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ABSTRACT

ENCOUNTERING DEMOCRACY:
THE CITIZEN-WITNESS IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY U.S. LITERATURE

By

Aryn Bartley
Encountering Democracy: The Citizen-Witness in Twentieth-Century U.S. Literature
explores literary journalism’s contribution to global human rights witnessing, political
theory, and ethical thought. It argues that the genre’s representations of human suffering
do not merely indict the immediate structures and practices that produce such suffering;
works of literary journalism can also be read as meditations on the duties, rights, and very
possibility of modern democratic citizenship. If deliberate witnessing is often imagined
as an act of civic heroism (as evidenced in the nineteenth-century emergence of citizen-
witnessing and the recent resurgence of the practice on the Internet), the dissertation
examines texts that destabilize and complicate such imaginings. In particular, the works
of James Agee, John Howard Griffin, Grace Halsell, Michael Herr, William Vollmann,
Joe Sacco and Joan Didion point to the concurrent endurance and dissolution of modern
faiths in vision, representation and the state over the course of the twentieth century. By
encountering democracy as embodied practice, political rhetoric and philosophical limit
case, these writers critically reevaluate the possibilities and limitations of good

citizenship.
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Introduction

Encountering Democracy: The Citizen-Witness in Twentieth-Century U.S. Literature

“We might think of literature, then, as the textualization of justice, the transposition of its
clean abstractions into the messiness of representation. We might think of it, as well, as
the historicization of justice, the transposition of a universal language into a historical
semantics: a language given meaning by many particular contexts, saturated with the
nuances and inflections of its many usages. . . . Literature, in this sense, might be said to
be the very domain of the incommensurate, the very domain of the nonintegral. In its
signal failure to make good its logic, to affirm the adequacy of any rational order, it
denies us the promise extended by law and philosophy both. But for that very reason it is

a testing ground no jurist or philosopher can afford to ignore.” - Wai-Chee Dimock

How do participants in a democracy gain an understanding of what democracy is
and means? How do they learn how to operate within such a system? How do they come
to desire, fight for, or give up on it? While modern democracy invokes a set of abstract
concepts (e.g., citizenship, equality, justice, self-governance, and sovereignty), their
possibilities and limitations must be imagined and played out in specific contexts. Such
concepts are not only multifaceted and unstable; they are also the grounds for intense
struggle and negotiation. In their introduction to Materializing Democracy, editors Russ
Castronovo and Dana D. Nelson attempt to reclaim democracy’s materiality, arguing that
“practices of democracy produce emotion and thought, inflict pain and healing, engender

memory and amnesia, and organize and limit community as well as political action. And
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this sort of democracy has material effects on subjects and citizens” (7). The book’s
collected essays, they claim, attempt on the one hand to “understand the felt importance
of democracy” and on the other to “stud[y] how democracy is made material — materially
feasible and materially important and worth struggling for” (10). While I am invested in
Castronovo and Nelson’s project to contextualize an often-abstracted idea of democracy,
I am less interested in engaging in a phenomenological study and more interested in
examining how such physical, material understandings are constructed in and by stories.
This dissertation assumes that “democracy” is brought into being through the
processes of imagination and narration. Like Wai-Chee Dimock, I consider literature to
be a productively “messy” location where abstract political concepts are “textualized”
and “historicized” (10). In Dimock’s Residues of Justice, she responds to John Rawls’s
construction of justice as a self-evident or “indwelling truth,” attempting to “make
[justice] less immanent, less exhaustive, less self-evident both in its ethical primacy and
in its jurisdictional scope” (5). Dimock argues that the “translation” of justice from
concept into practice entails certain “losses” and “residues” (7) and, in analyses of works
not only of political theorists but also of nineteenth century American authors, examines
how “the problem of justice is given a face and a voice, a density of feature that plays
havoc with any uniform scale of measurement and brings to every act of judicial
weighing the shadow of an unweighable residue” (10). Encountering Democracy: The
Citizen-Witness in Twentieth-Century U.S. Literature seeks similarly to examine
constructions of the “faces and voices” of democracy. It posits that democracy as an
abstract term takes on significance only when imagined and narrated as a matenial,

bodily, and discursive encounter.



The dissertation explores the intersection of three secular faiths of the modern
world: a faith in the perfectibility of the state; a faith in the reliability of vision (objective
or subjective); and a faith in the ability to represent ethically the suffering of others. The
project of aligning the practices of the state with a democratic ideal, the reasoning goes,
entails the observation and documentation of its effects and workings by good citizens.
Confidence in the fluid intersection of ethics and politics is explicitly demonstrated in
late nineteenth century journalism, resurfaces anxiously during the Civil Rights era, and
has in recent years seen a comeback with the emergence of citizen-journalism on the
internet. This dissertation is most committed, however, to tracking the ways in which
these moderm faiths are critiqued over the course of the twentieth century. I will consider
in particular writers who undermine in their own works both vision and ethics and who,
by doing so, mark the decline of citizen power. These writers entice readers to recognize
not only state dominance, but also the mechanisms through which dominance is erased.

The modemn faiths in vision, representation and the state converge in and are
destabilized by one of the key figures whose images and narratives help to construct
democracy’s meanings: a figure I call the “citizen-witness.” In recent years, the term
“citizen-witness” has become somewhat of a buzzword, linked to the rise of digital
technologies and the concurrent ease of circulating images, ideas and information around
the globe. In common parlance, the term refers to the person who is accidentally present
at a newsworthy event and who, in the absence of professional journalists, chooses to
document the event in some way (with a camcorder, cell phone camera, by twittering,
etc.). Their documentation then becomes part of the official record, often displayed in

perpetuity on the Internet. Such figures contribute to what Arjun Appadurai calls



“mediascapes.”! If, as Appadurai argues, “Mediascapes, whether produced by private or
state interests, tend to be image-centered, narrative-based accounts of strips of reality,
and what they offer to those who experience and transform them is a series of elements
(such as characters, plots, and textual forms) out of which scripts can be formed of
imagined lives, their own as well as those of others living in other places” (35), the
images and narratives produced by citizen-witnesses actively help to design such
“scripts.”

Citizen-witnessing as it is thought of today entered mainstream public
consciousness (at least, in the United States) with George Holliday’s videotaping of the

beating of Rodney King in 1991.7 Since then, it has become a commonly accepted (if

! Drawing on Benedict Anderson’s concept of the nation as an “imagined community,” Appadurai coins
the phrase “imagined worlds.” He argues that in a globalized world governed by what John Urry calls
“disorganized capitalism,” communities span geographical and electronic spaces much larger than the
conventional nation-state. In his exploration of contemporary “imagined worlds,” he thematizes as their
“building blocks” five “scapes”: the ethnoscape, the technoscape, the financescape, the ideoscape and the
mediascape (33). Mediascapes, Appadurai argues, participate in the construction of “diasporic public
spheres” (22).

2 This is not to say that citizen-witnessing did not occur prior to 1991. As the website for “Seeing is
Believing,” a documentary about politically informed witnessing, notes, handheld film and video cameras
were used to expose newsworthy events (including human rights violations and assassinations) from the
1960s on. The site mentions, for example, the civilian filmings of the assassinations of both John F.
Kennedy and Yitzhak Rabin. Nevertheless, the global circulation and legal centrality of the videotape of
the King beating was significant in that it changed how the mainstream public thought about the political
potential of citizen-witnessing. As Alan Tieger, the prosecuting attorney in the subsequent case, claims:

“The significance with the Rodney King case, I think, is that it represented a kind of breakthrough in public



ethically debatable) practice.’ Notable instances of citizen-witnessing in 2009 alone

included news stations’ use of civilian photographs of the landing of flight 1549 on the

:w:;:ness of the ways in which, and to some extent the legal ways in which, video can be used. Now those
who xmight consider crimes have to know that, surprisingly, what they do can be preserved . . . and it can be
. unsed essentially in a way that is beyond dispute” (“Seeing is Believing™). Indeed, video evidence
prod-uced by civilians was more commonly used in criminal trials after this point: “Photographs, satellite
images, and amateur video have played a crucial role in the prosecution of war criminals at the
International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) and at the International Criminal
Tribunal for Rwanda (ICTR). For example, video footage of the Serbian army invading a Bosnian Muslim
town helped lead to the first conviction of genocide at the court in the case of General Radislav Krstic”
(“Ethics, Bias, Controversy,” 6).
3 Sabrina Harman, the woman who photographed maltreatment of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib, described
herself as a citizen-witness. In a nuanced character sketch of Harman, Philip Gourevitch and Errol Morris
write that: “‘Harman said that she had imagined herself producing an exposé—to ‘prove that the US is not
what they think,’ as she wrote . . . ‘T was trying to expose what was being allowed’—that phrase again—
“‘what the military was allowing to happen to other people,” Harman said. In other words, she wanted to
expose a policy; and by assuming the role of a documentarian she had found a way to ride out her time at
Abu Ghraib without having to regard herself as an instrument of that policy” (8). Harman'’s choice to
Photograph such brutality (and to include herself in such pictures smiling and flashing the thumb’s up
Sy ™nbol) was met with near universal moral outrage. Relatedly, according 1o Ron Ross, Tearah Moore’s
<haoice to twitter about and photograph the Fort Hood shootings has been criticized by some on both
Professional and ethical grounds: “Some people have criticised her for making the reports. She was
dism-aged for getting some of her facts wrong and some critics say that she should have either gotten out
©r the Way or set down her cell phone and helped out. Many think she should never have pointed her cell
®hone Cammnera at the victims and then uploaded the pictures to some website.” Such criticisms point out the

th - -
‘n line Between documentation and voyeurism, an ethical conundrum brought again to the fore when, in



frozen Hudson River and the circulation on Facebook, Twitter and YouTube of images
and text recording the bombings in Mumbai, the murder of Iranian civilian Neda Agha-
Soltan during a political protest, and the Fort Hood shooting.* Conventional usage of the
ter implies an immediate non-professional response to an unexpected event, a
sportaneous performance of the civic impulse. Yet citizen-witnessing can include as

well deliberate witnessing, or what is called “citizen journalism.”® Citizen journalism

(otherwise known as “open source,” “participatory,” or “grassroots” journalism) refers to

the recording and circulation of immediate written, photographic or video documentation

by non-journalists.® Some writers associate citizen journalism with the digital age’; and

October 2009, multiple people watched and took photographs as a young woman was gang raped outside of
Richmond High School in California (CBS.com).
4 See “U.S. Airways Crash Rescue Picture: Citizen Journalism, Twitter, at Work,” by Dan Frommer;
“Breaking the New News,” an interview with Rachel Sterne; “A Twitter-powered Revolution” by Mike
Geoghegan, and “Attacks on Murder Witness Aimed at Ciﬁzm Journalism™ by Ron Ross.
3 Citizen j oumalism has sometimes been considered the formalization or next step of spontaneous citizen-
witnessing. “Seeing is Believing,” for example, argues that Holliday’s video helped to institutionalize
citizen-witmessing. It spurred Peter Gabriel, for example, to found Witness, a non-profit human rights
OT ganization which provides activists around the world with handheld cameras. It does not inherently
Suggest a temporal development, however, as citizen-journalists have been around for years (Chris Daly of
Boston University cites Thomas Paine as an early example of a citizen-journalist (Goode)).
© See “Citizen Journalism: A Case Study,” by Bentley, et.al., 241 and Goode’s video “What is Citizen
Jo‘-l‘rnalis,n” for definitions. Others define the term through a description of included practices. The
BBCs Richard Sambrook, for example, claims that citizen journalism can include a variety of practices,
Tanging fy. O serving as an eyewitness to posting on a blog, breaking the news on the net, or sharing

expert;j
ISe (Goode). “Seeing is Believing” emphasizes video documentation like “The Wrath of Grapes,”






indeed, the rise in global access to the Internet has facilitated the development of
websites in which those enduring violence or substandard living conditions can document
their experiences for a wider public.®

Advocates of citizen journalism often argue that to witness, document, or
circulate information is to perform an inherently or implicitly democratic act of good
citizenship. Such claims are based on various aspects of citizen journalism, ranging from
motive to audience to effect. Some argue that as a form of alternative media, citizen
journalism is better able to access and expose images and texts that can destabilize
undemocratic governments’ claims to power. Mike Geoghegan, for example, claims in

an article about Twitter that “Technology, once the feared ally of despotic communist and

produced by Cesar Chavez and the United Farm Workers of America, and the secret taping of prison

conditions in.El Salvador by the country’s Human Rights Commission.

7 Bentley, et. al., for example, locate the beginning of internet-based citizen journalism in the launching of
Korea’s OhMyNews in 20®. By 2004, they write, the publication had more than 32,000 contributors
(239).

8 See, for example, the website Virtual Gaza, where, from December 2008 to January 2009 scholars at MIT
collaborated with media activists and residents of the Gaza Strip to document conditions in Palestine.
Virtual Gaza describes itself as “a space where ordinary Palestinians under siege can describe their
experiences in their own words, and where the destruction of the Gaza strip can be documented by those
experiencing it directly” (http://virtualgaza. media.mit.edwabout/english/). Another example is a website
founded by Kenyan activist and blogger Ory Okolloh in the violent aftermath of the 2007 national
elections. As Jessica Weiss reports, “Ushahidi - which means ‘testimony’ or ‘witness’ in Swahili, [is] a site
allowing witnesses to send reports of violence via SMS, email or a Web form to one integrated Google
Mashup tool. Through Ushahidi, incidents were shown on a map that identified the precise location where a

specific act of violence had occurred. A corresponding description detailed each incident.”






fascist regimes, has now advanced to the point where it is now the ally of democratic
citizenry the world over,” and Virtual Gaza, a site where residents of Gaza can share
stories that might not otherwise be available, exhorts participants to “help break the
[Israeli government’s] information blockade.” Others, such as the founders of the
National Association of Citizen Journalists, a training site for would-be practitioners,
allude to the First Amendment. Yet more, such as Ethan Zuckerman, co-founder of
Global VoicesOnline.org, focus on the community-building potential of sharing
testimony: “[Citizen journalism] gives people from very very different parts of the world
the opportunity to interact with one another.” Such arguments implicitly or explicitly
draw on Habermas’s theory of the public sphere. As Lou Rutigliano points out, “despite
valid criticisms (Fraser, 1993) that the public sphere was ever democratic, Habermas’s
overall argument that the public sphere exists in the mass media and that the mass news
media do not facilitate a democratic and participatory public sphere was echoed by the
civic journalism movement . . . The civic journalism media reform movement also
believed in the existence of [mass participation by the public]” (226).

In the cases I describe above, the term “citizen” performs two functions. On the
one hand, it stands in for the term “civilian,” distinguishing such a witness from the
professional witness (like the journalist) and emphasizing the accidental nature of his or
her spectatorship. On the other hand, it suggests a latent or explicit assumption that to
choose to witness — in other words, to document an event and circulate information to the
public — is an act of what can be considered, in an intimate merging of ethics and politics,
good citizenship. This mode of good citizenship is grounded in a faith in the possibility

(if not the actuality) of universal or global access to the rights and duties of citizenship. It



both assumes that the citizen can shape the political landscape and points toward a
democratic future. In my usage of the term I will retain the latter association of the term
and discard the former to draw out a political and ethical framework of witnessing that
can occur across the professional/non-professional divide.

In the rest of this introduction, I will work through the histories of various key
terms and practices with which the dissertation engages. The first two are the halves of
the term “citizen-witness;” the last is the specific genre I consider, literary journalism.

Along the way, I will chart more closely the lines of inquiry of the larger work.

Citizenship

Judith Shklar describes four “distinct though related” meanings of the term
“citizenship,” including nationality, social standing, active participation, and republican
citizenship. I read such terms as corresponding loosely to passive, liberal, rights-based
citizenship and active, republican, duty-based citizenship. Political theorist Kimberly
Hutchings nicely charts the distinction between liberal citizenship and republican
citizenship and in what follows I will draw on her work as well as Shklar’s.

Citizenship can be read as a passive state of belonging to a particular nation and
therefore claiming certain rights. Lockean liberal citizenship, Hutchings explains, is
grounded on the idea that political life is an extension of natural law; as Andrew
Linklater has written, “the Lockean model of political right is grounded on the
simultaneous distinction and connection of man with citizen” (qtd. in Hutchings 6). Such
a model of citizenship, if it “has potentially revolutionary implications,” also can produce

“a much more static and statist model of the liberal polity, one which is satisfied by the



passive enjoyment of individual rights but which minimizes the active involvement of the
individual in the political order as opposed to civil society” (7). Rights-based citizenship
may also be associated with social recognition: what Shklar calls civic dignity, or
standing. While to possess rights and recognitions may be seen as normative to those
who have them, their social and political importance is only clear when such rights and
recognitions are absent.’

