162 Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2, December 2024 ¢ Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2025

Consonance

The experiencing reporter in focus

Figure 1

What could
that be?

The narrating reporter

outside focus Suddenly |

heard a
strange
sound

<-Agree with each other—>

Dissonance

. The narrating reporter in focus
Figure 2

How could I think that |
understood her?

I understand
what you've
been

through.

The experiencing reporter
outside focus

<-Disagree with each other—>

[lustrations by Fabian Sandstrom

In the Cracks between Narration and

Experience: Narrative Dissonance in
Literary Journalism

Cecilia Aare
Sodertdrn University, Sweden

Abstract: In fiction, narrative dissonance highlights a narrator’s retrospec-
tive perspective at the expense of a character’s perspective. In literary jour-
nalism/reportage, narrative dissonance presents a method for questioning
any absolute truth in a specific context. As a narrative technique, it expresses
a structural tension between the narrator and the main character, but it
can also be created indirectly, through shifts in the narrator’s voice or a
split within an experiencing character. The latter is possible with a double
persona, belonging to a reporter who is working undercover. In literary
journalism/reportage, there is additionally an approach that can be char-
acterized by prospectivity, called alternative dissonance, for which there is
no general counterpart in fiction. Consequently, it is possible to find not
only a narrating reporter who questions her earlier experiences, but also
to find an experiencing reporter who questions her forthcoming ability to
tell a story. Using tools from narratology, this essay identifies and describes
narrative constructions behind different kinds of dissonance in literary jour-
nalism and illustrates them with analysis examples selected from different
traditions, times and countries. The analyses also demonstrate how these
intricate narrative techniques fulfill different functions in different contexts
but always enable a nuanced and complex picture of the depicted reality.
Finally, crucial differences between dissonance in literary journalism and
fiction are emphasized.
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here is ample research on literary journalism/reportage from different

countries and periods as well as about different subjects, like literary war
journalism." Much of this research also touches on the literary style that can
be found in the genre. In an inventory of the field, Kobi van Krieken and José
Sanders identify what they value as 103 scientific studies on literary journal-
ism from the period 1998-2017.? They find that “a large percentage of the
studies used essayistic and descriptive methods . . . of which the central aim is
not to provide a systematic approach to narrative journalistic work.”> Among
the studies aimed at analyzing narrative form, a majority were focused on
stylistic features of specific reporters. The researchers consider only five stud-
ies as theoretical, and of these only two introduced typologies or conceptual
models.

This means that a focus on narrative constructions from a theoretical
point of view is still relatively rare. Nonetheless, a systematic narratological
approach can help us understand how literary journalism/reportage affects
readers through a sophisticated mix of narrative techniques. In a previous es-
say in Literary Journalism Studies in 2016, models were introduced where nar-
ratological tools were tailor-made to investigate the genre. For example, em-
pathy was created by means of interplay between voice and point of view and
the degree of objectivity and subjectivity depends on the narrator’s visibility.*
In an essay in Brazilian Journalism Research in 2018, narrative consequences
of eyewitness reporting were discussed, where the focus in the text lies on the
deictic center, i.e., the here-and-now of the story.” This time, the narratological
investigation of literary journalism/reportage will continue by exploring the
constructions behind different types of the narrative phenomenon dissonance.

It should be emphasized that the word dissonance in this essay has nothing
to do with thematic dissonance. In other words, what will not be discussed is
the kind of dissonance that can be identified to highlight power relations in a
text in the form of gender, ethnicity, or ideological perspectives. Dissonance
is treated simply as a narratological concept, directly or indirectly related to
the narrative structure by either a tension between the narrator and the main
character or a split within one of these two instances. Of course, reporters
use dissonance in their texts for specific reasons, and it is possible to see how
this technique fulfills different functions, not only in the text itself but also
with respect to different societal contexts. This will be discussed in relation
to analytical examples, but the main purpose of this essay is to contribute to
the genre theory.

In the following investigation, a mix of discourse narratological and cog-
nitive narratological approaches will be applied to excerpts of reportages by
Croatian Slavenka Drakuli¢, Pole Wojciech Tochman, American Norman
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Mailer, Italian Fabrizio Gatti, Belarusian Svetlana Alexievich, and Swedes
Peter Froberg Idling and Martin Schibbye. They come from different tradi-
tions, times, and countries, but their narrative style is not the emphasis here.
Rather, as narrative dissonance can be constructed in many ways and all of
them can be found in literary journalism, this particular group of writers has
been selected to support the theoretical claims made in the essay. In a second
step, it will be shown how dissonance in different contexts performs different
functions, but always as a powerful technique for questioning any absolute
truth and enabling a problematized picture of the depicted reality.®

Theoretical Background

In dissonant narration, there is a crack, directly or indirectly, between ex-
perience and narration. The reader does not know whom to trust—the
protagonist, who undergoes experiences, or the narrator, who is trying to
remember what once happened. However, the reader’s uncertainty is not due
to a careless author. Rather, a sophisticated use of narrative techniques and/
or stylistic features has made the construction of the text unstable. Together,
these kinds of narration characterize traditions of literary journalism/report-
age that differ from each other in many ways but have in common an uncer-
tainty or a questioning attitude toward the conveyed message, and sometimes
also toward the narrator himself.

In literary journalism, it is possible to identify a kind of dissonance that
has no general counterpart in fiction and is distinguished by prospectivity.
Accordingly, doubts and questions are not directed from the narrator and
back in time, to the moment of experiencing, but from the experiencing char-
acter and toward the future, to the moment of narration.

Irrespective of direction, the tension between these two moments and
instances can be seen as a tension within the narrative structure itself. In other
words, it can be explored with the help of narratology. According to classical
narratological theory, a narrative (a specific form) is a narrators representation
of a story (a specific content). When the focus is on the expressed narrative
(how a story is told), and aspects associated with content (plot, for example)
are ignored, structural discourse narratology will be followed.If we turn to
modern narratology, the concept mediacy refers to how a narrative is medi-
ated, by either a narrator who functions as a teller (zeller mode) or “a direct,
immediate presentation of the story through the consciousness of a reflector”
(reflector mode).” The modes, originally named by Franz K. Stanzel, designate
two narrative situations, one with a clearly visible narrator and one with a hid-
den narrator. However, in literary journalism it is productive to assume the
presence of a narrator in every reportage since the reporter can use a writing
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strategy to dramatize the relationship between narrator and character.® This
becomes particularly obvious in dissonant literary journalism, where the nar-
rator’s function is crucial. In this essay, therefore, the emphasis will be on the
role of the narrator and the function of her position or attitude, rather than
focus on how the narrative is mediated.

The relationship between a fictional narrator and the protagonist has been
examined by narratologist Dorrit Cohn.” In fiction told in the first person,
she finds that the self can be divided into an experiencing self and a narrating
self. Both consonance and dissonance may exist within this split self.’® When
consonance prevails, the focus of the text lies on the perceived moment: the
characters’ here-and-now (see Figure 1 on page 162). When dissonance pre-
vails, the focus of the text lies on the narrating moment. Differences in time
are then expressed by the narrator’s retrospective reflections, which elucidate a
distance between a narrator and his past self (see Figure 2 on page 162). Cohn
identifies similar relationships between a fictional third-person narrator and
the protagonist in the story."

