
Mediating Mediatized Realities

In 2007, thewriter David FosterWallace edited an annual compilation entitled

Best American Essays.1 In his foreword,Wallace reflected on the criteria used in

the selection of the essays.As part of his reasoning,Wallace described contem-

porary US culture as “a culture and volume of info and spin and rhetoric that

I know I’m not alone in finding too much to even absorb, much less to try to

make sense of.” InWallace’s view, this culturewasmarked by a permanentme-

diation that was particularly consequential for nonfiction writers:

Part of our emergency is that it’s so tempting … to retreat to narrow arro-

gance, pre-formed positions, rigid filters, the ‘moral clarity’ of the immature.

The alternative is dealing with massive, high-entropy amounts of info and

ambiguity and conflict and flux; it’s continually discovering newareas of per-

sonal ignorance anddelusion. In sum, to really try to be informedand literate

today is to feel stupid nearly all the time, and to need help. That’s about as

clearly as I can put it.2

Wallace argued that this state of social and cultural reality poses an acute, end-

less challenge to any human self that tries tomake sense of reality, not least to a

writer like himself. In his opinion, this reality craved both humility and a will-

ingness to cooperate.

Wallace’s position essentially combines two strains of argumentation; he

perceives a general change in a cultural reality that is somehow decisively

shaped by the very ways in which reality itself is mediated. This argument is

identical, by and large, with the scholarly discourse surrounding mediatiza-

1 Foster Wallace, The Best American Essays 2007.

2 Foster Wallace, “Deciderization 2007 – A Special Report,” xxiii.
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12 Mediating the Real

tion, “a meta-process that is grounded in the modification of communication

as the basic practice of how people construct the social and cultural world”.3

This process, per definition, cannot be neutral. Typically, it has been con-

ceived of as being driven by waves of technological innovation, each of which

increased the role played by technical media in its respective culture. Many

thinkers have pointed out that mediatization thus affects social interaction by

causing a kind of separation, or even alienation, because it more clearly sepa-

rates a physical entity from its symbolic meaning.The German media scholar

Friedrich Krotz, for instance, has argued that “mediatization must be under-

stood to be a dismantling process, as the growing role of media separates the

unity of every instrumental action into a communicative and an instrumental

action.”4

Wallace claims that it is imperative that the authorial communication of

reality be reinvented in order to live up to theways inwhich communication af-

fects reality in general, evenwhilemediatization plays a central role in changes

beingmade to the social and cultural world—and even as it is decisively driven

by technology. In other words, writers have to come up with ways to describe

and make palpable how technological mediation affects the very reality that

they themselves write about.Most importantly, they must do so in a more en-

gagingway than classic realism had,which he primarily associates with enter-

taining visuality. Classic realism, Wallace has claimed, is “soothing, familiar

andanesthetic; it dropsus right into spectation.”5 Butwhatmight this updated

realism look like? In his poetological comment,Wallace only vaguely suggested

that it would have to include an intensified self-reflection that resulted in both

a sense of either weakness or humility and in a need for human collaboration.

Analyzing the practical answers to the task outlined by Wallace is this

study’s main objective. It explores how writers of reportage, such as Mac Mc-

Clelland,6 Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah, George Saunders, or David Foster Wallace

himself, have taken on this complex challenge by way of emphasizing their

3 Krotz, “Mediatization: A ConceptWithWhich to GraspMedia and Societal Change,” 26.

4 Krotz, “Media, Mediatization and Mediatized Worlds: A Discussion of the Basic Con-

cepts,” 83.

5 McCaffery, “An Interview with David Foster Wallace,” 138.

6 In 2018, McClelland underwent sex reassignment therapy and, consequently, identi-

fied himself as the male reporter Gabriel Mac. I herein stick to Gabriel Mac’s former

female identity, Mac McClelland, because it is highly significant for the analysis of his

text and because, in fact, the text analyzed was published under his previous female

name. Mac, “The End of Straight”; Mac, “About.”
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Mediating Mediatized Realities 13

own existential humanity (as media manifested in various acts of self-reflec-

tion). First, thewriters exhibit their own specific acts ofmediation throughout

their texts in four key domains.Thus, they anchor both material and symbolic

acts of sensemaking in their bodies and assert the specific qualities of human

mediation and aesthetic experience. Second, the writers demonstrate how

their subjective sensemaking corresponds to the larger world, and how sense-

making is affected by a mediatization that occupies the core of the very real

topics they write about: communing, subjectivity, and violence. In this way,

these writers pit their specific human mediality against the larger processes

of technological mediation that similarly shape social and cultural reality.

More to the point, I argue that these writers’ self-reflective texts signify

the human medium’s response to technical media’s commodification, spa-

tialization, and anestheticization of human experience. The texts represent a

specific way of a coming to consciousness as a medium within journalism’s

commercial context. Just like artists, to use Fredric Jameson’s argument, re-

porters act “within a mediatic system in which their own internal production

also constitutes a symbolic message and the taking of position on the status of

the medium in question.”7This kind of awakening, as a human subject within

technologically mediated culture, involves a foregrounding of sensual percep-

tion, feeling, imagination, andmemory in order to provide an epistemological

depth by way of self-reflection that technical media alone cannot muster. On

a larger level, as I argue in the conclusion, these texts amount to a human

reclamation of agency byway of an intensification of critique that necessitates

scrutinizing mediation itself.

This theoretical frame most obviously applies to a specific kind of realist

writing in which the concepts of author and narrator—which are kept apart in

the study of fictional literature for good reasons—converge. A specific portion

of such writing has been theorized as literary journalism. As Josh Roiland has

suggested:

literary journalism is a formof nonfictionwriting that adheres to all of the re-

portorial and truth-telling covenants of conventional journalism, while em-

ploying rhetorical and storytelling techniques more commonly associated

with fiction. In short, it is journalism as literature.8

7 Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 162.

8 Roiland, “By Any Other Name: The Case for Literary Journalism,” 71.
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14 Mediating the Real

FollowingRoiland’s definition, then, literary journalism is theproduct of anar-

rowly defined kind of work that includes both reporting and writing. Literary

journalism is infused with a clear intentionality to carry out a particular pro-

fessional assignment.Writers of literary journalism are required to research a

pre-determined topic and are expected to convey their findings in artful prose

that tells a story. Hence, all of the texts analyzed in this study were originally

conceivedwithin this professional framework.The three texts byGeorge Saun-

ders, for instance, were contracted by GQ magazine, which sent Saunders to

Dubai,Nepal, and Fresno, in order to experience a predeterminedmaterial as-

pect of contemporary reality first-hand. In Dubai, he experienced the emerg-

ing megacity as a global community. In Nepal, he investigated the reality of a

Buddhist boywho had supposedly beenmeditating for an extended period. Fi-

nally,he literally exposedhimself tohomelessnessby living ina camp inFresno,

all while pretending to be homeless.

The assignment’s context also usually provides an indicator as to where

these texts were originally published. These pieces were all first published in

American periodical print magazines that commission this kind of reporting,

even though they were occasionally compiled in essay collections or made

available online thereafter. Another indicator of their connection to a spe-

cific branch of publishing, which focuses on magazine journalism, is their

occasional acknowledgment of the industry itself. Some of the nine texts,

which are analyzed in the chapters that follow, were nominated for a National

Magazine Award in Feature Writing, and one of them won a Pulitzer Prize

in Feature Writing. Finally, scholars like myself have explicitly categorized

the texts written by David Foster Wallace, George Saunders, John Jeremiah

Sullivan, andMacMcClelland as literary journalism.9

Importantly, I do not mean to imply that I view the challenge formulated

byWallace or thewriters’ responses thereto as new. Instead, I identify the con-

temporary configuration of an older less explicit, albeit still very modern, au-

thorial stance that views communicative potential in the writer’s self-reflec-

tion as a living humanmedium. Still, this synchronic study of nine exemplary

texts (each selected for their extensive display of self-reflection publishedwith

and afterDavid FosterWallace) seeks to identify an intensification of authorial

consciousness in reportage since the New Journalism of the 1960s and 1970s.