If “citizenship” can be read as a passive state invoking certain rights and
recognitions, it can also signify a series of implied actions, duties, and responsibilities to
the social order. Rousseauvian republicanism draws on Hobbes in opposing a state of
nature to the social contract. The citizen in this line of thinking must continually
(re)produce the social order through active participation. “Rousseau’s model of the
social contract state,” Hutchings writes, “involves elements of strong democracy as well
as very high expectations of citizen commitment to the community’s good” (9). To
perform such duties is to engage actively in the act of citizenship in what Shklar calls a
“good” or “ideal” way. When discussing good citizenship, Shklar puts the distinction
thus: “Citizenship as nationality 1s a legal condition; it does not refer to any specific
political activity. Good citizenship as political participation, on the other hand,
concentrates on political practices, and it applies to the people of a community who are
consistently engaged in public affairs” (5). She argues that to be a good citizen is not

necessarily to be a good person; in fact, she writes that “Good citizens fulfill the demands

% As Shklar points out about citizenship as nationality: “To be a stateless individual is one of the most
dreadful political fates that can befall anyone in the modern world” (4). Similarly, she writes that “people
who are not granted these marks of civic dignity feel dishonored, not just powerless and poor. They are

also scorned by their fellow citizens” (3).

10






of their polity, and they are no better and no worse as citizens than the laws that they
frame and obey” (6). The second kind of active citizen is the one Shklar calls the “ideal
republican citizen:” the person “who live[s] in and for the forum™ (11).

The citizenship I discuss in this dissertation is more aligned with active,
republican citizenship than with a more passive, liberal citizenship, although the texts I
discuss implicitly examine the relation between the two modes. The good citizen to
which I refer falls somewhere between Shklar’s two types of active citizens. Not content
merely to abide by duties in regards to the law, but not necessarily living as a perfect and
idealized figure “in and for the forum,” my usage of the term is perhaps more akin to that
of Michael Schudson, who in The Good Citizen sees the term as signifying “a person who
admirably carries out the responsibilities of citizenship” (315). Here, the term takes on a
moral and ethical charge. Unlike Shklar’s good citizen, whose “goodness” does not
resonate on an ethical or moral level, the “admirable” nature of Schudson’s good citizen
transcends the civic.

As Schudson’s book makes clear, definitions of what acts signify good citizenship
vary by time and place.'® I use the term to describe a person who values ideals of

fairness and justice, evaluates whether the political system and the material conditions

10 He, for example, traces four historically specific modes; of good citizenship in the U.S., each of which
grounds itself on various ideals: “the ideals of republican virtue, party loyalty, informed citizenship, and
rights-conscious citizenship” (10). While he ties each mode to specific historical moments, he does not
suggest that when certain modes begin others end. For example, while he links the development of the

E11)

“private, rational ‘informed citizen’” to a widespread attack on political parties at the end of the nineteenth
century, he argues that this figure “remains the most cherished ideal in the American voting experience

today” (6).

11



which it produces evince such ideals, and advocates for social and political
transformation within the context of democratic practice. While the figures I will
consider circulate within different kinds of social spaces at different times, and while they
differently evaluate their own civic practice in relation to ethical norms and the context of
the state, each seeks to observe and represent — to encounter — democracy.

In using the term “citizen-witness,” I emphasize the active aspect of citizenship in
order to acknowledge a range of practices that mobilize the acts of watching and
narrating in the service of democratic ideals. In this usage, the term “citizen-witness” no
longer makes a professional/non-professional distinction: indeed, the citizen-witnesses I
examine are primarily the professional journalists and writers that conventional uses of

the term preclude.'’ Instead, citizen-witnessing comes to designate those practices of

" The expansion of the term offers the possibility for a more sustained recognition and theorization of the
particular civic assumptions operating within a range of texts, an increased understanding of the effects of
such assumptions across specific publics, and an analysis of their resonances with a range of earlier print
texts. Such an expansion of the usage might encompass, for example, the voluntary witnessing attendant to
the global politics of solidarity. In his 2005 book Postcolonial Melancholia, Paul Gilroy locates “[tJhe
growing band of people who opt to bear active witness to distant suffering and even to place their lives at
risk in many parts of the world as human shields™ as representing in a positive way the “undoing of identity
politics.” In Gilroy’s formulation, such witnesses use their bodies both actively and passively as symbolic
rhetoric. They publically perform the act of watching, using their ability to see and record to draw public
attention to injustice, and at times employ the appearance of their bodies to expose the ways racialized and
gendered bodies in specific social spaces are differentially treated. The acts of the nonviolent witness,
Gilroy argues, point out the incompatibility between the rhetoric of supposedly democratic states and the

“racism and ethnic absolutism” that characterizes political practice in such states, thereby standing in

12



observation, documentation, and narration that are committed to representing and
evaluating the performance of democracy in the context of various political, economic,
and technological transformations. Such transformations include, in the late nineteenth-
century, the cementing of the liberal bureaucratic state, industrial modes of production
and corporate capitalism — as well as the increasing incorporation of photography into the
news. The aftermath of WWII sees the development of weapons of mass extermination,
the rise of human rights discourses, the intensification of anti-colonial revolutions and
rhetorics, and the Cold War. Television communication emerges. By the end of
twentieth century, citizen-witnessing takes place in the context of the institutionalization
of U.S. military and economic power, the seeming triumph of global post-Fordist
capitalism, and the rise of digital technology.

The acts associated with good citizenship expose the varying ways democracy is
translated into practice in specific socio-political contexts. As Shklar points out, “Good
citizenship simply is not separable from the sort of society in which it functions” (12). If
the figure of the citizen-witness appears in a variety of national settings, this dissertation
narrows in on the figure as it emerges in U.S. literature. Citizen-witnessing texts stage in
a variety of historically and geographically specific contexts many of the most significant
questions, concerns, and debates in the United States about what it means to be a good
citizen, both nationally and globally. Taking as a backdrop the self-positioning of the
U.S. as a revolutionary democratic state, its use of democratic discourses to authorize its

intervention in various liberatory political struggles, and its eventual rise to the status of

opposition to such practices (79-80). Such an act interprets and performs a certain understanding of “global

citizenship.”
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superpower in a globalized setting, I am interested in the way these narratives imagine
the role of the citizen and state over the course of such transformations.

In Encountering Democracy, 1 explore the ways citizen-witnessing narratives
imagine the possibilities for the “good citizen” to act on her/his good will and to
transform the workings of the professedly democratic state. Such texts model the ethical
encounter — not as abstract and decontextualized — but as embodied in specific politically
charged spaces. In particular, I will examine how they pose questions about ethical
responsibility and political efficacy in instances where the ideals of democracy (equality,
justice, self-representation) seem to be failing. Each chapter focuses on a historical
moment and location when the state’s relation to the well-being of the populace is being
negotiated. In the first part of the dissertation I discuss texts that engage with the
Progressive-era city and the South in both the 1930s and 1950s. These moments and
places are the targets of public debates over the role of the U.S. state in monitoring
poverty and racism. In the second half of the dissertation, I focus on the way the
increasingly powerful U.S. state crafts itself as the arbiter of global democracy. The texts
I will examine in this section monitor war zones in Vietnam, Afghanistan, El Salvador,
and Bosnia.

I look at the narratives of a subset of citizen-witnesses: namely, privileged and
altruistic observers who deliberately explore and document goings-on in social spaces
previously unfamiliar to them. The narratives of such citizen-witnesses can be read as
democratic theory because they stage in provocative ways the successes and failures of
democracy in practice and raise for their readers and spectators often thorny debates and

questions about the possibilities and limitations of good citizenship. I choose to explore
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the narratives of witnesses whose race, class, gender, and/or nation (they are primarily
white, middle-class American men and a few white, middle-class American women) lend
them a degree of social privilege, but who are nevertheless altruistically minded. As
representatives of a privileged class, these figures point out the disjunction between
democratic theory and political practice. Maintaining ideal access to the rights of
citizenship when many others are explicitly or implicitly denied them, these writers
grapple with the meaning of and possibility for civic duty on national and global scales.
Each text attempts to negotiate the relation between the citizen and the state,
between ethics and politics. All of the texts interrogate the collusion between the state
and regimes of objective vision. As the twentieth century stretches on, and the citizen is
stripped of power, these writers increasingly question their own practice. Can the
witnessing of the social space be an act of good citizenship, and under what conditions?
Can the representation of the suffering of others be a form of ethical practice? By
offering implicit answers to such questions, these narratives engage with another related

question: what form(s) might democratic community take?

Witnessing

At this point, I would like to consider more thoroughly the second half of the term
“citizen-witness.” While in the dissertation I primarily address works of political
Journalism, I would like to place journalistic practice under the umbrella term

“witnessing” to grapple more explicitly with the intersections between journalism,
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historiography, religion and law.'?> The term “witness” is conventionally associated with
three variants of the figure: the legal witness, the religious witness, and the human rights
witness,' often dubbed either a “victim” or a “survivor.”'* Narratives by human rights
witnesses, which include slave narratives, Holocaust narratives, testimonios about

military violence in Latin America,'® postcolonial bildungsroman, narratives recounting

12 Jeff Allred has argued that examining documentary under the framework of “witnessing” risks
“conflate[ing] secular, juridical practices with religious fervor and evangelism.” He argues: “One finds a
hagiographic strain in criticism on documentary that shrouds the ‘concerned’ photographer with an aura of
progressiveness and charity that flows to the zealous reader/ convert” (18). I see this tendency (which, as
Allred points out, emerges from the “semantic slipperiness” of the term) in much work on witnessing, and
indeed, I have framed the dissertation in terms of modern, secular “faiths” in vision, the state, and
representation. Nevertheless, I hope to avoid in my own work the semi-religious valorization of witnessing
by analyzing the way the figure of the witness is constructed in various texts (written and visual, primary
and secondary). The dissertation takes seriously projects that question, critique, and contextualize such
faiths.

By adapt Allen Feldman’s term “human rights narrative™ to more specifically describe the figure ofien
called only the “witness.” Feldman describes the human rights narrative as “biographical narrative, life
history, oral history, and testimony [produced] in the aftermath of ethnocidal, genocidal, colonial and
postcolonial violence” (163).

14 This is not to suggest that such categories are mutually exclusive. Work on truth commissions in
particular has explored the intimate links between human rights witnessing, legal witnessing, and religious
witnessing (see Feldman). Chapter Five will explore the citizen-witness’s reliance on associations with the
legal witness, and what happens when the legalistic aspects of civic witnessing are denied.

15 In his introduction to The Real Thing: Testimonial Discourse and Latin America, Georg Gugelberger
recounts the two most well-known definitions of testimonio, scribed by John Beverley and George Yudice.

Testimonio can be described as an urgent first-person narrative (often transcribed from oral to written form)
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violence against women, and truth commission testimonials,'® have garnered much public
and intellectual attention. '’ Such interest is intimately tied up with the ongoing
negotiations in, transformations of, and conflicts over the discourses of modern
democracy.

Witnessing can be contextualized in relation to social, political, economic, and
technological transformations specific to the latter half of the twentieth century. Kay
Schaffer and Sidonie Smith, for example, argue that without attention given to the post-

WWII commitment to the ideal of universal human rights the significance of testimonials

that recounts a real-life situation involving, according to Beverley, “repression, poverty, subalternity,
imprisonment, struggle for survival” (9).

16 The practice of instituting truth commissions to expose government violence through the public airing of
survivor and perpetrator narratives was initiated in Uganda in 1974 and grew to prominence in Latin
America in the 1980s. In Unspeakable Truths: Confronting State Terror and Atrocity (2001), her
expansive work on truth commissions, Priscilla Hayner writes: “a truth commission may have any or all of
the following five basic aims: to discover, clarfy, and formally acknowledge pa;t abuses; to respond to
specific needs of victims; to contribute to justice and accountability; to outline institutional responsibility
and recommend reforms; and to promote reconciliation and reduce conflict over the past” (24). She notes
that “[i]n virtually every state that has recently emerged from authoritarian rule or civil war, and in many
still suffering repression or violence but where there is hope for a transition soon, there has been interest in
creating a truth commission — either proposed by officials of the state or by human rights activists or others
in civil society” (23). The most famous truth commission is South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, established in 1995. Similar projects have been undertaken in Australia and Canada to effect
a public discussion of the states’ colonial oppression of aboriginal peoples.

"l do not mean to imply that all such narratives function in the same manner, nor that such witnesses
endure comparable situations. Nevertheless, all describe everyday life under the control of social or

political structures that openly violate ideals of democracy and universal human rights.
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from the Holocaust, truth commissions, anticolonial struggles and testimonios would be
illegible. As Schaffer and Smith point out, the “memoir boom” of the mid-late twentieth
century participates in material and discursive struggles over democratic theory and
practice.’® They write:
In the aftermath of the processes of decolonization movements and Cold
War realpolitik, over sixty human rights treaties, declarations, and
Conventions have come into effect to address specific rights. For the last
fifty years, differences in philosophical perspectives related to negative,
positive, and group rights, as well as disagreements about appropriate
interventions and modes of redress, have been rehearsed in local, national,
and international venues. Campaigns have ensued. Conventions and
Declarations have taken shape after heated negotiations. The reach of

rights discourse has extended beyond the institutional settings of the

1% The “memoir boom” encompasses narratives that are explicitly engaged with the personal effects of
political conflicts such as civil war and genocide. Georg Gugelberger locates the rise of Latin American
testimonio in 1966 with Biografia de un cimarrén/ The Autobiography of a Runaway Slave, Miguel
Bamet’s record of Esteban Montejo’s life story, and notes that many testimonios followed in the next two
decades. Testimonials by Holocaust survivors emerged in the 1970s, and in the late 1970s and early 1980s
a “systematic collection of audiovisual testimonies” began (Wieviorka 96). Academic interest in
witnessing and testimony has accompanied public interest. Gugelberger notes the rise in academic interest
in the testimonio in the late 1980s and the 1990s marked the continuation of a public and critical interest in
Holocaust narratives. Recent years have featured (at least) three special issues in academic journals: the
first in Biography, focused on human rights narrations (2004); the second in Poetics Today, focused on
“The Humanities of Testimony” (2006); and most recently, a 2009 issue of Humanities Research titled

“Decolonising Testimony: On the Possibilities and Limitations of Witnessing.”
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United Nations and the official bodies of nation-states responding to rights
initiatives to formal NGO networks and informal meshworks of
advocacy—the dense and nonhierarchical flows of connections among
groups and peoples working on behalf of human rights that transcend
national boundaries (Harcourt). Within these global information flows, the
very meaning of a human right, and the foundational assumptions
supporting it, have been challenged, critiqued, and redefined. At the heart
of these debates, voices of dissent have prompted ongoing critiques of
human rights discourse, frameworks, and mechanisms for implementation.
(2-3)
I would like to argue, further, that the contemporary embrace of witnessing within the
U.S. accompanies, first, a decrease of faith in the state within the U.S., and, second, an
increased sense that the mainstream media and entertainment industries collude with the
state to cover up or “spin” antidemocratic practice.

Many critics writing about the first Gulf War have criticized the way “smart
bombs,” which record for passive television spectators their path until the moment of
impact, literally erase the violent aftermath of war on human bodies.'” While visual
technologies have always been manipulable and manipulated, photographic images of
war and suffering were until recently considered to be fairly straightforwardly
representations of reality. Digital technologies such as Photoshop, as well as by-now
banal controversies over manipulated photographs, have destabilized public trust in the

image.

19 See, for example, Paul Virilio’s Desert Screen and Judith Butler's Feminists Theorize the Political.
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Alongside a decrease in faith in the image comes the loss of faith in the state.
Conspiracy theories about events ranging from the Kennedy assassination to 9/11 are
merely the most extreme manifestations of such skepticism. A public sense of
government secrecy over the causes of historical events is paired with (and may be read
as a displaced recognition of) the erasure within the United States about the state’s
actions abroad. Sunaina Marr Maira writes about the “historical amnesia” that disavows
U.S. imperialism, arguing that “One of the primary features of U.S. culture is the
consistent denial of empire because unlike earlier European empires, the United States
has tried to distance itself from direct colonization and to shroud its interventions in other
sovereign nation-states in secrecy” (56). Historical amnesia for Maira is both political
and psychological. Noting that historical amnesia is “supported by an apparatus of
secrecy and enabled by a policy of covert actions” (57), she also claims that “There is
always at the heart of empire a denial of knowledge of the workings of imperial power to
suppress the guilt that comes with the awareness of its impact while enjoying its benefits
and privileges” (56). The secrecy surrounding the conditions within the Guantanamo
Bay detention center, as well as the general public’s lack of awareness or outrage about
the detainment of Arab-Americans after 9/11 are just a few examples of these processes.

