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Perhaps it is providence, or the zeitgeist, or a global sense of existential dread, 
but interest in death, dying, and what might come after has seen a recent public 

uptick. Nearly three-quarters of all U.S. adults believe in heaven,1 and eighty-three 
percent believe we have a soul or spirit in addition to our physical bodies.2 Tourism 
scholars James Kennell and Metod Šuligoj observe that “dark events have been in-
creasing in frequency and popularity across a spectrum of darkness that encompasses 
playful Day of the Dead–themed hospitality events, tours of graveyards, immersive 
horror experiences, re-enactments of historic battles, and commemorations of crimes 
against humanity.”3 

At the same time, many organizations around the world are seeking to reduce so-
cial stigma and normalize conversations about death. One such organization, Death 
Café, has nearly twenty thousand host sites in ninety-three countries and aims to 
“increase awareness of death with a view to helping people make the most of their 
(finite) lives” through “group-directed discussion of death with no agenda, objectives 
or themes.”4

In the media, the popular 2021 Netflix docu-series, Surviving Death, based on 
journalist Leslie Kean’s book by the same name, examines research on near-death 
experiences and other parapsychological topics surrounding death.5 Kean, once con-
sidered on the tin-foil-hat fringe of investigative journalism, has gained mainstream 
credibility, in part through leading coverage of ongoing—previously undisclosed to 
the public—governmental investigation into UFOs, or “unidentified anomalous 
phenomena” (UAP), as they are called now.6

However, starting to read Sebastian Junger’s latest book, In My Time of Dying: 
How I Came Face-to-Face with the Idea of an Afterlife, it was as if providence had 
become personal.7 Junger’s prologue begins with a chilling account from his younger 
years when he nearly drowned surfing. Reading his scene-setting opener of a double-
wave hold-down in the freezing overhead winter waves off Cape Cod one January 
morning, I remembered my own experience in the warmer, but also deadly waters 
just north of Sebastian Inlet, when a hurricane swell lined up fast, powerful sets late 
one Florida summer. The lineup was empty aside from a couple of surfers farther 
down the beach. The waves pitched fast, and I wiped out every time I tried to drop 
in. Too weary from fighting the shore pound to paddle out past the break, I had little 
energy left when I got there. The other surfers had left. I thought, What am I doing 
out here by myself? Another wave loomed overhead. I turned and paddled. Another 
wipeout. 

When waves are big, they don’t just knock you underwater. They plunge you to 
the bottom and hold you there while the violent, pulsating remnants of a deepwater 
cyclone thunder above you. By the time I started clawing for the surface, I was already 
mostly out of breath. I made it up in time to take a half-second gasp before another 
wave threw me to the bottom again—another hold-down. This is it. This is how I die. 
How stupid. 

Desperately flailing, I found my leash, grabbed hold of it, and pulled myself up 
to the board. My arms were limp noodles, but I paddled for shore, riding the shore 
break to the sand. 

In Junger’s prologue, “We’ve Been Expecting You,” he writes: 
I lay on the frozen sand imagining myself dead; arms askew, mouth full of sand, eyes 
blank. Someone walking their dog might see me in my wetsuit and mistake me for 
a dead seal. My car was in the parking lot and my wallet was in the glove compart-
ment: it wouldn’t take long for the police to match me to my driver’s license. The 
phone would ring at my parents’ house and my mother would answer. At first she 
wouldn’t understand. Then she’d scream. Eventually she would call my father at 
work and he, too, would go from confusion to horror to shock.8

My own mother hated when I went surfing alone. “I just wish you had a buddy 
to go with,” she’d say. So, as I read Junger’s detailed reflection on his own brush 

with death as a young man, it was as if something was saying, “You need to read this 
book.” 

In My Time of Dying offers a polished and profound examination of death that is 
equal parts eloquent memoir and meaty, old-fashioned reporting. The central (non-
fiction) plot line centers on Junger’s near-death experience at the age of fifty-nine 
when—spoiler alert—a pancreatic artery suddenly ruptured. Within just 138 pages, 
however, Junger deftly weaves everything from theoretical physics to existential re-
flection, from anatomical physiology to research on near-death experiences. His full-
spectrum concision is similarly displayed in the back of the book, where the author 
provides nineteen additional pages of references.     

Junger’s command of literary technique is clear from the opening. He sets a 
scene in the prologue, vivid with concise detail and concrete imagery. Unlike my pal-
try efforts of emulation, Junger moves fluidly through the frame story of his prologue 
with sidenotes about ocean physics, personal ontological reflections, and anecdotes 
from his reporting. 

This structure and style—where Junger moves in and out of scene without 
breaking the narrative thread—provide a model in miniature form for the rest of the 
book. Junger ends the prologue on a cliffhanger. While researching his popular book, 
The Perfect Storm, which tells the story of a commercial swordfishing boat that sank 
off the coast of Newfoundland, Junger had a dream. Six dead fishermen visit him, 
inviting him to join them on the other side. Their words, as Junger remembers them, 
provide the title of the prologue, as well as a deft literary segue into the main body 
of the book. “Don’t worry, they seemed to be saying. We’ve been expecting you.”9

The main text of In My Time of Dying is divided into just two chapters: “What” 
and “If.” Junger returns to scene-setting as he begins the first chapter:

The pain in my abdomen arrived without fanfare one September morning when 
my eldest girl was two and a half and the household was busy with a rolling series 
of tasks that would never quite get done. The pain was a sudden burning below my 
sternum that made me stand up straight and push my fingers into my gut. It was 
different from any pain I’d ever known, and I inexplicably thought: This is the kind 
of pain where you later find out you’re going to die.10

With this, Junger provides early foreshadowing, assuring readers he will deliver 
on the implicit compact presented in the book’s subtitle. That is: He almost died. 
This wasn’t a close call or simply a sobering reminder of his mortality. He lost forty 
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percent of the blood in his body. He went into hypothermia from low blood oxygen. 
Dr. Steve Kohler, the physician who first attended to Junger, called a “code crimson,” 
which directed all the hospital’s blood resources to the emergency department. 

In a later interview with Kohler, Junger learns just how close to death he was. 
“‘You were getting ready to buy the farm.’ (The term is thought to come from the 
families of dead soldiers, who used government death benefits to pay off property 
debt.)”11At every turn, Junger finds ways to weave the immediate narrative to various 
points of relative context. On page thirty, he provides a character description of the 
physician: 

Dr. Kohler has straight white hair tied in a ponytail and a lithe, fit build from com-
peting in triathlons. He has a resting pulse in the 40s, which make him a perfect 
candidate for masking catastrophic hemorrhage with a steady, unremarkable heart 
rate. Many years earlier, his wife had almost died of postpartum hemorrhage. Preg-
nancy and complications from childbirth are a leading cause of death for young 
women worldwide; if the woman has known aneurysms they can easily rupture 
during birth, often filling the uterus with blood.12

In the hands of a less-skilled writer, these diversions could easily tax the internal 
coherence of the narrative. But Junger manages to take material derived from ob-

servation, interviews, and research and make it flow conversationally into a cohesive, 
engaging story. 

Across cultures and time, humans have maintained a sacred connection between 
death and family. More than fifty percent of American adults report being visited 
by deceased loved ones in a dream or some other form.13 For Junger, it was his fa-
ther. “My father was an odd choice for a deathbed visitation, and I’m pretty sure he 
would have agreed.”14 Junger describes his father as a man of logic, an immigrant, 
and MIT-trained physicist whose aunt was once physicist and Nobel laureate Erwin 
Schrödinger’s lover. His mother, in contrast, “adhered to a hopeful slew of Eastern 
wisdom: energies, chakras, past lives, and dead friends visiting in the form of owls 
or crows.”15 Later in the book, Junger recounts that during his near-death experience 
there was a “great darkness that had started tugging at me from below.” He describes 
his father appearing to him in the ceiling, “somehow urging me to stop struggling 
and go with him.”16

In the second part of the book, “If,” Junger shifts to consider more explicitly 
metaphysical aspects of death, once again beginning with a scene. This time the story 
is about combat medic Tyler Carroll, whose Dog Company of the U.S. Army 173rd 
Airborne Brigade, First Battalion, was in Logar Province, Afghanistan, in July 2012, 
when it came under Taliban fire. Following this five-page descriptive lead, Junger 
then delivers the nut graph for this final chapter: “Carroll’s vision has been named a 
‘life review’ by researchers who study the subjective experience of dying. Advances in 
modern medicine have regularly allowed people to ‘come back from the dead,’ as it 
were, and many who do report extraordinary visions and experiences from their trip 
to the other side.”17

From here, Junger follows the familiar “return to scene” formula employed 
by many narrative writers. The journalist Rick Bragg calls this the “Five Boxes 

Approach.”18 The first box is the descriptive lead, typically a scene or an anecdote, 
often focusing on a central character of the story. The second box is the nut graph, 
the kernel of the story. It provides context for the descriptive lead, and it tells the 
reader exactly what the story is about. “The third box begins with a new image or 
detail that resembles a lead and precedes the bulk of the narrative.”19 Before diving 
into the story’s heavy content, this third box provides a descriptive return to keep the 
reader engaged. The fourth box provides the boring but important information, and 
the fifth box is your ending. Whatever we want to call the structure of In My Time of 
Dying, it bears the hallmarks of the work of a veteran reporter and storyteller from 
beginning to end. 

Over the years, literary journalists have approached their treatment of death in a 
variety of ways. In the mid-twentieth century, John Hersey’s Hiroshima (1946) 

and Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1965) launched the American literary journal-
ism movement. Both books focused on death. Hersey’s account of atomic aftermath 
continued a long tradition of war reporting, covering not just the casualties of war 
but also the horrors of its survivors. As Kathy Roberts Forde notes, Hiroshima served 
not only as a journalistic report and a work of American literature, but also “as a 
counter-narrative to the contemporaneous, obfuscatory official government story 
about the effects of the atomic bomb on humans?”20

When In Cold Blood was released in 1965, it popularized interest in immersive 
reporting and narrative writing, which typified the New Journalism movement that 
followed on the heels of Capote’s canonical work.21 As he followed the trial and 
execution of two murderers, Capote established a template for true crime, and he 
raised valid social questions about capital punishment. He also sparked debates about 
veracity when it was discovered that he fabricated parts of the book, and some have 
suggested that his relationship with Perry Smith, one of the killers, was more familiar 
than one would expect between a journalist and his source.22  

Coming into the twenty-first century, multiple works of literary journalism 
about death have been marked by the combination of personal reflection and sci-
entific inquiry that we see in Junger’s recent book. In her 2005 memoir, The Year of 
Magical Thinking, Joan Didion reflects on the “weeks and then months that cut loose 
any fixed idea I ever had about death, about illness . . . about marriage and children 
and memory . . . about the shallowness of sanity, about life itself.”23 However, at other 
points in the book, Didion displays a deep dive into medical and psychiatric research 
to examine grief as a state of mental health. 