9 Roiland, “Derivative Sport: The Journalistic Legacy of David Foster Wallace”; Sigg, “The

Disclosure of Difference.”
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Mediating Mediatized Realities 15

Crucially, this intensification corresponds to a comparative increase in medi-

atization.Thewriters’motivations, broadly canonized under New Journalism,

can be tied to concerns with mediation generally, concerns that were similar

to (but not yet as pervasive as) those of the contemporary writers analyzed

throughout this study.Many scholars share the view thatNewJournalism’s em-

phasis on language or stylewasmainly a response to amedia business, the pri-

marymodeof representationofwhichwasan industry-drivenobjectivitymore

akin to images than texts. InChris Anderson’s view, for instance, theNew Jour-

nalists’ style and their very use of language was typified by a stubborn “belief

in the power of language to order and create” and was itself the argument.10

Jason Mosser has claimed that written language in works by New Journalists

could attain a rhetorical power that could generate a sense of presence.11 New

Journalism has generally been credited with undermining “the authoritative

versions of reality created by conventional journalism.”12 However, the writers

of such experimental texts, from the 1960s and 1970s, mainly highlighted the

impossibility of directly accessing meaning in a culture and society increas-

ingly perceived of as fantastic, given that they primarily questioned commu-

nication itself.13These writers only began to reflect upon their own role asme-

dia in response tomedia technology’s development, as the existing analyses of

New Journalism suggest.

David Eason, for instance, has argued that the American New Journalism,

of the 1960s and 1970s in particular, should primarily be read as a response to

the ubiquity of visual mediation in a new mass-produced image-world that

failed to account for social and cultural diversity.Most importantly, Eason also

identified a modernist mode, in contradistinction to what he termed a realist

approach in which reader and writer “are joined in an act of observing which

assures that conventional ways of understanding still apply.”14 This approach

10 Anderson, Style as Argument: Contemporary American Nonfiction, 180; Hellmann, Fables

of Fact: The New Journalism as New Fiction; Mosser, The Participatory Journalism of Michael

Herr, Norman Mailer, Hunter S. Thompson, and Joan Didion: Creating New Reporting Styles,

33–42.

11 Mosser, The Participatory Journalism of Michael Herr, Norman Mailer, Hunter S. Thompson,

and Joan Didion: Creating New Reporting Styles, 44; Winterowd, The Rhetoric of the “Other”

Literature, 32.

12 Mosser, The Participatory Journalism of Michael Herr, Norman Mailer, Hunter S. Thompson,

and Joan Didion: Creating New Reporting Styles, 54.

13 Eason, “The New Journalism and the Image-World,” 192.

14 Eason, 192.
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16 Mediating the Real

engages, according to Eason, in a “multilayered questioning of communica-

tion, including that between writer and reader, as a way of making a common

world”, 15 as is evident in the writings of Hunter S.Thompson,NormanMailer,

or JoanDidion. In otherwords, the experimentation undertaken by thesewrit-

ers mainly serves to emphasize communication’s inconvenient aspects, which

they perceive to be repressed in other forms of communication, such as the

image-world that is manufactured by the mass media. I would suggest that,

overall, the texts analyzed in my study take such concerns with communica-

tion or mediation one step further, even though I cannot deliver evidence by

way of a synchronic analysis and there may be exceptions too.

A Postmodern Approach

It appears tempting, at first glance, to categorize my undertaking as the un-

earthing of a humanist post-postmodern turn in nonfictional literature, and

particularly from a narrower literary studies perspective. David Foster Wal-

lace’s nonfiction has already been classified as post-postmodern, after all.16

However, rather than departing from postmodern thought, I understand the

texts that have been analyzed, as well as my own analysis thereof, as the very

expression of postmodern ideas of knowledge and literature itself. Similar to

certain postmodern ideas, the texts are concerned with countering realism on

a larger level. For instance, Linda Hutcheon has argued, with regard to post-

modern fiction, that it “asks its readers to question the process by which we

represent our selves and our world to ourselves and to become aware of the

means by which we make sense of and construct order out of experience in our

particular culture.”17 More particularly then, this study aims to stake out the

ways in which this claim might apply to recent literary journalism, an explic-

itly realist field of literature.

My approach relies on the work of French philosopher Jean-François Ly-

otard, who understood the postmodern as a tripartite structure. In his 1985

essay “Note on theMeaning of ‘Post-’”, Lyotard identifies three conflicting and

contradictory versions of the postmodern: the first versionmarks the sense of

succession in “post-” that signifies a new direction, compared to that taken by

15 Eason, 192.

16 Hoffmann, Postirony: The Nonfictional Literature of David Foster Wallace and Dave Eggers.

17 Hutcheon, “Telling Stories: Fiction and History,” 235.
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Mediating Mediatized Realities 17

the modern.18 The second version simultaneously suggests that this sense of

succession ought not to be equated with a sense of progress in Western soci-

eties.This is because progress, as Lyotard writes, “seems to proceed of its own

accord, with a force, an autonomous motoricity that is independent of us.”19

The third version points to a kind of critical self-reflection that Lyotard sees at

work in postmodern thought, “a working through… performed by modernity

on its ownmeaning.”20 For Lyotard, then, the postmodern combines a particu-

lar analysis of themodern western social world, as disrupted or disaggregated

by forces of capitalism, with a continuous critical self-reflection that itself re-

sists the possibility of taking any idea of continuity for granted.

My aim is to perform an analysis of contemporary literary journalism that

takes Lyotard’s three versions of the postmodern and his understanding of art

as intervention into account and that expands the possible ways to present hu-

man experience.21 Literary journalism and reportage, as discourse and genre,

are at the very intersection of art and journalism—an explicitly realist practice

and business—and appear particularly promising for a reevaluative postmod-

ern study. Such an approach seeks to find what is different, and potentially

new, in the texts that have been analyzed, while at the same time it scrutinizes

the pre-existing categories of analysis of literary journalism and reportage as

typically modern genres; in this way, it involves performing a self-reflection of

modernity in ways similar to the writers themselves in their actual works of

reportage.

Consequently, at the core of such an undertaking resides an updated and

specific understanding of the key concepts of realist representation and hence

genre, including the authorial self, reality, and their interrelations. This up-

dating requires certain theoretical groundwork, the results of which are de-

ployed throughout different areas of this study.As a primarily literary analysis,

it places a premium on a critical analysis of the field of literary journalism and

the genre of reportage.

Detailed discussions of genre and specifically the theoretical disentangling

of literary journalism and reportage are presented in the following theoretical

chapter titled “Reportage andMediation”.This generic and historical reevalua-

tion necessitates an explicit construction of the concept of the author or writer

18 Lyotard, “Note on the Meaning of Post-,” 76.

19 Lyotard, 77.

20 Lyotard, 80.

21 Lyotard, The Postmodern Explained.
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18 Mediating the Real

as witnessing medium, which I present in the third theoretical section titled

“The Human Medium Inspecting Itself”. This rather prominent authorial self

engages with and communicates presentations of heavily mediated realities.