The imagined loss of the reliability of the image, therefore, pairs with discourses
that parade democratic rhetoric while institutionalizing a kind of civic blindness about
antidemocratic structures and practices. I want to argue that for citizens who identify
with the political left (liberal or radical), the witness represents the hope of resistance
against the betrayals of both the image and the state. Both the sensory body of the

seeing witness and the authenticity of narrative seem to hold a privileged access to an
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otherwise inaccessible truth and become the ground for a “salvational” faith that a truly
democratic community might yet come to exist.”’

Yet if the interest in witnessing can be tied to the cultural and political left,
indicating a loss of faith in dominant political vision, it is simultaneously mainstream,
marking the importance of personal experience as a governing framework for
understanding the social world. The last few decades have seen the burgeoning in
various personal and professional contexts of memoirs and autobiographical essays.

Jay Winter contextualizes the “memory boom” in relation to cultural and
technological transformations specific to late capitalism. For example, he theorizes the
gap between the Holocaust and the circulation of narratives of the Holocaust in the 1960s
and 1970s in relation to four historical developments: first, with the decline of DeGaulle,
the decline of the romantic image of the Resistance fighter (a space to be filled by a new
kind of hero — the survivor); second, the development of audiovisual recording

technologies; third, an increased international audience; and finally, an increasing public

2 The term “salvational” comes from Gugelberger, who argues that in the 1980s and 90s academy, the
study of testimonio took on a quasi-religious aura: “Testimonio has been the salvational dream of a
declining cultural left in hegemonic countries, comparable to what Walter Benjamin expected from
photography and film when he reflected on his famous auratic theory”(7). He suggests that the critical
interest in Latin American testimonio by liberal/left Western academics derives from testimonio’s location
at the “crossroads of all the discourses of institutional battles™ in the 1980s: “postcolonial and/versus
postmodern; genre versus non-genre; interest in autobiography: the function of the canon;
authenticity/realism; the debates on subalternity; othering discourse; orature/literature; dual authorship;
editorial intervention; margin/center; race/class/gender; feminisms . . . ; minority discourse; Third World
writing; the post-boom novel; Latin Americanism; questions of disciplinarity; and so on” (7). Testimonio

became a battleground on which the culture wars were played out.
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assumption that cultural memory was a moral 1ssue. While Winter seems to be
discussing the memory boom in Europe, much of what he points to (especially in terms of
transformations in technology and increasing global communication) applies to the U.S.
as well. I would suggest additionally that the mainstream emphasis on personal memory
is a way for people to make sense of their lives in a country in which historical memory is
stunted and erased. Witnessing narratives retain a mainstream faith in the possibility of
vision as an arbiter of the social world; they distinguish, rather, between misleading
vision and truthful vision. The popularity of these narratives suggests that if institutions
such as the state, the media and the corporation can no longer be trusted to proffer up
trustworthy images, authority can only be located in the individual and his or her
experiences.

These explanatory models all suggest that the public and academic interest in
circulating and discussing human rights narratives relies upon the discursive, '
technological and structural transformations of the contemporary world. The witness
attests to the failures of democracy — and testifies to a potential future democracy. Yet
political witnessing narratives are not specific to the second half of the twentieth century;
they can be traced to the development in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries of both
democratic discourses and the modern state. If current times have seen an explosion of
personal narratives, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries marked the rise of

autobiography, journalism, the novel and the Bildungsroman.*" Human rights witnesses

a Scholars have variously tracked the relation between such genres and political and legal discourses. In
Human Rights, Inc., Joseph Slaughter traces the intersections between human rights language and the

Bildungsroman, arguing that both “posit the individual personality as an instance of a universal human
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are the figures who most clearly attempt to negotiate the relation between democracy and
the state, between political ideal and practice. The over six thousand slave narratives
produced from the early eighteenth century to the mid-twentieth century (Gates 1-2), for
example, speak to the failures or contradictions of the practices of the so-called
democratic state at the same time that they attest to a faith in the possibility of what
Jacques Derrida calls “democracy to come.”** Ex-slaves’ fervent defenses of equality,
Jjustice, and freedom depend upon the circulation of democratic discourses. Witnessing
narratives, therefore, can be put into perspective only when viewed in the context of
contested discourses of human equality attendant to modern democratic theories from the

18th to the 21st centuries. It may be argued that democracy requires the witness.

personality, as the social expression of an abstract humanity that theoretically achieves its manifest destiny
when the egocentric drives of the individual harmonize with the demands of social organization” (20).

Like Wai-Chee Dimock, with whom I started this dissertation, Slaughter “take[s] it for granted that the
social work of literature and the cultural work of law are ‘interdependent and interrelated’” (11).

22 A translation of Derrida’s essay “The Last of the Rogue States: The ‘Democracy to Come,’” Opening in
Two Turns” appeared in The South Atlantic Quarterly in 2004. In it, Derrida parses through the history and
nuances of the term. Implied in the notion of “to come,” he states, are “five foci.” The first suggests that
democracy does not and cannot exist in the present; rhetoric that implies as such must be subject to “a
militant and interminable political critique” (331). The very structure of democracy, he claims, makes it an
impossibility: “it will always remain aporetic in its structure: (force without force, incalculable singularity
and calculable equality, commensurability and incommensurability [etc.])” (331). Because democracy
calls for interminable critique and, indeed, perfection it is a philosophical impossibility. Other aspects of
the term include the “who” and “what” that are “to come” (among others, refugees) (332); the extension of
democracy past the bounds of the nation-state to the global (and the inevitable “invention™ such extension
entails) (332); the relation between democracy to come and justice; and a meditation on the grammatical

undecidability of the term.
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In tying the interest in witnessing and testimony to a broad transhistorical era (the
18% century to the present), I do not wish to claim that notions of democracy, citizenship,
or human rights have remained static over time. I would like to suggest, however, that
the narratives of human rights witnesses are some of the places where such shifts are
grappled with. They are discursive locales in which the relations between “man and
citizen,” between first- and second-class citizen, and between citizen and state, are
formulated, negotiated, and challenged.

The work done on human rights witnessing helps to establish some of the
assumptions, issues, debates, and questions of my study and allows for a nuanced
exploration of the ethics and politics of the deliberate civic witnessing of the literary
journalist. In what follows, I will first engage with the common traits of the witness, and
second explore the way human rights witnessing in particular has been linked with
democracy. An overview of these texts suggests that the traits of the witness include: 1)
the witness’s presence at a politically significant scene or event; 2) the potential of giving
testimony; 3) testimony’s association with a “truth claim;” and 4) the communal,
communicative and at times institutional aspects of testimony. The witness’s traits lend
the figure a particularly political charge, while at the same time setting her or him off
from other figures associated with vision or observation.

The witness, through observation and experience, gains unique knowledge (and
indeed, “wit” refers to “knowledge”) of a particular scene of political significance. Such
a scene might feature a temporally contained event or an ongoing scenario. Human rights
witnesses mark in particular the large-scale failure or violation of the ideals of human

rights, social justice, and democracy. Such scenes exhibit, in their difference from the
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everyday, their larger political and historical significance. Scenes of immense and brutal
institutionalized violence in particular disrupt normative assumptions about ethical and
political relations, radically destabilizing ideals of community, equality and justice. The
witness, by contextualizing, personalizing and narrating the act of seeing and/or
experiencing the violent disruptions or violations of such a scene, simultaneously
recognizes and produces its significance.

The second trait of the witness is the implicit transition from watching to
representing, or from witnessing to testimony; indeed, the word “testimony” is derived
directly from “testis” (witness) and “monium” (action, state or condition). Unlike the
more general “observer,” in the figure of the witness vision and representation are
inextricably linked. Witnessing implies the potential of testifying, whether that witness
chooses to do so or not. The witness is the potential link between the significant event
~ and the public narration or writing of that event.

The witness holds the position of offering, in her or his testimony, what Paul
Ricoeur calls a “truth claim.” In law, the witness who signs a legal certificate verifies
identity, and the witness at the crime scene affirms a link between perpetrator and act.
The witness to institutionalized violence attests not only to the identity of the perpetrator
and that the event took place in a certain way, but that the event took place at all (in
opposition to, for example, Holocaust deniers). In Memory, History, Forgetting, Ricoeur
grapples with the status of the truth claim in testimony, arguing that “Whether it is treated
as suspect or as a welcome guest following a long absence, it is as the ultimate referent
that the event figures in historical discourse. The question it answers is: What is one

talking about when one says that something happened?” (179). Rather than claiming (as
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would some postmodemn theorists) that the event does not exist, Ricoeur posits the
referent as the necessity of historical discourse (but not necessarily other modes of
discourse.) For Ricoeur, the acknowledgment of the referent in historical discourse is a
situated ethical act: “For my part, I mean to honor the event by taking it as the actual
referent of testimony taken as the first category of the archived memory. ... Only a
semiotics inappropriate to historical discourse undertakes to deny this referent to the
profit of the exclusive pair constituted by the signifier (narrative, rhetorical, imaginative)
and the signified (the statement of a fact)” (180). Ricoeur seems to posit an ethics of
historical representation intimately dependent on discourse and context. If a semiotics
that would “deny this referent” is “inappropriate to historical discourse,” it would seem
that historiography demands the possibility of the referent. The witness, therefore, stands
at the crux of both the historical and the ethical.

The very frequency with which the truth claim is questioned or debated points to
the centrality of the concept to witnessing. Contestations over the truth claim represent,
in part, the public struggle to designate what kinds of acts and experiences count as
politically and historically significant. Studies of human rights witnessing have been
particularly productive in troubling the nature of the “truth claim.” For Michael Bernard-
Donals and Richard Glezjer, testimony attests to “the witness’s obedience to the
compulsion to speak, though what the witness says is neither a reflection of the event
(which is irretrievably lost to memory) nor unaffected by it” (xi-xii). For Bernard-Donals
and Glezjer, if testimony is produced by witnessing, it does not necessarily represent that
which was witnessed, but rather illuminates a particular relation to trauma. Cathy Caruth

places this relation in another light: she claims that in narratives about trauma “What
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returns to haunt the victim . . . is not only the reality of the violent event but also the
reality of the way that its violence has not yet been fully known” (6). Similarly, as
Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub write in Testimony, witnessing provides “nonhabitual,
estranged conceptual prisms through which we attempt to apprehend — and to make
tangible to the imagination — the ways in which our cultural frames of reference and our
preexisting categories which delimit and determine our perception of reality have failed,
essentially, both to contain, and to account for, the scale of what has happened in
contemporary history” (xv, original italics).

If various scholars have prodded at the nature of the truth or reality to which the
human rights witness attests, others have suggested that in such scenarios, a true
representation can never be located, but only approximated. Giorgio Agamben, for
example, marks the limit case of the unrepresentability of witnessing in narratives from
Auschwitz. In Remnants of Auschwirz, he claims that if the logic of the concentration
camp was a logic of transforming the human into the nonhuman through murder or
starvation, there was only one “complete witness,” only one figure best able to attest to
the truth of such a logic. This complete witness was the figure he calls the Muselmann,
that being who becomes the prototypical image of the death camp, the “indefinite being
in whom not only humanity and non-humanity, but also vegetative existence and relation,
physiology and ethics, medicine and politics, and life and death continuously pass
through each other” (48). The Muselmann, starved to the point of bare life, loses the
ability to witness: “The Muselmann has neither seen nor known anything, if not the
impossibility of knowing and seeing” (54). Because the Muse/mann can neither witness

nor testify, other survivors must do so in his or her place. Yet the act of witnessing and
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testifying for the Muselmann is an impossible one: “to attempt to contemplate the
impossibility of seeing, is not an easy task” (54). The testimony that ensues from this
impossible witnessing speaks to the impossibility of easy historicization: “Testimony
thus guarantees not the factual truth of the statement safeguarded in the archive, but
rather its unarchivability, its exteriority with respect to the archive — that is, the necessity
by which, as the existence of language, it escapes both memory and forgetting” (157-8).
Agamben writes, therefore, that “testimony [of Auschwitz] contained at its core an
essential lacuna; in other words, the survivors bore witness to something it is impossible
to bear witness to” (13).%

In each of these cases, whether what is represented is an event itself, the effects of
the event, the persisting inability to incorporate or work through the traumatic experience,
or the impossibility of seeing, the figure of the witness nevertheless bears weight as the
potential bearer or marker of truth or presence — even if that presence is the presence of
an absence, an impossibility, or a limit case. Testimony — and works about testimony —
attempt to locate in particular kinds of experiences, narratives, and modes of expression
political value.

Witnessing narratives mark political significance not just in their (contested)
claims to truth, but also in the way they resonate in particular social contexts. Theories

about the democratic nature of testimony expose the varying ways the abstract notion of

o powerful ending, Agamben’s book reproduces the testimonies of numerous Holocaust survivors who
at the time would have been characterized as a “Muselmann.” In some ways, this ending performs the
impossible: “The Muselmann” speaks. In another way, these testimonies speak to the possibility of
returning from what is considered “the inhuman,” pointing to a latent humanity within the inhuman figure

and to the importance of testimony, even when it cannot reach its limit.
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democracy can be imagined. One approach holds that testimony helps to bind a larger
social community (state-based or otherwise) around the stories of the past; another claims
that it democratizes history, bringing multiple voices into public dialogue; and still one
more perspective posits that testimony can initiate debate, disagreement, and contention —
productively bringing into public discourse ideological differences that are often ignored
or erased.

A common approach to testimony imagines it as an act that produces community.
Testimony is described as a narrative or representational act that links the one who was
not there to the scene. For Derrida, “Testimony, which implies faith or promise, governs
the entire social space” (HJR 82). Iread Derrida’s “faith or promise” as bound up with
the “trust” Ricoeur claims is central to testimony: “When I testify to something I am
asking the other to trust that what I am saying is true. To share a testimony is an
exchange of trust” (MF 17). Such “faith or promise” may also be the trust that the story
will reach, or move, the other. It may be faith or promise in the possibility of the social.
If the witnesses of institutional social disruption and violence encounter the violation of
the promise of interpersonal respect, social justice, or community, testimony attests to the
potential to rebuild what has been lost. Testimony attests to, or promises, the possibility
for community and communication even while it represents its lack.

Part of the community-building aspect of testimony, some argue, is its ability to
raise consciousness. Cathy Caruth, for example, finds the political, communal aspects of
testimony to be what makes the witnessing of trauma endurable: “the implications of
such a transmission will only be fully grasped, I think, when we come to understand how,

through the act of survival, the repeated failure to have seen in time — in itself a pure
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repetition compulsion, a repeated nightmare — can be transformed into the imperative of a
speaking that awakens others” (108).

Testimony as described above, while communal, is not necessarily or inherently
democratic. Testimony has, however, been theorized in more explicitly political terms as
binding the community of the nation-state. The act of testifying for truth commissions,
for example, has been conceptualized as an act of good citizenship that buttresses the new
state. As Priscilla Hayner writes, while such commissions are designed in part to provide
psychological healing for victims, they might also have other goals, such as “promoting
national reconciliation and reducing conflict over the past, or highlighting the new
government’s concern for human rights and therefore gaining the favor of the
international community” (13).

The act of testimony has been located as well at the intersection of historiography
and democratic practice. Annette Wieviorka argues that testimony — and the critical
interest in it — i$ intimately linked to historiographical struggles over the meaning and
practice of democracy. She describes documentary projects as “a political act,” claiming
that “at issue [i]s a democratization of historical actors, an attempt to give voice to the
excluded, the unimportant, and the voiceless” (97). Schaffer and Smith similarly write
that “Through acts of remembering, individuals and communities narrate alternative or
counter-histories coming from the margins, voiced by other kinds of subjects—the
tortured, the displaced and overlooked, the silenced and unacknowledged—among them”
(3-4). Ricoeur transforms such an opportunity into an act with civic associations: the
witness has, he writes, a “duty to remember” and a “duty to tell” (MF 9-10). This duty to

remember and to tell especially a history of suffering, he argues, counters a history

30



dominated by its “victors” and offers a “parallel history” (MF 10-11).* The above
approaches to history posit that multiplication of historiographical voices is a democratic
goal.

