
192

*Hilda Chacón
28 de febrero de 2007 8:27 a.m.

Testimonial Narrative as a Form of Literary Journalism:
A Collage Proposal with Students from Nazareth College

Jenna Lewis

September 11, 2001. The date defines our era as it is part of our living history.
I was 16 years old at the time and I thought I knew a lot about the world. The sum-
mer after September 11th, however, proved otherwise. I traveled to Ecuador, which
has been perhaps the most profound life altering experience of my life. Being in-
troduced to an entirely different culture, I discovered that I was unacquainted
with the world at large as I had been merely living in my own sheltered corner of it.
In class this semester I had the opportunity to read Una herida por otra. Reading the
testimonials and discussing them in class challenged my previous thoughts on the
events of September 11th with my newly acquired worldviews. Testimonies provide
a look inside another person’s way of life; thoughts, feelings and histories. Deep
insights and convictions are expressed through testimonial literature. As a land of
immigrants, the United States is a country rich with ethnic diversity. Conversely,
instead of striving to understand one another, we are quick to judge solely based on
appearance and naïve assumptions. Future success demands that we be more under-
standing and embrace diversity. It is critical to think about how we will portray the
events of September 11th —our history— to future generations. We must com-
municate, which is what my class has learned to do through reading testimonials,
and work to understand one another. What we choose to do with our memory of
September 11th today will affect the way future generations perceive our history
and perhaps even affect the way they choose to influence their own living history.

Norwich, N.Y.

* * *

Gretchen Schlansker

The events of September 11th, 2006 opened up my world. Before that, I was the
typical egocentric teenager, ignorant of the world outside the U.S. However, after
the events of this day I started to really see the world. I also did some traveling a few



years later and was able to see from more of an “outsider” point of view just how
culturally and politically ignorant Americans can be, and I learned a lot about my
own country, including how others view it. Una herida por otra opened my eyes to how
much “my” world has expanded since then to actually encompass world events
instead of simply focusing on what is happening in my immediate vicinity. For
example, before September 11, and even directly after, I wouldn’t have thought about
the undocumented aliens working in the Twin Towers, what their fates were, and
if their loved ones will ever know what happened to them. But after reading the
testimonio of Javier Campos in which he discusses this, I realized that my reaction
was no longer “I never would have thought of that” but rather it had changed to
“why didn’t I think of that”! What happened that day started me on a journey of
learning more about the world as a whole and seeing things in a different manner,
a journey that I continue on to this day. The book, Una herida por otra, and the dis-
cussion that I had with my profesora and my classmates made me recognize this
journey and this change in my worldview.

Schenectady, N.Y.

* * *

Casey K. Powell

As a dual major in Spanish and German at Nazareth College of Rochester, I cur-
rently study literature, language, culture, and business. Until I read the testimonial
One Wound for Another/Una herida por otra,my wounds brought on by September 11th,
2001 had not yet been touched. It was shocking what an influence on my life it
was to realize my open wounds, especially in my treatment of the Latin American
literature that we have been examining. The emotional discovery made it possible
for me to better understand others whose lives have been invaded upon. This book
of testimonials gave me insight to how it feels and it helped me look objectively at
the memories and emotions I never want to forget.

While looking back through my notes in the margins of Gloria E. Anzaldúa’s
testimonial I remember quickly how I was captured by her peaceful yet powerful
voice that made it all possible for her to communicate to the reader. Anzaldúa
writes: “In addition to community-building we can transform our world by imag-
ining it differently, dreaming it passionately via all our senses, and willing it into
creation… Empowered, we’ll be motivated to organize, achieve justice, and begin
to heal the world.” (101) Her insightful comments made me sensitive to the reality
of war; what it has done, still does, and will always do. I appreciate a person who
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can speak with the intention of breaking down barriers without dominating one
perspective.