An initial, larger theoretical account of socially and medially constructed

reality is given later on in this introduction. However, the three more specific

aspects of reality that are represented in the writers’ actual texts—com-

muning, subjectivity, and violence—are theoretically introduced in the three

main chapters, in which they are directly tied to the textual analyses of the

texts that have been selected.

The Mediality of Literary Journalism

Most fundamentally, I view the texts analyzed as narratives that make truth

claims. As such, they have to be distinguished from fictional narratives. In the

samevein, theyhave tobeviewed in lightofwhatMartinKreiswirthhas termed

the narrativist turn (an erupting critical interest in the ideology, ontology, and

epistemology of narrative rather than its function or form).This interest has its

roots in the Humanities’ linguistic turn and that paradigm’s general assump-

tion that language serves as the primary condition for the possibility of both

meaning and knowledge. Consequently, “research into social, political, psy-

chological, cognitive, behavioral, philosophic, and cultural questions must be

formulated in terms of linguistic issues.”22 Despite growing scientific inter-

est, however, making the distinction between fictional and factual narrative

has proven difficult, in part because, as communicative acts, both work sim-

ilarly in that they communicate “temporal and causal relationships between

agents and events”.23 Therefore, whether a narrative can be regarded as true,

Kreiswirthhasargued, liesmainly ina commitment to truth thatdevolves from

context, contract, and convention.24

One of narrative’s most defining characteristics as communicative form is

its inherent connection to temporality. Paul Ricoeur, for instance, takes “tem-

porality to be that structure of existence that reaches language in narrativity

andnarrativity to be the language structure that has temporality as its ultimate

22 Kreiswirth, “Merely Telling Stories? Narrative and Knowledge in the Human Sciences,”

298.

23 Kreiswirth, 313.

24 Kreiswirth, 313.
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referent”.25Therefore, rhetorically, narratives that claim to be true are first and

foremost structured as allegories.According to the poststructuralist critic Paul

deMan, the figure of allegory acknowledges this temporalitymost explicitly.26

Understood in a broader sense as a narrative “that continuously refers to an-

other pattern of ideas or events”,27 allegory signifies an idea of representation

that acknowledges (temporal) difference. In contrast to the symbol,deManhas

stated, allegory “designates primarily a distance in relation to its own origin,

and, renouncing the nostalgia and the desire to coincide, it establishes its lan-

guage in the void of this temporal difference.” 28

De Man’s observation has proven particularly useful as an instrument of

critique in areas in which positivist or empiricist representation have domi-

nated. In a landmark essay on the rhetorical turn in ethnography, James Clif-

ford has argued that ethnographic writing ought to be understood as funda-

mentally allegorical.29 Importantly, Clifford offers a way to use some of post-

structuralism’s main insights for a more elaborate analysis of reality’s repre-

sentation. Based on Clifford’s argument, documentary film has also been read

in terms of its allegorical structure.30

Similarly, allegory helps to identify literary journalism’s fundamental

mediality in a twofold structure. Clifford has argued, again with reference to

ethnographic writing, that it maintains “a double attention to the descriptive

surface and to more abstract, comparative, and explanatory levels of mean-

ing.”31 Of course, this also holds true for literary journalism’s texts. Here,

allegory helps us to locate the areas of mediation in the relationships between

a particular set of facts, usually stemming from human experience, and that

experience’s more generalized meanings. Importantly, allegorical mediation

between the particular and the general is reciprocal and dynamic in the texts

under analysis, since the general simply cannot exist without a corresponding

particular and vice-versa.

In literary journalism, as in ethnography, these acts of mediation occur

along the basic dimensions of narrative: content and form.32 In texts that claim

25 Ricoeur, “Narrative Time,” 165.

26 De Man, “The Rhetoric of Temporality.”

27 Clifford, “On Ethnographic Allegory,” 99.

28 De Man, “The Rhetoric of Temporality,” 207.

29 Clifford, “On Ethnographic Allegory.”

30 Kahana, Intelligence Work: The Politics of American Documentary.

31 Clifford, “On Ethnographic Allegory,” 101.

32 Clifford, 98.
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20 Mediating the Real

to refer to an extratextual reality, they differ mainly in that the allegorical re-

lationships in terms of content have to be situated in events located outside

the text and that took place prior to its final publication.Their formal equiva-

lents, however, mainly encompass the actual text’s allegorical relations them-

selves and, therefore, concern the spatial and temporal differences between the

text’s finalization and its reading. As a consequence, any transcendence of the

posited spatial and temporal difference between the particular subjective ex-

periences in reality and their generalizedmeaning is only temporary. Tomake

mattersmore complex still, this transcendence’s temporality—and this is again

in crucial difference to fictional texts—has a material component, in that it is

physically embodied by the writer who then materializes it as text. In terms

of content, then, writers communicate a certain consciousness, an overall set

of values of what it means to live and be a human part of these realities. In

terms of form, they communicate a set of formal features that are concretely

employed and, hence, are an example of how a human experience can be ex-

pressed in arranged letters.

This existential aspect of literary journalism has largely remained unac-

knowledged in scholarly debates, as I show in the following chapter.That being

established, the general theorization of literary journalism is highly contested

and contradictory. As I will argue in the following chapter, this is at least in

part due to generalized understandings of literature and journalism that are

not concerned with the particularities of mediation or communication. One

potential reason for this is that, as Christopher Wilson has claimed, there is

precious little critical scholarship in the first place.33 Another scholar,William

Dow, has called for “much closer attention to the ‘experimental progress’ that

combinatory andhybridnarrative formshavemadeandwhatwriters aredoing

with such forms” and claims that “we also need to see how these forms interact

with ‘raw material’, the actual workings and driving forces of culture and so-

ciety.”34 My analysis also seeks to contribute to tackling these rather pressing

research issues bymaking a general point about the critical analysis of literary

journalism; by identifying and defining a specific strain of experimental drive

in contemporary literary journalism that engageswith literary journalism’s ex-

istential mediality.

33 Wilson, “The Chronicler: George Packer’s The Unwinding (2013),” para. 4.

34 Dow, “Reading Otherwise: Literary Journalism as an Aesthetic Narrative Cosmopoli-

tanism,” 119.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473269-002 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473269-002
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Mediating Mediatized Realities 21

When it is considered by scholars, literary journalism often appears as a

kind of hybrid between journalism and literature—that is, between fiction and

nonfiction.These general binary oppositions risk obfuscating our view of very

concrete texts, as I argue inmyfirst chapter, because they themselves are com-

pounds of contested and conflicting ideas. For instance, on the side of literary

studies, questions of reference and function have been foregrounded. Liter-

ature, depending on the definition of literature one uses, is a term which has

been perceived as synonymouswith fiction from certain vantage points; there-

fore, such a thing as literary journalism simply cannot exist.Conversely, on the

side of journalism, issues of form,modality, and style in particular have dom-

inated critical discourse, which has been mainly concerned with demarcating

this kind of journalism from industrial news journalism; questions of mate-

riality and research methods have largely been taken for granted. Hence, in

the very worst case, texts from the tradition of literary journalism can be seen

as unworthy bastards: not humble enough to be literature proper, not serious

enough to be journalismproper, and impossible either to situate generically or

to grasp critically.