This way of looking at democracy considers its primary aim not to be the
production of harmonious or trusting community but rather to be the construction of a
public structure that allows for what Leigh A. Payne calls “contentious coexistence” (3).
In her work on perpetrator narratives from South Africa’s Truth and Reconciliation
Commission, what Payne finds is not that such narratives produce “reconciliation,
defined as resolution of past quarrels or friendly agreement between competing sides,”
but rather that they expose “ideological polarization, antidemocratic attitudes and
policies, and dialogic warfare” (2-3). Such conflict, she argues, can yet promote
democracy by “provoking political participation, contestation and competition” (3).%

Much of the work done on witnessing has imagined the democratic potential of
testimony as historiographical, focused on the civic effects of circulating narratives about

the past.”® Some, however, have theorized the social implications of testimony as

24 Asis perhaps apparent in this quote (and as Wierviorka, Schaffer and Smith argue), the emphasis on
individual narration locates the individual as the driving force of both society and history.

23 In her posing of contentious coexistence as a more suitable democratic aim, Payne’s work intersects with
Chantal Mouffe’s theorization of agonistic pluralism in On the Political.

26 Inherent to the question of witnessing is the question of temporality. Work in philosophy and legal

S tudies in particular have theorized the role of memory in the translation between witnessing, testimony,
and ultimately history. John Henry Wigmore’s theorization of the legal witness, for example, defines
<€videntiary procedure as moving in a trajectory from “observation,” to “recollection,” and, finally,

““communication or narration.” In Memorv, History, Forgetting, Paul Ricoeur describes testimony as the
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drawing attention to, and therefore helping to truncate, ongoing acts or structures of
political injustice. The circulation of testimony can therefore encourage the
transformation of such acts or structures, producing in their place more democratic ideals,
structures and relations. For E. Ann Kaplan, to witness is to perform an inherently
political act: “there is also a need to mobilize the consciousness of large communities,
such as the nation-state, in which people elect their leaders and vote for or against
policies that affect people’s daily lives. ‘Witnessing’ is the term I use for prompting an
ethical response that will perhaps transform the way someone views the world, or thinks
about justice” (123). This approach to testimony’s democratic potential can be seen most
obviously in work on Latin American testimonio, which — while first published in the
1960s and 70s — was widely circulated and studied in the American academy in the 1980s
and 90s. Such interest was grounded in the assumption that, for the privileged reader,
testimonio “‘suggests as an appropriate ethical and political response more the possibility
of solidarity than of charnty” (Beverly in Gugelberger 31). As indicated by Beverly’s

comment, the circulation of testimonios is often portrayed as an act of global citizenship.

binding between memory and history. Testimony, too, engages intimately with memory and its partner,
forgetting. As Hayner writes about her interview with a Rwandan government official who lost seventeen
members of his family during the genocide, memory and forgetting can exist together: “‘We must
remember what happened in order to keep it happening again,’ he said slowly. ‘But we must forget the
feelings, the emotions, that go with it.” . . . One must remember, but one must always sometimes very much
want to forget” (1). Others have theorized testimony’s role in drawing a line between the past and the
present. Allen Feldman, for example, writes that “[t]o enclave the human rights story at a primordial scene
of violence is already to preselect the restorative powers of legal, medical, media, and textual rationalities
as post-violent. There is normative and moralizing periodization built into the post-violence depiction of

violence” (164).
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Work on testimonio illuminates as well the way in which the ideal of global
citizenship butts up against or even contradicts the ideal of national citizenship. Margaret
Randall, for example, describes her work collecting women’s testimonios as violating the
demands of national citizenship: “When I returned to the United States in January of
1984, the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) denied my petition for
residency. They invoked the 1952 McCarran-Walter Act and initiated deportation
proceedings against me explicitly based on the critical nature of my writings” (66).
Testimonio in Randall’s opinion helps to circulate an image of human identity that
operates in direct opposition to national identity: “Through a systematic campaign of
dehumanizing the people in ‘alien’ nations, our government can keep us feeling those
people are other. It’s one of the ways they perpetuate racism and keep us apart. If we
hear those people’s real voices, there is always the risk that we will discover we are not
so different. We may not have to hate them after all” (66).”

What all this suggests, perhaps, is that the term *citizen-witness” is redundant.
Testimony has often been implicitly conceptualized as an act of citizenship, one which
produces a democratic community at times linked directly to the state. In this way of
thinking about citizenship, personal suffering is transformed after the fact into a civic act.
Good citizenship is salvaged from the wreckage of democracy.

In this dissertation, I want to distinguish between human rights witnessing by

survivors and voluntary or deliberate witnessing, in which the acts of observation and

2 In its intimate associations with present-day politics and its implicit call to activism, testimonio of all the
modes of witnessing is perhaps most closely aligned with civic journalism (and indeed Randall describes it

as a subgenre of journalism (61)).
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documentation are conceptualized from the beginning as an act of good citizenship. The
texts I will consider are narrated by people who deliberately enter scenes that disrupt
norms of human rights, justice, and democracy. In the interests of social justice and with
an eye to democratic ideals, these persons — most notably journalists, documentarians and
activists — choose to observe and document the social landscape. Their witnessing may
include the observation of violence or suffering, or it may involve the collection of
narratives by involuntary witnesses and survivors. Voluntary witnesses embrace the
associations of witnessing and testimony with democracy, community, and citizenship
and position themselves in the role of citizen-witness. To make the distinction between
deliberate and accidental witnessing, between a prefiguration of witnessing and
witnessing after-the-fact, I think, allows for a thoughtful discussion of positionality,
privilege, and effect in what are often conceptualized uncritically as democratic acts.

The citizen-witnesses I examine are socially, physically or behaviorally set off
from what or whom they are witnessing — both on the scene and in their narratives. They
may witness scenes in which they are othered by nationality; they may witness wars or
battles in which they wear no uniform; they may enter poverty-stricken areas armed with
expensive photographic equipment. Such “otherness” takes advantage of a common
assumption that distance creates clarity, the assumption that the outside observer is more
neutral than the insider, who is caught up in the drama of the event. Even in the midst of
the scene, the deliberate citizen-witness can maintain her or his sense of distance — and
therefore, authority — because of a sense of otherness from what she or he watches and

represents.
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Alternatively, the citizen-witness might modify his or her behavior and physical
appearance to enter spaces supposedly off-limits. While in a certain way these disguises
elide difference within the stories’ settings, by emphasizing the donning of the disguise
and habitually reminding readers of social difference, the narrators of such texts
reinscribe the distance between observer and observed.

The relation with the reader is paramount to such projects. Citizen-witnesses
attempt to produce a sympathetic community between reader and writer by encouraging
readerly identification with their own subject position, one characterized by a sense of
altruism, distance and mobility. And indeed, the citizen who chooses to witness is like
the reader. Like the reader who voluntarily engages with a text and can choose to
continue or cease reading and/or watching, such a figure chooses to approach a scene and
can choose to exit that scene. Such mobility issues from the trappings of social privilege
based in class, race, gender, or nation, privilege which is often cemented by the witness’s
membership in a political structure like a nation-state, professional institution,
international organization, and so on. By standing in for the absent reader, the citizen-
witness models the encounter with the public space. The witness performs the struggle to
perceive and narrate political truth.

These traits (distance and mobility) stage the ethical complexities of altruistic
politics and raise questions about the relation between vision, representation, citizenship
and state power. How do regimes of vision (objective or subjective) help to shape
political relations? What modes of representation allow for the most ethical
representation of others’ suffering? Difference hyperbolizes the ethical conundrum of

representation: how does the individual who is committed to democratic ideals relate to
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and represent the other? Similarly, deliberate witnesses have a heightened responsibility
to account for their political privilege. They must take into account their relation to the
institutional and political structures by which they are protected, especially if those
structures (such as the nation-state or international organizations like the U.N.) are
perpetuating or deliberately ignoring violence or injustice. In what ways are the
democratic projects of the citizen constrained or even disallowed by the state? Finally,
these narratives consider their own social role: is deliberate witnessing directed toward
the future as a means to produce a history, or is it directed toward the present as a means
to transform it? |

These questions could be examined through recourse to genres like poetry, the
novel, and the graphic novel.”® Because of the intimate relation between the genre and
the practice of citizen witnessing, however, I will explore the way they are manifested in

literary journalism.

8 Citizen-witnessing is a thematic from fiction to poetry. For example, the explosion of violence in
Richard Wright’s Native Son is directed against the Communist daughter of Bigger Thomas’s wealthy
employer, who — in a show of altruism — enlists Bigger to give her a tour of his neighborhood. I will in
Chapter One briefly address Stephen Crane’s short story “An Experiment in Misery,” which features the
psychic deterioration of a well-intentioned citizen-witness who goes from posing as a beggar to “wearing
the criminal expression that comes with certain convictions.” More recent fictional texts include Shooting
War and DMZ, two popular comic book series that each feature the exploits of a young man who falls into
journalism and ends up with unprecedented street-level access to a warzone. In poetics, we might look to

the work of Carolyn Forché, best known for her poem about her experience in El Salvador, “The Colonel.”
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Literary Journalism
Joumalism’s major function — to allow the people to observe, reflect on and
contribute to the activities of the polis (local, national, and global) - is intimately linked
to the democratic ideal of self-representation. At its best, as Stephen J. A. Ward writes:
Journalists provide the news and analysis by which a society
communicates with itself, allowing it some measure of self-government.
The public absorbs a daily barrage of news images that over time help to
define its sense of place in society and within a global community.
Fleeting news stories parade injustices, vanities, power struggles,
disasters, accomplishments, and peculiar interests. Citizens, following the
major issues in the press, become aware of their shared and competing
values. (9)
The alliance between journalism and democracy can also be read in relation to the
technological advancements that facilitated mass communication. In his expansive and
influential history of American journalism, for example, Frank Luther Mott describes the
establishment of a printing press in the American colonies of 1638 and argues that “The
printing press, wherever it appeared in the world at the time, was regarded by government
as a dangerous engine. It was very useful to men in power so long as they could control
it absolutely; but the fact that a press sells its product to large numbers of people makes it
essentially a popular institution, and as such it was a constant threat to government
control” (6).
Mott tracks the historical association between journalism and politics in the U.S.

After the establishment of the printing press, he writes, journalism quickly spread
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throughout the colonies. With the lead-up to the Revolutionary War, journalism
increasingly engaged with politics: “The publication of news from abroad continued to be
regarded generally as the chief business of a newspaper; but as the struggle against
England developed, American political affairs took on more and more importance” (71).
Many of the key political figures of the Revolutionary War (e.g., Thomas Paine, Samuel
and John Adams, and John Dickinson) transmitted their views via newspaper articles, and
papers were increasingly aligned with either the Patriots or the Tories (71, 79, 89).

As the eighteenth century transformed into the nineteenth, the political
associations of newspapers intensified. Mott argues that 1783-1801 sees “ardent partisan
political propaganda” in the conflict between Federalists and Republicans. He writes that
political persuasion soon became the primary function of newspapers: “Whereas nearly
all newspapers heretofore had been set up as auxiliaries to printing establishments and
had been looked upon merely as means which enterprising printers used to make a livihg,
now they were more and more often founded as spokesmen of political parties” (113-
114). At the same time, daily papers were established in the U.S. While these papers
were initially meant to serve the mercantile class, many of them soon adopted a political
aim (118). The first half of the nineteenth century brought a rapid expansion of
journalism — both on the production end and the consumption end. From 1800 to 1833,
“the total of papers published simultaneously in the United States increased from about
200 at its beginning to about 1,200 at its close” (Mott 167). By 1860, there were 3,000
papers (216).

The 1830s and 40s brought one of the most important developments in

journalism: the advent of the “penny papers.” In the 1830s “the subscriber to a
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mercantile paper paid $8 or 10 a year for it,” (216), a price hardly affordable to the
average worker. In 1833, the New York Sun appeared, at a price of one cent (222). The
Sun and other penny papers tended to focus on local news, sensational news, and human
interest news stories (243). Like the printing press, the penny papers democratized
communication. At a fraction of the cost of a standard daily paper, the penny papers
“enlarged America’s newspaper-reading public tremendously” (241). At the same time,
so as to appeal to more readers, penny papers were careful not to seem too partisan.
Soon after the institution of the penny papers came the addition of visuals to help
readers imagine the events of the polis. Illustrations accompanied articles in U.S.
magazines from the 1850s on (Becker in Wells, 292). By the 1890s, photographs took
the place of illustrations, primarily in the increasingly popular “yellow journalism.”
Yellow journalism as exemplified in Joseph Pulitzer and William Randolph Hearst’s
competing New York papers The World and The Journal incorporated “good news-
coverage peppered with sensationalism, stunts and crusades, editorials of high character,
[large] size, [elaborate] illustration and promotion” (Mott 439). Stunt journalism featured
what I will later call “undercover citizen-witnessing.” The standard stunt narrative
(according to Mott) was as follows: “a clever and adventurous writer assumes a disguise
or forges documents to gain admission to a hospital, jail, or asylum, and then makes the
narrative of his experiences an exposé of the administration of the institution” (442).
While stunt journalism also encompassed travel and adventure narratives, it primarily

manifested itself in the form of the social crusade, defined as “any campaign against an
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abuse or in promotion of a public benefit which is prosecuted by a newspaper with zeal
and enterprise” (573).%

This period corresponds as well with the solidification of journalism as a
profession.’® As Michael Schudson writes in Origins of the Ideal of Objectivity in the
Professions, by the 1890s reporters “constituted a self-conscious occupational group with
its own myths, traditions, and clubs or other meeting places” (24). This is also a moment
in which the reporter becomes a public figure and his or her persona takes on heightened

cultural significance. Schudson claims that the 1890s becomes the “Age of the

% The “crusade” of the late nineteenth century participates in a well-established tradition of social
investigation in mid-nineteenth century Britain and the U.S. This tradition included books like Charles
Dickens’s American Notes (1842) and Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor (1861). In
their concern with observing and documenting urban conditions, crusaders expressed too an alliance with
texts by and about flaneurs and with a mid-century genre Stuart Blumin calls “nonfictional urban
sensationalism,” which included scandalous condemnations of the immorality of the city. Such fictions of
the city include George C. Foster’s New York by Gaslight (1840), George Lippard’s The Quaker City |
(1845), Stephen Crane’s Maggie: Girl of the Streets (1893) and Edward Townsend’s 4 Daughter of the
Tenements (189S). Finally, popular works of fiction such as Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888)
and William Dean Howells’s Traveler From Alrruria (1894) employ similar narrative structures, featuring
a figure who travels across time or space to observe, and therefore gain knowledge of, another society.
Bellamy’s main character travels into the future to observe a harmonious socialist society, which he
compares to the poverty-stricken streets of Boston when he returns (briefly) to his own time. Howells’s
traveler, by noting the inequalities he sees in Victorian America, produces an uneasy kind of knowledge in
the middle class narrator and opens up the possibility for social action in the rural farmers who live in the

area.

30 Along with journalism, by the end of the nineteenth century, related practices like anthropology,

photography, filmmaking and tourism, had become institutionalized and/or professionalized.
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Reporter,” and that during the decade “reporters were for the first time actors in the
drama of the newspaper world” (162). The decade sees, for example, the worldwide
popularity of narratives like Nellie Bly’s “Around the World in 80 Days,” Henry
Stanley’s tracking-down of David Livingstone, and Richard Harding Davis’s heroic war
correspondence.®' In the face of increasing cultural notoriety, I'd like to argue, the
personal narratives of such figures came to contribute in important ways to the public
perception of civic duty.

I start the body of the dissertation in the 1890s, at a moment in which not only is
journalism professionalized, but the sensational narratives about the lives and adventures
of the journalist take on cultural significance as well. In Chapter One, I describe the
entrenchment of the citizen-witnessing genre in the 1890s and 1900s in relation to the
figure Michael Schudson calls the “informed citizen.” I examine in particular popular
turn-of-the-century crusade narratives by Jack London, Jacob Riis, and Nellie Bly.
Schudson claims that the 1890s’ ideal of good citizenship was that of the “informed,”
rational citizen: these popular journalists retain the emphasis on rational information, but

make the act of performing citizenship thrilling, dangerous, and heroic. Narratives like

3 Richard Harding Davis in particular was a pop-cultural hero. As Nathaniel Lande writes:
Delighted with this ‘American Kipling,’ the reading public during the 1890s and early
years of the twentieth century consumed his novels, stories, and reports of wars and
coronations. Perhaps they saw through Davis’s eyes a colorful young world full of
romance, adventure, success and wealth. . . . It was said that no war was a success
without the presence of this war correspondent who was handsome, debonair, and
splendidly equipped to chronicle it. His dispatches from Cuba immortalized a colonel of

the Rough Riders and helped to make a president of the United States. (138)
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People of the Abyss, How the Other Half Lives and Ten Days in a Mad-House establish a
series of rhetorically effective and enduring tropes to authorize and make appealing their
representations of the failure of the institutions of the so-called democratic state. Such
narratives imagine an ideal relation between characteristics associated with the individual
(subjectivity, the body, identity, and experience) and ethical representation, rhetorical
force, and political transformation. The rest of the dissertation examines how later texts
mobilize and transform the basic conventions established in these nineteenth-century
narratives and either reaffirm or critique their idealistic assumptions.