George Yúdice critiques the treatment of the attack on the United States cit-
izens leading up to the war in his statements: “This blatant lapse in the rule of law,”
“reviling not only terrorists and critics of the administration, but extending their
bile to those with whom they disagree and reprising the culture wars: ‘the pagans,
and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians…’,” “Right
wing organizations… listed the names of scholars and students whose criticisms of
the Bush administration have earned them the infamy of being anti-American.” (292)
This forces me to remember the rise of Adolph Hitler in the 1930s; its emergency
laws that diminished civil rights, securing his own rise to power, the false accusations
of other political parties and suppression of those who opposed the government.

This collection of testimonials not only made me feel my wounds, but also
helped me to apply them to the rest of my life; I will use what I have learned from
this experience and refuse to repeat it. After reading One Wound for Another/Una
herida por otra in October 2006, I wrote a poem, reflecting the idea of never repeat-
ing or forgetting.

Lloré... para que no me olvide
No quiero regresar

No quiero forget, me olvido...
El conocimiento

Ich möchte nicht vergessen
Gibt’s so viel zu vergessen, oder?

Yo sé que los tiempos de “healing” reach their points, sus límites
Necesito usarme; ponerme en marcha, usar mi potencial
Tengo miedo de forget, Scheisse, que me suelo olvidar

Cómo yo forget cómo decir una palabra; y la he dicho casi cien millones
de veces

Todo viene tan schnell, oder?
Tengo 22 años... Scheisse...

Y todo viene schneller
Entonces yo necesito, necesité, necesitaré dejar mis ojos abiertos y

mis heridas también



Tengo miedo de conformarme con mis sueños de horror;
y de no hablar con mis hijos sobre lo que pensaba de esto

Y quiero ayudarlos y levantarlos; lo quiero tantísimo
Llegar a la vejez y cry; ¡Oh, quiero haber llorado!

No quiero ignorar, como Ud. dice, señora, que lo ignoramos, sino...
Newark, N.Y.

* * *

Liz Nussbaum

Reading Una herida por otra opened my eyes to another perspective, which is not
usually presented. I realized so much of our information today is drawn from a
narrow perspective, leaving behind the experiences of so many. It is our responsi-
bility to navigate through all the information presented to us and decide for ourselves
what is true, what has been exaggerated, and what has been left out entirely. We
must seek out different perspectives in order for us to truly be a democratic nation.

Albany, N.Y.

* * *

Andrea Parsons

Dra. Chacón,
Attached to this mail is my personal statement regarding 9/11 for you to include in your [testi-
monio]. I want to thank you for allowing me to be a part of this project. I think that it is a won-
derful opportunity for individuals’ voices to be heard regarding this tragic event. I don’t believe that
enough people have been given the opportunity to speak their minds. For a country that was found-
ed on the belief of free speech, I feel that on account of our current administration, people are afraid
to be passionate when discussing various topics that have a personal meaning to them with other
individuals who may or may not share the same sentiment. Living in a democracy, we are entitled
to a say in our government and what transpires within our borders. In my opinion, people should be
activists, and not only stand behind, but also promote our first amendment.

Sincerely, Andrea
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Individuals from my parents’ generation (1950s) can still remember precisely
where they were and what they were doing when President John F. Kennedy and
Civil Rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. were assassinated. They can remem-
ber such details because no one could have imagined that an event of that magni-
tude, something so traumatic and life changing would ever occur in their lifetime.

The same thing has happened to me with the events that transpired on the
morning of September 11, 2001. I can still remember sitting in my American His-
tory class waiting for my teacher to arrive. When he entered the classroom, he did
not even say good morning. The only words that came out of his mouth were, “a
plane has just flown into one of the Twin Towers in New York City.” Minutes later,
we sat and watched on television as the second plane flew into the other tower and
immediately went up in flames.

I never believed that I would have to go through what my parents went through
in the sixties. Even though it has been five years since the attacks on the Twin Towers,
the emotions that I felt on that day continue to resurface. I cannot look at an Amer-
ican flag blowing in the wind or watch documentaries of the events on television
without feeling what I felt on that day. I felt a deep sadness and fear. These feelings
were not only for the victims, but also, for me, my family, and the rest of the country.

