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Emotion, Journalism, and the Public Good
Emotions and Virtues in Feature Writing: The Alchemy of Creating Prize-winning Stories
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Reviewed by Julie Wheelwright, Birkbeck, University of London, UK

harlie Warzel and Mike Caulfield, writing in 7he
Atlantic on the fourth anniversary of the 2021

attempt to overturn the results of the U.S. presiden- Emotions and Virtues
in Feature Writing

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been replaced by a desire to seck out publications that endorse their existing beliefs.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 Martins 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 fow of stories that master both the narrative range and
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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.

B ut 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 77me 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 7he 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 Arlantic. 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.
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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 o EERE (Zhongguo
zai Liangzghuang), 2010.
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Myone who has studied literary nonfiction in Chi-
a over the past decade knows Liang Hong’s H1
ETESRIE (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 Chinas top literary prizes, pioneering a trend
in contemporary Chinese fzixugou (AERZH4), or literary nonfiction. It marked a shift
from event-focused reportage baogaowenxue GRE) 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