Mediatization and Reportage

To make the matter even more complex, the very subjects of recent literary

journalism are themselves existentially mediated. Modern western societies

and cultures, such as the U.S.A., are themselves constructed via infrastruc-

tures andprocesses of communication that aremediated by technology.35Nick

Couldry and Andreas Hepp have detailed this material perspective in the fol-

lowing way:

The fundamentallymediated nature of the social – our necessarilymediated

interdependence as human beings – is … based not in some internal mental

reality, but rather on the material [emphasis in original] processes (objects,

linkages, infrastructures, platforms) throughwhich communication, and the

construction of meaning, take place. Those material processes of mediation

constitute much of the stuff [emphasis in original] of the social.36

35 Couldry and Hepp, The Mediated Construction of Reality, 1; Krotz, “Mediatization: A Con-

cept With Which to Grasp Media and Societal Change,” 28–31.

36 Couldry and Hepp, The Mediated Construction of Reality, 3.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473269-002 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473269-002
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


22 Mediating the Real

Thus, as mentioned previously, Western societies take part in a meta-process

behind modernity that has been theorized and termed mediatization, along

with individualization, commercialization, and globalization.37

First, according to Friedrich Krotz, mediatization should be understood

as a “historical, ongoing, long-term process in which more and more me-

dia emerge and are institutionalized.”38 Nick Couldry and Andreas Hepp

have argued that this long-term process—the history of mediatization—can

be broken down into three successive and overlapping transcultural waves:

mechanization, electrification, and digitalization, with a nascent fourth

wave, datafication.These waves are characterized by underlying technological

changes in the media. According to this history, mechanization began with

the invention of the printing press and continued as the industrialization of

communication more generally culminated in print mass media. The electri-

fication of communications media began in earnest with the invention of the

electronic telegraph, and ended with broadcast media such as the radio and

forms of telecommunication like the telephone. Digitalization is tied to the

invention of computers, the mobile phone, or the Internet.39

Mediatization is by no means a neutral process, even though it may ap-

pear as a byproduct of a history of technological evolution. Krotz also pictures

mediatization as a “process whereby communication refers to media and uses

media so thatmedia in the long run increasingly become relevant for the social

construction of everyday life, society, and culture as a whole.”40Mediatization

is primarily driven by the changes in people’s communication practices result-

ing from technological change. For example, an early manifestation of such a

shift was observed when orality shifted to literacy.Writing was generally per-

ceived as a technology that stood for increased de-contextualization, distanc-

ing, and precisionwhen it first emerged, compared to orality.The change from

oral towritten culturewas amove fromsound to visuality, from thedominance

of hearing to the dominance of sight and printed texts: in specific, it invited a

sense of closure that oral speeches lacked.41

One of this study’s central claims is that one explicit literary response to

mediatization can be found in the genre of reportage. This particular genre

37 Krotz, “Mediatization: A ConceptWithWhich to GraspMedia and Societal Change,” 25.

38 Krotz, 24.

39 Couldry and Hepp, The Mediated Construction of Reality, 34–52.

40 Krotz, “Mediatization: A ConceptWithWhich to GraspMedia and Societal Change,” 24.

41 Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, 77–114.
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emerged in Europe during the second half of the 19th century and had an ex-

plicitly artistic drive. Compared to literary journalism, the theorization of re-

portage inEuropehas revolved rather explicitly around the issueof humanme-

diation when faced with a more generally technologically mediated reality. As

I demonstrate in the following chapter, Egon Erwin Kisch’s short theoretical

manifestos help us to trace reportage’s genesis as the account of a specifically

humanmedium.Taken together, this historical contextualization of reportage

in relation tomediatization supportswhat JonathanFitzgerald’s theory claims,

that changes in media technology have historically correlated with boosts in

innovation within the field of literary journalism.42

The Critique of Technical Mediation

As indicated previously, shifts in favor of increased technical mediation have

been viewed critically. Many thinkers have pointed out that mediatization

generally changes social interaction by causing a kind of separation or even

alienation because technical media spatializes, commodifies, and anestheti-

cizes human experience. Shortly after the invention of mass printing, the very

reproducibility of symbolic forms made possible by electronic media became

an important lens for a harsher critique of the effects of technical mediation

on human consciousness. In his highly influential essay “The Work of Art in

the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” (1935), Walter Benjamin observed that

new mechanical technologies worked in specific ways as media because of

their reproductive powers. As a result of the extraction process, rather than

production, reproducible art lacked a unique presence in space and time. In

film, for instance, the use of the camera essentially subjected the actor to a

series of optical tests, according to which the resulting film was compiled.

Hence, Benjamin argued that the actor performed for the camera instead

of the audience, which led to the audience taking the distanced position of

a critic. “Those who are not visible, not present while he executes his per-

formance”, Benjamin stated, “are precisely the ones who will control it. This

42 Fitzgerald, “Setting the Record Straight: Women Literary Journalists Writing Against

the Mainstream,” 141.
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invisibility heightens the authority of their control.”43 Thus, the actor’s self-

alienation is essentially put to great productive use.

AsBenjamin’s point only vaguely suggests, the emergenceof electronicme-

dia technologies, such as cameras andmicrophones, turned the audience into

a new kind of both distanced and involved witness. On the one hand, they af-

fected the audience’s experience of reality because their technological repre-

sentations consistedof awealthof engagingvisual andaural evidence that con-

veyed a sense of power.This act of witness, as John Ellis has argued,

enables the viewer to overlook events, to see them frommore points of view

than are possible for someone physically present: to see from more angles,

closer and further away, in slow and fast motion, repeated and refined. Yet

at the same time, and by the very act of looking, individuals in the witness-

ing audience become accomplices in the events they see. Events on a screen

make a mute appeal: “You cannot say you did not know.”44

On the other hand,despite its plural character, this newmodality of experience

was limited to the audio-visual and had a distancing effect on the audience.

Again, according to Ellis,

the feeling of witness that comeswith the audio-visualmedia is one of sepa-

ration and powerlessness: the events unfold, like it or not. They unfold else-

where and – especially in the case of film – another time as well. So for the

viewer, powerlessness and safety come hand in hand, provoking a sense of

guilt or disinterest.45

It is this combination of engagement and distance, which are inherent in

newer media technologies such as radio and TV, that has been criticized as

having potentially anaesthecizing effects on audiences.46

However, the decisive point that Benjamin raised was electronic media’s

reproducibility more generally. In this vein, the most prominent critique of

43 Benjamin, “TheWork of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility: SecondVer-

sion,” 33.

44 Ellis, Seeing Things: Television in the Age of Uncertainty, 11.

45 Ellis, 11.

46 Main critical works with regard to U.S. society and culture that pursue this argument

inmore detail are, for example, Boorstin, The Image: A Guide to Pseudo-Events in America;

Postman, Amusing Ourselves to Death: Public Discourse in the Age of Show Business.
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recent mediatization stems, perhaps, from the French philosopher Jean Bau-

drillardwho combined concerns of anaestheticizationwith concerns about re-

production. Baudrillard sweepingly argued that, in modern mediatized soci-

eties, reality disappeared behind a simulated world produced by mass media

where “we live, sheltered by signs, in the denial of the real”.47 The main shift,

according to Jean Baudrillard, occurs in the moment at which symbolic forms

change because “they are no longer mechanically reproduced, but conceived ac-

cording to their very reproducibility [emphasis in original]”.48 According to Bau-

drillard, it is in thismoment that the signs, selectedmainly on the basis of their

very reproducibility, lose their material referents and give way to processes of

simulation that work as perpetual tests according to a binary system of ques-

tion/answer signals.49 Baudrillard states withMarshall McLuhan that, in such

an environment of mediatized reality, it “is in fact the medium, the very mode

of editing, cutting, questioning, enticement, and demand by themedium that

rules the process of signification.”50 One main consequence of mediatization,

therefore, is the increased empowerment of technical media.