Buffalo, N.Y.

* * *

Vivian Richelsen

When we discussed the book One Wound for Another in class, the poetry, reactions, and
stories made me remember more than anything, the pain, sadness, and loss that
we suffered. They made me remember the questions that I had: Why? Because we
don’t believe in the same God? For control of natural resources? When will we learn
from history? When I see the insanity that exists in the world today, I believe that
we have indeed learned nothing from the past.

Today, I worry, and I am afraid, I am afraid for my three children that have
to live in this world of war, violence, and corruption. What kind of world are we
leaving behind for them? Will they be drafted for service in the armed forces? Can
we show them an alternate way of behaving that will help them create a world of
friendship, love, understanding, trust, and forgiveness? Yes, we can, and we need
to. It is a change that needs to begin with us. This is my goal.

A peaceful world. This is my hope.
Canandaigua, N.Y.



* * *
Daniel Cartwright

Ce fut au moment où les amérloques

ont voulu transformer leurs frites

en “freedom fries” que je me suis rendu compte

que je préférerais être Français.

Seeing how vastly the devastation caused by our country after 9/11 has surpassed
that of the event that provoked it, I sometimes resent having been born into every
majority group in the most powerful country in the world. I don’t want to be asso-
ciated with the people responsible for the war in Iraq. I hate my reluctance to divulge
my nationality in conversation with new acquaintances when traveling abroad.
But as I look around, I see how deeply I am rooted in the problem, as long as I am
contributing nothing to the solution. Compared to the number of us who com-
plain about the bombings in Afghanistan, the war in Iraq, the abuses of the Bush
government in general, how many of us actually do anything about it?

Ashville, N.Y.

* * *

Laura Ponziani

I am an exchange student from Italy studying abroad in Rochester, N.Y.
I’m going to New York for Thanksgiving break with another international

student from Ukraine. We have been invited by a Russian American student that
lives there. I love traveling with people from different nationalities, especially to go
to New York, a city of enchanting mix of people that characterize this place. It is
my second time there, the first time was in October 1998, before 9/11. At that
time I remember that it was so much easier to come to the United States, but now
even for international students there is an incredible “fill out” of forms with such
crazy questions!

Finally we arrive and, as the first time, New York City captures my attention
and everything is attractive. Our first stop is Ground Zero, a construction site, and
those Twin Towers come back to my memory. Now there is a strange atmosphere,
it is always full of people walking, running but everyone seems so quiet, there is no
noise. A disquieting sound of silence surrounds this zone. There is a surrealistic
situation, as if time stopped that day and now is just pretending to win back the
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normal routine… but still remains an open wound, bleeding among a thousand
lights of New York.

University of Pescara, Pescara, Italy

* * *

Hilda Chacón

The present narrative is structured as a sort of collage including the testimonials
of students presented in an experimental way to create a mosaic of voices; some-
how it seeks to open interstices in “master” or “grand” assumptions about testimo-
nio. This proposal attempts to interpret the impact of testimonial narratives from
a collective and fragmented perspective. It shares the experiences of some of my
Spanish seniors after reading the collection of testimonials in One Wound for Another/
Una herida por otra. Testimonios de Latin@s in the U.S. through Cyberspace (11 de septiembre de
2001-11 de marzo de 2002) (2005), edited by Claire Joysmith and Clara Lomas. Some
of the students included in this text are double majors in other languages a well
as Spanish and at times they have written phrases in different languages to better
express themselves. In addition to their voices, my writing explores the impact of
testimonial narratives in audiences such as my students, and examines the potential
of testimonio to create a certain sense of universal communion across languages and
cultures. I expose some connections between testimonial narrative and literary
journalism in an attempt to partially contribute to the discussion on why the tes-
timonial form continues to have such a meaningful impression on readers.