Dissonance in both the first and third person can be found in literary
journalism. If the story is told in the first person, we can talk about
the experiencing reporter when referring to the character who is present in the
scenes and undergoes experiences, i.c., the one who is part of the story. 7he
narrating reporter, then, is the narrator who retrospectively puts the experi-
ences into words and sometimes even reflects on them. It should be stressed
that both instances are constructions of the text; they should not be confused
with the actual reporter.

For some reason, more recent narratologists have not developed Cohn’s
concepts further. In the revised edition of Gerald Prince’s Dictionary of Nar-
ratology (2003), dissonance is described as: “The narrator’s distancing of the
character’s consciousness he or she narrates,” and Cohn’s theory from 1978 is
the only reference.'” The digital dictionary, 7he Living Handbook of Narrarol-
0gy, does not mention the two concepts at all.”® In an overview of narrato-
logical research based on the concepts, Joanna Klara Teske and Jan Jankowski
write: “Surprisingly few narratologists have tried to use Cohn’s concepts of
consonance and dissonance, and—to the best of our knowledge—no one has
really tried to elaborate on them.”'*

A possible explanation for the lack of interest could be that narratology
based on Stanzel’s two narrative situations does not problematize the relation
between narrator and main character in first-person narration. Modern nar-
ratologists are more interested in a phenomenon like the unreliable narrator,
which rather has to do with relations or expectations between reader and narra-
tor. However, in analyses of literary journalism, Cohn’s division remains helpful.
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Teske and Jankowski find some researchers who perceive consonance and
dissonance as narrative techniques and others who primarily perceive them
as an indication of the narrator’s attitude (empathetic or ironic) toward the
main character, but they conclude that a unitary definition is missing. This
essay will use both approaches, but treat all variants as writing techniques.

Narrative dissonance always expresses difference between or within levels
or instances in the narrative. This can be done directly or indirectly; the lat-
ter is possible by means of shifts in the narrator’s voice or a split within the
experiencing character through a double persona.

Ail these techniques draw attention to an ambivalent understanding of
ife and reality. In literary journalism, dissonance heightens such an am-
bivalence when the depicted reality is specific and authentic, not generalized
and created as in novels or short stories. Undoubtedly, we are concerned with
questions about truth and reliability when imagining real people’s problems
in specific situations and places.

In first-person narration, Cohn primarily discusses a temporarily con-
structed dissonance. This can be called dissonance in time and refers to when
distance between the two selves is expressed through time that has passed
from the moment for experience to the moment for narration. Although she
identifies a change in time through the narrator’s reflections, she does not
discuss narrators who openly question or criticize the experiencing self. In
this analysis, the latter kind, which can be called dissonance in attitude, is
included. Dissonances in time and attitude can but do not have to coincide.
Finally, Cohn’s concepts are complemented by the introduction of alterna-
tive dissonance, which designates an experiencing reporter who questions his
mission on the spot and/or his forthcoming ability to tell a story (see Figure
3 on page 184).

In this essay, concepts by narratologists Monika Fludernik, James Phelan,
and Gérard Genette supplement Cohn’s analytical tools. Sometimes the con-
centration will be on structurally created dissonance that is visible in the form
of a tension between narrator and main character. Other times the concen-
tration will be on dissonance that is stylistically created but still associated
with one of the narrative’s two instances, the narrator or the character. For
the former, cognitive narratology is helpful because of its theoretical basis in
people’s ways of narrating and understanding narratives.

In addition to narratological theory, an effective departure point in the
analyses is David Eason’s term modernism, which is taken from the mod-
ernism movement in literature and characterized by dissonance in attitude.
Here, the narrator expresses a way of responding to a reality where nothing is
unambiguous.”” However, unlike Eason, the focus here is on what is at stake
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in the text itself, without taking into consideration what we could know or
guess about the actual reporter’s reactions to reality or choices for the writing.
In other words, analyzing text rather than context.' Valuable critical phrasing
is also found in Steen Steensen’s concept of the “humble I ” and Anna Jung-
strand’s concept of a “rhetoric of honesty.””” Both Steensen and Jungstrand
stress that modernist reportages use dissonance (although Steensen does not
mention this specific word) to establish the narrating reporter’s credibility; we
trust a narrator who is open and honest about her doubts. Their observations
are developed further by underlining the complexity that dissonance empow-
ers in the portraits of real people and places.

Dissonance in Time

he investigation of dissonance in literary journalism begins with an ex-

ample from narrative fiction. Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time is
a monumental construction over time, memory, and the act of narration.
Through the seven volumes, published 1913-1927, the narrator’s retrospec-
tive perspective is foregrounded. Here is an example from the second novel:

One experiences, but what one has experienced is like these negatives which
show nothing but black until they have been held up before a lamp, and
they, too, must be looked at from the reverse side; one does not know what
it is until it has been held up before the intelligence. Only then, when one
has thrown light upon it and intellectualized it can one distinguish—and
with what effort'—the shape of what one has felt.'®

The narrator is not so much questioning the experiences of his past self
as reflecting on what experience is and what memory consists of. The focus is
on the moment of narration, and the narrator turns to himself and the reader
at a meta level in the text. Distance in time is necessary to empathize with
one’s past self, to understand the experiences and feel the feelings of the past,
the narrator argues.

Dissonance may thus depend on a structurally created difference in time
between a narrating and an experiencing self, or, in narratological terms, be-
tween a discourse that is highlighted at the expense of a st0ry."” As in the
example from Proust, time plays a key role in Slavenka Drakuli¢’s book of
reportage, 1he Balkan Express: Fragments from the Other Side of the War. This
is a story about ordinary people’s lives during the Yugoslav civil war in the
1990s. The experiencing self is not a traditional reporter since she is person-
ally involved in the depicted events. The introductory reportage starts:

Barely a year and a half ago I was sitting in my apartment in Zagreb, looking

at CNN reports from Baghdad and thinking, ‘God, how could those people

live there?” For many years I'd wondered the same about Beirut. Now I am
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sitting in the same place watching CNN reports on Sarajevo or Slavonski
Brod, but I dont ask myself this question any more. After a year of war in
Croatia and Bosnia and Herzegovina . . . foreign friends ask me, ‘How is it
possible to live in a country at war, how do you live there?” But now I under-
stand that the answer is not simple and it doesn’t come easily. . . .

‘The war is like a monster, a mythical creature coming from somewhere far
away. Somehow you refuse to believe that the creature has anything to do with
your life, you try to convince yourself that everything will remain as it was, that
your life will not be affected, even as you feel it closing in around you. . . .

As the war goes on you create a parallel reality: on one side you neuroti-
cally cling to what used to be your everyday routine, pretending normality,
ignoring the war. On the other side you are unable to deny the deep changes
in your life and yourself, the shift in your values, emotions, reactions and
behavior. (Can I buy shoes, does it make any sense? Am I allowed to fall in
love?)?

Here, the different time positions become central: before the war, “back
then,” and during the war, “now” (a “now” that at the same time is the
position of a narrating reporter in relation to the experiencing reporter’s “back
then” and a new moment, when an older, experiencing reporter watches war
reports from her own, disintegrating country).