The analysis of the recent mediatization wave of datafication, character-

ized by computation and information, has to be read as a continuation of

these earlier concerns. Today, the test’s binary logic, identified by Benjamin,

has found its most powerful expression in the computer. Frederic Jameson,

for instance, has argued that the computer has changed the ways in which

we conceive aesthetic representation and contributes to what he perceives as

flatness or depthlessness, as a medium of reproduction rather than produc-

tion. For Jameson, this is manifest in the expanding culture of the image, a

weakening of temporality, and a waning of affect.51

The computer’s most distinctive feature as medium, however,might be its

capacity to mediate itself by way of a kind of reduced reflexivity. Mark B. N.

Hansen has argued that “for the first time in history, the technical infrastruc-

ture ofmedia is no longer homologouswith its surface appearance.”52This is to

say that the computer offers no correlation between its technical storage fac-

ulty and sensory humanperception.Consequently,Hansenperceives a separa-

47 Baudrillard, The Consumer Society: Myths and Structures, 34.

48 Baudrillard, Symbolic Exchange and Death, 56.

49 Baudrillard, 62.

50 Baudrillard, 65.

51 Jameson, “Postmodernism, or The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism.”

52 Hansen, “New Media,” 178.

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473269-002 https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb - Open Access - 

https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839473269-002
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


26 Mediating the Real

tion of technics andmedia that, in turn, illuminates two specific and different

functions of media. On the one hand:

to exteriorize human experience in durable, repeatable, and hence trans-

missible form; on the other, to mediate for human experience the non- (or

proto-) phenomenological, fine-scale temporal computational processes

that increasingly make up the infrastructure conditioning all experience

in our world today. What is mediated in both cases is, to be sure, human

experience, but according to two distinct programs: for whereas media in

the first, traditional sense mediates human experience itself (its content is

that experience), media in the second sense mediates the technical condi-

tions that make possible such experience – the ‘transcendental technicity’

underlying real experience in our world today.53

In ways similar to Benjamin’s camera, today’s computers still contain the

power to shape reality according to a principle of quantitative selection. As

media, they are most effective, as Theodore Porter has argued, “if the world

they aim to describe can be remade in their image.”54 People’s communication

practices change in relation to the patterns of the computer if, as the theory

on mediatization suggests, the computer has become relevant for the social

construction of everyday life, society, and culture.

Writers as Human Media

Taken together, the demands of allegory, the mediality of literary journalism,

and the analysis ofmediatization and its historical connection to reportage call

for a detailed conception of the writer as a decidedly humanmedium.The the-

ory that I will present in the following chapter acknowledges the specifically

human capacities of perception and sensemaking, as well as the complexities

of communication within the framework of professional writing. Such a the-

ory also has to be situated within a larger and cultural, rather than functional,

understanding of communication. In Speaking Into the Air (1999), JohnDurham

Peters details an idea of communication that emphasizes dissemination rather

than dialogue. For Peters, the idea of a perfect union of communicants in mu-

tual understanding is misleading because of the communicants’ fundamental

53 Hansen, 180.

54 Porter, Trust in Numbers: The Pursuit of Objectivity in Science and Public Life, 43.
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spatial and temporal differences. Instead, it is the listener or reader who com-

plements the receivedmessage as he or she interprets it.55 It is this imbalance,

as Peters shows, which marks the very possibility of social interaction. He ar-

gues that “communication should bemeasured by the successful coordination

of behaviors”56 and understood, thus, as “more fundamentally a political and

ethical problem than a semantic one”.57 In sum, Peters’s model of communi-

cation works well as the basis for a more elaborated theory of the writers or

reporters, as the main generative subject in reportage, because it takes their

very subjective specificities and ambivalences and their mass-medial function

into account.

In line with Peters’s larger theory, I conceive of writers of reportage as

intentional eyewitnesses who witness by assignment.58 In my theory, I use

the analysis of witnessing provided by German media theorist Sybille Krämer

based on the messenger as a figure where acts of inter- and excorporation in-

tersect.59 I understand these processes to take place with,within, and through

the writer or reporter, thereby composing a particular overall mediality of

the reporter as communicating human subject. I understand mediation as,

according to Andreas Hepp and Friedrich Krotz, referring to “a very funda-

mental moment of communication as symbolic interaction” or construction

of meaning.60 I pair these with theoretical considerations of reportage by

German literary scholar Michael Geisler. He was active during a rather recent

wave of reportage theorizing in Germany in the 1970s and 1980s. Crucially, for

Geisler, it was the reporter’s very self-awareness as medium that defined the

genre of reportage, which he distinguished from other journalistic text forms:

“The degree to which the reporter is aware of this mediality [Vermitteltheit],

how he applies it consciously and ultimately also makes the reader aware of

it, marks the distance between the report and reportage.”61 In ways similar to

Krämer’s earlier grammar of witnessing, Geisler identified three areas of me-

diation, which can be attributed to the writer’s sensory experience, the person

of the writer, and the written text. He names, first, the selection of the excerpt

55 Peters, Speaking into the Air: A History of the Idea of Communication, 268.

56 Peters, 268.

57 Peters, 30.

58 Peters, “Like a Thief in the Night,” 197.

59 Krämer,Medium,Messenger, Transmission: An Approach to Media Philosophy, 83.

60 Hepp and Krotz, “Mediated Worlds – Understanding Everyday Mediatization,” 3.

61 Geisler, Die literarische Reportage in Deutschland: Möglichkeiten und Grenzen eines operati-

ven Genres, 97.
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28 Mediating the Real

of reality experienced by the writer; second, the person or character of the

reporter; and third, the structuring of the portrayed selection of experienced

reality in the text.62

Geisler’s concept serves as a crucial launchpad for my own concept of the

reporter as human medium. I distinguish four mediated domains in which

writers of reportage are active, on the basis of both his and Krämer’s find-

ings, as well as those of Ashuri and Pinchevski.The first one I will call the area

of work, namely their very intentional and selective production of experience

of reality as mediated by professional journalistic practice and incentives.The

second one is the area of experience, which concerns the writers’ physical expe-

rience of the real world as mediated by their senses.The third area I call inter-

pretation, since it relates to their explicit self-reflection and to the deliberations

that are mediated by thought.The fourth and final area, transmission, refers to

their communicative interactions with readersmediated by written language,

that is to say, text.

The area of work is primarily mediated by the power structures and incen-

tives at play in the professional field of freelance journalism. Freelancing is

rather typical for works of literary journalism. For instance, Mark Kramer has

argued:

The defining mark of literary journalism is the personality of the writer, the

individual and intimate voice of a whole, candid person not representing,

defending, or speaking on behalf of any institution, not newspaper, corpo-

ration, government, ideology, field of study, chamber of commerce, or travel

destination.63

Although Kramer somewhat idealizes the literary journalist’s independence

here, he raises an important point: freelance reporters adopt a professional

role that is separate from the journalistic work that occurs within professional

power structures.