If London, Bly, and Riis were very much considered exemplary (if controversial)
figures in the journalism of their time, the works of John Howard Griffin, Grace Halsell,
James Agee, Michael Herr, William Vollmann, Joe Sacco, and Joan Didion take part in
what is increasingly considered a counter-tradition: literary journalism.*? Literary
journalism as a genre is distingufshable from mainstream journalism by its emphasis on
subjectivity as a mode of accessing or producing social truth. Subjectivity can be
manifested in both narration and narrative: in other words, both in how the story is told
and in what happens in the story. The narration of literary journalism often emphasizes
journalistic commentary: the writer feels free to express his or her opinion about the
story. Subjectivity can also be seen in the use of literary devices such as imagery,

metaphor, and characterization.*

2 Literary journalism has also been named, at various points, “narrative journalism,” “new journalism,” or
“parajournalism” (Sims 4 and Boynton). The genre could also be referred to as “subjective journalism.”
» Tom Wolfe, for example, describes the emergence in the 1960s of “journalism that would . . . read like a

novel.” He lists the four qualities or “devices™ characterizing such work as “scene-by-scene construction,”
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Subjectivity can also be manifested through an emphasis on the perceptions and
reactions of the embodied journalist. Unlike most other forms of journalism, literary
journalism often emphasizes the figure of the witness. The writer’s experiences come to
take on a fundamental significance: for example, to expose a social scene heretofore
“invisible” to the reader, to reflect on the complexities of such a situation, to attest to the
situation’s truth or meaning, or to produce narrative suspense or drama. The texts I
categorize as examples of citizen-witnessing, for example, emphasize in their very
premise the importance of the writer. ** They have been defined by William Dow as
“insistence immersion” journalism and by William Stott as a subgenre of documentation
he calls “vicarious persuasion.” Both Dow and Scott emphasize the rhetorical function of
such works, exploring the position of the journalist within them and the imagined effects
of narratives on their ideal readers. In insistence immersion, according to Dow, “the
writer/protagonist/narrator immerses himself or herself in or is unwillingly immersed by
a prescribed environment that he or she wishes to change” (152). In vicarious persuasion,
“the writer partook of the events he reported and bared his feelings and attitudes to

influence the reader’s own” (Stott 179). Such projects hold ethical and political import:

the recording of dialogue in full, third-person point of view, and the recording of “symbolic details” (31-
32).

M Even in texts where the author’s presence is seemingly erased, that very erasure can be seen as ethically
significant, reflecting what Norm Sims refers to as the literary journalist’s “sense of responsibility toward
their subjects and a search for the underlying meaning in the act of writing” (8). For example, John
Hersey’s Hiroshima is famous in part because he removes himself from the story. His narrative recounts
the story of Japanese survivors, becoming a potent if literally unspoken counterpoint to the violent erasure

enacted by the U.S. government’s dropping of the atom bomb.
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as Dow points out, “the immersed subject usually charges the middle class with an ethical
mission to alleviate social suffering” (152).

Like other modes of witnessing, literary journalism uses subjectivity to buttress
the truth claim. The genre marshals literary techniques, for example, not to produce a
sense of fictionality but to increase a sense of what Tom Wolfe’s influential 77e New
Journalism (1973) calls its “realism.” Wolfe argues that realism is central to literary
journalism, and - in a somewhat strange mechanical metaphor — claims that the genre
cannot do without it: “The introduction of detailed realism into English literature in the
eighteenth century was like the introduction of electricity into machine technology. It
raised the state of the art to an entirely new magnitude. And for anyone, in fiction or
nonfiction, to try to improve literary technique by abandoning social realism would be
like an engineer trying to improve upon machine technology by abandoning electricity”
(Preface). As Stott writes about vicarious persuasion, “this reporting technique
responded to the appetite of the people of the time for lived, first-hand experience, and to
their particular trust in the truth- the nonfalsifiability — of such experience” (179).

Positioned as a figure with unique access to social and political truth, the literary
journalist often becomes imagined as a heroic figure. Wolfe’s own work — and much
criticism after him — supports the implicit continuation of the 1890s’ “Age of the
Reporter” in literary journalism. His description of his decision to become a reporter
draws explicitly on such a heroic mythos that had by mid-century become familiar
narrative: “Chicago, 1928, that was the general idea . . . Drunken reporters out on the
ledge of the News peeing into the Chicago River at dawn [. . . ] Nights down at the

detective bureau — it was always nighttime in my daydreams of the newspaper life.



Reporters didn’t work during the day. I wanted the whole movie, nothing left out” (3).
If Wolfe doesn’t find the drama and excitement he’s looking for in conventional

¢,

journalism, he resolves to produce it, claiming that “new journalism” “would wreak such
evil havoc in the literary world . . . causing a panic, dethroning the novel as the number
one literary genre, starting the first new direction in American literature in half a century”
(3). Marc Weingarten’s 2006 book The Gang That Wouldn't Write Straight replicates
such a mythos, claiming that the New Journalists were part of the “greatest literary
movement since the American fiction renaissance of the 1920s” (7). Weingarten writes:
“The stakes were high; deep fissures were rending the social fabric, the world was out of
order. So they became our master explainers, our town criers, even our moral
conscience” (6-7). The importance of the author produced by Wolfe and Weingarten
mirrors what Alan Spiegel has described as personality cults developed around popular
writers like Hunter S. Thompson and James Agee.

Perhaps because of the perceived disjunction between the literary and the real, the
genre of literary journalism has been historically undervalued in both journalism and
literary studies. In the early twentieth century, as journalism became increasingly
professionalized, journalism schools were instituted, and “objectivity” was paraded as the

norm, the emphasis on the personal, subjective narratives of journalists was less

frequently considered to be a normative mode of representation within the profession.*

3 Stephen Ward, David Mindich and Michael Schudson have explored in various ways the rise and
cementation of the ideal of objectivity within mainstream journalism (a development that ensured the
marginalization of literary journalism.) Noting that definitions shift throughout time, Ward offers six
characteristics of journalistic objectivity: factuality, faimess, non-bias, independence, non-interpretation,

and neutrality/detachment. He tracks a philosophical interest in objectivity from ancient Greece through to
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the nineteenth century when, he writes, “‘Objectivity’ in this era emerges with a modem scientific
meaning. . . . . To be objective was to accept the coercion of facts” (77). Ward argues that the roots of
journalism’s twentieth-century embrace of objectivity can be located at least in part in the nineteenth-
century penny papers: “The doctrine of objectivity emerged from two notions of newspaper function:
educator of public opinion and informer of the masses. These ideas in turn emerged from two forms of
liberal paper in the nineteenth century — the elitist, middle-class, liberal newspaper of England and the
egalitarian, popular press first developed in the U.S. in the 1830s” (174). Ward claims that the penny
papers developed ideals of “factuality, non-partisanship, and independence — and launched a movement
towards professionalism with associations, codes of ethics, and training programs” (175). Mindich’s work
on the penny papers supports such an argﬁment; he tracks the medical and journalistic responses to New
York City’s cholera epidemics of 1832, 1849, and 1866 to link the penny papers’ emphasis on facts (naive
empiricism) to the increasing scientificity of the mid-nineteenth century.

If an emphasis on factuality and non-bias can be seen in nineteenth-century papers, journalism as a
profession did not fully embrace the concept until the 1920s. As Ward writes, “The formal recognition of
objectivity as a fundamental principle goes back to the formulation of two major statements about ethics —
the 1923 code of the American Society of News Editors (ASNE) and the 1926 code of Sigma Delta Chi,
forerunner of the Society of Professional Journalists” (214). Ward argues that objectivity in the twentieth
century differed from nineteenth-century objectivity because it was “stricter, more methodical, and more
professional”; he notes, for example, that “The editors who enforced objectivity after 1900 banned all
comment or interpretation, raising questions about almost any adjective or adverb in a report” (216, 217).
Ward links objectivity to the market economy, which valued “money, success, expertise, technology and
useful knowledge,” and indeed, the same period that saw the rise of objectivity saw the rise of “the low-
cost, centrally managed chain, run on the principles of market segmentation and vertical integration” (221).

Schudson makes a different distinction between the naive empiricism of nineteenth century
journalism and the objectivity of the twentieth. Defining objectivity as “an ideology of the distrust of the
self” and noting that the term “objectivity” didn’t appear in journalism until approximately 1931 (OIOP
167), Schudson argues that a belief in and subsequent anxiety over the effect of subjective personal

perspective on representation accompanies the twentieth, not the nineteenth, century. In the Progressive
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In Origins of the Ideal of Objectivity in the Professions Schudson locates the
impetus for the turn away from subjectivity in both cultural and political transformation.
Whereas in the late nineteenth century “Reporters . . . saw themselves, in part, as
scientists uncovering the economic and political facts of industrial life more boldly, more
clearly, and more ‘realistically’ than anyone had done before” (167), by the 1920s and
30s “[p]eople came to see even the finding of facts as interested, even memory and
dreams as selective, even rationality itself a front for interest or will or prejudice” (230).
The increasing emphasis on individual psychologies by Freud and others paired with
work in the sciences that increasingly emphasized randomness and instability instead of
order and simplicity. Such developments had promoted the public view that the
individual might not have complete control over witnessing or representation. Awareness
of the use of the media to shape public opinion further cemented a distrust of
conventional journalism’s modes of representation. Finally, Schudson argues, with the
rise of European dictatorships and the seeming inability of the U.S. government to deal

with the effects of the Depression, people believed less and less in the possibility of

Era news (as becomes clear in my readings of London, Bly and Riis), the personal and the factual could co-
exist: “The nineteenth-century worry was exclusively about intentional shadings of the truth for partisan
ends. The concern was about the danger of partisan views” (Schudson 4). This changed in the twentieth
century, with the cementation of new models of human perception, memory and language: “The twentieth
century added the danger of partial views, the inevitable selectivity of facts, the inevitable exercise of
judgment in interpreting the real world” (4). As Schudson argues, “The nineteenth century worried about
journalists’ intentions and what they wanted to do. In the twentieth century, there is an additional concern

about journalists’ attentions and what they are able to see and do” (4).
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citizen intervention in the production of democracy. Ultimately, he writes, the source of
objectivity “lies deeper, in a need to cover over not authority or privilege but the
disappointment in the modern gaze” (295). In the face of an increasing public distrust of
Journalistic texts, the process by which they were produced, and the aim and contexts of
such texts the mainstream fronts of the profession spurred a concerted effort to
institutionalize objectivity. Thus, while subjective experience initially confirmed the
authority of the heroic journalist, as the twentieth century progressed the public was
asked to see the subjective as devaluing journalism’s truth claim.

The cult interest in literary journalism starting at mid-century, academic interest
from the 1970s on,”® and recent public embrace of magazine and internet journalism
indicate various challenges to such a perception. If much of the twentieth century has
seen the devaluing of the genre, I would argue that the recently increased critical and
public interest in subjective literary journalism can be placed within the context of the
rising interest in witnessing and testimony I described earlier in this introduction.

Much of the work in literary journalism studies from the 1970s to the 1990s
focused on defining the genre, championing it and defending it from its detractors, and
exploring the intersection of (fictional) style and (real) content. Such works embolden
me to take for granted that literary journalism “counts” as literature. In this dissertation, I

focus my energy on examining the yield — and particularly the political yield — of the

36 Recently scholars from journalism and literature backgrounds started an international association and a
journal specifically geared toward the study of the genre (the International Association of Literary
Journalism Studies, founded in 2006 and Literary Journalism Studies, founded in 2009). If courses on the
practice of literary journalism may be found on occasion in journalism departments, however, English

departments rarely offer reading courses.
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genre’s particular conjunction of the literary and the real.’” If Schudson sees objectivity
as a way mainstream journalism imagined it might counter such disappointment and
thereby secure an elusive social or political truth, I would argue that the embrace of
subjectivity in altemnative modes of journalism can be read as an attempt to reinsert the
citizen in the production of that truth. In an era when state power, corporate dominance,
and technological transformations are increasingly rendering the individual obsolete,
literary journalism’s emphasis on subjectivity reasserts the power of the individual (both
citizen and not) to see and represent.

As Elfriede Fursich points out, journalism exemplifies the way ideas of reality are
produced. While journalism is a “textual system” that “is characterized by its intention to

29

‘count as true’” it is also a “cultural practice, led by a community of professionals who
use their cultural and interpretive authority to shape cultural memory (Zelizer, 1992) and

the production of knowledge in general” (59). Literary journalism’s pairing of

37 Work done on historiography, autobiography, anthropology, and photography in the past 25 years has
similarly examined questions of the relation between representation and “the real” — and indeed, the work
of writers like Clifford Geertz, James Clifford, Hayden White and Paul Ricoeur forms an implicit backdrop
to this project. This dissertation aligns itself as well with recent work by scholars of literary journalism
such as William Dow, Jan Whitt, Isabel Meuret, and Joshua Roiland, all of whom explore the relation
between social identities such as gender, class, and nation and literary journalism’s modes of
representation. Roiland’s work, which examines the ways literary journalists encounter the political
landscape, is very much aligned with my own. Dow, Whitt, and Meuret examine literary journalism in the
context of class, gender, and nation, respectively. Race has been woefully undertheorized in contemporary
literary journalism studies, but scholars less associated with the study of the genre such as Mary Louise
Pratt and David Spurr have, in their consideration of colonial-era travel narratives and journalism,

commented on the politics of race and nation in specific works of literary journalism.
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“documentation” and “literature,” I would like to argue, illuminates even more explicitly
the way political concepts are brought into being through imaginative narration.
“Democracy” takes on meaning only in narrative, and literary journalism is central to

producing that meaning.

Chapters and Reflections

I read literary journalism’s emphasis on the individual citizen’s subjective
reactions to the socio-political scene as an attempt to counter the decreased power of the
citizen that is perceived to accompany the growth of the state. The flourishing, naming,
and institutionalization of “New Journalism” in the 1960s, at a time when the U.S. was
committing itself to an increasingly violent struggle in Vietnam and reinstituting the
draft, speaks to this goal. Yet the roots of this civic anxiety are established well before
the 1960s. If in the beginning of the dissertation I explore the establishment of a genre'
that takes for granted the power of the good citizen, in later chapters I will explore more
deeply the specific ways literary journalists from the 1930s on reflect on the ethical and
political implications of the decreasing power of the citizen.

Chapter Two shows how the understanding of witnessing established in certain
late nineteenth century texts — namely regarding the relation between the damaged,
painful body and the democratic ideal — is adapted to and transformed within a new
historical context: the Civil Rights era. 1read John Howard Griffin’s Black Like Me and
Grace Halsell’s Soul Sister as mid-century manifestations of the “undercover witnessing”
of London and Bly. In their adoption and adaptation of the earlier tradition’s modes of

representation, and especially the sensationalistic centrality of the narrator’s body, the
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books enlist the tried-and-true rhetorical force of their precursors. I employ such a
reading to examine and critique the way narratives about suffering ask us to imagine the
relation between the liberal state and democratic practice. In particular, I suggest that
such a representation colludes with a Hobbesian vision that imagines the state’s role as to
erase bodily pain and suffering attendant to a state of nature. In this modality emerge two
racialized sets of citizens — those who suffer and those who speak. Thus, Black Like Me
and Soul Sister imagine the good citizenship of the heroic white savior as contributing to
and reforming a perfectible state.

Yet in their attempts to embody the suffering of the other — to take on the identity
of the other — Griffin and Halsell point to their own civic anxiety. In an age in which
cross-racial nonviolent direct action is at odds with Black Nationalism, these narratives
can be read as attempts to contain the public narrative about what it means to be African
American and to reestablish the civic centrality of the good white liberal. If Griffin and
Halsell are quite literally empathetic to the struggles of African Americans, the excessive
nature of their empathy suggests an unwillingness to relinquish the social power attendant
to sentimentalist race relations.

The third chapter explores how Walker Evans and James Agee’s Let Us Now
Praise Famous Men critiques such modes of observation and representation. Famous
Men forwards a politics of shame to critique conventional modes of citizen-witnessing as
manifested in New Deal era, state-sponsored works like Margaret Bourke-White and
Erskine Caldwell’s You Have Seen Their Faces. Agee’s dramatized representation of the
shame of the citizen-witness points out the way that mainstream journalism reinforces

class hierarchy by positioning white and African American workers as the objects of a
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voyeuristic gaze. Agee uses shame further as a way to try to theorize a democratic
politics based on the mutual spectatorship of vulnerability. In this alternative democracy,
the privileged witness positions himself/herself as the object of the gaze.