In the second and third paragraphs, we meet the narrator directly in her
retrospective attempt to understand how the war has changed her younger
self. The you-form underlines the impression of a narrator who turns to her
former self as if she is another person, as if the change that has taken place is
so radical. The dissonance allies with a change over time in the self. Finally,
the rhetorical questions in parentheses offer a temporal return to the perspec-
tive of the experiencing reporter. All in all, the reporter herself is of little
interest; instead, she becomes a representative of all those who try to carry on
with their lives in the middle of a war.

Drakuli¢ personally left Croatia for political reasons, and she has writ-
ten both fiction and nonfiction about experiences of living in exile. In an
article on two female writers who left the former Yugoslavia, Sanja Bahun
identifies recurring themes associated with life in the diaspora in Drakuli¢’s 4
Novel about the Balkans (1999). Some of her conclusions are relevant for the
example from 7he Balkan Express.*' Her starting point is Mikhail Bakhtin’s
concept, chronotope, which designates a literary unit of time and space. In the
novel, she finds a chronotope characterized by paradoxes. Neither time, nor
space is fixed when the story conveys a memory-map with elements of both
melancholia and trauma.** At the same time, the chronotope constitutes a
strategy for healing and coping, and through narration it becomes universal
as it branches “into various other European places and experiences.” The
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same can be said about how Drakuli¢ makes her reportage from inside the
war to be about people in all wars and their longing for normality. Further,
Bahun finds that the novel is “propelled by the questions of remembering and
forgetting.”** In the quote from 7he Balkan Express, it is exactly this narra-
tive technique that creates a dissonance in time with the function to capture
otherwise wordless human experiences.

The Polish journalist Wojciech Tochman’s Like Eating a Stone: Surviving
the Past in Bosnia is another book of reportage from the Yugoslavian war, this
time from Bosnia a few years after the end of the war and with its victims and
survivors in focus. Tochman belongs to the Polish School of Reportage with
prominent representatives in Ryszard Kapusciiski and Hanna Krall. During
the communist era in the 1960s and *70s, they elaborated a style where they
could avoid intervention of the censorship by writing about ordinary people’s
lives instead of openly criticizing the regime (in Kapuscinski’s case, he wrote
about people and societies on other continents). As Aleksandra Wiktorowska
puts it, when referring to Wojciech Goreckis’s description of the genre, it
“relied on a literary form [that] was able to ‘smuggle’ in between the lines con-
tent that otherwise could not be shown in print because it would be stopped
by communist censorship.” With references to Maciej Siembieda, she also
notes that reporters narrated “the events in such a way that the reader could
relate them to his own consciousness and experiences.”*

eporters belonging to the Polish School of Reportage combined a focus
n individual destinies with a method where pregnant details were high-
lighted to convey hidden messages. Susan Greenberg describes it as a “literary
game of disguising universal meanings in the detail of the text.”” This style
survived in democratic Poland and was adopted by the newspaper Gazeta
Wyborcza, which was founded by the Solidarity movement in 1989 and re-
cruited Tochman as one of its leading reporters. Since then, he has continued
writing reportages in magazines and books and maintained a style that is
more characterized by what is not told than what is.

As in The Balkan Express, “questions of remembering and forgetting”
play a crucial role in Tochman’s Like Eating a Stone, and changes over time
are of importance. However, the narrative construction differs from that in
Drakuli¢’s reportage. The dissonance is mostly implicit and subtle, and a
consequence of a tension created by stylistic features. One recurring story
throughout the book is about Bosnian Mejra and her search for the remains
of her missing children Edvin and Edna, who both had joined the Bosnian
territorial defense force. Another protagonist is Ewa, a forensic anthropologist
who is searching for bodies in mass graves. She helps people to identify bones
and pieces of clothing from their missing relatives so that they can be buried.
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Primarily, the dissonance is related to how people over time change their
views on what is important in life, and here is a thematic similarity with the
example by Drakuli¢. From a narratological point of view, the construction
can be described as temporal cracks between three points in time: a remote
“back then” (which is reconstructed by the reporter and dramatizes what hap-
pened when Edvin and Edna went missing), a “later now” (when the reporter
is present and Mejra is searching for the remains of her children), and a “pres-
ent now~ (when the reporter is present and Mejra and her husband finally
can bury the identified bodies of their children). However, the dissonance is
not active between the narrating and experiencing reporter, as in Drakuli¢’s
reportage. Here, the experiencing reporter can only be glimpsed in the text
and does not express any particular attitude. Accordingly, most of the story
is narrated in the third person and dissonance arises through time-dependent
shifts in the narrator’s voice.

In the introductory parts, the depiction of Mejra’s search for her children is
interspersed with flashbacks. Later in the book, Mejra is again in focus in a
section with the title, “Ewa at Mejra’s house.” It starts:

Who would have expected it—joy in Mother Mejra’s house. People have
come from all over to keep her company today. There’s a great relief; it’s the
end of the road and she can finally sleep peacefully. There is going to be a
funeral, prayers and a grave. Two graves. Mejra won't let anyone cry.?®

The narrator’s rhetorical question, “Who would have expected it,” im-
plies a questioning of the assertions that follow. A dissonance is thus estab-
lished in relation to the experienced moment. At the same time, the question
functions as a bridge to the two earlier points in time and indicates two pos-
sible interpretations, each linked to its own narrative perspective. The first
refers to a time when Mejra and her family never could imagine that a funeral
could be associated with joy (“Who would have expected it”). The second is
not that remote but still accommodates a dissonance in time to the present.
From this perspective, it is known that the children are missing and probably
dead, but Mejra and her husband have no bodies to bury. In this case, the
rhetorical question gains a positive meaning by indicating that no one would
have expected that the bodies would be found.

Both possibilities can be associated with what cognitively oriented nar-
ratologist Monika Fludernik designates as reflectorization, a kind of stylistic
feature where anonymous voices seem to “echo” in the narrator’s voice, but
without connection to a depicted scene.” In other words, it is not primarily a
consequence of a tension between narrative levels in the text; reflectorization
is always stylistically created. Related to the present time in the example, it



172 Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2, December 2024 * Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2025

is visible in “joy in Mother Mejra’s house” and “There’s a great relief; it’s the
end of the road.” The joy and relief can be linked to Mejra herself, or, most
likely, to “People” on the first line, i.c., her neighbors and friends who put
into words, via the ventriloquizing narrator, what they imagine are Mejra’s
feelings.

\ X Jithout the rhetorical question, this passage would be consonant: fo-

cused on the moment and in harmony with the narrator, Mejra and
her visitors. As it is now, the question establishes a dissonance through con-
nections to earlier points in time. It reminds the reader of past experiences
and feelings, and thereby it makes the stability of the present relative. Simul-
taneously, it implies a question with a deeper message: How is it possible that
we humans can put ourselves into a position where a funeral can entail joy?
How is it possible that groups of people, who used to live peacefully side by
side, end up in a war where dead bodies are indiscriminately dumped in mass
graves? “Who would have expected it”? Although government censorship did
not review this reportage, deeper meaning is only communicated implicitly.
Narrative dissonance is then decisive.