This aspect includes the fact that writers deal more individually and freely

with fundamental issues of knowledgeproduction that are typically negotiated

and institutionalizedwithin either newsrooms or publishing houses.Themost

prominent of these are: Which aspects of reality deserve their specific atten-

tion and why? How are these aspects to be processed and turned into a text

62 Geisler, 96.

63 Kramer, “Breakable Rules for Literary Journalists.”
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andwhy?Thefirst question concernswhat is commonly called gatekeeping: an

inevitable act of selection that takes place when researching for reportage.The

second question concerns the professional principles that they are required to

adhere to, such as telling the truth, being disciplined in verification, andmain-

taining independence.64 How they select what merits their attention and how

they turn the fruit of their attention’s labor into a written text is, thus, affected

by what Ashuri and Pinchevski call “the conditions of witnessing,” the profes-

sional relationships with editors and readers in the context of which the texts

are produced.65Needless to say, these relationships are deeply affectedby capi-

talist incentives.As a contractorworking for apublisher,a freelancewriterpro-

duces and delivers a text that has been commissioned.The text is then printed

and turned into a resource in order to attract attention as it performs in the

media business’s attention economy.66 In sum, the work is performed both by

the reporter, who researches and writes a reportage story, and by the story it-

self. In both cases, there are strong incentives to create a certain kind of value

within a capitalist logic that mediates the work’s performance.

In contrast to the area of work, the main mediation taking place in the ar-

eas of experience and interpretation ismore explicitly concernedwith themaking

ofmeaning that occupies the heart of reportage. If thismeaning-making is af-

fected in a rather sterile manner by the pervasive qualities of capitalist logic

in the area of work, then it is utterly subjective in acts mediating experience

and interpretation. Fully embodied by writers, these acts of mediation ascribe

meaning to phenomenal experience andmake sense through thought.What is

central to this integrated approach, which views all human meaning-making

as fundamentally body-based, is a broad understanding of aesthetics rooted

in the premise that “all meaningful experience is aesthetic experience.”67 Cru-

cially, asMark Johnson argues, this entails that “[b]ody andmind are not sepa-

rate realities, but rather aspects or dimensions of a process of organism-envi-

ronment interaction, inwhich organismand environment are interrelated, in-

64 Kovach and Rosenstiel, The Elements of Journalism.WhatNewspeople Should Knowand the

Public Should Expect, 5; ChrisWilson lists a range of texts on how these principles can be

applied to specifically narrative journalism. Wilson, “Chapter 1: Introduction and First

Principles.”

65 Ashuri and Pinchevski, “Witnessing as Field,” 140.

66 Celis Bueno, TheAttentionEconomy: Labour,TimeandPower inCognitiveCapitalism; Franck,

“The Economy of Attention in the Age of Neoliberalism”; Wu, The Attention Merchants.

67 Johnson, The Aesthetics of Meaning and Thought, 2.
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terdependent and interdefined.”68 Meaning is produced aesthetically in these

processes of interaction, whichmake up our ideas of ourselves and our world.

More specifically, it is past, present, or possible future experience that defines

the meaning we assign to people, events, or objects.69

Experience and its interpretation have a fundamentally qualitative and

temporal character. Following the pragmatist philosopher John Dewey, Mark

Johnson argues that the humanmediation of experiential situations occurs in

particular reactions to particular aspects of a remembered past, a perceived

present, or to an imagined future experience.70 Although every such experien-

tial situation has a distinctive unifying quality, any attempt to assignmeaning

thereto or to conceptualize it will necessarily select some of its aspects and

will, ultimately, miss the unity of the entire situation.71 Johnson also shows

that any meaning assigned to any experiential situation is felt before it is

known.This temporal hierarchy associates feelings and emotions with a sense

of immediacy.72 This is why they are particularly important in human acts of

interpreting past, present, or possible future events. Johnson states:

Emotional response patterns are, literally, changes in our body state in re-

sponse to previous changes in our body state caused by our interactions with

our environment, and they usually precede any reflective thinking or concep-

tualization. In that sense, they might be called “noncognitive” (as not con-

ceptual and not propositional); but they are nevertheless at the heart of our

cognitive processes, taken in the broadest sense, as concerned with all the

ways we experience, make, and transform meaning.73

Johnson has a lotmore to say about this distinction, aswell as about the impor-

tance of emotion and feelings for thehumancreationofmeaning.Most impor-

tant for the mediation occurring through writers’ sensory experience and in-

terpretation, however, is the proximity of emotions and feelings to the sensory

perception of particular characteristics of reality and their distinction from

later reflective thinking. As primary, physical human acts of meaning-mak-

ing, emotional responses play an important role in the writer’s interpretation

68 Johnson, 14.

69 Johnson, 14.

70 Johnson, 15–16.

71 Johnson, 17.

72 Johnson, 19–20.

73 Johnson, 21.
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of reality and function as a crucial threshold between sensory experience and

interpretation.

Another of the human medium’s singular qualities is the fundamental in-

terrelatedness of human organismand environment.This essentially supports

Usher’s claim to the specific epistemic quality of reporters’ ‘being there’.74The

specific processes of this interrelation are detailed in a recent book by the

science journalist Annie Murphy Paul. In fact, extra-neural resources are

crucial to both human thinking processes and physical activity, surroundings,

and human company have all been proven to shape the human interpretation

of experience. Murphy Paul distinguishes between embodied cognition, situated

cognition, and distributed cognition. Embodied cognition is concerned with the

body’s role in thinking and, for instance, how hand gestures can enhance the

human interpretation of abstract concepts. Situated cognition refers to the

effects that place can have on human thinking, such as how environments

can instill a sense of human belonging or control and can heighten perfor-

mance and concentration, for example. Distributed cognition means the

ways in which human cooperation affects individual human action and can

produce results that exceed the possibilities of a group’s members’ individual

capabilities. Annie Murphy Paul’s observations are based on the theoretical

considerations outlined in a paper by Andy Clark and David Chalmers. The

two philosophers examine how the mind can be extended by technology, such

as a notebook, and argued in 1998 that “there is nothing sacred about the

skull and the skin”75 and “once the hegemony of skin and skull is usurped, we

may be able to see ourselves more truly as creatures of the world.”76 This view

contradicts popular metaphors of the human brain as either a computer or

muscle and suggests a discrete entity that is locked in the skull that determines

the quality of human thinking, has fixed traits that can be measured, ranked,

and compared, and are congruent with the significance of individualism in

postmodernWestern societies.77

The area of transmission highlights the mediation that shapes the trans-

mission of physically producedmeaning that is stored and distributed in both

74 Usher, “News Cartography and Epistemic Authority in the Era of Big Data: Journalists

as Map-Makers, Map-Users, and Map-Subjects.”

75 Clark and Chalmers, “The Extended Mind,” 14.

76 Clark and Chalmers, 18.

77 Murphy Paul, The Extended Mind: The Power of Thinking Outside the Brain, 9.
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writing and text. It, thus, similarly emphasizes writing’s fundamentally so-

cial aspect. Most important in this regard is the writers’ awareness that acts

of reading themselves represent a human experience that entails processes of

individual and communal meaning-making.This means, according to the ba-

sic premises of reader-response theory, that a text does not really exist until it

is read by a reader.This view accords readers a fairly active role as producers of

a text’s meaning. By reading, then, they enter into collaborative relationships

of meaning-making with the text’s authors.78 As Stanley Fish has argued, in

so doing readers enter different interpretive communities “made up of those

who share interpretive strategies … for constituting [texts’] properties and as-

signing [texts’] intentions”.79 Basically, any potential meaning that is commu-

nicated in any text is contingent upon its interpretation by its readers, who

may interpret it differently at either the same time or at different times. Just

like witnesses then, reporters fundamentally depend on the audience’s trust.