Yet as the chapter progresses, I show that, like similar professions of politicized
shame in contemporary white liberalism, Agee’s politics of shame simultaneously relies
on and erases class, gender, and racial distinctions. If shame creates community, I argue,
it does so on the basis of perceived similarity, a similarity that grounds itself on another
racialized, gendered, or classed other. Furthermore, as the novel’s paratexts and criticism
reveal, the performance of shame, by focusing the reader’s attention on the dramatic
affects of the citizen-witness’s body, repositions the witness as the (anti)heroic center of
the democratic polis. Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, therefore, inadvertently betrays
its idealistic democratic solution.

The last two chapters explore how postwar narratives try to grapple with or
circumvent the representational dangers demonstrated in the previous two chapters.
Here, citizenship and privilege are contextualized in relation to newly popular discourses
of human rights and democratization; anticolonial liberation movements; and the rise of
U.S. (and Soviet) dominance. While revolutionary nations drew on the language of the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) to challenge their colonial oppressors,
the U.S. and the Soviet Union grew into superpowers, eventually maintaining a hold on
military, economic and political power around the world. This era, therefore, has seen
the growth of the superstate paired with the development of an at-times incompatible

notion of “global citizenship.”
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The UDHR - drafted in 1948 — imagined a “human family” in which all members
had “inherent dignity” and “equal and inalienable rights.” Such rights were imagined as
“the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the world”; violations of these rights
“have resulted in barbarous acts which have outraged the conscience of mankind”
(UDHR, Preamble). Many writers ground a notion of global citizenship, which operates
outside or without regards to the bounds of the nation-state, in the “imagined community”
of this human family. If, as Gerard Delanty points out, the classical figure of the citizen
is founded on an implied noncitizen, and if the rights of citizenship are disproportionately
applied, global citizenship in its expansiveness is often considered an ideal democratic
solution to inequality.’® In Educating for Human Rights and Global Citizenship, for
example, editors Ali A. Abdi and Lynette Shultz write:

Global citizenship aims to expand inclusion and power and provides the
ethical and normative framework to make this a legiﬁmate and far-
reaching project whereby citizenship is a product of diversity tather than
an institutional tool serving particular groups. This global ethic should
affirm, for all of us, that citizenship is not just a mechanism to claim rights
that are based on membership in a particular polity, but that human rights

are based on membership beyond any state or national boundaries,

inherent to all individuals and groups in all places and times. (3-4)

38 Delanty notes that in ancient Greece “a citizen was an essentially political being, by which was meant
both a moral and a legal entity. Citizenship was an inherited privilege and clearly marked the boundary
between non-citizens and citizens, for the polis was based on a restricted principle of equality as well as on
a clearly defined territory. Thus from the very beginning the term entails exclusion since not everyone is in

possession of it” (11).
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The disjunction between massive state and corporate power and discourses of
universal human rights and global citizenship emerges as a potent backdrop in war
journalism in particular. Wars during the second half of the twentieth century draw out
the disjunction between abstract and embodied war. Michael Herr’s Dispatches and
William Vollmann’s An Afghanistan Picture Show, which engage with the Vietnam War
and the war in Afghanistan against the USSR, draw out the increasing alienation between
the superstate (that wages the war) and the citizen (who bears the bodily marks of war).
Joan Didion and Joe Sacco, in their work on El Salvador (Sa/vador) and Bosnia (Safe
Area Gorazde), track conflicts in which governments, either aided or ignored by the U.S.,
attack their own citizens, essentially stripping them of the rights to which they
purportedly may lay claim.

Herr concerns himself with U.S. marines, exploring the ethical conundrum
produced by the unequal status of the joui'nalist and the soldier. Vollmann, Sacco, and
Didion, however, draw on discourses of global citizenship in order to represent the other
outside the nation whose suffering is often implicitly supported by the U.S. state.
Vollmann lives with the Afghani mujahideen who are engaged in organized rebellion
against the invading Soviets; Sacco becomes friends with Bosnian Muslims who are the
targets of Serbian violence; and Didion attempts a representation of Salvadoran civilians
under the attack of their own government. These last three texts draw out a practical
incompatibility between global citizenship and national citizenship. Identification with
or representation of the suffering other, for example, often violates the aims and actions
of the U.S. state, which is exposed as violent and repressive. At other times, the global

citizen is saddled with responsibility for the failures of the nation.
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In the fourth chapter, I examine the ways Herr, Sacco, and Vollmann attempt to
decenter the citizen-witness by engaging with and indicating the limits of altruistic
hospitality. With decolonization and the rise of the superstate as an implicit backdrop to
the narratives, the ideal of human rights takes precedence over a violent national
citizenship, supported by the conventional television media. Such modes of
representation, they point out, dehumanize those who bear the brunt of state violence. As
a means of forwarding a more ethical alternative to such modes of civic representation,
these writers seek to create space within their works for the stories of the other. By
“address[ing] oneself to the other in the words of the other” (Derrida FL 245), these
Jjournalists engage in acts of discursive hospitality. I align such projects with Emmanuel
Levinas’s work on ethical substitution, in which the ethical self recognizes the inherent
violence existence enacts on the other, and substitutes the self for the other in an act of
radical hospitality.

Herr, Vollmann, and Sacco attempt to perform discursive hospitality, but at the
core of each project is the deliberate attempt to undermine altruism. The authors
variously critique altruism’s foundation in a heroic and masculinist notion of self, upend
the scene of hospitality; and indicate the limits of witnessing in a series of striking scenes
that point out their own refusals to embrace ethical substitution. Sacco posits his refusal
to be held responsible for the crimes of the American state (here, the erasure of
genocide). Vollmann'’s limit case is imagined as the choice between solidarity and death.
Herr performs the conundrum Vollmann imagines: in a scene where he is almost killed,
for example, he indicates that in war the ultimate ethical substitution is suicide. Such

scenes emphasize the bodily and moral weakness of the citizen-witness. In this, their
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works are aligned with Agee’s. Yet, by refusing to reincorporate their failures into a
heroic project of idyllic communality or democracy, these texts (ironically) succeed
where Agee’s does not. As I ultimately argue, these scenes craft a new mode of ethics
which points to the way political hierarchy within the U.S. and between states
undermines altruism.

Chapter Five examines the extension of this kind of ethical project by considering
Joan Didion’s Salvador, which describes her two-week visit to El Salvador during the
military dictatorship’s imprisonment and slaughter of dissidents and other civilians. In an
act of what I call “negative testimony,” Didion performs the way that massive and
pervasive state power — on the part of both the Salvadoran military government and the
U.S. government under Reagan — “empties out” the testimony of the voluntary citizen-
witness.” Salvador posits a general inability to draw legally productive meaning from
the witnessing of the dead body, suggesting that such an inability is produced by
linguistic and visual structures that limit indexicality and parade the empty symbol. The
book speaks to the emptying out of not only citizen-witnessing, but also of the
democratic ideal.

In response to this dystopia of signification, Salvador mobilizes the indexicality
of the signifier, using seemingly simple description to point to the collusion between the
so-called democratic state (the U.S.) and the military dictatorship (El Salvador). While
her project wavers at times, Didion carves out a new positionality. By speaking from an
impossible position, she produces (and models) a new one: that of the potential citizen

who pushes toward a democratic future not yet in place.

3 The term “emptying out” is drawn from Giorgio Agamben’s Means Without End.
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Together, these narratives theorize the civic possibilities of observation and
representation. The authors imagine that their embodied experiences can offer access to
the hidden truths of the modem state, and meditate on the role of the citizen within such a
context. If the authors variously accept or deny modern faiths in the state, vision, and
representation, they all place their trust in the text itself and imagine its circulation —
sometimes idealistically — as spurring the continuation of political critique and
production.

I end the dissertation by returning to the citizen-witnessing of the blogosphere
with which I began this introduction. If such a project revitalizes a way of thinking about
civic practice strikingly akin to late-nineteenth-century modes of thinking, it has not yet
accommodated the cautionary critique of state power found in later writers. Ultimately, I
will call for a ceaseless and self-reflexive critique that contextualizes not only witnessing
and representation, but circulation as well. I will suggest that we need to recognize and
address the ways “democratic” writing projects of all sorts may yet be informed and/or

constrained by the political, economic and military structures of the contemporary world.
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Chapter One
Civic Adventures: Witnessing and Good Citizenship at the Turn of the Century

In The Good Citizen: A History of American Civic Life, Michael Schudson claims
that “good citizenship” is imagined and manifested in varying ways depending on social,
political, and historical context. He delineates four modes of good citizenship in the
United States, ranging from the “rule by gentlemen” of the late eighteenth century, in
which the ability to inhabit the role of the good citizen was limited by social position, to
the current “age of rights” in which ideas of citizenship are shaped by notions of
“entitlement” or “victimization” (8). Good citizenship as practiced at the end of the 19"
century is manifested in the figure Schudson calls the “informed citizen,” a figure he
aligns with the Progressive Era’s attack on political parties and associates with notions of
privacy and rationality (9). “Progressive Era politics,” Schudson writes, “instructed
people in a citizenship of intelligence rather than passionate intensity” (182).°

I would like to trace the contours of a related figure, emerging at the same time:
the citizen-witness. If in common parlance the “citizen” of such a term is meant to
indicate a difference from a professional or official witness, here I use the term in a
different way. I allude in my use of the term to an active, not a passive, citizenship: in

other words, to “good” citizenship. The citizen-witness is good because, like Schudson’s

40 The ability to access information had been encouraged already by the steady increase in libraries,
discussion groups and newspaper circulation from the 1790s on. Such developments, Schudson writes,
meant that “[kjnowledge was being modernized — more secular than sacred, more timely than timeless, and
more related to regional, national, and international communities of print than to locale” (119). The
modernization project, as indicated by the proliferation of the penny papers in the 1830s, stretched across

class boundaries.
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“informed citizen,” he or she is committed to transforming (or reforming) the public
space to more closely fit a democratic ideal through the acquisition of “information.” In
order to produce such transformation, the writer (often a journalist or activist) observes
and documents the social sphere, especially urban scenes of poverty, corruption, and
violence. The writings of the citizen-witness are meant to influence directly the reform
of the flawed but perfectible state; their underpinning logic is that public awareness might
lead either directly or indirectly to institutional or communal social reform. By informing
other interested citizens of such challenges to democratic ideals, such a figure embodies,
and encourages the reader to become, a good citizen.*'

The most well-known early citizen-witnessing texts written by American authors
are Jacob Riis’s How the Other Half Lives (1890), Nellie Bly’s Ten Days in a Mad-House
(1887), and Jack London’s The People of the Abyss (1903). Riis exposes the conditions
of New York City’s tenements so as to urgé their reform. Bly and London “go
undercover” to expose the living conditions of, respectively, New York’s Blackwell
Island Insane Asylum and London’s East End. Working from these canonical narratives,
I will outline some of the major tropes of the genre, which are variously taken up,
negotiated, or undermined in later citizen-witnessing texts, namely: competing visions,
exploration/the tour, the democratic ideal, and the sensational body.

Schudson argues that the differing reformist platforms of the Mugwumps and the

Progressives “helped to create a new model citizenship that made it both more difficult

1 Mark Freeman and Gillian Nelson call such figures “social explorers.” I choose to use the term “citizen-
witness” instead because it taps into a variety of alternative discourses, discussions, and debates that I find

helpful and provocative (see Introduction).
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and less interesting to be a ‘good citizen’” in the voting booth (147). This may well be
true. The rhetorical appeal of citizen-witnessing narratives, however, counters such a
view. The practice of good citizenship in these texts is imagined as a thrilling, heroic and
worthwhile adventure in civic voyeurism. Such narratives imagine a harmonious and
politically idyllic relation between the individual, the ethical, the rhetorical, and the

political.

Competing Visions

Citizen-witnessing texts are both skeptical of and reliant upon the ability of
vision to uncover social truths. They posit a distinction between conventional vision,
which hides the truth, and the vision of the citizen-witness, which uncovers it. For
example, near the end of How the Other Half Lives, Jacob Riis notes: “To get at the
pregnant facts of tenement-house life one must look beneath the surface. Many an apple
has a fair skin and a rotten core” (197). What “looks” fair, he warns, is instead “rotten.”
Indeed, he writes, “the worst tenements in New York do not, as a rule, look bad” (197).
Jack London suggests similarly that mainstream vision either erases or avoids the
material conditions of the slums. People of the Abyss suggests that the spectatorial
practices of “well-fed, optimistic sightseers” are superficial and erase real social
problems: “The City of Dreadful Monotony the East End is often called, especially by
well-fed, optimistic sightseers, who look over the surface of things and are merely
shocked by the intolerable sameness and meanness of it all. If the East End is worthy of
no worse title than The City of Dreadful Monotony, and if working people are unworthy

of variety and beauty and surprise, it would not be such a bad place in which to live”



(211). The surface/depth distinction in such texts suggests that reality is not so easily
accessible to the “well-fed” middle-upper class “sightseer.” Social relations, it seems,
position the privileged spectator in the role of the tourist, incapable of anything other than
superficial, “optimistic” seeing.

Bly similarly suggests that privileged mainstream vision hides injustice, staging
the difference between vision from the outside and vision from the inside: “Iwasto. ..
find out and describe its inside workings, which are always, so effectually hidden by
white-capped nurses, as well as by bolts and bars, from the knowledge of the public”
(n.pag.). She posits that a new mode of vision-from-the-inside is important not only
because conventional vision disengages the spectator, but because it actively mis-sees. In
a passage that takes place soon after she masquerades as a “poor, unfortunate crazy girl”
in the attempt to enter the mad-house, Bly plays out this hypothesis. As she begins an
evening in a “Temporary Home for Females,” the assistant matron approaches her:

“What is wrong with you? Have you some sorrow or trouble?”

“No,” I said, almost stunned at the suggestion. “Why?”

“Oh, because,” she said, womanlike, “I can see it in your face. It tells the

story of a great trouble.”

“Yes, everything is so sad,” I said, in a haphazard way, which I had

intended to reflect my craziness.
If here, Bly mobilizes the misperception of the matron in order to get into the mad-house,
as the narrative continues she intimates not only that the structures of the social space
(not just the insane asylum, but the “Temporary Home for Women” and the justice

system) rely on fundamentally flawed practices of recognition, but that such practices
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deliberately conspire to promote the continuation of the system.*> After she is
incarcerated, Bly claims, “I made no attempt to keep up the assumed role of insanity. I
talked and acted just as I do in ordinary life. Yet strange to say, the more sanely I talked
and acted the crazier I was thought to be.”

London, Riis and Bly describe as mainstream a mode of vision known as
Cartesian perspectivalism. “Cartesian perspectivalism,” Karen Jacobs writes, “joins
Renaissance notions of perspective with Cartesian ideas of subjective rationality,” to
produce “the dominant scopic regime of the modern era” (10). A Cartesian model of
vision offers the illusion of objectivity, in which, as Jacobs argues, attention to the body
of the observer is decreased even as the body of the observed remains the object of the
gaze: the observer must see “reviled corporeality in the Other, whose embodiment at once
qualifies it as an object of knowledge and disqualifies it from epistemological possibility
and subjective complexity itself” (1 -2). The key technological manifestation of such a
logic is the camera obscura, which Jonathan Crary claims “decorporealizes” vision and
“confirms or promotes the illusion of the observer as “a free sovereign individual and a
privatized subject confined in a quasi-domestic space, cut off from a public exterior
world” (39). The separation between the observer and the observed, where the observed
becomes an objectified body and the observer becomes disembodied, critics argue,
becomes a dominant conception about the way vision works in the modern era. Mary

Louise Pratt and David Spurr, for example, have drawn on Michel Foucault’s work on

42 Visual misperception is matched by a flaw in institutional hearing. When Bly responds to a police
officer with a “a little accent,” the officer claims: *““That girl is from the west . . .She has a western
accent.”” Bly claims that “Some one else who had been listening to the brief dialogue here asserted that he

had lived south and that my accent was southern, while another officer was positive it was eastern.”
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surveillance to define vision as a means by which colonial spectators reassured
themselves of their “mastery” over the people and places they observed. Colonial vision,
according to Spurr, produced an Orientalist fantasy grounded in vision that did not
acknowledge the returning gazes of those seen. Tum-of-the-century citizen-witnesses
similarly suggest that the dominance of such a mode of vision — if it allows access to the
sight of the “public exterior world” — produces a misrecognition of the world that has
dangerous socio-political consequences. These writers seem to align themselves with
critiques of Cartesian perspectivalism in literature,* modes of representation, spectatorial

practices,* and modemn visual technologies.*’

43 Jamaica Kincaid and Toni Morrison have featured in their fiction and non-fiction a psychological
splitting encouraged by the violent objectifying gaze of racist structures and persons (otherwise theorized
by W.E.B. Du Bois and Frantz Fanon). Karen Jacobs locates a challenge in modernist writing: such
writings “denaturalize” Cartesian spectatorship and emphasize subjectivity, indicating “diminished faith”
in “the capacity of vision to deliver reliable knowledge, as they critique the forms of violence that vision
inevitably seems to entail” (3).