John Beverley coined the term of testimonio as a scholarly concept in the acad-
emy of the United States in 1982, right after the publication of I, Rigoberta Menchú,
the written version of the oral account by Rigoberta Menchú, Mayan leader from
Guatemala. Beverley’s attempts to define testimonio throughout time are sometimes
open and, occasionally, even contradictory. In his essay “The Margin at the Center:
On Testimonio,” he defines testimonio as “a novel or novella-length narrative in
book or pamphlet (that is, printed as opposed to acoustic) form, told in the first
person by a narrator who is also the real protagonist or witness of the events he or
she recounts, and whose unit of narration is usually a ‘life’ or a significant life expe-
rience.” He also adds that testimonio “may include, but is not subsumed under” the
categories of “autobiography, autobiographical novel, oral history, memoir, con-
fession, diary, interview, eyewitness report, life history, novela-testimonio, nonfiction
novel, or ‘factographic’ literature.” (31) The scholar alerts us that due to the nature
of testimonio as a “protean and demotic form,” any attempt to specify a generic defi-



nition of it, as he does in this essay, is “at best provisional, and at worst repressive”
(31) —I confess that I appreciate the tone of occasional self-criticism that Beverley
displays on his changing, equally fluctuating proposals through time on testimonio.
Nevertheless, he sticks to some basic characteristics that he perceives as conditions
sine qua non for a testimonial narrative to be identified as such. He states that testi-
monio has “political and ethical urgency” (xv); it has a voice that “also comes to us from
the place of an other… [who] is repressed or occluded” (2); it includes a demand
on solidarity “founded on the assumption of its truth” (2); it implies “an urgency to
communicate, a problem of repression, poverty, subalternity, imprisonment, struggle
for survival, implicated in the act of narration itself ” (32); it must have an “I” nar-
rator who “speaks for, or in the name of, a community or group” (33); it implies a
“powerful textual affirmation of the speaking subject” and it is a “democratic egal-
itarian form of narrative… made up of accounts by different participants in the
same event” (34); it “gives voice in literature to a previously ‘voiceless,’ anonymous,
collective popular-democratic subject, the pueblo.” (36) I am not sure that testimo-
nials articulated by scholars participating in this anthology meet all these condi-
tions that qualify our narratives as testimonio in the strictly Beverleian definition of
this genre throughout the years. However, I believe that our testimonials accomplish
some of these requirements because they convey a sense of urgency and solidarity
against an injustice, they are narrated in the first person, and they include the
voices of others —those of whose destiny the readers might have never learned
about were it not as a result of our testimonials. Also, as Latin@s in the United States
academy, even the most famous of our contributors may have experienced differ-
ent forms of marginalization. However, I do not think any of us can claim being
in the same position as Menchú when she rendered her oral testimonial to Burgos
at the beginning of the 1980’s. In fact, the writings included in One Wound for Another
were not written by marginal “testimonial narrators” (Beverley, 52) incapable of
“authoring” their own memories in a scholarly publishable manner; the old dis-
cussion of who has the authority to speak for whom was out of the question in this
case since the testimonianteswere all scholars who spoke on their own behalf and about
their own personal experience on the 9/11 events. Regardless, these testimonios were
absolutely moving to the students who read them.

In the midst of the ongoing debate on what is testimonio—assuming that it is po-
ssible to define this type of writing as a fixed genre— I want to assume Beverley’s
broader notion of testimonio as “an evolving, open-ended one, contingent, like the
form itself, on the vicissitudes of history.” (ix) In fact, I like his discernment of tes-
timonio as “a model for a new form of politics, which also means a new way of imag-
ining the identity of the nation,” (xvii) and of testimonio as “a relationship in which
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neither of the participants has to cancel its identity as such… a discursive space where
the possibilities of such alliance can be negotiated… without too much angst about
otherness or ‘othering’ ,” (47-48) and testimonio as a “transitional cultural form” ca-
pable of giving way to different forms of representation as societies move forward
to other stages “and the human collectivities that are their agents come into the
possession of new forms of power and knowledge” (61).