Through this combination of the personal and the scientific, literary journal-
ism has contributed a textured discussion about the human experience of dying. In 
My Time of Dying contributes to the discussion by offering a journalistic account of 
Junger’s own near-death experience. Similarly, Amy Snow Landa24 argues that works 
like The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks have caused bioethicists to look at the tools 
of literary journalism to bring collective exploration to the central human experiences 
of disability, illness, and death. 

In her 2020 book, The Art of Dying Well: A Practical Guide to a Good End of Life, 
author Katy Butler follows up on her 2014 memoir, Knocking on Heaven’s Door, with 
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insights produced from her own experiences, as well as the reported experiences of 
others collected through interviews. She writes, “In the years I’ve spent listening to 
hundreds of people’s stories of good and difficult declines and deaths, I’ve learned one 
thing: people who are willing to contemplate their aging, vulnerability and mortality, 
often live better lives in old age and illness, and experience better deaths, than those 
who don’t.”25 

They key to Butler’s approach here is that it is not merely a celebration of sen-
timentality in considering death. Rather, she takes a pragmatic perspective to help 
readers think about the concrete realities of aging and dying. She interviews those 
who have experienced the death and dying of loved ones, but she also interviews ex-
perts in geriatrics, palliative care, hospice, and other fields to, as she says, “distill what 
I learned to help you and those you love successfully navigate the complex landscape 
of aging, serious illness, and death in an era of advanced medicine.”26

She opens the book with the chapter, “Preparing for a Good End of Life,” with a 
discussion of substantive meaning, encouraging us to find “a vision for later life” 

and to “care for the soul.” But she also provides practical wisdom, such “protect-
ing your medical rights” and “finding allies in preventive medicine.” In the second 
chapter she connects the existential with the logistical as she doles out insights on 
simplifying our lives through concrete measures such as reviewing medications and 
reducing screenings. As the book progresses, Butler weaves the experiences of both 
those who are dying and those who love them to present a handbook that is as heart-
felt as it is instructive. 

Literary journalism about death and dying demonstrates a consistent thread of 
empowering people to have greater agency and autonomy as they approach the end 
of life. For example, Katie Engelhart’s The Inevitable: Dispatches on the Right to Die 
(2021), tells the stories of people pursuing physician-assisted suicide to provide con-
text to what is known often as the “right to die” movement.27 It is not a preachy po-
lemic, but rather a nuanced ethical consideration of the issue that is personalized and 
engaging. In The Good Death: An Exploration of Dying in America, Ann Neumann 
employs the familiar process of immersion reporting as she becomes a hospice vol-
unteer to get a close look at people in their last days.28 The book’s description notes: 

She attended conferences, academic lectures, and grief sessions in church basements. 
She went to Montana to talk with the attorney who successfully argued for the 
legalization of aid in dying, and to Scranton, Pennsylvania, to listen to “pro-life” 
groups who believe the removal of feeding tubes from some patients is tantamount 
to murder. Above all, she listened to the stories of those who were close to death.29

All these authors contribute to the varied discussion of death in literary jour-
nalism through a combination of compelling narrative and extensive research. In 
Junger’s case, In My Time of Dying provides a masterfully written journalistic ac-
count of the writer’s own near-death experience and the questions of meaning that it 
spawned. As he recounts his father’s death, for example, he contemplates the nature 
of the universe at both the quantum and cosmological levels. However, he also inter-
views some of his father’s colleagues to discuss his father’s views on death. “My father 
believed that when we die, our souls are subsumed back into the vast soulmatter of 

the universe like waves subsumed back into the sea.”30 Junger flexes his casual com-
mand of the prose as he proceeds to tell us about his recovery and his reflection on 
the experience. At points he holds forth on shamanism, cardiac arrest risks for fighter 
pilots, the Anglo-Saxon etymology of the word “blessing,” or archaeological evidence 
for prehistoric human use of hallucinogens. At other points, he turns the philosophi-
cal personal: 

If the ultimate proof of God is existence itself—which many claim to be the case—
then a true state of grace may mean dwelling so fully and completely in her present 
moment that you are still reading your books and singing your songs when the 
guards come for you at dawn. The past and the future have no tangible reality in 
our universe; God’s creation exists moment by moment or not at all, and our only 
chance at immortality might lie in experiencing each of those moments as the stun-
ning extravagance they actually are.31

Given the myriad paths that could have pulled In My Time of Dying into the 
weeds, Junger shows prudence to know when it’s time to end the story. In the 

concluding pages of the book, the author takes one last pass intertwining the physical 
and the metaphysical as he considers various theories of consciousness. “A universe 
where consciousness is woven into the very nature of matter would seem to explain 
both the greatest quantum puzzles as well as our subjective experience of life.”32

Of course, any good writer knows you don’t end on dense stuff. In his last three 
paragraphs, Junger returns to his father and setting a scene. This time, he recalls a 
camping trip when he was teenager. He and his father were in the mountains of New 
Hampshire in late October. Day turned to night, and the cold came upon them 
before they had set camp. His father started showing signs of hypothermia, shaking 
and speaking unintelligibly. I won’t spoil the ending, but it offers a succinct, conver-
sationally poetic metaphor such as we would expect from Junger. It also strikes a final 
resonant chord in readers, leaving us to consider our own mortality, our relationships, 
and what matters in the end. 

–––––––––––––––––
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Literary Journalism’s Future?
Podcast Journalism: The Promise and Perils of Audio Reporting
by David O. Dowling. New York: Columbia University Press, 2024. Hardcover, 299 
pp. USD$140; paperback, USD$35; e-book, USD$34.99.

Narrative Podcasting in an Age of Obsession 
by Neil Verma. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2024. Hardcover, 276 pp., 
USD$90; paperback and e-book, USD$34.95.

Reviewed by Robert S. Boynton, New York University, USA

Every summer, I review the syllabus for my Intro-
duction to Literary Reportage seminar, an idiosyn-

cratic, practical introduction to the subject, conveying 
techniques, models, and inspirations for my students 
to appropriate for their own work. I ask myself wheth-
er the readings are of sufficient contemporary value. 
Or do they stray into the “Great Books” category of 
“worthy” or “important” literary vegetables?

I pause when I come to Joseph Mitchell, a writer 
I revere, and wonder what would happen if he were 
to pitch his profiles of downtrodden eccentrics to The 
New Yorker today. Would they be topical enough for 
the magazine circa 2025? Then I think about the excel-
lent New Yorker Radio Hour, and realize that Mitchell 
would likely thrive in audio, whether at the magazine 
or elsewhere. Surely Ira Glass would add him to This American Life’s stable of racon-
teurs, along with Sarah Vowell and David Sedaris. And I bet Joe Richman would 

jump at the chance to run the story of “Lady Olga,” 
the bearded lady whom Mitchell once chronicled on 
Radio Diaries. And, who knows? Maybe Sarah Koenig 
would dedicate a season of Serial to untangling the 
fate of Joe Gould’s “oral history of our time,” allegedly 
the longest book ever written.

In the past decade, a segment of the journalism 
establishment has run a macro version of this experi-
ment, trying to figure out the degree to which pod-
casting might be literary journalism’s savior. The mo-
mentum began in 2014, when the first season of the 
Serial attracted five million listeners in four weeks. By 
way of comparison, This American Life, the show that 
launched Serial, took four years to accumulate a mil-
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lion listeners. Then, in 2017, Brian Reed’s show S-Town attracted ten million listen-
ers in four days (35). There was obviously gold in them thar hills; the question was 
whether anyone was canny enough to extract it. 

David O. Dowling is optimistic. Dowling is a professor in the School of Jour-
nalism & Mass Communication at the University of Iowa, and author of A Delicate 
Aggression: Savagery and Survival in the Iowa Writers’ Workshop (Yale, 2019). In recent 
years, his scholarship has focused on the intersections of literary journalism, media 
production, and culture. “Among the most significant developments in digital jour-
nalism of the past twenty-five years, podcasting signals a promising and lucrative turn 
in a once beleaguered news industry,” he writes in Podcast Journalism: The Promise 
and Perils of Audio Reporting. “With its longform storytelling, binge-listening audi-
ence, and influx of sponsors, the medium has buoyed journalism from the wreckage 
of digital disruption seen in diminished attention spans, shallow online news tem-
plates, vanishing advertising revenue, and decimated newsroom staffs” (2). The most 
important question, of course, is, what kinds of journalism might a successful audio 
business model fund? “To what extent can podcasting perform as principled, narra-
tive journalism capable of fulfilling media’s duty to democracy,” Dowling asks (2).

Podcast Journalism is in some ways a sequel to Immersive Longform Storytelling: 
Media Technology, Audience, Dowling’s 2019 book, which devotes a chapter to audio. 
A study of the various forms of immersive journalism (interactive texts, on-demand 
television, 360 video), it highlights the nature of the connection journalists form with 
their listeners. In both books, the subjectivity and intimacy one associates with the 
writers of the New Journalism era play an important role. “Passionate content renders 
a personal connection to establish a level of knowledge and trust between listener and 
narrator, one not seen since the unabashedly subjective work of such luminaries as 
Tom Wolfe and Joan Didion,” he writes (Immersive Longform Storytelling, 134). 

Dowling is bullish to a fault; he doesn’t really deal with data—the persistence of 
radio, the unpredictability of podcast advertising—that contradict his thesis. 

“This book charts the ascent of podcasting into prominence as the fastest-growing 
medium in the digital publishing industry,” he writes (8). Podcast Journalism provides 
an excellent overview of the social, cultural, and industrial forces that have influenced 
narrative journalism’s audio turn. He highlights the conventions that distinguish au-
dio from other forms of journalism, particularly the technique of showing the process 
of creating the podcast to the listener. Dowling argues that this “self-reflexive and 
transparent representation of the process of production” makes the “ethical dilemmas 
of reporting” explicit (6). “Trust us. We’ll show you how the sausage is made,” is the 
pitch. Podcasting’s open-ended, “postmodern narrative sensibility” (7) distinguishes 
it from earlier generations of more buttoned-up journalism. 

The number of podcast listeners is growing steadily. The diversity of listeners is 
increasing—from 2017 to 2019, non-white listenership rose from 33 percent to 43 
percent (20)—such that Dowling argues that podcasting provides a place of “liminal 
praxis” for “progressive content produced by and about marginalized groups typically 
erased from the headlines” (6). Podcasts are relatively inexpensive to produce and 
circulate, making them difficult to censor, regardless of the content. Indeed, Dowling 

devotes a section to the “massive wave” of “conservative podcasting” (132), which 
makes me wonder why he believes the medium inherently tilts in one direction more 
than the other. When a medium’s power stems from “humanizing the reporter,” a lot 
depends on whether that reporter is Ira Glass or Rush Limbaugh.