According to Fludernik, reflectorization can be used in an empathetic
and an ironic way in relation to the characters of the narrative.** Tochman’s
reportage does both. In the quoted passage, the narrator is empathetic to
Mejra. Other times, we can observe an undertone of irony, as in a scene with
Mejra and a friend of hers. Mejra’s family is Bosnian, but the friend is Serbian,
and Mejra begs her for help at a time when her daughter Edna is imprisoned
in a camp:

She went to see a close friend two streets away. She wanted to give her ev-

erything she had in exchange for her help.

“You are Serbian,” said Mejra. “Do something so that Edna comes
home.”
But her friend had her own worries. For three days her husband Slavko

had not come home. He had gone to Keraterm and disappeared. He was

meant to come straight back. Now Mejra knows what happened to him: there

was a prison camp at Keraterm too. In those few days, 250 people were

murdered there.

Killing, washing blood off the walls, digging ditches—it all takes time.
That was why Slavko was away for so long?' [author’s emphasis].

In the first two italicized sentences, the friend’s own choice of words
echoes in the narrator’s voice. The third italicized sentence expresses the words
of the friend, her husband or, more likely, an officer of the Serbian army to
which Slavko belonged. (Later, Mejra realizes that Slavko himself had tried to
help Edna, and they were among the 250 murdered people.). Activities de-
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scribed with “Killing, washing blood off the walls, digging ditches” constitute
the kind of pregnant details that are crucial to the meaning and typical of the
Polish School of Reportage.

The dissonance in this quote is not subtle. On the contrary, the irony
creates a sharp contrast to Mejra’s concern. We can also note how the nar-
rator communicates dissonance in time, while oscillating between a “now”
and an implicitly imagined “back then.” However, the scene only depicts one
moment, one here-and-now. It is the echo-effect in the narrator’s voice that
enables a bridge to earlier moments.

Dissonance in Attitude

David Eason sets his definition of the modernist type of New Journalism
against a contextual and epistemological background; his starting point
is the actual reporter’s approach to reality.? The issue at stake is the relation-
ship to knowledge and truth. What is possible to know and trust at all? In
a chaotic world, there will always be more questions than answers. Scholars
often mention Norman Mailer, Hunter S. Thompson, and Joan Didion as
examples of modernist New Journalism.*

Eason argues that modernist reporters “describe what it all feels like to
live in a world where there is no consensus about a frame of reference to
explain ‘what it all means.” The report focuses instead on the contradictions
that emerge at the intersection of various maps of experience.” In many
ways, this attitude corresponds to what is going on at the narrator’s level
in a modernist reportage. However, some reporters, like Didion, present a
fragmented world in their literary journalism but mostly do not foreground
a narrator’s explicit questioning of the experiencing reporter. Consequently,
they seldom expose a gap between experience and narration. This conclusion
is in line with an analysis of Didion’s 7he Year of Magical Thinking by Fiona
Giles and William Roberts. They find that “Didion’s approach is unquestion-
ing in its regard for the factual past, and does not question its own status as
nonfiction.” Perhaps one could say that Didion questions reality in more
subtle ways and primarily at the level where she is more often an experienc-
ing, observing, and reflecting character than a narrator. Other reporters use a
structurally created technique of meta language at the level of the narrator to
question everything and everyone that could be questioned. That makes them
more obvious representatives of modernist New Journalism.

Norman Mailer switches between different forms of representation of
the same event in books suchg as Armies of the Night and Of a Fire on the
Moon. However, although Mailer’s style also varies in many aspects, a unitary
feature is recurring elements of meta fiction, John Hellmann concludes. He
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characterizes this way of writing as “self-reflexive constructs of consciousness
meeting world.” It is in parts where this style dominates, together with its
corresponding attitude to reality, that Mailer appears as a typical modernist
reporter. An example is a section from the book Of a Fire on the Moon, about
the first moon landing in 1969. Here, Mailer pushes the meta style to its
extreme:

Lying there, unable to sleep, lost in the covers of questions whose answers
never came (Mr. Answer Man, what is the existential equivalent of infin-
ity>—Why insomnia, Sandy, good old insomnia) Aquarius knew for the
first time in years that he no longer had the remotest idea of what he knew.
It was the end of the decade, and the fashion was rising in New York literary
lakes to inquire after the nature of the decades to come. He had been a poor
prophet of the Sixties, but it was not a century for prophets—poor as he
had been, he had still been one of the few who had some sense of what was
coming. He had known that marijuana was on its way, and Hip, and the
Kennedys, and a time of upheaval, and in the center of Establishment: loss
of belief. Now they asked him what he thought of the Seventies. He did not
know. He thought of the seventies and a blank like the windowless walls of
the computer city came over his vision. When he conducted interviews with
himself on the subject, it was not despair he felt, or fear—it was anesthesia.
He had no intimations of what was to come and that was conceivably worse
than any sentiment of dread, for a sense of the future, no matter how mel-
ancholy, was preferable to none—it spoke of some sense of continuation in
the project of one’s life. He was adrift.”

Aithough the scene is narrated in the third person, the narrator engages in
ruthless introspection of the experiencing reporter/himself (Aquarius is
a pseudonym for the reporter). He knows nothing, his feelings are gone, and
he is completely lost. Like a Kafka character, he is drifting around, looking
for answers where there are no questions. At the same time as he is seemingly
unable to tell us something about himself, he tells us everything about him-
self, and through himself everything about the rootlessness of the American
society at the time. The sharp dissonance in attitude between narrator and
character makes this possible.

In his study of three of Mailer’s books of reportage, Chris Anderson de-
scribes this type of narration: “Unable to word the wordless, Mailer more
often tells the story of his effort to word the wordless; unable to describe the
event itself, he describes himself in the act of description.”?®

Literary journalism such as the example from Of'a Fire on the Moon im-
plants dissonance in the construction of the narrative when the narrator in-
cessantly revalues the protagonist’s thoughts or impressions on the spot, i.e.,
the dissonance is a dissonance in attitude, and it is structurally created. The

DISSONANCE 175

story can never be fixed; there is always a gap between experience and narra-
tion. Expressed differently: through their narrative techniques, modernist re-
porters illustrate the impossibility of narrating about reality in a realistic style.

Eason’s term modernism is taken from the movement with the same name
in literature. But the character of the narrating voice is not the same in
modernist literary journalism as in modernist fiction. In a novel by Virginia
Woolf, for example, the story is not told by one coherent voice but seem-
ingly emanates from multiple voices, and their main function is not to be
questioning. In Marcel Proust’s /n Search of Lost Time, the single narrator
expresses dissonance through difference in time rather than in attitude. In
some ways, reporters who use a questioning meta style as their primary nar-
rative strategy can instead be compared to postmodern authors. On the other
hand, both modernist and postmodernist fiction reflect a relativization of an
absolute truth in the world in general, while all kinds of dissonant reportages
question an absolute truth both in general and in a specified reality. The dif-
ference has to do with the “as if-criterion” of realist fiction: readers should
imagine something as true, as ifit is real, although knowing it is made up. The
story must imitate reality in all aspects but not be real. Thus, modernist and
postmodernist fiction revolt against realism by saying: there is no absolute
truth in the world in general about subjects such as love or war or the human
nature, while dissonant literary journalism positions itself by saying: there is
no absolute truth about specific events in specific places at specific moments.
In summary, a questioning attitude, as well as other kinds of narrative disso-
nance, acquires a different function in literary journalism than in fiction, and
this difference has to do with the relation to reality.