Beverley’s first statements on testimonio as “a narrative form linked closely to
national liberation movements and other social struggles inspired by Marxism” (x)
could not be farther away from the actual complexities of current times. We live
in the global era where the notions of national origin and identities have become
multilayered; we are witnessing diverse human groups reacting to the mainstream
forces of the global capital by producing innovative contestatory cultural artifacts
in cyberspace.1 Current testimonials, as the ones presented in One Wound for Another,
are far away from the context of national struggles or liberation movements “ins-
pired by Marxism,” and far away from the question of who speaks for whom; they
are also beyond the discussion on author and authority, theories of representation,
marginality and subalternity —all of these topics addressed by Beverley’s lead dis-
cussion in the United States.

OneWound for Another demonstrated to me that testimonial narratives can stillmove
audiences of readers beyond the issues already addressed by prominent scholars
in the U.S. academy. In the case of this collection of testimonials of very diverse
writing styles and approaches, we cannot claim the testimoniantes to be “marginal” to an
oppressive dictatorial societal structure or are seeking a national liberation strug-
gle, since all the participants are scholars and have rendered their testimonials by
their own free will without incurring in any personal endangerment. In these tes-
timonials readers are not “interpellated from the subaltern” (2) as Beverley claims
for testimonial narratives. However, there still exists an assumption of truth in
the Latin@ testimonials, but one that is not “mediated” by literary simulacrum, as
Elzbieta Sklodowska proposes (Beverley, xvi). Moreover, the very moment that we
scholars are capable of putting our ideas in writing, knowing they will be pub-
lished, we demonstrate empowerment of ourselves over “marginal” groups attest-
ing to the act of power that Michel Foucault recognizes in the act of writing.

One Wound for Another and my students’ reactions when confronted with the tes-
timonial writings by Latin@ scholars in the United States have given me the
opportunity to further reflect upon testimonial narrative beyond the existing
debate lead by Beverley et al., now in the context of the global era and the after-

1 The website of the Zapatista Mayan uprising is an example of these contestatory creativity forces.



math of 9/11. One Wound for Another is a project conceived through cyberspace that
gathers a group of voices that express themselves in English and/or Spanish or a
mixture of both, and have various cultural origins, all of which are interwoven in
one publication. One of the difficulties that professors of literature of Latin Amer-
ican and Latin American Studies commonly face is how to successfully engage
U.S. students in the different levels of creating “logic” that exists in “foreign” cul-
tures. When confronted with testimonios or other writing forms produced in Latin
America it seems to me that our students tend to separate themselves from “that
other’s” way of creating meaning, of making sense —a way that may be valid “over
there” only due to “their” differences in comparison to us, but is not valid “over here.”
Thus I decided to use One Wound for Another as a pedagogical tool for introducing
testimonio to students who had never been exposed to this kind of narrative before
in my class. I wanted them to realize that “horrific things” happen every day not
only “over there,” but they can also happen right here at home as the 9/11 events
demonstrated. Also, I wanted them to experience the natural connection that
exists between the production of writing and a traumatic collective experience; in
my view, this connection would help to justify the “logic” behind the testimonios
produced in Latin America. To my surprise, students reacted very strongly to the
reading of One Wound for Another. I never expected such an intense reaction on their
part. I was mesmerized: at first they got angry, questioned the testimoniantes’ credi-
bility and/or national affiliation and loyalties; after discussing the text in class they
overcame their frustration, cried, held each other, and eventually shared their
memories of that fatidic date. Afterward, they reflected again upon their reading
and realized that the testimonios shared “stories” about voices that otherwise would
have been unknown to them, including the ones who died in the Twin Towers and
will never be able to speak up for themselves, such as the undocumented workers
who died there. Some students brought poems and random writings that they had
scribbled on paper moved by the magnitude of the tragedy of 9/11, and by the
impression caused by the reading of One Wound for Another.