A common criticism of podcasting is that it is dominated by true crime, which is 
both true and beside the point: podcasting is no more fixated on the category of true 
crime than magazines, books, and movies always have been. For Dowling, true crime 
provides a good example of podcasting’s power of “reflexivity.” While true crime was 
once devoted to telling, and solving, crimes, often from the perspective of the police, 
the genre functions differently today. Dowling shows how podcasts like Reveal and In 
the Dark focus on the process through which they hold “authorities in the criminal 
justice system to account” (50). They are meta investigations of the system itself. “We 
weren’t trying to solve the case,” explains In the Dark’s Madeleine Baron, “we were 
trying to figure out why it hadn’t been solved, and the consequences of the failure to 
solve it” (70).

Revenue receives equal billing with intimacy in Dowling’s book. According to the 
Interactive Advertising Bureau’s “U.S. Podcast Advertising Study, 2023 Revenue 

and 2024–2026 Growth Predictions,” podcasting advertising revenue grew dramati-
cally from $105 million in 2015 to $1.8 billion in 2022, before slowing down dra-
matically in 2023. Podcast listeners are a valuable demographic for advertisers: they 
are well educated, with thirty-seven percent having college degrees; well-to-do, with 
thirty-one percent earning more than $70,000 per year (104); and young, according 
to the Amplify Media article, “Podcasting Captures Younger Audiences in an Aging 
Media World” (2024). Since the commercialization of the internet, we have witnessed 
the degree to which brands and publications will debase themselves in search of “im-
pressions” or “visitors.” An entire industry of “search engine optimization” has sprung 
up to salt headlines with terms that will attract unwitting consumers, who are mon-
etized with advertisers. The desperate attempt to attract traffic is a race to the bottom 
and works against those who want to provide quality material to smaller audiences.

In Dowling’s analysis, immersion is the key to podcasting’s financial and edito-
rial power. “Podcasting is part of a wave of immersive longform storytelling that has 
taken over digital publishing, one characterized by business models predicated on 
engaged time rather than clicks,” he writes (9). Unlike other multimedia forms, the 
very structure of audio lends it an immersive advantage. It passes through a “single 
channel that it completely fills without sharing space with other sources vying for the 
listener’s attention” (35). This is particularly true of lengthy, highly produced nonfic-
tion podcasts like Radiolab, Serial, and 99% Invisible, which are “analogous to the 
print journalistic features appearing in high-caliber publications such as the Atlantic 
Monthly and the New Yorker” (109). 

Narrative and Obsession
In Narrative Podcasting in an Age of Obsession, media critic Neil Verma views podcast-
ing’s “Renaissance-Gold Rush-Wild West” (2) hype that Dowling chronicles as an 
obstacle to understanding what made podcasting so special between 2010 and 2020. 
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With the focus on business growth, the money pouring into the “hot” sector, and the 
emergence of Apple’s analytics (the result of its iOS 11 operating system), podcasting 
was covered primarily as a business story. And there seemed to be a lot of business 
going on: in 2018, Gimlet Media was sold to Spotify, along with The Ringer and The 
Anchor, for $800 million; the New York Times bought Serial in 2018 for $25 million; 
in 2020, Stitcher bought by Sirius XM radio for $265 million; and 2021, Amazon 
bought Wondery for $300 million (7). Clearly these companies had cracked the code 
of a new journalism business model! 

Or had they? “Anyone with a passing sense of popular discourse surrounding 
media technology in the past two centuries will recognize the proleptic language, 
signifying that a medium is being rhetorically framed as emergent in nature, an ideo-
logical characterization that benefits investors and enterprising creative workers alike, 
usually abetted by mainstream press, where sanguine forecasts always sell more papers 
and earn more clicks than humble retractions of prior predictions,” writes Verma 
(5–6). He notes that podcasting’s Bar Mitzvah took place at the same time as the cul-
ture became entranced by esoteric technology like cyber-currency and non-fungible 
tokens (4). Maybe it’s Bitcoin rather than gold in “thar hills”? 

Verma is a scholar of audio fiction, sound studies, and media history, and co-
founded Northwestern University’s Master of Arts in Sound Arts and Industries. He 
is best known for his 2012 book, Theater of the Mind: Imagination, Aesthetics, and 
American Radio Drama, and has consulted on radio and film projects, including Mar-
tin Scorsese’s 2023 film, Killers of the Flower Moon.

As per the book’s title, the idea of “narrative” plays a central role in Verma’s ac-
count of podcasting’s first decade, and in particular, “how narrative modes 

helped a new medium work out its youthful anxieties at a certain juncture in its on-
going identity crisis” (3). He wants to understand which strategies narrative podcasts 
used to navigate their new freedom from the technological and cultural constraints of 
radio. One disciplinary motivation for Verma’s forward-looking approach is to escape 
the fixation that radio studies have on defining podcasting and on distinguishing it 
from radio (8). Verma approaches podcasts as “texts” for literary and cultural analysis.

Chief among podcasting’s narrative techniques is the trope of “obsession.” More 
often than not, the narrative engine of a successful podcast is the obsession that a 
podcaster or surrogate has for something, whether that is a quest to solve a crime, 
decipher an enigma, or come to terms with a past wrong. “In many of these podcasts, 
the language of “obsession” appears at the start of an episode, season, or series, often 
to justify the existence of the podcast and to humanize both victims and reporters,” 
he writes (52). In Serial, Sarah Koenig analyzes every facet of a murder that took 
place years before; in Missing Richard Simmons, Dan Taberski tries to understand 
why the famously public fitness guru suddenly dropped out of sight; in Heavyweight, 
Jonathan Goldstein helps people understand when their lives went wrong and even 
helps them heal. The listener becomes obsessed with the story told by an obsessed 
host about the main character’s obsession. “It was a period in which podcasting in 
short, was obsessed with obsession,” Verma writes (25).

Verma agrees with Dowling that the medium’s “reflexivity” is a big reason for its 

success. One challenge that fuels narrative obsession is the way that our knowledge 
or understanding turns out to be wrong, propelling the narrator toward new pieces 
of information, which will themselves be proved wanting. Verma calls these “dramas 
of recessive epistemology” (26), and points to podcasts like Serial as examples of how 
the host’s “back-and-forth cognizing” (44) drives the podcast’s narrative drama. Serial 
is less about the crime allegedly committed by Adnan Syed than it is about the vaga-
ries of Koenig’s investigation. “What we are listening to is Koenig and her team orga-
nize and reorganize an ever-growing wall of stubbornly ambiguous details, and value 
and devalue them, recursively, incredulously, passionately,” he writes (49). Narrative 
uncertainty is the engine that drives great podcasts. “There is perhaps no other period 
in the history of American audio in which more quality soundwork was created di-
rectly about the deep moral and cognitive frustrations of creating soundwork” (135).

Part of the reward of reading Verma’s book comes from the hard thought he puts 
into his analyses of the medium. He uses novel means to explain their structures. At 
one point he uses a pitch-tracking software program to analyze Serial, concluding, 
“By my count, Syed makes eighty-five total vocal cracks across the nine episodes in 
which he appears vocally in the twelve-part season” (69). The book (131, 153, 189) 
and accompanying website (fulcrum.org/concern/monographs/g158bk967) pro-
vide spectrograms that compare various podcasts’ wave forms to speculate about the 
sound design decisions they make.

Despite their different approaches, Dowling and Verma come to similar conclu-
sions about the future of podcasting’s business model. With the success of streaming 
services like Spotify, the obsessional narratives that made podcasting so successful may 
be “less like a stable model and more like a transitory disruption,” writes Verma (80).

The hype surrounding podcasting always had as much to do with technology 
companies (Apple, Spotify) as it did with the content of the programs. That ended up 
being a double-edged sword; ultimately, tech companies care about tech, not content. 
In 2023, Spotify killed Gimlet Media, dramatically reduced the number of shows it 
produced, and soon after laid off 1,500 employees. Expensive, highly produced nar-
rative podcasts were the first to go. It became clear that “the pact between the public 
radio and tech sectors that launched the narrative podcast boom was driven more and 
more by the logic, needs, and models of the latter,” writes Verma (87). 

Dowling predicts that podcast journalism may sustain itself through a combina-
tion of subscriptions and advertising. He points to the examples of Netflix and satel-
lite radio as evidence that people can be convinced to pay for superior programming 
(102, 107). But he, too, sees the threat of corporate ownership. “As acquisitions and 
vertical conglomeration increase,” Dowling writes, “more non-journalistic firms with 
no experience in the news industry find themselves in the position of gatekeeper for 
public information and on current affairs.” For both critics, the question remains 
whether a medium that excels in immersion can navigate a world that values clicks.

Robert S. Boynton directs New York University’s Literary Reportage concentration 
and recently helped create its new Podcasting and Audio Reportage concentration. He is 
author of The New New Journalism (2005) and The Invitation-Only Zone (2016).
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Exploring Motherhood
I Cannot Control Everything Forever: A Memoir of Motherhood, Science, and Art
by Emily C. Bloom. New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2024. Hardcover, 352 pages. 
USD$29.

Reviewed by Mileta Roe, Bard College at Simon’s Rock, United States

Emily Bloom’s affecting new book, I Cannot Con-
trol Everything Forever: A Memoir of Motherhood, 

Science, and Art, adds a new voice to existing first-
person accounts of pregnancy and parenting. Bloom’s 
approach centers her own experience in becoming a 
mother while probing the difficulties that present via 
references to literature and art as well as forays into the 
history and applications of medicine and technology. 

Conception, pregnancy, birth, and childrear-
ing—as natural as they are—do not come with one-
size-fits-all user manuals. Or guarantees. And despite 
the confident title of the bestselling volume, What 
to Expect When You’re Expecting, the road to mother-
hood is rife with, yes, wonder, but also with whatever 
life throws your way. No one expects, as the grieving 
Joan Didion wrote in Blue Nights (2012) while thinking back on her newly married 
daughter and son-in-law, “that such ordinary blessings would not come their way” 
(30). Ordinary blessings that might well include conceiving, having a dependable 
genetic code, or carrying a baby to term. For Bloom, the “gap between [her] ex-
pectations surrounding parenting and the reality” that she encountered was exactly 
what propelled her to turn to writing to understand the facts and feelings (10). The 
book’s introduction, which functions as a stand-alone piece, opens with a mothers-
and-daughters scene in a playground that anticipates the longer narrative arc; the 
intro ends by retelling the moment Bloom is compelled to begin composing her 
multi-layered experience, typing hurriedly on her phone while her daughter sleeps 
nearby in her stroller. Bloom taps out the blur of details, aware of the dangers (and 
necessity) of sharing “something inherently intimate” and making it public (14). 
Life writing, with its own gestation and unknown outcomes, needs to be attended 
to as well. 