“In anthropology, participant observation, “in which a researcher takes part in the daily activities, rituals,
interactions, and events of a group of people as one of the means of learning the explicit and tacit aspects of
their life routines and their culture” (DeWalt and DeWalt 1) participates as well in an attack on objective,
distanced vision. More recent writers have reclaimed visual power for social groups that have traditionally
been relegated to the object position. bell hooks in Black Looks, for example, argues that the gaze be
harnessed by the colonized: “The ‘gaze’ has been and is a site of resistance for colonized black people
globally. Subordinates in relations of power learn experientially that there is a critical gaze, one that
‘looks’ to document, one that is oppositional. In resistance struggle, the power of the dominated to assert
agency by claiming and cultivating ‘awareness’ politicizes ‘looking’ relations — one leams to look a certain

way in order to resist” (116). This approach intersects as well with recent theories and practices of
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Despite their critiques of conventional social vision, none of the above books
suggests abandoning vision itself; rather, they forward a different and more reliable kind
of observation, one that might be described as civic witnessing. London describes his
seeing in spatial terms which suggest going undemneath the surface of things: “I went
down into the under-world of London with an attitude of mind which I may best liken to
that of the explorer. I was open to be convinced by the evidence of my eyes, rather than
by the teachings of those who had not seen, or by the words of those who had seen and
gone before” (vii). Similarly, while Riis cautions in certain parts of the book against
assuming that appearance represents reality, in others, he suggests a direct link between
the two. Indeed, in his reflections on his explorations of the “lower half,” Riis writes: “I
have aimed to tell the truth as I saw it” (218). Bly as well marks her exploration of the
asylum’s “inside workings” in which she “experienced much, and saw and heard more of
the treatment accorded to this helpless class of our population.” Bly, Riis, and London
suggest that this different kind of seeing — the kind that “looks below the surface,”
examines the “lower half,” or goes inside — provides an authoritative knowledge lacking
in mainstream visions of the social sphere.

Bly, London and Riis attach special significance to their sensing, perceiving
bodies. Bly not only sees, but “hear{s]” and “experience[s]” the madhouse. London,
similarly, is “convinced by the evidence of [his] eyes.” Riis emphasizes that the truth is

as he “saw it.” Such statements locate the body of the citizen-witness as the center of

“sousveillance,” or “looking from below,” in performance studies and social activism (see Mann, Nolan
and Wellman).
3 Crary, for example, has located a challenge to Cartesian vision in the stereoscope, which he argues

refigures observation in a way that confounds subject and object, internal and external.
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spectatorial and experiential authenticity, and necessitate the citizen-witnessing narrative
as the key means for imagining the democratic sphere. Such a practice engages the
empathetic bodily response of the reader, asking him or her to allow the citizen-witness
to stand in the reader’s place: seeing, hearing, and experiencing for the reader.

Lest the observational practices of the citizen-witness fall prey to the same kind of
blindness with which such texts charge conventional vision, these narratives buttress their
claims with visual images, namely the illustration, the engraving and the photograph.*®
The evidentiary usage of visual technologies like the photograph was, as John Tagg
points out, “bound up with the emergence of new institutions and new practices of
observation and record-keeping” in fields such as criminology, anthropology, sociology,
psychiatry and public health (BR 5). Interestingly, then, Bly’s Ten Days in a Mad-House
critiques the insane asylum while abiding by its logic. Both the New York World's
original publication (1887) and the Ian L. Munro book publication (n.d.) of Ten Days
expose the utility of visual images in buttressing the testimony of the citizen-witness.
Accompanying illustrations depict, in the first part of the text, Bly herself writing at her
desk, “practic[ing] insanity at home,” sharing a meal at the Temporary Home for Women
and encountering the legal and psychiatric establishments. These illustrations help the
reader imagine Bly’s transition and place her in specific locations and in contact with
specific people. Once she arrives at the asylum, the nature of the illustrations changes,

picturing the exteriors and interiors of the asylum. Such illustrations are alternatively

%€ Such texts’ reliance on photography ends up reinscribing Cartesian perspectivalism, suggesting that their
critique is relegated only to the particular vantage of the perspective, not the notion of distance or

objectivity.
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specific and general; they visualize the details of particular physical spaces, like Bly’s
bedroom and the reception-room, and give a representative sense of common situations,
like “quiet inmates out for a walk.” The women in the photograph titled “quiet inmates
out for a walk” lack any distinguishing facial features or differences in dress. In such a
way, they are static represe:;tations that, by linking her narrative to ongoing, physical
structures and practices, give the sense that the situation Bly describes is reliable and
unchanging. This type of illustration strengthens the narrative’s appeal to truth and
longevity.

If How the Other Half Lives (like Bly’s Ten Days) buttresses Riis’s narration with
drawings, it also draws upon the most conventionally iconic and indexical visual art:
photography. Riis’s photographic gaze explores both the interiors of the tenements and
“bird’s eye views” of the different neighborhoods in order to comment on the nature of
the people who live within them. On the first page of the first chapter, Riis begins to
describe the “rotten” inside at the core of the tenements, the rooms. He quotes at length
from a legislative report: “/arge rooms were partitioned into several smaller ones,
without regard to light or ventilation, the rate of rent being lower in proportion to space
or height from the street; and they soon became filled from cellar to garret with a class of
tenantry living from hand to mouth” (9, original italics). He claims that “It was thus the
dark bedroom, prolific of untold depravities, came into the world” (10). Here sexual
deviancy (or rottenness) is produced by a crowded indoor space.

An included photograph, “Lodgers in a Crowded Bayard Street Tenement — ‘Five

batd

Cents a Spot,”” only increases this sense of crowding and deviance. At least six men are

piled into the bedroom in various poses and states of undress. The photograph itself

66



&



suggests a sense of crowding. It is as if the frame parallels the space; it literally cannot
contain the men. One man’s body is sliced in half by one edge of the photograph, while
blankets, a stove, shelves of pots and pans, sacks, and clothing clutter the other edges.
Most of the pictures included in the book depict similarly cramped or busy scenes, often
truncating human bodies. The photograph suggests that these conditions produce an
unhealthy voyeuristic intimacy. Many of the men are sleeping, while the camera captures
the spread legs of a man on the top bunk. In Riis’s moralistic terms, tenements “touch
the family life with deadly moral contagion” (6); this photograph both suggests and
participates in an extra-familial intimacy. Photography thus confirms Riis’s narration.
London’s People of the Abyss represents the most explicit doubling of
signification, by featuring photographs with captions taken directly from his written text.
In Chapter Six, for example, London writes: “The shadow of Christ's Church falls across
Spitalfields Garden, and in the shadow of Christ's Church, at three o'clock in the
afternoon, I saw a sight I never wish to see again” (61). He describes how a number of
homeless women and men, in “a welter of rags and filth, of all manner of loathsome skin
diseases, open sores, bruises, grossness, indecency, leering monstrosities, and bestial
faces,” were attempting to sleep on the benches, because they were prevented by law
from sleeping in such places at night (62). The passage is matched by a two page
photographic spread, seemingly documenting the exact scene London describes and
captioned with a direct quote from the written text: “In the shadow of Christ's Church, I
saw a sight I never wish to see again” (60-61). The grotesque horror of “a sight I never
wish to see again” is transmitted from narrator to reader, who purportedly witnesses

directly the sight London otherwise narrates. The density of meaning produced by such
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an explicit match between photograph and narrative extends logically to the entire text.
London’s vision has been reaffirmed by the reader’s vision; the body of one confirms the
authentic narration of the other. The narrative of the citizen-witness is not just imbued
with an authority derived from the seeing body but is doubled, or made dense, by the
authenticity of a separately produced image. The indexical superiority of civic vision is
supported by visual technologies that seemingly exhibit a direct relation to social reality.
These narratives imagine the witnessing of democracy in conventional aesthetic
terms, drawing on the affective charge of well-established aesthetic categories to heighten
the reader’s investment in social transformation. As Alan Trachtenberg writes, during the
1890s “Social conflict was most visible in cities — the contrast between slums and the
ostentatious palaces of the very rich; new forms of recreation, night life, and pleasure
challenging older moral values; women more visible in workplace and the public realm. .
.. To outsiders like Riis, the slums seemed a chaos of alien tongues, strange costumes
and customs, foods, habits of child-rearing — a frightening caldron of poverty and
despair” (170). While works of civic witness tied the beautiful and the sublime to

delusional mainstream spectatorship, they emphasized the grotesque nature of the city.*’

7 Most theories of the “grotesque” are grounded on the same basic definition, based on the word’s
etymology. As both Wolfgang Kayser and Mikhail Bakhtin discuss, “grottesca™ were ornamental forms
found in Roman caves (cave = “grotta™), and were characterized by the visual intermixing of plant, animal
and human forms. They and others typically interpret the grotesque body as involving the liberal
combination of disparate elements (animals and humans, machines and animals, plants and humans, etc.),
exaggeration and excess. The two theorists, however, differ on whether they see in the grotesque primarily
“an extreme lightness and freedom of artistic fantasy, a gay, almost laughing, libertinage” (Bakhtin 32), or

“something ominous and sinister in the face of a world totally different from the familiar one” (Kayser 21).
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Before hé enters the East End, for example, London describes himself as being
overwhelmed by linking the streets to Kant’s most famous example of the sublime: the
public space is imagined as a “sea, lapping about me and threatening to well up and over
me” (10).* He must overcome his fear in order to enter the space and document the
physical grotesquerie (“loathsome skin diseases, open sores, bruises, grossness,
indecency, leering monstrosities, and bestial faces™) of Christ Church’s shadow. Riis’s
comment about the social sphere that “Many an apple has a fair skin and a rotten core”
(197) draws on the distinction between the beautiful and the grotesque. In these texts, the
beautiful and the sublime are imagined as an equivalent to visual false consciousness,
shielding access to the grotesque, which is aligned with social truth. The grotesque
visions of the citizen witness are designed to appeal to the reader’s embodied emotions
by rousing visceral affects of disgust or horror. In turn, physical revulsion is imagined to
lead to the commitment on the part of the reader to transform such conditions.

In People of the Abyss, the grotesquerie of the social space is intimately

intertwined with a Social Darwinist landscape, as London reads in the move from the

Bemard McEliroy supports Kayser’s approach, positing that the modern grotesque “is found in the fears,
guilts, fantasies, and aberrations of individual psychic life. The modem grotesque is internal, not infernal,
and its originator is recognized as neither god nor devil but man himself” (21). In the late-nineteenth-
century works of Riis and London, the grotesque becomes a cautionary aesthetic of a dystopic social space,
one meant to excite horror and fear in readers.

8 In 4 Critique of Judgment, Kant describes the sublime as being “found in a formless object, so far as in it
or by occasion of it boundlessness 1s represented, and yet its totality is also present to thought” (82, original

emphasis). As one of his examples of the sublime, he offers up the poetic vision of the ocean (111-2).
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country to the city the literal and inevitable degeneration of the human body and mind.*
London consistently appeals to the concepts of survival of the fittest and degeneration. In
People of the Abyss, the material conditions of the East End damage the “naturally”
strong health of the human being:
the city life of London is so utterly unnatural that the average workman or
workwoman cannot stand it. Mind and body are sapped by the
undermining influences ceaselessly at work. Moral and physical stamina
are broken, and the good workman, fresh from the soil, becomes in the
first city generation a poor workman; and by the second city generation,
devoid of push and go and initiative, and actually unable physically to
perform the labor his father did, he is well on the way to the shambles at

the bottom of the Abyss. (45-46)

 In this emphasis, he was in step not only with the general zeitgeist in the U.S., but also with American
socialist thinking at the time. As Mark Pittenger has documented, unlike Marx and Engels, who
appreciated Darwin’s work but did not see it as directly applicable to the social sphere, American socialist
intellectuals in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries repeatedly took up both Darwin’s and
Spencer’s work to authorize and naturalize their politics. Pittenger shows how between 1870 and 1890,
American socialists “tended to embrace a Christian, teleological, broadly Spencerian view: if societies
were essentially organisms that became ever more interdependent, then the trend toward organization and
consolidation in American capitalism could be seen as a harbinger of socialism” (45 10). In the early
twentieth century, he writes, evolutionary thought was adapted, not abandoned: these later Marxists,
“promoted the scientific education of workers and strove to reframe current evolutionary thinking to fita
revolutionary and usually a materialist world-view” (4S 10). London, like many other socialists of the

time, proudly subscribed to evolutionary thinking.
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Here, the economic and political system produces and reproduces inequality; London
writes: “It is incontrovertible that the children grow up into rotten adults, without virility
or stamina, a weak-kneed, narrow-chested, listless breed, that crumples up and goes down
in the brute struggle for life with the invading hordes from the country” (47). In this
depiction of the nefarious effects of city life, London does not necessarily counter the
assumptions about the poor that uphold social segregation. By virtue of being poor, the
poor have been stripped of their strength. If they are produced by the system, the end
point lies not just in the prevention of the reproduction of the system but the prevention
of the reproduction of the population: “And day by day I became convinced that not only
is it unwise, but it is criminal for the people of the Abyss to marry. They are the stones by
the builder rejected. There is no place for them in the social fabric, while all the forces of
society drive them downward till they perish. At the bottom of the Abyss they are feeble,
besotted, and imbecile. If they reproduce, the life is so cheap that perforce it perishes of
itself” (40). The poor in this formulation are hopelessly degenerate; they are not “the
fittest,” and cannot survive.

Such descriptions of the degenerate, physically inferior poor are paired with
images of animality and subhumanity, as evidenced in as passage in which London
describes himself as a “mark” in the urban jungle:

At times, between keepers, these males looked at me sharply, hungrily,
gutter-wolves that they were, and I was afraid of their hands, of their
naked hands, as one may be afraid of the paws of a gorilla. They reminded
me of gorillas. Their bodies were small, ill-shaped, and squat. There were

no swelling muscles, no abundant thews and wide-spreading shoulders.
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They exhibited, rather, an elemental economy of nature, such as the cave-
men must have exhibited. But there was strength in those meagre bodies,
the ferocious, primordial strength to clutch and gripe and tear and rend.
When they spring upon their human prey they are known even to bend the
victim backward and double its body till the back is broken. They possess
neither conscience nor sentiment, and they will kill for a half-sovereign,
without fear or favor, if they are given but half a chance. They are a new
species, a breed of city savages. The streets and houses, alleys and courts,
are their hunting grounds. As valley and mountain are to the natural
savage, street and building are valley and mountain to them. The slum is
their jungle, and they live and prey in the jungle. (284-285)
London focuses on the mothers of these urban beasts who “held carouse in every boozing
ken, slatternly, unkempt, bleary-eyed and tousled, leering and gibbering, overspilling
with foulness and corruption” (286). Like his contemporaries Riis and Crane for whom,
as Mark Seltzer writes, “the slums are embodied in the body of a monstrously productive
mother” (100), in People of the Abyss these mothers personify the gross sexuality and
animality of the streets.