Still, there are nuances. The reading process at play in nonfiction differs,

as Phillip Lopate has argued, from the one involved in reading works of fic-

tion. While fiction may offer the possibility of delving into a created world,

potentially to the point of forgetting that reading is taking place at all, nonfic-

tion permanently reminds readers that they are in contact with another, real

human being working out a problem. Lopate states: “What makes me want to

keep reading a nonfiction text is the encounter with a surprising,well-stocked

mind as it takes on the challenge of the next sentence,paragraph,and thematic

problem it has set for itself.”80 The experience of these processes of reading

andcorrespondingmeaning-making takesplace,of course,away fromthe text.

Nevertheless, we can still find traces of the writers’ awareness of the readers’

agency and their reading for the story of a real human being working to solve

a problemwithin reportage texts. For instance, it canmanifest itself rather ex-

plicitly in what ChrisWilson, in his study of immersion journalism, has called

the second-order narrative: “a coexisting literary story about how the textwe’re

reading ostensibly came to be researched andwritten.”81Writers’ awareness of

readers’ agency can alsomanifest itselfmore subtly in a text’s particular formal

or stylistic aspects, such as in its composition or direct reader address.

78 Cuddon and Preston, “Reader-Response Theory,” 726.

79 Fish, “Interpreting the ‘Variorum,’” 483.

80 Lopate, To Show and To Tell: The Craft of Literary Nonfiction, 6.

81 Wilson, “Immersion and Second-Order Narrative,” 347.
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Of course, all four of these domains of mediation should not be seen as

equal instantiations of one and the same kind ofmediation, but which instead

come in different combinations and hierarchies. For instance, as I hinted at

previously, a post-structural theorist of literaturewould point out that the area

of transmission rules all of the others, since all acts ofmediation are ultimately

expressed in text.By contrast, amore strictlyMarxist readerwouldpoint to the

importanceof thework’s circumstances thatpervadeall actsofmediation,very

much including transmission.However, aswill be seen inmyconcrete analyses

of concrete texts, these areasmediate each other as they interact and intersect

in occasionallywonderousways that defy clear-cut distinctions and isolations,

but which nonetheless produce impressions of peculiarlymediating subjectiv-

ities. My main point with respect to these four areas is not, then, primarily

their conceptual analytical separation, but rather their real simultaneous inte-

gration into the very real physical presence of a humanwriter existing in space

and time.Themain claim ofmy analysis is that this integratedmediation con-

trasts the real technological forces at play in mediatization that separate sym-

bolic andmaterial action.

Unlike fictional literature, it is also this integrated character of humanme-

diation in nonfiction that necessitates a narratological approach that does not

strictly separate author from narrator. In the following analyses, the texts are

understood in the sense of the rhetorical narratologists James S. Phelan and

Peter J. Rabinowitz as being designed by their “authors (consciously or not) to

affect readers in particular ways.”82 Consequently, this means that the author

as a real, existing human being bears responsibility for the narrator as a tex-

tual persona.The text thus appears as the rhetorical performance of an author

who both narrates and argues for the credibility of his or her narration. To a

large degree, the foundations of both of these functions—narration and argu-

mentation—are inevitably intertwined and performed off the page.Thewriter

conducts research for the potential story and this research itself becomes part

of the story that he or she ultimately tells in the text. This means that the ac-

tions of writers performed off the page can be viewed not just as merely plot-

driving scenes, featuring an intra-diegetic narrator in the story being told, but

also as instances of the writers’ self-characterization in the text as reliable and

trustworthy narrators.83

82 Phelan and Rabinowitz, “Narrative as Rhetoric,” 5.

83 In his introduction to reading narrative journalism, Chris Wilson argues this crucial

case in much greater detail. He states: “Matters of style and selection really can’t be
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34 Mediating the Real

Presence and Production

My theory of the reporter as human medium implies certain consequences

for analyses of literary journalism. As mentioned previously, it insists on the

very material processes of meaning-making in reportage depending on the

very existence and presence of a physical human body as the precondition for

communication.This approach is decisive because the humanmedium’s phys-

ical presence implies a stronger human agency and carries a specific epistemic

quality.Nikki Usher has shown that reporters’ ‘being there’ amounts to a claim

to place-based epistemic authority that includes the communication of what

this presencemeans in ways not available to other social actors. “Historically”,

she argues, “journalists retained this role by exercising power over the plat-

forms people used to access news and by taking advantage of their material

resources, professional practices, and routines”.84 Consequently,when seen as

humanmedia, reporters engage in the very production of knowledge,notmerely

in its neutral transmission.

This perspective amounts to a reconstitution of transmission as generative

rather than neutral. As Sybille Krämer has shown, this reconstitution, in turn,

only works if the witness’s—or the reporter’s—audience considers him or her

to be credible and when situated within the context of larger intersubjective

communication. It is the result of a fundamentally social process, essentially,

where knowledge is producedbyway ofwitnessing.85Thismaterialist perspec-

tive on communication, then, ultimately also serves to draw attention to how,

asRaymondWilliamshas argued, themeansof communicationare also always

means of production.86

Taken together, my approach amounts to a rather specific theoretical

stance that is concerned with nonfictional narratives that integrate embodied

and discursive knowledge in the particular role of the writer as witness or,

more generally, as medium. I necessarily depart from some of the main argu-

ments offered in critical debates about narrative in general, which are mostly

separated from the interpretive work of a given work of narrative journalism: rather,

they tell us how a journalist interprets the events he or she reports on.“ Wilson, “Chap-

ter 1: Introduction and First Principles.”

84 Usher, “News Cartography and Epistemic Authority in the Era of Big Data: Journalists

as Map-Makers, Map-Users, and Map-Subjects,” 248.

85 Krämer,Medium,Messenger, Transmission: An Approach to Media Philosophy, 145–146.

86 Williams, “Means of Communication as Means of Production.”
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based on concepts of narrative fiction or text more generally.87 For instance,

frommypoint of view,writers of reportage are unable to definitively represent

reality because they never work alone. Moreover, they always fundamentally

operate in cooperation with their readers and depend upon their attention,

understanding, and trust. However, this by no means amounts to them being

dead, even metaphorically, as one of the most prominent poststructuralist ar-

guments has posited.88These truths or facts are constructed, but not fictional,

if reportage texts could still be deemed to communicate true or factual stories.

They are subjectively and socially constructed by way of the writers’ and read-

ers’ mutual acknowledgment of the very possibilities and limits of their own

bodies, as well as by the very temporal and spatial separation that is inherent

in communication. In the present study, I use this framework of the writer as

human medium in two ways; initially, it functions as an existential definition

of the authorial subject and the delineation of a specific genre of nonfiction

in which the roles of author and narrator are integrated. Subsequently, and

more importantly, I use it as a prism through which to identify self-reflection

represented in the texts.

Self-Reflection in Recent American Reportage

As my analyses show, each text carries a unique imprint of self-reflection. In

each case, the four domains of mediation are manifested, albeit to different

degrees, and are shaped in distinct ways. My intention was not to mechani-

cally assign them to different passages, but instead to use them as launchpads

for textual analyses that seek to illuminate broader issues—communing, sub-

jectivity,andviolence—inmodernAmerican society andculture.The texts ana-

lyzedhere are all products of ahumanprocessingof intentional experience and

were composed by American writers. The writers all left the comfort of their

desks to experience contemporary realities from the perspective of an Ameri-

can subject confronted with the specific task outlined by Foster Wallace.Their

self-reflection, thus, showcases the actual display of the self in modern Amer-

ican society. It reflects upon this self ’s intrinsic construction and agency and

87 Kreiswirth, “Merely Telling Stories? Narrative and Knowledge in the Human Sciences,”

302.