Divided into two large sections (“Pregnancy” and “Motherhood”), the book 
takes place during seven momentous years: four pregnancies in total, one late miscar-
riage, one termination owing to a rare genetic disease, and then one beloved daugh-
ter, born with congenital hearing loss. As if the unexpected deafness wasn’t enough, a 
year later the baby is diagnosed with type 1 diabetes—a serious (and unusual) diag-
nosis that further complicates family life. Throughout the narrative, the author filters 

her feelings—of being pregnant and not pregnant, of the concerns and pressures of 
impending motherhood—through outward signs and designs: art, literature, Greek 
mythology, family lore, and other histories. 

Bloom is no stranger to literature and art, and allusions to writers and artists 
wander freely through her text, illustrating her thoughts and providing companion-
ship. Having earned a doctorate in English literature, she embarked on a career as 
an assistant professor, only to give it up a few years later when her husband, from 
the same graduate program, landed a bigger job, “the kind of job you didn’t turn 
down” (24). Rather than live apart, they prioritized being together to start a family 
and moved to New York City. In the absence of teaching and while grappling with 
the burdens of parenting, she finds herself shuttling “back and forth between ancient 
texts and modern diagnoses,” searching for patterns and an antidote to feelings of 
isolation (6).

The disappointment of her first miscarriage, amidst “the precarious and some-
times hostile landscape of early pregnancy,” provokes cascading storylines. She 

traces the history of pregnancy testing and ultrasound images (20). She contemplates 
the visibility and invisibility of pregnancy as registered by tests, by what one feels, 
what one sees, what others detect, what they cannot see. In one artfully constructed 
scene, she recalls a visit with a friend to the Met Cloisters, pursuing artistic depic-
tions of the Annunciation—the moment the Virgin Mary’s pregnancy is revealed. 
During implied dialogue juxtaposed with their viewing of Robert Campin’s Mérode 
Altarpiece, the author’s friend correctly guesses that Bloom is pregnant: life imitates 
divinely inspired art. In a separate museum visit with another friend, Bloom recalls 
her impressions of a dramatic three-panel work by French American artist Louise 
Bourgeois that includes two memorable images: one that seems to show a pubis or 
the womb’s interior and one that depicts a pregnant body from the outside. Bloom’s 
engaging description of the work runs parallel to her own shifting conceptions of 
pregnancy: “It is as if her pregnancy is both inside her body, piercing her womb and 
her mind alike, and reaching outside into the world. Her pregnancy is private and 
public, internal and external, bodily and cerebral at once. It is an entanglement with 
the world, with one’s own mother, and with one’s self ” (43). The third panel, a poetic 
text, concludes with the haunting phrase that Bloom borrows for her book’s title.

A later visit to the Dadaist room at the Museum of Modern Art provides a visual 
transition, through descriptions of illustrations that remind Bloom of DNA, to her 
next topic: the how and why of genetic screening and its implications for twenty-first 
century pregnancies. Having an older brother born with developmental disabilities, 
she has understandable sensitivities regarding stigmatization and eugenics—the his-
tory of which, she explains, is alarmingly entwined with the development of preg-
nancy tests and genetic screening. Then back to contemporary life: in the aftermath 
of the earlier miscarriages, her doctor recommends genetic screening that uncovers, 
improbably, that both Bloom and her husband are carriers of a rare and devastating 
genetic disorder (unrelated to her brother’s condition). The invisible made visible. 
When the fetus from her third pregnancy also tests positive for the disease, they con-
front an unimaginably fraught decision.
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Eventually, the birth of a daughter provides a welcome high point—a new life to 
be celebrated. Yet the narrated progression of medicalization begun in the pregnancy 
section steadily increases in the second part of I Cannot Control Everything Forever. As 
the mother of a child with congenital hearing loss, Blooms now traverses the terrain 
of infant audiology, hearing aids, the politics of deafness in hearing cultures, and lim-
ited access to early intervention services. And just ahead: the exhaustive, round-the-
clock monitoring and recording of glucose levels for a diabetic toddler, compounded 
by worries over accurate measurements, technology failures, and diet. In the book’s 
latter half, the maternal narrative threads its way through additional side stories that 
explore the author’s own family history, disability justice, the history of glucose test-
ing, the technology of diabetes management, and debates around cochlear implants, 
among others.

As for motherhood’s effects on the author, Bloom admirably (and honestly) owns 
up to the myriad musings and emotions she experiences: from the “strange com-

bination of rapt attention and boredom” she feels on the playground, to the magni-
tude of maternal responsibilities accompanied by inadequacy or guilt, to joy, to anger, 
to fear—of failure, of judgment, of the future (2). The disappointments that began 
with the difficulties of pregnancies fuse with the disappointment, at times resentment 
and grief, of having left a promising career only to drift into the female convention 
of caretaking. Given Bloom’s literary background, it is perhaps no wonder that from 
these reactions she braids broad strands across her own transitions and societal ex-
pectations: personal loss and suspicions of fate, notions of identity tied to kinship or 
career, humanity and its burgeoning interconnectedness with technology. To tie all 
this together, Bloom creates chapters that swing on relevant topics (“Genetic Testing 
and Me” from Part One) or themes with symbolic heft (“Sweetness” from Part Two 
on the treasured early years of parenting and the sugary dangers of diabetes). 

The book’s thoughtful internal structure mimics the twists and turns of real life, 
the force of memory and preoccupations, and the swells of information and circum-
stance that evade strict chronologies or facile comprehension. Beyond the artists and 
writers that Bloom mentions in her text, she draws on wide research and material 
from her childhood and her father’s diary, conversations with medical providers and 
experts, the stories of friends and family. One can imagine teaching or reading this 
book in the context of other nonfiction works that explore the risks, perceptions, and 
interventions related to pregnancy, the imposition or creation of narrativized mater-
nal identity within and across political-cultural contexts. Some works that come to 
mind include Leah Hazard’s Womb: The Inside Story of Where We All Began, Sandra 
Steingraber’s Having Faith: An Ecologist’s Journey to Motherhood, Maggie Nelson’s The 
Argonauts, Jazmina Barrera’s Linea Nigra: An Essay on Pregnancy and Earthquakes, and 
Honor Moore’s A Termination. 

Life writing forms the core of I Cannot Control Everything Forever. And though 
informative, Bloom’s deeply personal and beautifully spun account raises more ques-
tions than answers related to science and technology. For her, the expectations on 
mothering have not lessened, but rather the “stakes” have increased, owing to “ad-
vances in the science and technology of bringing children into the world and caring 

for them” (12). When, for example, do medical tests yield too much knowledge? 
What are the ethical limits of assisted reproduction and gene editing? Her own at-
tempts to mitigate the increasingly medicalized experience of pregnancy and caring 
for her child sometimes veer toward a fear of technology in general. But her observa-
tions regarding disability injustice, access to care, and the private and public costs of 
health inequities ring uncomfortably true. In the end, I Cannot Control Anything For-
ever shows us that while becoming a mother is anything but ordinary, writing from 
one’s “entanglement with the world” can yield extraordinary results.
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Literary Journalism on the Brain
Our Brain and the News: The Psychophysiological Impact of Journalism
By Isabel Nery. Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan through Springer Nature, 
2024, 122 pp., EUR$32.09, hardcover EUR$42.79

Reviewed by Isabel Soares, Centro de Administração e Políticas Públicas (CAPP), 
Instituto Superior de Ciências Sociais e Políticas (ISCSP), Universidade de Lisboa, 
Portugal

For people interested in literary journalism, one of 
the big questions is why, apart from narrative and 

literary flair, is this form so appealing to readers? What 
are people’s psychological and physiological responses 
to receiving news via literary journalism versus con-
ventional journalism? Isabel Nery set out to find an-
swers to these questions and more by carrying out a 
study seldom seen in journalism. In Our Brain and 
the News: The Psychophysiological Impact of Journalism, 
Nery relays how psychophysiological mechanisms 
work in our brain and body when we are confronted 
with news in a journalistic format, both conventional 
and literary.

Nery is a renowned Portuguese literary journalist. 
She has written the latest biography of the poet Sophia de Mello Breyner Andresen 
(1919–2004), Sophia (2019), which is already in its fourth edition. She has also writ-
ten extensively on journalism and the medical sciences. Her work has been published 
in several Portuguese and international media outlets, and she holds a doctorate from 
the University of Lisbon.

Our Brain and the News starts with a dedication that is itself worthy of mention: 
“To Journalism lovers and all of those who believe Information and Knowledge can 
make a better world.” It is not just the “journalism lovers” that are emphasized but all 
those who still believe that information and knowledge can improve the world. In an 
era of rapid screen scrolling, torrents of information, post-truth(s), “fake news,” al-
gorithm-generated content, journalism lacking fact-checking and increasingly stifled 
by the rise of fundamentalism, extremism, and cancel culture, those who believe in 
Information and Knowledge, as Nery writes with capital letters, are those who, more 
than ever, possess the tools to reach the Truth.

The author was inspired to pursue literary journalism after reading John Hersey’s 
Hiroshima (1946). The book shaped her career and eventually became part of her 
doctoral research. For Nery, Hiroshima embodies a special type of journalism: “beau-
tiful as only literature can be and factual as only journalism can be” (ix). 

Because of her passion for literary journalism, Nery undertook an original ex-

periment: to examine the reactions that reading a conventional journalism text and a 
literary journalism text on the exact same subject provoke in a reader in psychophysi-
ological terms. What is felt? How do our mind and body react? Thus, this experiment 
was carried out under the umbrella of two scientific fields, Communication Sciences 
and Neurosciences. The text used for this experiment was none other than Hersey’s 
Hiroshima. 

In the preface of the book, Nery presents what can be called fears, though she 
never uses that word. These are the numerous challenges to the contemporary main-
tenance and viability of journalism as we knew it in the twentieth century or as we 
imagine its future: a business model, a reliable source of information, an aid to demo-
cratic societies, a seeker of truth. Today, the digital revolution has greatly dismantled 
journalism as a business. Moreover, with free information easily accessible on the 
internet, the journalist’s profession has become precarious, and many newspapers, 
magazines, and television and radio stations have been acquired by conglomerates. 
The list of challenges facing journalism is long, potentially the greatest being the “ex-
cess of information” that leads many of us to avoid the news (xii). This is perhaps one 
of the great fears of Nery the journalist, which she explains in the Preface, the fear of 
the decline of journalism and of our collective need for information, a fear that likely 
drove Nery the academic to seek a space where journalism still maintains all its social, 
democratic, and universal relevance.