In Peter Froberg Idling’s book of eportage, Pol Pots leende (Pol Pots Smile)
(2006), the narrator continuously articulates doubts. He tries to understand
why a traveling group of Swedes did not notice what was going on when they
were invited by the regime to visit Khmer Rouge’s Kampuchea in 1978. How
could they ignore the mass murder that the country’s population was sub-
jected to by the regime? The experiencing reporter reads a lot, interviews one
of the travelers, and travels himself through the Cambodia of today. From
the outset, you believe that the narrator will find a way to a clear truth, but
the more the experiencing reporter learns, the humbler the narrating reporter
becomes. Here is a passage numbered “219”:

I travel with them. I go where they went, see what they saw. The palm tree
leaning in the background of the group photo in front of Angkor Vat still
remains.

No difference. . . .
The streets of Kampot are quite desolate, though not as deserted as in
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Jan Myrdal’s rattling film.

Many of the places are bewilderingly similar. The buildings have not
changed, only further worn by the tropical climate.

Squinting in the relentless sun, I sense Hedda Ekerwald’s long skirt
from the corner of my eye, Gunnar Bergstrém under his Mao cap. In a
couple of years, I will be as old as they were then.

They move there in the periphery of vision, seemingly a quick head
turn away. Their over 100 miles through Cambodia, an adventure and a
promise fulfilled. Their inspection of the structure that was painstakingly
built according to the drawings of the dream. And then now. Everything
hopelessly dissolved in the ocean of the past . . ..*

Unlike Mailer in the quoted example, Froberg Idling uses a meta style in

the first person. The scene depicts the experiencing reporter as he literal-
ly walks in the footsteps of the former travelers. He compares his impressions
with what he has seen in pictures and films from their journey decades earlier.
The comment in free, indirect discourse signals that he seems to recognize what
he sees: “No difference.” Therefore, it should be possible to get a grip on
what Myrdal and the others thought at the time; they are just “a quick head
turn away,” he reasons with himself. And yet, he fails to understand. A disso-
nant reflection from the narrator ends the episode. With his retrospective per-
spective, the narrator realizes that there is no point in searching for similarity:
“Everything hopelessly dispersed in the ocean of the past.” He seems to be
telling the experiencing reporter: No matter how much you read, how many
interviews you hold, or the number of details you observe, you will never be
able to fully understand the truth and reality of the travelers.

Steen Steensen has coined the concept “humble I” for a reporter who
narrates in the first person and demonstrates doubts about his mission.*' The
doubts are articulated as a rhetorical strategy in the text: “The ‘humble I nar-
rator is characterized by open subjectivity, self-reflection . . . and a constant
questioning of the narrator’s ability to provide a truthful account of described
events, people and milieus.” This corresponds to Jungstrand’s concept of
“rhetoric of honesty,” which in her case is associated with literary modernism
and expressed through dissonance between a narrating and an experiencing
reporter.”® In practice, both researchers refer to a meta style when they argue
that a reporter can earn the reader’s respect by being honest about her inabil-
ity to tell a true and objective story.

Steensen’s starting point is a reportage book by Norwegian Asne Seier-
stad, 7he Bookseller of Kabul (2002). It was criticized for rendering internal
narrative perspectives of women in the family of a bookseller in Afghani-
stan who opened his home for the reporter. The women seemed to represent
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the Western reporter’s gaze more than their own, critics claimed, and thus
questioned the truthfulness of the book. However, Steensen finds the main
problem in the fact that the story is narrated in the third person and in a style
that Eason terms as realism (which is taken from the realism movement in
literature). Consequently, there is no visible narrating reporter who is respon-
sible for the conveyed messages. Steensen concludes: “Had Seierstad written
The Bookseller of Kabul in line with the ideals of modernist literary journalism
and personal reportage, the ethical problems would have been much easier to
solve. Seierstad’s methods would then have been made transparent, as would
her influence as a participating observer.”*

S teensen suggests that the lively debate around 7he Bookseller of Kabul was
the cause of a wave of Norwegian reportage books with a modernist nar-
rator. Seierstad herself also changed writing strategy and narrated in the first
person, with a partly questioning attitude, in her next reportage book, 7he
Angel of Grozny: Inside Chechnya (2008). The Norwegian wave may well have
affected reporters as Froberg Idling in neighboring Sweden, where 7he Book-
seller of Kabul was widely read and discussed. The dissonance in attitude that
dominates in Po/ Pots Smile is an example of Steensen’s concept “humble I”
when it nuances and problematizes the picture of what once happened the
travelers in Kampuchea.

James Phelan describes the rhetorical situation in fiction as doubled, in-
sofar as the relationship between a narrator and his audience differs from the
relationship between the author and his audience.”” However, Phelan argues,
in nonfiction there is no “double narrative act” unless the author explicitly
signals that the “I” is not identical with himself. Phelan highlights the general
rule that it is only in fiction the narrator and the author can have different
purposes with their narration. This is an interesting statement. Contrary to
Phelan, the same is true about dissonant literary journalism. Here, is found
a split within the narrating instance. What the narrating reporter tells us can
be the opposite of what the actual reporter implicitly communicates. Both
Steensen and Jungstrand claim that dissonant narration in the first person
establishes credibility within the reader’s eyes; the humbler and the more hon-
est the narrator becomes, the more we are ready to trust the actual reporter/
the author. In other words, when the narrator signals: “I can’t be sure of what
really happened so don’t trust me!” the actual reporter signals: “Trust me,
because the narrator in my story is humble and lacks self-trust!”

In a previous essay in Literary Journalism Studies (2016), it was dem-
onstrated how a questioning narrating reporter results in a questioned ex-
periencing reporter, which in turn results in an opportunity to depict other
characters with greater complexity and proximity to their inner reality. The
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reason for this is that when the retrospective perspective of the narrating re-
porter is emphasized in the form of a questioning attitude, the experiencing
reporter will not obscure the view. Reality can then be depicted as more nu-
anced and complex, and empathy with other characters will thus be given
room to grow.

A similar relationship is possible in fiction if a narrating self is occupied
with problems of an epistemological nature. An example of this is the nar-
rative construction in Proust’s series of novels. Yet, these kinds of narration
ought to be more common in literary journalism—with its mission to depict
a specific realitcy—than in fiction.

Both narrative dissonance in time and attitude are primarily structurally
created. In other words, they are the result of stressed differences between
two levels in the narrative, the narrator’s and the experiencing character’s. In
the first case, the narrator’s position is underlined by time that has passed
since the experienced moment. In the second case, the narrator’s position
is underlined by the narrator’s expressed doubts or criticism in the form of
a meta style. However, dissonance can also be stylistically constructed. For
example, in the earlier quoted reportage by Tochman, dissonance appears
because of a symbiosis between structurally created differences in time and
stylistic features.