I usually acknowledge students’ right to feel a little angry when they are moved
away from their “comfort zone” after being exposed to certain types of narratives.
Definitely, testimonios are among those “uncomfortable” narratives. After reading
One Wound for Another I felt that they could better bridge the gap, for example, be-
tween the contemporary U.S. society and the Mayan indigenous stories gathered
in Burgos’s writing on Menchú’s oral account: they felt real close to Menchú’s and
her people’s struggles in Guatemala after reading One Wound for Another.

This experience in the classroom has put testimonio, as a narrative genre, in a dif-
ferent light. I had to revisit the discussion on testimonio as it occurred in the U.S.
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academy in the 1990’s to process some of my new questions on the power of tes-
timonial narrative vis-à-vis my students’ reaction. After this experience I have
asked myself: is it necessary to have a “marginal” or “subaltern” testimonial nar-
rator whose oral account needs to be edited and retold in writing by an other, in
order to speak of testimonial narratives? Do testimoniantes need to be subalterns of
a lettered scribe in order to be a valid voice? Is the existence of an exotic “other”
and the subsequent idealization of her/his marginality necessary to acknowledge
the force conveyed by her/his testimonial narrative? Or can testimonio be a discur-
sive space where the speaker/writer and the readers can negotiate “a relationship
in which neither of the participants has to cancel its identity” without “too much
angst about otherness or ‘othering’” as Beverley later proposes? (47-48) Is it possible
to be a validated speaker who is also able to write her/his own story? Is the fasci-
nation exerted by testimonial writing based on the illusion of “hearing” the voice
of the voiceless, although we might have rejected the original first oral account
—assuming that we could have listened to it? Does the power of the testimonial
reside in the way in which the scribe has articulated the oral account of the speak-
er for the readers’ avid consumption? If the later were the case, then we would
have to confess to have been seduced by the discourse itself constructed from an
oral account that we as readers validate for different reasons. The audiences’ val-
idation of someone’s voice in the era of the Internet has become extremely com-
plicated and rather inapprehensible for scholar observers to steadily define. Yet, it
seems to me that narratives destined to persuade massive audiences, such as testi-
monio, heavily rely on the ability of the scribe to artfully generate powerful levels of
engagement of the readers in its narration. In the end, we may all be victims of our
fascination with la palabra escrita and our ancestral allure with storytelling.

Beverley acknowledges that when he first read I, Rigoberta Menchú, he thought
“that the wayMenchú told her story was not separate from its political effect” (my
emphasis, xv). What the scholar fails to acknowledge here is that readers never
really “hear” the actual “way” in which Menchú “told her story” to her lettered
scribe. What we readers of I, Rigoberta Menchú “hear” is the voice of Menchú as
articulated by the scribe, in this case, Elizabeth Burgos, who is not only an anthro-
pologist but has also worked as a journalist and is well aware of the writing tech-
niques necessary to capture the attention of massive audiences.

It seems to me that the moving capacity of testimonial, as a narrative genre,
goes even beyond the validation of the speaker as valid representative of a collec-
tive marginal voice. Our fascination when confronted with testimonio may have
more to do with the way in which the narrative has been woven than with the exact
degree of veracity conveyed by the story per se. It is not surprising, then, that the



two main canonical texts of testimonio in Latin America (and also the United States)
have been written by journalists —I refer to La noche de Tlatelolco by Mexican Elena
Poniatowska2 and I, Rigoberta Menchú by Venezuelan Elizabeth Burgos.