A specialist in health and science journalism who is, as she herself states, accus-
tomed to translating complex information such as genetics and oncology for 

the lay public (2–3), Nery approached neurosciences with an ease that would have 
been impossible without this background. The experiment itself is simple: monitor 
the psychophysiological and cognitive reactions of subjects exposed to the reading 
of an original excerpt from Hiroshima, and the reading of a conventional journal-
ism text about the atomic bomb drop on Hiroshima on August 6, 1945. The goal 
was to answer the question: “How does one characterize, in cognitive and psycho-
physiological terms, the reception of news via conventional journalism and literary 
journalism” (38)? On the one hand, social science techniques were used, involving 
direct questioning of subjects about their reactions to each text or more simply, which 
text they preferred and why. On the other, neurosciences were employed with their 
arsenal of tools for verifying bodily states, such as the Multidimensional Assessment 
of Interoceptive Awareness (MAIA), which “assesses interoceptive sensitivity” (how 
the mind interprets sensory information)” (40) and the Pain Catastrophizing Scale 
(PCS), which measures the tendency of an individual to catastrophize pain on a scale 
from zero to four (40), involving measurements such as heart rate and reaction to 
painful stimuli. In short, the experiment cross-referenced all this information, allow-
ing the author to analyze the reactions to the reading of each text. 

Nery’s research showed that the conventional journalism piece “makes individu-
als more reactive and the literary journalism text reflects greater vulnerability, empha-
sizing individual differences” (93). By “reactive,” Nery explains that the “perception 
of pain tended to increase after reading the news text [conventional journalism], 
while, on the contrary, it decreased in a statistically significant way after reading 
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the literary journalism text” (93). Yet, the impact of the texts seems to depend on 
the emotional stability of the readers, which provoke different reactions to the writ-
ing style (57). It can, thus, be concluded that individuality plays a part in the psy-
chophysiological reception of news. Ultimately, the “data treated demonstrate that 
journalistic pieces of recognized quality and depth, such as Hersey’s reportage, have 
greater capacity to impact readers, provoking in them various emotions—and even 
physiological reactions” (95).

Because individual characteristics play a role in the reception of news, Nery’s re-
search also shows that variables like age and education come into the question. 

That is, there are more psychophysiological modifications the older and more educat-
ed an individual is (58). Thus, the conventional journalism piece elicited an increase 
in the response of emotions like “Kind” and “Attentive,” whereas the literary journal-
ism text decreased “the response of emotions like ‘Intense’ or ‘Bold’” (58). There are 
no universal reactions, the experiment demonstrates, as individuals are unique and 
that uniqueness contributes to the psychophysiological reception of news. In the end, 
when there are common effects, “they can only be small because they are diluted in 
heterogeneous users” (59).

When reading Nery’s book, readers are invited to think about the reception of 
messages as a process far beyond mere cognitive adherence or repulsion. There are 
numerous other factors at the individual level that make news reception a sensory 
experience. This investigation demonstrates that news elicits sensory reactions in ad-
dition to cognitive ones, highlighting the importance of considering how news recep-
tion modifies us at a sensory-cognitive level in the universe of fears alluded to by the 
author in the preface.

In a world of information degradation, our body and brain continue to react, 
and they will react even more to well-written, well-researched information. As “psy-
chophysiological” beings, our reactions reflect the quality of the information we re-
ceive. As the author states: “it is important to bear in mind that the human brain 
is not only the physiological basis of thoughts but also of emotions in a set that is a 
kind of prerequisite for human beings to understand each other” (56). Journalism 
evokes emotion. This does not mean we all share the same reactions to the same 
news or texts. Nery also warns that “the reception is intrinsically dependent on the 
individual psychological characteristics of each subject” (57). Nery’s findings about 
the individualized process by which we experience the news are supported by his-
tory. In contrast to the massification and homogeneity of the news vehiculated in the 
nineteenth-century press, the New Journalism, now known as literary journalism, 
emerged as a distinctive genre of journalism in the late nineteenth century, precisely 
because of its power to be experienced differently, and more individually, than news. 

There is one more aspect to highlight in Nery’s research. Correlatively, she aimed 
to understand something we have been intuitively guessing and for which we in-
creasingly seek scientific comfort. Which medium is more appealing to the reader-
receiver? Paper or digital? After questioning a sample of 500 university students, 
Nery concludes “most of the individuals we studied stated that they understood it to 
be different to read on paper or on a device. And they specified: for an ‘immersive 

reading’ they prefer paper. Likewise, an expressive majority of the subjects in the 
sample believes that they ‘assimilate . . . information better on paper’” (65). Thus, in 
the environment we find ourselves in today, the author’s results show that the most 
traditional platform, paper, takes the lead in terms of readers’ preference. 

Another conclusion to take from this work is that we are psychophysiological 
beings who need the emotion of touch, something that engages us both cognitively 
and in a sensory manner. This, ultimately, is an excellent reason to engage with this 
book and learn how our senses are affected by reading a message in a tangible plat-
form and how our brains react to news be it conveyed in literary journalistic form or 
in conventional journalism. The answer to the question of which journalism affects 
individuals more is for the reader to find out.
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Illuminating Absurdities
Show Me the Place
By Hedley Twidle. Johannesburg & Cape Town: Jonathan Ball Publishers, 2024. 
Paperback, 229 pp. USD$17.17

By Anthea Garman, Rhodes University, South Africa

South African writer Arja Salafranca has made the 
point that the essay form has few proponents in 

South Africa right now. It is indeed surprising that in 
a country awash in nonfiction publications of every 
sort—memoir, investigative journalism, academic re-
search for popular audiences—there are so few collec-
tions of essays by a single author. Notable collections 
of essays tend to involve multiple authors writing on a 
theme (At Risk: Writing On and Over the Edge of South 
Africa, edited by Liz Mcgregor and Sarah Nutall), or at 
a particular juncture in time (Njabulo Ndebele’s Fine 
Lines from the Box: Further Thoughts about Our Coun-
try), but it is true that few authors—other than Hed-
ley Twidle—have made the essay their go-to medium. 

Show Me the Place is Twidle’s second book of es-
says. In 2017, he published Firepool: Experiences in an Abnormal World. The main 
title is based on a notorious political incident involving the president of the country 
using public money to build a swimming pool and then claiming it was for the 
purpose of preventing fires at his house. The subtitle comes from the words of the 
murderer of apartheid Prime Minister Hendrik Verwoerd. Twidle plunged us into 
the absurd—but totally familiar—with nine essays that ranged from a literal and 
somewhat gruesome exploration of the skin condition of a teenage boy (and the 
world of a single-sex high school), to the grief felt when talented musicians and 
writers die young, to placing the “mad” assassin Demitrios Tsafendas alongside J. M. 
Coetzee and Nelson Mandela as subjects. What he established in this first book was 
a great fluidity with weaving the personal into the political, and the political into the 
personal. And let’s not forget the obsession with absurdity, which, in Twidle’s hands, 
is a fascinating overlay.

In this second book of essays, Twidle is ostensibly dealing with place, and in 
particular utopian places, but there is so much more is going on under this thematic 
surface. As in Firepool, he starts Show Me the Place with a personal account of trying 
to learn to surf in his thirties with a friend just as challenged as he is. The same self-
deprecation, self-awareness, and willingness to be honest about his shortcomings are 
evident here. In the next essay, he reveals his obsession with the nose of Cecil John 
Rhodes, whose statue and brooding presence were enshrined on Devil’s Peak over-

looking not just Cape Town, but all of Africa. While Twidle was teaching Gogol’s The 
Nose to literature students at the University of Cape Town, Cecil John’s statue’s nose 
was removed by a protester with an angle grinder, replaced by friends of the memorial 
and removed again. The story of why and how and where the nose went, with Twidle 
on the trail, takes one deeply into absurdist territory. 

The various “utopias” Twidle experiences—via a transformation workshop, a 
retreat center in the Western Cape, and Auroville in India—are treated with cu-
riosity and interest. All fail as ideal places, and they fail because of their directors, 
gurus, devotees, participants, humans all. But there is no judgement in the writing. 
Twidle writes out of being there, being with people, having conversations, experienc-
ing whatever is going on at the time, and telling us what he sees and hears and feels. 
This is so much more interesting and engaging than a treatise on how to run the ideal 
commune or why communities with high ideals fail.

The most affecting essay is set in the home that Twidle’s father created to keep his 
mother safe, when Twidle was just out of school. They moved to a unit in a gated 

complex in a small town on the coast just as his mother started to get early-onset 
dementia. Twidle describes with poignancy the claustrophobia of that complex, but 
also the “sorrow and shame” of the experience of “coming into young adulthood” just 
as “my mother’s mind unravelled” (58). This attempt to recover a mother and to be 
gentle to the young man dealing with her gradual loss to him is tender.

The International Association of Literary Journalism Studies even gets a mention 
in the chapter, “Otro Mundo,” which is based on Twidle’s experience at the interna-
tional conference held in Porto Alegre, Brazil, in 2016. I read this with interest be-
cause my own experience of that conference was so different from his. Twidle had an 
ongoing encounter with someone who was having issues back home in her university 
department, requiring her constant attention. His retelling of the clash between a 
new, young member and an older, established man is perceptive of the obsessiveness 
university dynamics can generate, and how conferences place people in a weird spaces 
that are parallel to their real lives.

In other essays he considers the matter of friendship. We have encounters with 
irascible surfing buddy Alex; with Rafa and Steve, who he encounters while cycling 
a far-flung Scottish island; and Mara and Petros, who he meets in Edinburgh. But, 
while being pointed about his friends’ foibles and inconsistencies, there is also love 
and nostalgia for friendships both old and easily made in youth in a foreign place.

Twidle writes with compassionate intellectualism. He is emotional and honest, 
yet treats others with curiosity and interest. The essay on “The Lonely Planet,” for in-
stance, gives a consummate overview of writers and their explorations of utopias. He 
certainly has a knack for seeing absurd situations—the ones in which someone is so 
self-interested or so self-involved that they don’t see what he is seeing—and he writes 
about this condition with clarity. This sharpness enables self-reflection in himself and 
his readers, and illuminates the absurdities of the world we live in—especially when 
we are being most serious about it. 

Until others take up this most versatile and capacious of writing forms, Twidle is 
going to be South Africa’s pre-eminent exponent of the essay. 
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Emotion, Journalism, and the Public Good
Emotions and Virtues in Feature Writing: The Alchemy of Creating Prize-winning Stories 
by Jennifer Martin. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021. Hardcover, 291 pp. 
US$99.99; paperback, 292 pp. US$69.99; e-book, US$54.99. 

Reviewed by Julie Wheelwright, Birkbeck, University of London, UK

Charlie Warzel and Mike Caulfield, writing in The 
Atlantic on the fourth anniversary of the 2021 

attempt to overturn the results of the U.S. presiden-
tial election, describe how a fringe movement built “a 
network of lies and dense theories to justify the attack 
and rewrite what really happened that day.” The con-
tested reports of the January 6 riot, they argue, illus-
trated how “misinformation” has warped political real-
ity and enabled the internet to function “not so much 
as a brainwashing engine as a justification machine.” 