This discourse, by positioning the poor as half beast, half “savage,” is quite
clearly aligned with colonial era travel narratives which also position the to-be-colonized
other as less than human and thus in need of colonial rule. Here London’s rhetoric
attempts to convince the reader of the justness of his argument on the basis of fear of
contamination. In this fantasy, the poor transform the surrounding space of civilization

(the “street and building”) into dangerous natural landscapes (“hunting grounds” and
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“valley and mountain), endangering the normative middle-class human. Not only do the
poor degenerate, but they in turn degenerate the social space. The Golden Rule loses its
force; rather, readers are meant to imagine themselves as “marks” in the urban jungle.
The poor become figures which, in their dangerous animality, form a counterpoint to the

good middle-class citizen.*’

%% 1f in London’s narrative the good citizen-witness is seen as immune to such environmental
contaminations, Stephen Crane’s fictionalized account of a young down-and-outer, “An Experiment in
Misery,” does not provide such immunity. Crane’s short story tracks the ominous changes that occur in the
young man’s psyche over the course of one short night spent as a homeless man. The original version of
the story begins by establishing the citizen-witnessing premise:
Two men stood regarding a tramp. ‘I wonder how he feels,’ said one, reflectively. ‘I
suppose he is homeless, friendless, and has, at the most, only a few cents in his pocket.
And if this is so, I wonder how he feels.” The other being the elder, spoke with an air of
authoritative wisdom. ‘You can tell nothing of it unless you are in that condition yourself.
It is idle to speculate about it from this distance.” ‘I suppose so,’ said the younger man,
and then he added as from an inspiration: ‘I think I'll try it. Rags and tatters, you know, a
couple of dimes, and hungry, too, if possible. Perhaps I could discover his point of view
or something near it.’
‘Well, you might,” said the other, and from those words begins this veracious narrative of
an experiment in misery. The youth went to the studio of an artist friend, who, from his
store, rigged him out in an aged suit and a brown derby hat that had been made long years
before. And then the youth went forth to try to eat as the tramp may eat, and sleep as the
wanderers sleep.
By the end of the narrative, the young man begins to identify with the poor, and “confessed himself an
outcast, and his eyes from under the lowered rim of his hat began to glance guiltily, wearing the criminal

expression that comes with certain convictions.” Pittenger argues that in the nineteenth century “For all
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Exploration

Citizen-witnesses at the turn of the century depict grotesque, dangerous and out-
of-control spaces, under the assumption that uncovering the injustices associated with
such spaces will encourage democratically minded readers to work towards changing
those conditions. They posit a distinction between an inadequate mainstream or elite
vision and their more reliable photographic vision, which sees beneath the surface of
things. Citizen-witness sought to draw in the reader by drawing on embodied affects like
disgust and horror. To make such an effect even more powerful, they utilized the trope of
the tour or the exploration to ask the reader to imagine her or himself in the place of or
alongside the witness.

In these texts, the citizen-witness often takes on the role of a tour guide or a
sympathetic undercover agent guiding the reader through an unfamiliar social landscape.
For example, as Luc Sante points out, Riis structures his narrative like a tour, employing
direct address: “Leaving the Elevated Railroad where it dives under the Brooklyn Bridge
at Franklin Square, scarce a dozen steps will take us where we wish to go. With its rush
and roar echoing yet in our ears, we have turned the corner from prosperity to poverty.
We stand upon the domain of the tenement” (26). Similarly, London and Bly structure

their narratives as adventures; in theirs, however, they must modify their bodies and

investigators, there was the possibility of coming to understand working-class life and psychology, but also
the more disturbing potential of being drawn fully into it — of ‘going native’ among a population ofien
thought of as primitive or as devolving toward savagery” (43). Indeed, in this short story, the citizen-
witness’s “criminal” expression suggests that his transformation is not to be celebrated, but rather to be

feared.
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actions in order to access off-limits spaces. Ten Days in a Mad-House and People of the
Abyss belong to a popular subgenre of citizen-witnessing: undercover witnessing.”' As I
will later discuss, they walk their readers step-by-step through the process of disguising
their bodies before describing their entre to specific social spaces.

Such spaces, these narratives suggest, require guidance: they are not easily
accessible to the middle-class white reader. For example, as Jean Marie Lutes explains
about “stunt reporters” like Bly: “Stunt reporters visited opium dens, joined workers who

rolled tobacco for cigarettes, went begging on the streets in rags, sought illegal abortions,

3 Bly’s popularity spawned a journalism of disguise by “girl stunt reporters” such as Nell Nelson,
Winifred Black, and Elizabeth Jordan (see Jean Marie Lutes and Karen Roggenkamp). London, by

adopting the dress and manner of an out-of-work seaman in order to explore working-class or underclass

” e ” el

life, fits into a genre called, variously, “down-and-outing,” “slumming,” “immersion journalism,” and
“class transvestism” (see the work of Mark Pittenger, Carolyn Betensky, Cecilia Tichi, and Eric Schocket.)
Schocket has suggested that such investigations flourished at the turn of the century in part because they
wouldn’t have been possible before: “Before the large-scale poverty, urban migration, and immigration of
the 1890s, journalists and writers would not have been able to ‘pass’ with such apparent ease, since many
of the unemployed and workers lived in ‘knowable communities’ where impersonation would have been
difficult” (116). In “A World of Difference,” Pittenger claims that cross-class passing narratives flourished
during the 1890s due in large part to “the longer-term processes of nineteenth-century industrialization: an
expanding discourse on class relations and poverty, and mounting anxieties about the stability of class
identity” (31). Pittenger points out, however, that some precursors can be found in the mid-1800s, such as
Richard Dana, who often disguised himself as a sailor in order “to explore such rough urban terrain as New
York City's notorious Five Points” (55, note 15). In the use of the socially motivated disguise, too,
undercover citizen-witnessing texts were not without precedent. The mid-nineteenth century also saw the

publication and circulation of both slave passing narratives and stories of women passing as men to fight in

the Civil War.
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and fainted on the street to gain admittance to public hospitals” (218). “Down-and-
outers” like London “lived and worked in disguise among clerks and waitresses, factory
laborers, itinerant workers, beggars, and tramps, in order to observe and to write about
them” (Pittenger “WD” 27). The observed spaces (asylums, opium dens, the illegal
abortionists’ offices, public hospitals, factories, and the streets) were locales that were
either physically or behaviorally off limits to the genteel reader. Some locations were
inherently associated with danger or illegality; for others (like the streets or the factories),
the citizen-witness in his or her narrative emphasized or produced a sense of danger. The
restricted nature of the spaces was meant to pique an at-times prurient interest in middle-
class readers about what kinds of things might happen within them.

The off-limits quality of the spaces was produced by and contributed to a social
invisibility and public disinterest which the journalists purportedly meant to counter by
making the spaces — and the experiences of those within them — hypervisible. Of the
three writers, London most playfully engages with this invisibility. In People of the
Abyss, the East End is defined by its lack of spatial distinctness; when London asks his
friends for information on the area, they reply: “‘But we know nothing of the East End. It
is over there, somewhere.” And they waved their hands vaguely in the direction where the
sun on rare occasions may be seen to rise” (2-3). His cab-driver similarly muddles about
when London asks him to drive to the East End: “‘To the East End, anywhere. Go on.’
The hansom pursued an aimless way for several minutes, then came to a puzzled stop.
The aperture above my head was uncovered, and the cabman peered down perplexedly at
me. ‘I say,” he said, ‘wot plyce yer wanter go?’” (5). The “vague” location of the East

End 1s coupled with a nebulous sense of inaccessibility to the privileged middle and
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upper classes. In another humorously staged and hyperbolically narrated scene, London
goes to Cook’s travel agency to book a tour, only to hit yet another brick wall:
But O Cook, O Thomas Cook & Son, pathfinders and trail-clearers, living
sign-posts to all the world and bestowers of first aid to bewildered
travellers--unhesitatingly and instantly, with ease and celenty, could you
send me to Darkest Africa or Innermost Thibet, but to the East End of
London, barely a stone’s throw distant from Ludgate Circus, you know not
the way! ‘You can’t do it, you know,’ said the human emporium of routes
and fares at Cook’s Cheapside branch. ‘It is so—-ahem--so unusual.’ (3)*
It is clear that London’s inability to secure directions to the East End is meant to reflect a
wider social discomfort with the very presence of the slums. For London’s middle-upper

class friends and their travel agents to acknowledge the spatial location of the slums

52 In their positing of off-limits spaces, these narratives draw on the conventions of another genre popular
in the nineteenth century: colonial adventure narratives. The image of unexplored territory (expressed most
famously in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness) is manifested in a wide network of colonial narratives
featuring the glorification and eroticization of the exploration of supposedly empty spaces. Indeed,
London’s trip to Cook’s, and his comparison between the East End and “Darkest Africa or Innermost
Thibet” align the slums with the most traditional destinations of colonial adventurers; London quite literally
models himself after the colonial explorer. Along with the off-limits space, another central trope of the
colonial adventure narrative is the disguise; one of the most famous of these texts was Richard Burton’s
Personal Narrative of a Pilgrimage to Al Madinah and Meccah (1855-56), in which he masqueraded as a

“wandering Darwaysh” in order to participate in a pilgrimage to Mecca, a space restricted to Muslims.
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would be to acknowledge their existence. Not only can the slums not be accessed; in an
inversion of Marx’s famous decree, they must not be represented.”

Bly’s, Riis’s, and London’s depictions of the conditions of such spaces ultimately
critique the failure of democratic practice. All describe spaces of injustice and inequality
developed within seeming democracies, places where people are ejected from the practice
of democracy. Such spaces feature an explicit lack or failure of representation in front of
social institutions such as the law and the medical establishment.

The off-limits spaces described by citizen-witnesses are often marked either
explicitly or implicitly by both class and race. For example, Riis’s descriptions of New
York’s tenements are categorized by race and nation, both of which are posited as
producing the physical charactenstics of the spaces. In his description of Chinatown, for
example, Riis notes that “Chinatown as a spectacle is disappointing. Next-door neighbor
to the Bend, it has little of its outdoor stir and life, none of its gaily-colored rags or
picturesque filth and poverty” (73). This dullness is paralleled by an earlier description
of the characteristics of this racialized “type”: “The Chinaman does not rise at all; here,
as at home, he simply remains stationary” (25). He adds to this description elaborate
representations of the parts of town where the Italians, the Bohemians, and the Jews live,
among others. These typological descriptions, of course, parallel common ethnographic
techniques of the time that derived behaviors and qualities from seemingly static racial

categories; they also suggest that the inside and the outside (personality and behavior,

53 London’s suggestion that Cook’s has no knowledge of the slums is clearly a rhetorical device; in fact, as
is currently the case in contemporary tourism, “slum tours™ were a popular middle-class diversion in the

late nineteenth century.
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persons and their environments, the tenements and the rest of the city) correspond to one
another.

Bly’s asylum and London’s East End are more subtly racialized. Pointing out the
vulnerability of immigrant women to being committed, Bly notes the way racial and
national differences are pathologized. As she is escorted through the streets with
policemen, she speculates that “my companions looked upon me with expressions of pity,
evidently believing I was a foreigner, an emigrant or something of the sort.” She
discusses how in the courtroom as well she is explicitly marked as “foreign™: “After we
were seated there Judge Duffy came in and asked me if my home was in Cuba. ‘Yes,’ I
replied, with a smile. ‘How did you know?’” She encourages this misconception by
“speaking with a little accent” and referring to herself as “Nellie Moreno.” The
assumption is, therefore, that the asylum is populated by women who, due to racial,
national and class marginalization, are more vulnerable to institutional commitment.
London focuses his attention on class distinctions rather than race. Nevertheless, the East
End was at that time home to an influx of immigrants and his mobilization of the rhetoric
of colonial adventure narratives reflects the racial underpinnings of his commentary.

All of the above citizen-witnesses consistently mark their narrative personae (if
not their characters) as outsiders to the spaces they represent in terms of class, race and,
at times, nation. They thus align themselves even more squarely with their ideal readers,
as comfortable inhabitants of middle-class society. While London was a member of the
working class for much of his life, for example, through comments like “the fair years
and fat, which had made my skin soft and brought the nerves close to the surface,” he

constructs a narrative persona marked as similar to his ideal middle-class reader (13).
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Riis also aligns himself not with his fellow immigrants, but rather with the policemen
who escort him around the tenements. While Bly’s character assumes the positionality of
an immigrant in order to point out the increased risk of incarceration immigrant women
faced, as a narrator she speaks from the position of middle-class respectability.>* Such
narratives, therefore, are not only about the space of the classed and raced other, but also

about the encounter between that other and the privileged citizen.

The Democratic Ideal

Citizen-witnessing texts as established in the late nineteenth century founded
themselves on a deep-rooted faith in the ability of witnessing and testimony to produce
social change. They reach toward a democratic future by pointing out disjunctions
between democracy as imagined and practiced. Such narratives tend to take for granted —

and pose as common sense — the democratic ideal. For example, London draws on a

>4 Near the beginning of her narrative, she informs the reader that “my acquaintance with the struggling
poor, except my own self, was only very superficial”; indeed, one of the illustrations accompanying her
exposé depicts Bly “practic[ing] insanity at home” by gazing into the mirror above a decorative vanity table
topped by a large bottle of perfume. Ostensibly, her narrative is written from the durable location of
“home.” Jean Marie Lutes argues that “it was the figure of Bly herself—her “modest, comely, well-
dressed” appearance— that attracted interest in her case” (Lutes 222). Lutes claims that Bly never allowed
her reader to forget that it was her white middle-class body at risk: “she protected her more privileged
readers from the dangers of overidentification with the less fortunate segments of the urban population by
carefully preserving the respectability of her physical self, by reiterating her ‘modesty’ and ‘comeliness,’
characteristics that marked her as part of a class whose members were not crazy, not poor, and not

ethnically different” (Lutes 222).






discourse of religiously grounded human equality to appeal to his readers’ sense of social
equality:
The application of the Golden Rule determines that East London is an
unfit place in which to live. Where you would not have your own babe
live, and develop, and gather to itself knowledge of life and the things of
life, 1s not a fit place for the babes of other men to live, and develop, and
gather to themselves knowledge of life and the things of life. It is a simple
thing, this Golden Rule, and all that is required. (213)
He aligns the Golden Rule here with simplicity and common sense, implying that “do
unto others” is a universal rule that all can and should subscribe to. Along with this
“simple” rule, he casually refers to the inhabitants of East London as “men,” equivalent
to the reader in all except environment. Similarly, in his description of the “upper half”
responding to the demands of the “lower” (“the upper half fell to inquiring what was the
matter” (5)), Riis implies that a concern for democratic conditions ought to come
somewhat naturally to the population.

This imagined interest in the conditions of the other person can be read as
appealing alternately to the common sense of altruism or self-interest. For example, Bly
claims that after she entered the insane asylum she acted as she would otherwise, and that
most of the women in the asylum were “just as sane as I was and am now myself.” By
showing how easily a sane woman could be committed and arguing for the equivalence
between herself and her compatriots, Bly attacks the idea that the asylum operates

democratically. In the face of the dangerous instability of ideals of justice, the middle-
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class readers of either text are asked to support a change in inequitable conditions and
institutions, because they could just as easily find themselves at the mercy of the system.

Taking for granted a public commitment to democratic ideals, many citizen-
witnesses use their narratives to stage a platform for a larger social program, primarily on
the left. As such, their books often include passages which call for (or recount the
implementation of) specific legal or practical changes. How the Other Half Lives, for
example, ends with a chapter entitled “How the Case Stands,” offering a proposal for
transforming the state of the tenements. Riis’s description of the causes of inequitable
conditions, and his solution to such, expose the capitalist underpinnings of his ideology
of good citizenship: in Riis’s imagined future, private enterprise — if infused with the
altruistic care of the good citizen and buttressed by the law — can transform the social
system. Riis’s ultimate attack is directed at the wealthy class: “The danger to society
comes not from the poverty of the tenements, but from the ill-spent wealth that reared
them; that it might earn a usurious interest from a class from which ‘nothing else was
expected’” (197). Riis sees social transformation as necessitating action by the informed,
rational, and altruistic private citizen.

The first arena in which the citizen can act is in support of legal reform: “the
law needs a much stronger and readier backing of a thoroughly enlightened public
sentiment to make it as effective as it might be made” (200). The second is in the
transformation by citizens of their own private actions. Riis calls on those associated
with tenant houses to help counter unjust conditions. “Miss Ellen Collins in her Water
Street houses” is Riis’s ultimate example of such a good citizen; he writes that “Her first

effort was to let in the light in the hallways, and with the darkness disappeared, as if by
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magic, the heaps of refuse that used to be piled up beside the sinks” (211). Like How the
Other Half Lives, such a promise grounds itself on the power of vision: with increased
visibility, garbage “as if by magic” (but implicitly by the tenants) disappears. Miss
Collins’s magic touch is accompanied implicitly by cooperation between two types of
citizens — the tenant and the landlord (211): *“To this end the rents were put as low as
consistent with the idea of a business investment that must return a reasonable interest to
be successful” (211-212). Riis’s dream is that of an altruistic capitalism, grounded on
mutual recognition that the sights of the tenements damage humans but at the same time
concerned with a profitable “return.”

Bly does not venture to meditate on the causes for the asylum’s injustices, but she
is openly committed to social change. She, like Riis, emphasizes the power of the law
and altruistic spending to enforce social change. In fact, in her story citizen-witnessing
becomes legal witnessing when she is called to testify in front of a grand jury. She claims
to have great faith in the legal establishment to secure justice: “I answered the summons
with pleasure, because I longed to help those of God's most unfortunate children whom I
had left prisoners behind me. If I could not bring them that boon of all boons, liberty, I
hoped at least to influence others to make life more bearable for them.” If in the narrative
her suggestions for social change are implied rather than stated, it is apparent that she
forwarded such suggestions to the jury and that the law proved reliable: “I hardly
expected the grand ju<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>