In a reportage from 2007 by the Italian reporter Fabrizio Gatti, disso-
nance has nothing to do with time. It is stylistically created, but not through
time-dependent shifts in the narrator’s voice as in the reportage by Tochman.
Instead, it is manifested by a split within the experiencing character. This
is a consequence of the journalistic method of working undercover. With a
rhetorical approach, Christine Isager investigates how the German reporter
Giinter Wallraff creates a persona when, for example, he acts as a Turkish
migrant worker or a reporter at the sensationalist magazine Bild-Zeitung.”” In
reportages about these experiences from the 1960s and onwards, he switches
between his cover identity and his reporter identity; both appear in the first
person. Isager highlights how the two I’s, in the form of an outer and inner
persona, can be distinguished from each other by differences in language and
different kinds of reflections.

In Gatti’s book of reportage about migration, Bilal, on The Slave Route
to Europe (2008), the experiencing reporter is acting undercover most of the
time. However, Gatti’s narrative technique is more sophisticated than Wall-
raff’s. Through a play on words with pronouns, he creates a split in the experi-
encing instance that is more radical and takes on a partially different function
than Wallraff’s double persona.

In the following quote, Gatti has disguised himself as Bilal, an imaginary
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Kurdish refugee. His plan is to jump into the Mediterranean Sea near the
island Lampedusa, which has a refugee camp, to be “rescued” by Italian coast
guard and sent to the camp. Before he jumps, he hesitates. Here, the disso-
nance works implicitly because of various pronouns:

Before he jumps, he has to synchronize himself with the rhythm of the
ocean. Make sure to hit the water exactly when the wave is at its peak. Uti-
lize the reverse current. And as quickly as possible get away from the cliffs.
For months 7 have imagined this moment. . . . And now the moment is here
and 7 can’t even stop and observe it. One. Two. . . . At three the cold already
envelops the body. And what coldness! . . . / take deeper breaths. My back
aches, racked with long, uncontrollable tremors. But there is no time to get

warm. [ find myself too close to the cliff’s reefs. . . . Bilal catches up to his
bag. The current has now begun to pull it slowly toward Tunisia [author’s
emphasis].*

he first “I,” in “For months I have,” can be interpreted as “I, the reporter

Fabrizio.” It is possible to regard the following three references to “I” in
the same way. On the first line, the cover identity is named in the third person
as “he.” However, when the text continues with the name “Bilal,” referring to
the one who is trying to catch up with his bag, the result is that the former
“I’s” can as well refer to “I, Bilal” as “I, Fabrizio.” In other words, the reporter
identity and the cover identity cannot be separated. It is as if the text stages
the very process of how the narrator initially describes Bilal as another person
and then tries to name this imaginary identity “I”; he tries to feel, so to speak,
what it is like to have a mind and body of a Kurdish migrant.

It is interesting to consider the function of dissonance in this construc-
tion. Instead of establishing a difference between the narrating and the expe-
riencing reporter, the dissonance underlines a split within the experiencing
reporter. This split, in turn, cancels a difference; the distance to the reporter
identity, the “I, Fabrizio,” becomes the same thing as empathy with “the other
human being.” Just like Drakuli¢’s kind of dissonance highlights how the
boundary between “now” and “then” dissolves, Gatti’s kind of dissonance
highlights the dissolution of boundaries between “me” and “him,” between
“us” and “the others.”

Later, when Bilal has been detained in the camp for a few days, a Tunisian
prisoner asks him if he, Bilal, also likes the Islamic terrorist leader Bin Laden.
The narrator informs us that the conversation, in stumbling French, ebbs away:

. . . because Bilal’s stockpile of words has run out. He tries to imagine his
own face. He thinks of the deeper and longer furrows around his mouth,
hidden by the mustache that has now grown together with the long beard.
He has not seen his face in several days. Maybe he has already changed.
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He would like to have a mirror. Here. In front of himself. Immediately. To
explore the gaze of a person who can apparently be confused for a murder-
ous terrorist.”

In this paragraph, there is no first-person pronoun “I,” only the third-
person pronoun ‘“he,” while the only name mentioned is Bilal. Thus, the
context identifies “He” as “Bilal.” And yet, it must be the thoughts of the
reporter, “I, Fabrizio,” that the reader is invited to share, must it not? The text
seems to suggest that role-playing might have its risks: Whose face is reflected
in the mirror? And who can that person be taken for? Sliding between dif-
ferent subjects makes a homogenous experience impossible. The narrator’s
hesitation creates an implicit problematization.

What is achieved is something more than a game with identities. In the
book as a whole, the reader is invited to interchangeably identify with the
reporter’s mission, the individual Fabrizio, the hypothetical individual Bilal,
and the large mass of Bilals who dream of a new life in Europe. An attitude of
open questioning is missing. Instead, it is the split within the experiencing re-
porter, expressed through alternating pronouns, that creates dissonance in the
form of uncertainty: Who can ultimately be named “I,” and who “the other”

Dissonance When the Narrator Is Embedded

It is time now to turn to an example from the documentary books by Belar-
usian author Svetlana Alexievich. Her kind of literary journalism is based
on witness testimonies and is related to a technique for narration that is also
used by American Studs Terkel and built on so-called oral history. To some
extent it can further be compared to report books, a Swedish documentary
genre that was popular during the 1960s and *70s but then disappeared. A
famous example is Jan Myrdal’s Report from a Chinese Village (1963), which
inspired Terkel’s interviews with people in Chicago.”

Since Alexievich was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2015,
she has been considered the most prominent representative of this tradition.
She has interviewed thousands of people for her books about, for example,
women in the Red Army, children’s lives during the Second World War, and
how ordinary people were affected by the nuclear disaster in Chernobyl. The
award justification from the Nobel Committee reads: “for her polyphonic
writings, a monument to suffering and courage in our time.”'

The book Last Witnesses renders memories of people who were children
in the Soviet Union during the Second World War. In these narratives, the
dissonance becomes more complex than in all the other examples analyzed
in this essay. Here is an episode where the narrating person is Zoja Mazjrova,
introduced as “a postal worker”:
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I saw an angel . . .

He appeared . . . Came to me in a dream when we were transported to
Germany. In a boxcar. Nothing could be seen there, not a spot of a sky. But
he came.. . .

You're not afraid of me? Of my words? I hear voices, then I see an angel . . .
Once I start talking about it, not everybody wants to listen _for very long. People
rarely invite me to visit. 10 a festive table. Not even the neighbors. I keep talk-
ing, talking . . . Maybe I've grown old? I can’t stop. . . .

I remember it happened on Palm Sunday . . . We broke off pussy wil-
low branches, went to church. Gathered in the street. Waiting for the ac-
cordionist. Then a whole lot of Germans arrived. . . . They surrounded us
and ordered us to get into the trucks. They pushed us with their rifle butts.
Some of us wept, some shouted . . . Before our parents came running, we
were already in the trucks. . . .

I...inoneevening. .. I cant tell everything in one evening. I wont have
time. My heart won’t stand it.

Where was it? I don’t remember . . . But this was already in the camp . . .
evidently wound up in Buchenwald . . .