Warzel, a journalist, and Caulfield, a research sci-
entist and information literacy expert, conclude that 
contemporary readers’ willingness to reconsider their 
worldviews when presented with new evidence has 
been replaced by a desire to seek out publications that endorse their existing beliefs. 
The January 6 narrative produced by legacy media sympathetic to the Make America 
Great Again movement is one such example: in this version of events, peaceful Trump 
supporters were the victims of an antifa aided and abetted by law enforcement work-
ing for the deep state. Every human success or tragedy is now exploited to score 
political points. Outside the American media environment, journalists and scholars 
worldwide are contending with the consequences of a phenomenon that many schol-
ars believe has undone our shared realities along with the foundational principle of 
researching and testing evidence and the value of genuine expertise. In this brave new 
world, emotions have been harnessed as doublespeak in which violent aggression can 
be rewritten as peaceful protest. 

These ideas haunted me as I read Jennifer Martin’s thoughtful, carefully con-
structed, and deeply researched volume, Emotions and Virtues in Feature Writing: The 
Alchemy of Creating Prize-winning Stories. Martin’s deep dive into how literary jour-
nalism (defined as “narrative journalism”) employs emotion to arouse empathy and 
to transport and persuade readers arrives at this moment of crisis. This reminder of 
journalism’s phronetic function, in which readers might contemplate questions of 
personal and national identity through the writer’s mobilization of their compassion, 
seems vitally important. 

Martin provides scholars and practitioners with practical tools that arise from a 
theory exploring not only the how of stories that master both the narrative range and 

research techniques to transport readers into other lives, but the why. Until the last 
decade, journalism’s intrinsic importance to democratic society has, she argues, been 
“taken for granted by both practitioners and researchers” (45). By delving further 
into how the most effective writers achieve this, she identifies the virtues of empathy, 
honesty, responsibility, courage, and resilience, which characterize the stories that 
garnered prestigious newspaper feature awards in America and Australia.  

Through the construction of a “virtue map” model, Martin articulates the book’s 
central paradigm as the “ideological and cultural assumptions” that appear in the 
most celebrated longform journalism. Drawing on Habermas and Bourdieu, her vir-
tue map provides an integrated theoretical approach through which she interprets 
her corpus. In the second part of the book, Martin then applies a discourse analysis 
to the narrative journalism from prize-winning writers Helen Garner, Chloe Hooper, 
and Hannah Dreier. 

But how do prize-winning writers concerned with social justice and with persuad-
ing readers to consider their humanity in relation to their fellow citizens avoid 

producing polemics? Martin’s award winners are literary journalists who have avoided 
hijacking their narratives for political ends through the excellence of their technique. 
While Martin’s examples may be regarded as political because they stimulate their 
reader’s emotions, they also aspire to demonstrate virtues that “allow us to live well 
together as a community” (150). Indeed, she includes an early chapter that explores 
the ethical dimensions and responsibilities of feature writing informed by critical 
considerations of power within society. 

Martin’s book explores how these virtues operate in texts that have won Austra-
lia’s Walkley Award, and her analysis suggests they are more than worthy of the prize. 
Helen Garner’s 1993 article published in Time Australia, “Did Daniel Have to Die?” 
demonstrates Garner’s “huge capacity for emotional discipline” (150), according to 
Martin. Garner sat through the murder trial of Paul Leslie Aiton and Cheryl Butch-
er, respectively the stepfather and the biological mother of the victim, two-year-old 
Daniel Valerio, relying on her observational skills to construct a powerful courtroom 
narrative. As Martin argues, Garner challenges her readers “to face the awful truth 
that a lack of moral energy . . . meant that a toddler’s life was lost to a man’s terrible 
violence” (151). It makes for a hard read but one suffused with Garner’s compassion, 
primarily for Daniel but also for his hapless parents, while she rages at the collective 
failure that led to his murder. 

Chloe Hooper’s “The Tall Man” (2006) was published in The Monthly and also 
won the Walkley Award. This feature, about the death of an Aboriginal man, Cam-
eron Doomadgee, while in police custody in the isolated community of Palm Island, 
also demonstrates the virtues of phronesis by raising public awareness of racism as 
a national problem. From the extracts selected, Martin determines Hooper’s social 
justice narrative reflects the values of honesty, empathy, and courage. Hooper is, like 
Garner, a magnificent writer who balances her keen observational details with her 
honest self-reflection and sensitivity towards the Palm Islanders. Throughout the fea-
ture, Martin observes that Hooper maintains her perspective as a white outsider in an 
Aboriginal community, which enables readers unfamiliar with Palm Island to experi-
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ence the writer’s own ignorance through her observations. 
The final example of the book, Hannah Dreier’s 2019 article “A Betrayal,” fur-

ther extends Martin’s concept of phronesis. Dreier’s trilogy, “A Betrayal,” published 
in ProPublica and winner of the Pulitzer Prize in feature writing, follows the life 
of Henry, a seventeen-year-old Salvadoran immigrant on New York’s Long Island. 
Henry was a member of the notorious MS-13 gang who became an FBI informer. 
Dreier and the magazine’s editorial team took responsibility for ensuring that Henry’s 
life was not at risk by speaking publicly about his story. Dreier also met with Henry 
while he was held in custody by the Immigration and Customs Enforcement (ICE) 
and took dozens of his phone calls from prison. Dreier’s stories eventually led to his 
relocation to Europe under a new identity, and to a US government civil rights inves-
tigation and a policy change within ICE.

Dreier’s follow-up article about Henry in ProPublica, in which she reflected on 
the emotional labor and responsibility it involved, generated an outpouring of posi-
tive comments and community action from her readers. This included the admission 
from one that, “For the first time, I feel compassion for an illegal alien” (229). This 
remark appears to demonstrate literary journalism’s potential, through its masterful 
prose, detailed investigation, and compassion, to change readers’ minds. Martin’s 
book explores writers who have excelled at the phronetic function even though this 
virtue may now be endangered. 

Martin acknowledges the challenge of writing longform narratives in a post-
truth world, where “emotion in journalism” seems more vulnerable than ever to ex-
ploitation for political purposes. It is beyond the scope of her book to suggest how 
literary journalist practitioners and scholars might confront, let alone dismantle, the 
“justification machine” that Warzel and Caulfied described in the Atlantic. But per-
haps the mapping of narrative journalism’s virtues and the identification of its shared 
values, forged over centuries within representative democracies, is an excellent place 
to start that conversation. 

Inside a Rural Chinese Village
China in One Village: The Story of One Town and the Changing World 
By Liang Hong
Translated by Emily Goedde. London: Verso, 2021. Hardcover, 320 pages. 
USD$26.95. E-book, USD$9.99. Originally published as 中国在梁庄 (Zhongguo 
zai Liangzhuang), 2010.

Reviewed by Bijun (Nicole) Zhao, University of New South Wales, Australia

Anyone who has studied literary nonfiction in Chi-
na over the past decade knows Liang Hong’s 中

国在梁庄 (China in One Village), which chronicles 
the complex lives of China’s villagers in the face of 
significant social transformations. During 2008 and 
2009, the author returned to her hometown, fictional-
izing its name as Liang Village, and spent five months 
interviewing villagers and government officials. Her 
immersive reporting provides astonishingly detailed 
accounts of how the villagers faced economic and po-
litical struggles and fading traditions. It was a wake-up 
call for China’s growing neglect of rural areas, as urban 
development has increasingly taken priority. The book 
also sold hundreds of thousands of copies and won 
many of China’s top literary prizes, pioneering a trend 
in contemporary Chinese feixugou (非虚构), or literary nonfiction. It marked a shift 
from event-focused reportage baogaowenxue (报告文学) to a style focused on the 
lives of ordinary people, inspired by Western literary journalism.

More than a decade after the original Chinese publication, Liang’s book prompt-
ed national discussions about the effect of modernization on rural life. It challenged 
the prevailing view that rural cultures should be abandoned to build modern cities, 
prompting many to reconsider the consequences of uprooting the villages. Despite its 
popularity and critical acclaim in China, the English version, China in One Village: 
The Story of One Town and the Changing World, was not published until 2021—over 
eleven years later—highlighting the gap in global awareness of the struggles of rural 
China. The social issues raised in the book, such as rural depopulation and juvenile 
delinquency, remain deeply entrenched, highlighting the continuing relevance of the 
book’s critique even in today’s more economically advanced China. 

Since the early aughts, few Chinese nonfiction works have reached international 
audiences. Only select works of reportage with subversive and political orientation—
like Chen Guidi and Wu Chuntao’s Will the Boat Sink the Water? The Life of China’s 
Peasants (2006)—or works by foreign authors who travelled to China for research, 
such as Leslie T. Chang’s Factory Girls: Voices from the Heart of China (2008) and 
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Peter Hessler’s River Town: Two Years on the Yangtze (2001), have been published 
overseas. In contrast, nonfiction books authored by Chinese writers have remained 
mainly confined to domestic circulation. China in One Village is a good example for 
English readers to understand the reality of a Chinese village through the eyes of a 
local author.

This book traces the author’s journey in her first-person voice, capturing her per-
spective as a returnee to her hometown in Henan Province, a place steeped in China’s 
complex history. The village’s past is intertwined with significant national events, 
from the Great Famine (1958–61), during which Liang’s grandfather died, to the up-
heaval of the Cultural Revolution (1966–76), which caused struggles for her father, 
as he became the target of political persecution due to his militant stance. Her mother 
also died early, affected by the trauma of her husband’s experiences. Subsequently, the 
economic reforms of the 1980s brought change, with the village experimenting with 
state-led grassroots democratic practices in 1987. This historical context shapes the 
complexity of the village, which Liang explores through interweaving personal stories 
with an analysis of broader issues of rural transformation in China. 

The book is structured into eight chapters, each focusing on different aspects of 
village life. The first two chapters lay the foundation by examining Liang Vil-

lage’s historical background, environmental decline, and depopulation crisis. In the 
middle chapters, Liang introduces personal narratives to highlight rural struggles, in-
cluding the plight of left-behind children, elderly isolation, and the challenges faced 
by migrant workers. These include the tragic case of the Wang boy, who raped and 
murdered an older woman, and the story of Chunmei, a rural woman whose sup-
pressed desires and the gossip surrounding her husband led to her tragic suicide. 
Beyond these personal accounts, Liang devotes an entire chapter to exploring the 
political unrest in the village. In this compelling chapter, Liang reveals villagers’ po-
litical experiences while subtly weaving in her own perspective on rural politics. The 
final chapter reflects on the author’s journey and expresses her concerns and hopes 
for the village’s future.