88 Barthes, “The Death of the Author.”
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it looks at how this self is part of a larger community that is shaped by human

action in both symbolic andmaterial reality.

First and foremost, as I explore inmore detail in the third section of the fol-

lowing theory chapter, their self-reflection amounts to the self-affirmation of

the reporter as human medium. In nonfictional literature, such as reportage,

critique byway of self-reflection often has a defining function.However,many

of the most popular analytical concepts used to analyze self-reflection in lit-

erary texts, such as metafictioniality or autofiction, apply exclusively to fic-

tional literature and hence to a decidedly different kind of mediation. Still,

overlaps exist. For instance, as Mary K. Holland has demonstrated, various

links between realism andmetafiction have beenmade throughout the course

of theorizing the two concepts. One of the main insights into these connec-

tions and overlaps is that literature foregrounds the inevitable integration of

form and idea.89 My claim is that reportage writers also foreground a roughly

corresponding kind of integration in the texts analyzed, as they integrate the

negotiation of concerns pertaining to the material production of both experi-

ence and its symbolic meaning.

I have selected the sample of texts according to their date of publication,

followingDavid FosterWallace’s iconic essay collection in 1997.90 As themeans

of their production indicate, they were all initially produced for publication

in an American magazine at short-story-length; only a few were amended

and extended in order to be included in book collections. Where this was the

case, I have used the newer version for analysis. In order to conform to the

generic frame of reportage, I have only selected texts that primarily relied

upon the American author’s subjective, first-hand experience of reality and

combined this with a high degree of self-reflection.The selection also seeks to

exemplify the diversity of authorial perspectives that shed light upon specific

themes fromdifferent subjective angles.Through the selection of three texts by

George Saunders and two by John Jeremiah Sullivan, it furthermore examines

the diversity of manifestations of self-reflection within the body of a single

author’s work.

I have organized the nine textual analyses into three thematic chapters in

order to illuminate their allegorical rhetorics andcultural andsocial specificity.

These chapters highlight how writers’ specific self-reflection as human media

89 Holland, The Moral Worlds of Contemporary Realism, 53.

90 Foster Wallace, A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again: Essays and Arguments.
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emphasizes the subjective construction of reality’s complex and singular me-

diality. Against the background of the social and cultural issues at stake, they

furthermore ponder the individual and collective human agency in the mate-

rial and symbolic world- andmeaning-makingmore generally.

The first chapter of textual analyses examines how writers reflect the irre-

producibility of human experience as they combine self-reflection with anal-

yses of human communing in tourism. Due to its influential character, I be-

gin with David Foster Wallace’s “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again”

(1997).91 In this text, Foster Wallace combats the despair that he feels aboard a

cruise ship with an intense exercise in self-reflection that seeks to unveil the

insincerity of the consumerist narratives shaping the experience of the cruise

community. Foster Wallace, thus, creates a specific kind of awareness and at-

tentive subjectivity in order to engage with a challenging reality. More opti-

mistic than Wallace, George Saunders describes his experience of Dubai in,

rather hopeful, terms as a manifestation of the possibilities of capitalist glob-

alization. In “The New Mecca” (2007),92 he identifies more basic human simi-

larities and possibilities. He productively engages in social and communica-

tive interactions, subject to the rules of global capitalism of course. Finally,

the third text, John Jeremiah Sullivan’s “UponThis Rock” (2012),93 explores the

power of religion to create community bymeans of the shared belief in a narra-

tive. Attending a Christian rock festival, Sullivan contrasts his own inability to

believe in God with Jesus’s aestheticization of weakness, thereby reflecting on

the shared aspects of storytelling in religion and in writing about religion. Al-

though their approaches and interpretations vary, the writers counter the rit-

ual performance of pre-fabricated trust in touristic experiencewith narratives

of more fundamentally uncertain communing in all three texts.

The second analytical chapter looks at texts of reportage that employ au-

thorial self-reflection to profile other human media and thereby illustrate the

possibilities of irreproducible, singular human self-creation in contemporary

mediatized societies.The first text, George Saunders’s “Buddha Boy” (2007),94

examines the physical possibilities of mind-control, exemplified by ameditat-

ing teenage bodhisattva.This is contrasted with Saunders’s own acts of mind-

control in his interpretation of experience. In this demonstration of his own

91 Foster Wallace, “A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again.”

92 Saunders, “The New Mecca.”

93 Sullivan, “Upon This Rock.”

94 Saunders, “Buddha Boy.”
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mind’s agency, he lays the foundation for the case that the capabilities of the

human subject tomake itself are potentiallywider thanhumanely understand-

able. In the chapter’s second textual analysis, I demonstrate how John Jeremiah

Sullivan’s “Getting Down toWhat is Really Real” (2011) playfully juxtaposes the

self-awareness of the cast members of a reality TV show with his own self-

awareness as the performed character of his writing. As he turns his own self-

awareness into an object, he illuminates the reality-TV stars’ acting as play-

ful identity construction. In the third text analyzed in the chapter, “Delusion

is the Thing With Feathers” (2017),95 Mac McClelland portrays two ornitholo-

gists on a research trip to Cuba. By showing how her own experience differs

vastly from those of the two birders, she also points to the constructed char-

acter of their subjectivities and to the productive aspects of difference. In all

three texts, writers zoom in on their subjects’ performance of reflexivity that

reveals human subjectivity’s existential plasticity and a realm of possibility for

change that resists objectification.

With the final group of case studies, I analyze how three texts engage

with violence by considering its reflexive mediality and the consequential

limits of technological mediation primed for reproducibility. In “Tent City,

U.S.A.” (2009),96 for instance, George Saunders recounts the story of his own

experience in a homeless camp in Fresno, California. In his self-reflective re-

port on the structural violence of homelessness, he links the precarious social

and material conditions in the camp to the fundamentally social aspects of

communication. In “ShouldWe Get Used ToMass Shootings?” (2016), Michael

Paterniti visits scenes of past mass shootings and reflects upon the effects

of the mediation of gun violence. By analyzing how the personal and indus-

trial mediation of past shootings affects potential future acts of violence, he

points to deadly violence’s fundamentally objectifying character. In the final

text under discussion, Rachel Kaadzi Ghansah’s “A Most American Terrorist”

(2017),97 the writer’s moral production of experience serves as a testament

to the racist reality of contemporary U.S. society. Necessary, harrowing, and

revealing,her black body’s research experience integrates reflections on inten-

tion, interpretation, and communication as acts of nonviolent resistance; she

reveals racist violence’s fundamentally cultural and social roots by detailing

the complexities of themaking of her own role. As the authors demonstrate in

95 McClelland, “Delusion Is the Thing with Feathers.”

96 Saunders, Tent City, U.S.A.

97 Ghansah, “A Most American Terrorist: The Making of Dylann Roof.”
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these three texts, the material and symbolic causes and effects of violence are

deeply intertwined. As a consequence, the authors’ complex acts of mediation

turn into urgent acts of witnessing imbued with a moral imperative.

As I detail in the conclusion, the writers’ self-affirmation, as decidedly hu-

man media, can be read as a reaction to recent developments in media tech-

nology. As kinds of supermedia that mimic humans, computers have come to

shape modern Western societies and cultures with their capabilities of inte-

grating symbolic andmaterial actsbywayof a limited reflexivityunderabinary

logic. Although this is never directly addressed, writers’ increased self-reflec-

tion can be interpreted as an answer to such technological mediation, given

that it seeks a more humble and humane connection with readers that resists

reproducibility and insists on the mediated quality and fundamental ethics of

all communication about human experience.
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