from a confrontation with the symbols of another, real culture. 
Literary journalism draws on immersion, voice, accuracy, and symbolism as 
essential forces.” (4) The confrontation with the symbols of another, real cul-
ture—what does he mean here? That the literary journalist’s scene-setting 
shows us another world, another reality, à la Tom Wolfe’s getting inside a 
submerged culture and breaking it open for the reader? Maybe, but Sims is 
staking out territory beyond scenes, details, dialogue, and point of view. He’s 
accentuating the importance of immersion (Wolfe’s saturation reporting, up-
dated). He’s accentuating the voice of the writer, but the writer’s “I” (and ego) 
are now calibrated according to the needs of each story. 



REMEMBRANCE   3130  Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2, December 2024 • Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2025

Accuracy is a quality Sims harps on in his introduction, and that’s because 
the writers he anthologized in this book The Literary Journalists themselves 
were obsessed with accuracy, getting it right, getting the quotes just right and, 
overall, wanting to present their stories in such a way that the reader would be 
convinced, or, put another way, the reader wouldn’t think twice about what 
was being presented. 

Sims also pointed out that the New Journalists, version 2.0, aka the literary 
journalists, had “a sense of responsibility to their subjects and a search for 

the underlying meaning in the act of writing characterize contemporary liter-
ary journalism” (8). Responsibility—if we updated that term it would come 
to mean empathy and taking the time to understand the Other. We would get 
into the territory of best practices for reporting on Indigenous communities, 
say, and that wouldn’t be literary journalism–specific anymore. This reminds 
me of a workshop my colleagues and I participated it about ten years ago, run 
by an Indigenous CBC journalist. When he talked at length about how to ap-
proach an Indigenous community, slowly, gaining trust so that people would 
talk to you, I suggested to him at break that it sounded an awful lot like how 
literary journalists work, and he said, exactly, he loved literary journalism. 
Now, when I think about that little revelation, I think about Sims’s idea of 
responsibility—to take the time, to get to know your subject, to try and walk 
in his shoes, to get where he is coming from—produces a better story.

Back to Sims’s enthusiasm for literary journalism and what drove his cu-
riosity about this special kind of writing. He says, “As a reader, I react differ-
ently to literary journalism than to short stories of standard reporting. Know-
ing this really happened changes my attitude while reading” (5).

So, on the surface, it sounds like Sims is saying that standard reporting 
stories don’t change his attitude because, as far as he is concerned, they didn’t 
really happen. Technically, the facts of the story happened, and the facts are 
true, but the story isn’t really what happened, just some truncation of what 
happened. So maybe what Sims is really talking about is getting sucked into 
a story by a skilled writer. And further, he says, “I sit down expecting literary 
journalism to raise emotions not evoked by standard reporting. Whether or 
not literary journalism equips me for living differently than other forms of 
literature, I read as if it might” (5).

Here, Sims is making astonishing leaps. One, he’s saying standard report-
ing does not, maybe even cannot, invoke emotion in the reader. And two, the 
bigger leap, reading literary journalism makes for him a better life, a deeper 
life, or gives him permission to believe he is enriched by the experience, that 
he is living a more examined life. 

One of the reasons he believes this to be the case is: “literary journalists 

bring themselves into their stories to greater or lesser degrees and confess to 
human failings and emotions” (6). In other words, not just the facts of the 
case presented as cleanly as possible, but the facts presented, warts and all, not 
necessarily the classic flawed narrator but a narrator that owns up to various 
biases and prejudices and one who takes the reader along for that metamor-
phosis—not just the beginning, middle, end journey of the story, but the 
author’s transformation as well.

Finally, Sims anticipates how literary journalism presages the pervasive 
sense in our culture that journalism can no longer represent a shared real-

ity; it can only hope to show one true reality at a time. He says, “Whenever a 
newspaper writer makes a judgment or expresses an opinion, readers assume 
the newspaper itself has taken a stand. Without the newspaper standing be-
hind them, literary journalists must discover how they belong in the story as 
private selves. Frequently, the writer’s decision to use a personal voice grows 
from a feeling that publicly shared manners and morals can no longer be 
taken for granted” (18).

Forty years ago, Norm recognized the power, the honesty, the vulnerabil-
ity in literary journalists following their journalistic curiosity by staking out, 
feeling out, their own turf.

 

   