While readers experience the story of Liang Village through Liang’s first-person 
perspective, we also gain direct insight into villagers’ personal experiences through 
their accounts, presented without the author’s paraphrasing. Liang does not pretend 
to have witnessed everything the villagers went through; instead, she relies on their 
spoken recollections, preserving their dialects and natural tones. These narratives cap-
ture rural individuals’ raw emotions and realities, allowing readers to connect with 
them as authentic living beings. Even more compelling is how Liang responds to 
these accounts when she shifts back to her own voice, particularly in her interactions 
with government officials in the chapter “Rural Politics under Attack.” In their first 
meeting, the village party secretary—still visibly drunk after a social event—puts on 
an official-style reception to curry favor with Liang. She does not hold back, remark-
ing that he has “a strong performative streak” (198).

Liang’s deep-rooted family connections in Liang Village granted her exceptional 
access to villagers and government officials. Unlike many nonfiction writers who ap-
proach their subjects as outsiders, Liang grew up in Liang Village, where her family 

and friends still reside. These interviewees have known her since childhood. Indeed, 
this natural familiarity allows Liang to connect deeply with the villagers’ inner lives. 
However, this closeness raises ethical concerns. Liang does not clarify her criteria for 
selecting interview subjects or fully address the advantage her family ties gave her 
in securing interviews. She mentioned in a 2021 interview that she blurred the real 
names of some characters and altered details for ethical reasons, such as fictionalizing 
her hometown’s name. However, she does not explain how she handled other ac-
counts. It also remains unclear whether the interviewees fully understood that their 
personal lives, including the darker aspects, would be exposed publicly. She did not 
directly address this issue. 

But does she remain unbiased? Although Liang mentions in the preface of the 
Chinese version that she tried to avoid letting her belief—that the countryside is suf-
fering and in desperate need of rescue—affect her writing, her negative and helpless 
attitude toward her hometown persists. Her deep-rooted sentiments often lead to 
a tone of lament, as seen in her remark: “[The village] is utterly dead. It cannot be 
saved” (47). Much of the book reveals profound tragedies in Liang Village—deaths, 
crimes, and the villagers’ deep sense of powerlessness. These experiences make the 
author feel that rural life is like a big swamp, leaving her mind heavy and scattered: “I 
want to hurry away” (270). The author’s emotions undoubtedly add a darker under-
tone to the book. However, should we believe that pain and sorrow are the complete 
story of Liang Village? Every reader may form their own opinion after reading.



BOOK REVIEWS   241240  Literary Journalism Studies, Vol. 15, No. 2, December 2024 • Vol. 16, No. 1, June 2025

Digital Art of Fact
The Art of Fact in the Digital Age: An Anthology of New Literary Journalism
Edited by Jacqueline Marino and David O. Dowling. New York: Bloomsbury Aca-
demic, 2024, 264 pages; Paperback, $26.95, e-book $21.56

Reviewed by Brian Gabrial, Concordia University, Canada
 

What to include? What to exclude? Two daunt-
ing questions facing any editor of an anthology. 

Equally challenging is justifying those answers. These 
have been the tasks of Jacqueline Marino and David 
O. Dowling as they compiled The Art of Fact in the 
Digital Age, an extension of Kevin Kerrane and Ben 
Yagoda’s The Art of Fact. The use of the word “exten-
sion” is deliberate here in that this new anthology does 
not revise or update the original but makes a worthy 
companion to it. Whereas the earlier anthology “es-
tablished a canon of literary journalism, one made 
entirely of words,” according to Marino and Dowling 
(2), this new edition “aims to capture how digital me-
dia has transformed, and in some cases, preserved, and 
expanded the power of narrative storytelling that has 
long been the signature of print literary journalism” (ix). While Marino and Dowling 
never forget the “words” as they winnowed their final list for this book, they take an 
expansive view of what can be thought of as literary journalism, a term that remains 
somewhat amorphous, and how a new, more malleable, digital platform can refor-
mulate ideas about it. Their work is all the more challenging given the explosion of 
digital media sources since the first Art of Fact appeared in 1997.

Something else to consider: Kerrane and Yagoda had some advantage in that 
much of what they reviewed had been deemed worthy journalism and writing by 
earlier critics. Here, Marino and Dowling are first-time curators, making the case for 
their choices as “digital literary journalism,” something labeled as a new genre of the 
form. To accomplish this, they rely on time-tested attributes of literary journalism 
such as those described by Tom Wolfe or Norman Sims and others. For it to be digital 
literary journalism, Marino and Dowling argue, the inclusion of digital/multimedia 
options such as audio or video or graphics “must perform a literary function” (4) and 
be an essential part of the narrative—unlike, say, a typical photograph or graph ac-
companying a standard news story. 

The book’s five sections are designated Digital Literary Journalism Pioneers, No-
table Narratives, Showing and Telling, The Reporter Takes the Stage, and Confront-
ing the Unspeakable, with each containing admirable samples to read. From Mark 
Bowden’s 1997 “Black Hawk Down,” which these editors credit as one of (if not) 

the first example of digital literary journalism, to Ta-Nehisi Coate’s “The Case for 
Reparations,” to Kathryn Schulz’s “The Really Big One,” the selected excerpts in this 
anthology cut a wide swath of topics, including war, prison life, social justice, and en-
vironment. Some full texts, such as Marc Perrusquia’s gripping “Leading up to 6:01: 
The Last 32 Hours of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.,” appear; otherwise, readers must 
be satisfied with tantalizing, well-chosen extracts from the original, which should 
prompt them, like this reviewer, to take the next step to seek and read the complete 
versions in all their multimedia richness. Digital journalistic sources also vary, from 
the New York Times to The Avavist. 

Of note were reminders of how John Branch’s 2012 “Snow Fall deserved what 
the editors, quoting Tom Wolfe, called a “What inna namea christ is this” (3) mo-
ment when it appeared in the Times. In this instance, Marino argues the use of digital 
media (audio, video, photographs) become inseparable from the journalist’s narra-
tive, “[b]rilliant with observational details” (23). Another, especially moving excerpt 
is from Mitchell S. Jackson’s Pulitzer Prize–winning “Twelve Minutes and a Life,” 
about Ahmaud Arbery’s final minutes before his deadly entrapment by two white 
men on a Georgia road. It appeared in Runner’s World, not the usual go-to place for 
literary journalism, with Jackson asking the reader:

Peoples, I invite you to ask yourself, just what is a runner’s world? Ask yourself 
who deserves to run? Who has the right? Ask who’s a runner? What’s their so-called 
race? Their gender? Their class? Ask yourself where do they live, where do they run? 
Where can’t they live and run? Ask what are the sanctions for asserting their right 
to live and run—shit—to exist in the world. Ask why? Ask why? Ask why? (145)

Its digital presentation, a timeline and photographs guiding the narrative, is 
simple and effective.

While Marino and Dowling hope they have developed a cannon for digital lit-
erary journalism, some caution must be noted as canons can become sites 

of contention. Even so, this is a welcome start in that development. And, despite 
the significant American presence in this anthology, Marino and Dowling present 
exemplars of digital literary journalism and a strong argument for criteria that define 
it. “We hope our anthology offers for this emerging genre,” the editors write, “what 
Tom Wolfe did for The New Journalism with his eponymous 1973 anthology” (xii). 
While only time will determine whether “digital literary journalism” stands alone as a 
distinct form of literary journalism, the book’s content remains impressive. Certainly, 
these choices will appeal to literary journalism readers, scholars, and educators. In 
the preface to The Art of Fact, Ben Yagoda compared putting together an anthology 
to “planning and executing a dinner party with all the best guests” after painstakingly 
paring down a worthy guest list (13). Marino and Dowling invite you their party in 
The Art of Fact in the Digital Age so you can meet guests who opened their digital 
toolboxes to create memorable, literary journalism.
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Light on Obscure Literary Journalist
 
Seeking to Understand the World: Literary Journalism of Vincent Sheean                    
by Anish Dave. Wilmington, Delaware: Vernon Press, 2023, Hardcover, 157 pp., 
USD$52; paperback, USD$33; e-book, $75.

Reviewed by Neil Stubbs, Camosun College, Canada

Newcomers to the world of literary journalism 
studies may not be familiar with the name Vin-

cent Sheean (1899–1975). Indeed, in the field of 
literary journalism, this reporter gets lost among the 
larger-than-life personae who have dominated the 
popular imagination, including Ernest Hemingway, 
Tom Wolfe, and Norman Mailer. In his book, Seeking 
to Understand the World: Literary Journalism of Vincent 
Sheean, Anish Dave strives to establish Sheean’s right-
ful place in this pantheon. His purpose in this slim, 
informative volume is to do justice to Vincent Shee-
an’s craft as a literary journalist, and, as he indicates in 
the later pages of his book, to rectify “the absence of 
Sheean in the front row of literary journalism scholar-
ship” (106). In doing so, Dave, an English professor at Georgia Southwestern State 
University, presents a biographical overview of the reporter’s life and career, and of-
fers a close reading of five important works: Personal History (1935); Not Peace but a 
Sword (1939); Between the Thunder and the Sun (1943); Lead, Kindly Light (1949); 
and Nehru: The Years of Power (1960).

The opening chapters of Seeking to Understand the World familiarize the reader 
with the field of literary journalism studies and its theorists, as well as its practitio-
ners. Dave concurs with scholars Roberta Maguire and William Dow that it is “help-
ful to see how the modes of literature and journalism fuse and function in individual 
works produced at specific historical moments and from particular contexts” (1). 
While acknowledging Sheean as an “American foreign correspondent,” Dave also ar-
gues that he found common ground with two other exemplary journalists, John Reed 
and John Hersey, in producing “artistic reporting” that “enhances our knowledge 
of the world by stirring our imagination” (2). In making this point, however, Dave 
provides a somewhat overly long synopsis of the journalistic practices of Reed and 
Hersey, devoting fourteen pages of discussion to their “immersion” reporting (19) 
and delaying Sheean’s own biography until page twenty-eight.

The best parts of Dave’s book are his reviews of the literature and critical com-
mentary on Sheean’s life and works, but he begins each chapter with unnecessary ap-
plications of formalist perspective on Sheean’s books. In Chapter 2, dealing with the 
1935 memoir, Personal History, we are given a refresher course on such fundamental 

concepts as linear narrative, story structure, “crisp sentences,” and chapter titles (41–
42). Regarding the last of these formalistic features, we are told that Sheean’s short 
chapter titles “seem to encourage readers to find out what a chapter will include” 
(43). Surely, this technique could be said of any title in any book. 

Later, when relating how Sheean meets a leader of the 1925 Riffian revolt, Dave 
describes the narrative structure through the classic terminology promoted by Prac-
tical Criticism, complete with a table that charts out the exposition, rising action, 
crisis, climax, and denouement (48–49). Such an approach offers limited insight to 
any reader who is already familiar with the perspectives applied to short stories in 
first-year university English classes. A similar problem occurs in Chapter 3, which 
discusses Sheean’s “focus on people” (59) in his 1939 book Not Peace, but a Sword. 
Here, the lives of actual people who participated in real-life events during the tumul-
tuous 1930s are treated as textbook examples that illustrate the principles of character 
development. Dave spends considerable time discussing the depiction of Jim Lard-
ner, an American volunteer in the Spanish Civil War, with the intent of showing how 
the arc of his life mirrors the formulaic criteria of “character,” “goals,” “conflict,” and 
“struggles” associated with any literary creation (63–69). The purpose of this section 
is to demonstrate the literary nature of Sheean’s journalism, but it overstates obvious 
techniques taken as a given in any form of storytelling. 