We unloaded the trucks of dead people there and stacked them up in
layers. . . . One layer, another layer . . . and so from morning to night we
prepared bonfires. . . .

O-0-oh! Human life . . . I don’t know if it’s easy for a tree to live, or for all
the living creatures that man has tamed. Cattle, birds . . . But about human
beings I know everything . . .

I wanted to die, I wasn't sorry for anybody anymore . . . I was getting
ready—was at the point of looking for a knife. My angel came flying to me .
.. It was more than once . . . [ don’t remember what his words of comfort were,
but they were tender words. . . .

I came to love a little girl . . . Mashenka . . . She was blond and gentle.
She and I were friends for a month. [z @ camp a month is a whole lifetime, an
eternity. She came to me first.

“Have you got a pencil?”

“No.”

“And a piece of paper?”

“No again. What do you need it for?”

“I know I'll die soon, and I want to write a letter to my mother.”

We weren't allowed to have any pencils or paper in the camp. But we
found some for her. Everybody liked her—so blond and gentle. Such a
gentle voice.

“How are you going to send the letter?” I asked.

“I'll open the window during the night . . . And give the pages to the
wind . . .”>? [author’s emphasis].
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he story is told in the first person, but the “I” does not belong to the

reporter, it refers to the interviewed woman. She is thus allowed to speak
directly, in her own words, at the same time as an interview scene is glimpsed
indirectly when the narrator seems to turn to a specific listener (see emphasis
above). Still, the reader never gets to see the woman from the outside; neither
she nor the place where she is interviewed is described. Instead, the woman as
a narrator visualizes the scenes of the text. She becomes a kind of embedded
narrator.

There are two different kinds of moments in the passage. On the one
hand, there are experienced moments that depict what happened when the
woman was a child; on the other hand, there is a moment of narration many
years later (the italicized parts). In both cases, the style captures a spontaneity
that is common in oral narration: events are overlapping, different kinds of
content are mixed (so are signs of everyday life mixed with boundless cruel-
ties), and details from the rendered scenes become important (the pussy wil-
low branches, the rifle butts, the bonfires, the girl who asked for a pencil and
a piece of paper). The narrator also alternates between “now” and “then” and
interrupts herself with comments and exclamations.

The “You” in the third paragraph addresses an experiencing reporter di-
rectly, which makes the indicated interview situation the most visible. Other
italicized parts could at first sight belong to that kind of meta level where a
narrator turns to herself and her readers, as in the example by Mailer. Yet, this
interpretation does not capture the full construction here, and the reason is
not only the reader’s prior knowledge that the book is based on interviews.
The time indication in the fifth paragraph (“in one evening . . . I can’t tell
everything in one evening. I won't have time”), in addition to the “You,”
signals that the narrative situation is based on a dialogue. Consequently, the
outburst about conditions for human life, later in the text, can also be linked
to a person turning to a listener on site.

To further complicate the analysis, the level of the story that corresponds
to the interview scene can be perceived in two ways, which affects the loca-
tion of the center of the reader’s empathy. If we assume that the scenes from
the Second World War constitute the primary narrative, the interview scene
will take place on a meta level. If we instead imagine that the interview scene
is the primary narrative, then Zoja Mazjrova’s memories become what Gérard
Genette names as intradiegetic, a narrative within a narrative, and the narra-
tor becomes an intradiegetic, i.e., embedded narrator.>® The latter construction
would emerge even more clearly if the reporter became visible in the first person
and Zoja Mazjrova narrated within quotes. In that case, the primary narrative
would change narrator, to a first-person narrator who is a narrating reporter.
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As the text is now written, the italicized formulations as meta comments
tend to be most logical. Yet, the reader cannot completely disregard the in-
terview scene. In fact, a double interpretation is possible since the embedded
narrator enables a double perspective on the narrative situation, with disso-
nance at its heart. The narrator’s emotional comments directly concern her
ability to narrate, regardless of whether a listener is missing or is on site where
the narration takes place. The narrating self and the experiencing self can in
both cases be seen as the woman at different times in her life, and the attitude
of the narrating self is dissonant toward herself, in her role as narrator, and
her earlier experiencing self.

he dissonance arises when the narrator expresses problems with remem-

bering (what were the angel’s words?) and with narration in general,
while the memories are so hard to bear (the fifth paragraph). Furthermore,
dissonance can be noted when the woman questions her own sanity (she
hears voices and thinks she has seen an angel) and critically notes that she can
never stop talking about her memories, even though the neighbors no longer
want to listen.

Accordingly, what we get is a mixture between dissonance in time (the
difference between moments for experience and moments for narration) and
dissonance in attitude (the narrator’s questioning of both what once happened
and her own ability to narrate). However, we also get a mixture between a
dualistically created dissonance based on the narrative structure (differences
between experience and narration or story and discourse) and a more complex
construction, where stylistic features indicate a third level in the narrative that
corresponds to the interview situation (the parts where an embedded narrator
transforms to an experiencing character, who is interviewed by a reporter).
Exactly this type of complexity characterizes Alexievich’s method for telling
the stories of all those she has interviewed.

Finally, through all the narrator’s difficulties, as well as her outburst about
conditions for human life, the reader is offered an opportunity to suffer with
the woman, to feel what she feels when she both tries to defend herself against
the memories and at the same time cannot let them go. Thus, dissonance
enables both the reader’s empathy with the woman and raises questions about
human life that will never be answered.

Matteus Yuri Passos and Arthur Breccio Marchetto note that, in her
books, Alexievich deals with subjects that were sensitive to the Soviet regime,
such as other perspectives than the official ones on how the Second World
War and the nuclear disaster in Chernobyl affected the population. In a com-
parison between Alexievich and Hanna Krall, they emphasize several similari-
ties.”* Although these authors’ narrative techniques differ in many ways, both
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use narrative and thematic silences, and the researchers state that Alexievich
is to some extent influenced by the Polish School of Reportage. One of the
thematic resemblances that they identify is related to human experiences in
both a personal and collective form. In the book, Unwomanly Face of War,
they find that Alexievich admittedly writes about the masculine side of war
but also renders the stories of civilian life from a feminine perspective. This
can also be said about the example from 7he Last Witnesses, with its depic-
tion of friendship between two girls, as well as the examples by Tochman and
Drakuli¢. All three of them tell us about ordinary people in the middle of
traumatic events, and all three of them use dissonance as a narrative strategy
to convey messages between the lines.

Alternative Dissonance

The experiencing reporter in focus

Figure 3
How will I ever
be able to truly
depict his life?
He had
been on the .
run for five The narrating reporter
years when outside focus
he...

< Disagree with each other —>

Ilustrations by Fabian Sandstrém
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Alternative Dissonance

In traditionally narrated fiction, narrative dissonance must be directed from
the narrator and foward the main character (the protagonist), irrespective
of whether the story is told in the first or the third person. According to
elementary narratological rules, a story must always be told retrospectively,
even if only minutes have passed since the narrated events occurred.” This
means that an experiencing self is usually not aware of being a character in a
story and does not know that he will later become a narrator.