In the same chapter, Dave offers a definition from the Oxford Dictionary of Liter-
ary Terms to inform his readers of how a “scene” functions: it “depicts actions that 

occur at the same place and during a particular time” (69). While this concept is not 
too difficult to grasp, the chapter then continues with a detailed discussion of “Three 
Stimulating Scenes” in this memoir, which is then delivered in three subtitled sec-
tions: “The Bomb Shelter Scene,” “Two Arguing Strangers,” and “The Bus Journey 
Scene.” While the three scenes are detailed and informative in terms of content, dur-
ing a six-page description the insights can seem inconclusive and perfunctory. For 
example, in the first subtitled section of “The Bomb Shelter Scene,” we are told mat-
ter-of-factly that “[t]he exchange between the men seems real, reminding a reader of 
similar incidents from their own lives, though not necessarily involving a bomb shel-
ter. For example, it is common to find oneself sitting next to a stranger on an airplane. 
People also share apartments with others (70).” Dave offers an extensive summary of 
each of the three scenes, and he ends his third subsection on “The Bus Journey Scene” 
by invoking the “power and magnetism of ordinary people,” concluding that “[t]hey 
had simple concerns, going home. It is clear that Sheean enjoyed their company” 
(74). Dave directly follows this statement by simply inferring that “[t]he reader vi-
cariously feels this enjoyment” (74). Ironically, while much is made from such simple 
inferences, the following section on “Spartan Language” limits its discussion to only 
three paragraphs, in contrast to the six pages spent focusing on scenes. Even though 
Sheean’s diction and sparse prose could be showcased in these paragraphs, this section 
focuses instead on defining what “plain prose” (75) is—without applying these ideas 
to any specific examples of Sheean’s writing from Not Peace but a Sword.

Dave’s book does flourish when we come to the later chapters, which deal with 
Sheean’s experiences during the Second World War and his travels to India in the 
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post-war era. In Chapter 4, Dave focuses less on the formulaic application of short-
story terminology and more on Sheean’s use of symbolism in his book Between the 
Thunder and the Sun (1943). He concludes that “Sheean as a narrator is a lot more 
visible” in this memoir, adding that “[p]rominent characteristics of literary journal-
ism such as scene and stories are not frequent in the book” (86). Dave turns his atten-
tion to the recurring examples of metonymy, metaphor, and synecdoche in Between 
the Thunder and the Sun. He notes how Sheean employed metaphor effectively to 
communicate the horrors of the German bombing of London in 1940, which the 
journalist described as “a strange survey of damnation” and a “vision of the end of the 
world” (84), where he “watched the centuries hurl themselves into the flames” (84).

Sheean continued to emphasize symbolic language when writing about his personal 
experiences with Mahatma Gandhi, the subject of Lead, Kindly Light, published 

in 1948 following the Gandhi’s assassination. Dave devotes Chapter 5 of his study to 
“A Personal Homage to Gandhi,” and it is here that one can perceive the respect that 
both Dave and Sheean hold for this iconic figure and practitioner of non-violence. 
As was the case with the previous chapter, less is said about the formalistic features of 
Sheean’s memoir, which results in a condensed, five-paragraph discussion of symbol-
ism. Instead, Dave details the personal bond that Sheean perceived with his subject; he 
quotes the journalist’s admission that “my own interest was centered about Gandhi, be-
cause by this time I was well aware of his great spirit and what it had done in the world” 
(89). Building upon the anecdote of how Sheean had foreseen (through a premonition) 
the assassination of Gandhi, Dave argues that the reporter saw his own relationship 
with the Mahatma in highly symbolic terms, constructing a kind of personal narrative 
that places his memoir in the realm of literary journalism. In Chapter 6 of his study, 
Dave focuses on the second book to come out of Sheean’s travels in India, Nehru: The 
Years of Power (1960). This chapter is also shorter than the preceding sections discussing 
Sheean’s earlier works, and it suggests that Sheean did not have as much of a personal 
connection to India’s Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru as he had to Gandhi. While 
brief and to the point, this discussion of Sheean’s final book puts forward an eloquent 
case for the importance of immersion journalism, citing Sheean’s own claim that he had 
“traveled far more in India than most people ever do, Indian or foreign” (97).

It is somewhat fitting, therefore, that this final episode—which marks the peak 
of Sheean’s ability as an immersion journalist—coincides with the culmination of 
Dave’s study. In the later chapters of Seeking to Understand the World, Dave himself 
becomes more thoroughly immersed in his subject, producing an eloquent commen-
tary that is more succinct and engaging than in the earlier chapters, where he tended 
to overelaborate on basic formal concepts. He concludes his study with appendices 
that feature photographic reproductions of Sheean’s journals and postal correspon-
dence: seeing these documents (in his own handwriting) makes Sheean’s personality 
even more palpable for readers. Personal touches like these testify to Dave’s sincerity 
in paying tribute to an overlooked figure in twentieth century journalism. The extent 
of the author’s research is admirable and makes this book a valuable resource for 
seasoned scholars, as well as a useful primer for those who are just beginning their 
studies of literary techniques and their application in the field of reportage.

Dog Shows Reveal Their Humans
Dogland: Passion, Glory, and Lots of Slobber at the Westminster Dog Show
By Tommy Tomlinson. New York: Avid Reader Press, 2024. Hardcover, 256 pages, 
US$28.99. Paperback, US$18.99. E-book US$14.99.

Reviewed by Brian Gabrial, Concordia University, Canada

Merriam-Webster defines culture as “shared atti-
tudes, values, goals, and practices.” Those four 

attributes become Tommy Tomlinson’s focus as he 
dives into the fancy, the world of dog shows and the 
animals and humans that inhabit it. The result is a 
work of immersive journalism, which at times is mov-
ing, even shocking, but always fascinating—even for 
someone who does not love dogs.

Tomlinson begins his journey into “Dogland” 
after he watches the Westminster Kennel Club Dog 
Show on television and wonders, “Are those dogs 
happy” (xiii)? To answer that question, he chooses 
Westminster, this “pinnacle of the dog show world 
like Wimbledon or the Super Bowl” (xiii), as his case 
study. During his two-and-half-year quest, Tomlin-
son reveals much about the fancy’s culture of “shared 
attitudes, values, goals and practices” and informs readers about things like arcane 
judging qualifications and standards that make a dog the “Best in Show.” He also 
introduces an ensemble cast of stars (dogs) and supporting characters (humans) that 
move the narrative along.

This is a heavily researched book, and Tomlinson’s breezy style makes digesting 
all the information easier, clearing up any confusion, for example, about how a dog 
wins a show. He sets the record straight about the hierarchy of dog shows, too, point-
ing out that the nationally televised National Dog Show at American Thanksgiving is 
not the Westminster, as many believe. So much information is packed into this book, 
it could have been aptly entitled Everything You Ever Wanted to Know about Show 
Dogs but Were Afraid to Ask. Indeed, readers learn about the usual, such as groom-
ing and training, and the unusual, such as the intimate details of a top dog’s sex life. 
The reader, for example, is introduced to the “sperm girls” whose job is to collect (yes, 
manually) a desired “sample” from a dog with impeccable lineage: “It’s exactly what 
you’re picturing at the moment” (68), one of them tells Tomlinson. The reader learns 
these dogs “rarely, if ever have sex” (83) and that the use of testicular implants called 
“neuticles” (8) can disqualify a dog from the competition.

The biggest star in Dogland is a Samoyed named Striker whose “near-perfect 
brightness can be more than the eye can handle” (91). He appears to have extraordi-
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nary dog show talents that are nurtured by his trainer, Laura, whose work is to shape 
“ordinary dogs into something special, and shaping special dogs into champions” 
(183). Together, Tomlinson weaves their story into the book’s ten chapters, inform-
ing the reader along way about all aspects of dog show culture and winning “Best in 
Show.” Striker and Laura’s story culminates with the dog’s final appearance at West-
minster, an event that takes its name from the New York hotel where, in 1877, its 
founders met at the bar to establish the organization (28). 

The dog show world is also about conformation, which refers to the identifica-
tion of an animal that best “conforms to the ideal version of its breed” (69). If 

there is a dark side to the human-dog relationship, conformity is it. “We have ad-
mired and adored so many dogs,” Tomlinson writes, that “at the same time we have 
caused them pain and shortened their lives” (106). As he explains, the only way to 
achieve the perfect dog is by inbreeding and eugenics, which magnify “any genetic 
problems” a breed might have (106). It’s not good for the dog. Tomlinson cites the 
French bulldog, currently America’s most popular breed, according to the American 
Kennel Club, which, because of human intervention, sports bulging eyes, a flat nose, 
a large head and narrow hips. Because of this, French bulldogs are cute but can barely 
reproduce and have trouble breathing. (96). Other purebreds haven’t had it much 
better. In the early days of human-dog interaction, humans bred dogs to perform 
specific tasks like herding sheep. Now, it’s about aesthetics. Today, dogs get their ears 
cropped and tails docked to acquire a human ideal of what those animals should look 
like (71).

Dogland is a book about loss. As Tomlinson writes, dogs and their trainers live 
and work together for years to win something like Westminster and contend with los-
ing the competition—and then each other. In Laura’s case, she must return Striker to 
its owner once his competitive life ends. Yet, the book’s most moving chapter about 
loss veers away from dog shows and into Tomlinson’s home where he tells the story of 
a stray that became a beloved pet. This compelling break from the fancy tugs at the 
heart strings of the reader—even one who does not care much for dogs. 

Upon the death of Fred, his pet, Tomlinson observes, “Dogs are often a reflec-
tion of us. And we are sometimes broken mirrors” (161). If the book is to be faulted, 
it is because of didactic lines like this one. Throughout Dogland, Tomlinson reminds 
readers (too) often that humans could not live without dogs and vice versa. This 
gets repetitious and overly sentimental. Regardless, the reader can forgive Tomlinson 
because the book illuminates the Westminster world beautifully while also providing 
amusing asides, like “Pee Breaks” that list top-five rankings of “Dog Haters,” “Car-
toon Dogs,” “Westminster Dog Owners,” “Dogs in Art,” and “Dogs of Myth and 
Legend.” All told, Dogland could make the reading list for any literary journalism 
course. At the book’s outset, Tomlinson writes, “My goal is to tell you what it’s like 
out there in Dogland” (xvi). This he does admirably.