However, the narrative construction can be essentially more complex in
literary journalism. Here, it is possible not only to find a narrator who ques-
tions her earlier experiences, but also an experiencing reporter who questions
her forthcoming ability to tell a story. The construction can then be charac-
terized by both retrospectivity and prospectivity. This phenomenon with a
questioning, experiencing reporter can be called alternative dissonance (see
Figure 3).

Of course, these kinds of narration are possible to imagine in a novel, but
the kind that is associated with prospectivity presupposes a novel about the
working process of a fictive reporter or someone similar to a fictive reporter.
Let us go back to Froberg Idling. In fact, the earlier interpretation can be
slightly modifed. The passage can also be understood as if an experiencing
reporter—the one who is present at Angkor Wat—is criticizing himself and
his self-imposed mission. We can also return to the discussion on Mailer. The
quoted passage enables several interpretations. One of those is that Aquarius
criticizes himself and his lack of conviction. This creates alternative disso-
nance within the experiencing character. An argument for such an interpreta-
tion is that the protagonist tries to interview himself but fails and thus accuses
himself for the failure.

The investigation will conclude with a more unambiguous example of
alternative dissonance. Martin Schibbye was one of two Swedish reporters
who, in 2011, planned to write a reportage about the crimes committed by an
oil company against the people in Somali villages in Ethiopia. When he and
his colleague tried to cross the border, they were imprisoned in Ethiopia. The
quoted scene depicts the evening before they were caught:

“It’s never too late to give up,” I write in the notebook and my thoughts
turn to S. A. Andrée, the engineer, and his attempt to travel by hydro-
gen balloon to the North Pole. He could have waited, but didn’t. Thirty
years later the remains of his expedition were found on an island known as
Kviteya, north of Spitsbergen. How could his foolishness ever have got off the
ground? How could it have given rise to so much enthusiasm?

Andrée had the king and Alfred Nobel, and the nineteenth century
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love of conquest to blame for his lunacy. Johan and I only have each other
and a reportage that needs to be made. Really we could have worked for
weeks in Galkayo and produced other, unique stories. Somalia gives rise to
spontaneous images of warlords, pirates and jihadi warriors armed to the
teeth. We have already been able to see another version: commerce going
on in the market, functioning schools, Somalis returning from years of exile
in Sweden and celebrating Swedish Midsummer in Galkayo.

For many journalists it would have been a dream to be able to describe
that reality—but what are we doing? Using the country as a springboard to
another story. I shake my head at the thought. Have we also become prisoners
of our dreams? Have we passed the point of no return, or do we still have a choice
[author’s emphasis] 7

In this scene, it is the experiencing reporter who contemplates his own
and his colleague’s mission and what kind of story they want to tell. In other
words, the doubts are not formulated at a meta level in the text. Rather, they
belong to the scene where the experiencing reporter is sitting with a notepad
and pen before him. The self-criticism is expressed by five rhetorical ques-
tions in the form of free indirect discourse (here marked in emphasis), and it is
directed both back in time and forward, to the future. In the last paragraph,
the link to an experienced moment is further reinforced by a comment about
the experiencing reporter shaking his head.

The reader can take part in how the experiencing reporter criticizes him-
self at an earlier moment (why have the journalists not written a reportage
capturing the positive scenes from Somali life that they have witnessed?), criti-
cizes himself at the present moment (what are his dreams, is he mainly think-
ing of his career?), and questions his forthcoming legitimacy as a narrator.

None of these kinds of dissonance are included in Cohn’s concept, which
only designates dissonance that emanates from the narrator. Nevertheless,
the two first mentioned constructions are easy to imagine in a novel. The last
construction, based on prospectivity, has no counterpart in fiction, as far as
one does not envisage a fictional autobiography, in which the experiencing
self is aware of the text that will later be written.

Some Conclusions

he purpose of this essay has been theoretical: to investigate the varying

character of the narrative phenomenon dissonance in literary journalism/
reportage. With the help of narratology, narrative constructions have been
described, which can be found behind different kinds of dissonance in lit-
erary journalism. They have been illustrated with examples from different
traditions, countries, and times. In a second step, it has been highlighted
how dissonance in different contexts fulfills different functions. Furthermore,
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crucial differences have been identified between dissonance in the genre and
fictional narratives.

Narrative dissonance is the expression of a crack in a narrative between
experience and narration. The dissonance can be directly and structurally cre-
ated by differences between levels in the narrative, the protagonist’s and the
narrator’s, and it can be indirectly and stylistically created by shifts in the
narrator’s voice or a split within the experiencing character in the form of a
double persona. Furthermore, dissonance can illuminate differences in time,
between the time for narration and the time for experiencing, and/or atti-
tude, in the form of a questioning narrator or experiencing character.

In some reportages, it is possible to identify a kind of dissonance that is
distinguished by prospectivity instead of retrospectivity, which is typical of
fiction. Accordingly, doubts and questions are not directed from the narrating
reporter and back in time, to the moment of experiencing, but from the expe-
riencing reporter and to the future, to the time of narration. It is also possible
for both an experiencing and a narrating reporter to question their capability
to fulfill their journalistic mission on the spot—in the moment or in the past.

Aithough there are no strict boundaries, the examples analyzed in this es-
ay can be divided into two groups with respect to the function of the
dissonance. The first group has been taken from reportages where the disso-
nance is related to time and temporality. Within this group, it is interesting
to note that different constructions of dissonance can perform functions akin
to each other. In the scene from the Yugoslav war, Drakuli¢ uses a tension
between two points in time to highlight how a war can change our perception
of what is normal. Tochman achieves something similar, but in his case by
utilizing shifts in the narrating voice in the form of the stylistic feature reflec-
torization, which in a second step creates differences between time positions.
Both Drakuli¢ and Alexievich depict how people try to carry on with their or-
dinary lives in the middle of a war, how they allow themselves to have dreams
and make friends. Gatti uses a split within the experiencing character in the
form of a double persona where the line between “me” and “the other person”
is blurred. However, despite a different narrative technique, the conveyed
message in his reportage resembles that of Drakuli¢ and Alexievich; what
ultimately unites these three is empathy of a deeply humanistic character.
The other main group of quoted reportages consists of examples by Mail-
er, Froberg Idling and Schibbye. They have dissonance in attitude in common
and belong to the modernist type of New Journalism. In the examples by
Mailer and Froberg Idling, narrative dissonance in the form of a meta style is
primarily a tool for the reporter to question and problematize the picture of
reality and the narrator’s ability to narrate. In the example by Schibbye, alter-
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native dissonance and the function of the experiencing reporter play a similar
role. Under certain circumstances, modernist techniques may increase the re-
porter’s credibility. Alexievich also problematizes the communicated message
with help of a meta style, in her case together with an embedded narrator.
This means that she can be placed in both main groups.

Just like dissonance in fictional narratives, dissonance in literary journal-
ism exposes an uncertainty that makes the narrative construction unstable.
However, this narrative technique serves a double function in a reportage.
It enables questioning of an absolute truth not only in general but also in
a specified real world. In other words, in contrast to dissonance in fiction,
dissonance in literary journalism enables questioning of what can be known
about specific events at specific places at specific moments. Thus, narrative
dissonance in literary journalism/reportage fulfills an epistemological func-
tion while indirectly expressing the actual reporter’s approach to reality,
knowledge, and truth.
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