Beverley’s fascination with Menchú’s story might have been produced by the
seduction of Burgos’s writing ability. He acknowledges that the manner in which
the readers are addressed in testimonial narratives, “directly, as it were, even by
someone who we would normally disregard, we are placed under an obligation to
respond.” Furthermore, he acknowledges that this kind of writing is reassuring
“because it has been produced for us, like a movie, by people like us” (my emphasis, 1).
In this way, Beverley acknowledges that had this text not seemed tailored for the
consumption of scholarly audiences, it might not have had the impact that Bur-
gos’ writing in fact had over him as a lettered and well-(in)formed reader. Thus,
the validation that readers grant to the voice of the speaker in the end seems to
depend mainly on the discourse itself and its potential to move readers and con-
vince them of its veracity. After witnessing my students’ reaction to the testimonios
written by Latin@s in the United States, I am under the impression that the power
of testimonial writing may not even have much to do with its capacity to convey
factual “truth”, but rather with the illusion of truth —thus, testimonios would be a
sortilege produced by the narrating ability of the writer in charge of collecting the
experience of the testimoniante, and/or the voices of the interviewees. The writer
—editor, journalist, scribe, however we may want to call her/him— has to artic-
ulate a story that not only renders the horrors lived by the persona who talks, but
that also may include the voices of those traditionally silenced marginal commu-
nities or human groups that the testimoniante’s voice represents. In fact, Rigoberta
Menchú tried to prove the contrary when she authored a couple texts herself and
neither one of them had any major impact in audiences of readers in comparison
to Burgos’s version.3
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2 Although I, Rigoberta Menchú, which is one of the most well-known testimonial texts in the United States across
curricula, testimonial narratives have been published in Latin America long before Burgos’s writing account
of the oral story told by Rigoberta Menchú. The most published testimonial narrative in Latin America
has undoubtedly been La noche de Tlatelolco (1971) by journalist Elena Poniatowska. Her narrative gathered
the voices of family members of students who disappeared, as well as the oral accounts of students who
survived torture and incarceration at the hands of the Mexican army during the Tlatelolco Square shoot-
ing and massacre against demonstrating students on October 2, 1968. For decades, Poniatowska’s valiant
journalistic effort was the only existing account of the actual massacre occurred in Mexico City right
before the Olympics Games of 1968. This text has been translated into English as Massacre in Mexico.

3 Rigoberta Menchú has authored the following books: Rigoberta: la nieta de los mayas (1998), Crossing Borders:
An Autobiography (1998), Hacia una cultura de paz (2002), as well as two illustrated children’s books that have
been translated into English: El vaso de miel [The Honey Jar] (2003), and Rigoberta, una niña de Chimel [Girl from
Chimel] (2005).
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I acknowledge testimonio’s commitment to convey factual information to the
readers —the massacre against Mayan populations in Guatemala has been wide-
ly documented to the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights, as
well as other terrible violations of human rights in Latin America that have been
re-inscribed as testimonial narratives. Nevertheless, my impression is that the main
reason why these narratives continue to greatly impact readers is not the “real”
but rather the “fictional” component of the narration —clearly intervened by the
editor. In fact, the debate about fictional and actual elements has been addressed
within the realm of literary journalism in the United States.

Mark Kramer asserts in his essay, Breakable Rules for Literary Journalists that “Li-
terary journalists immerse themselves in subjects’ worlds and in background
research,” (22) which is something that we can also claim regarding the scribe of a
testimonial account. Kramer admits that “literary journalists” may combine or even
improve the scenes, add new characters, modify the actual words uttered by the
interviewees and in this way they alter their material; in spite of these writing strate-
gies Kramer affirms that “what distinguished them from fiction writers may have
been merely intention —presumably to convey to readers the sense of an actuality.”
(24) I think we can acknowledge the same intention to convey a “sense of actual-
ity” in testimonial narratives. Furthermore, Edwin Ford, journalist and creative
writer, states in the same line of thought that the borderline between journalism and
literary representation of facts conveyed by journalistic chronicles is a “twilight zone”
between actuality and what is traditionally identified as “fiction.” (Connery, 16) As
the U.S. academy debate attests, there is a blurry area in testimonial writings as well
as in terms of “actual” elements taken out of reality and the “fictional” representa-
tion of those facts in the testimonio; in fact, this divergence triggered the heated
debate between Beverley and David Stoll during the 1990’s (Beverley, xiv-xv).

Norman Sims states in Literary Journalism in the Twentieth Century (1990) that the
concept of “news” as we know it nowadays emerged by mid 19th Century strong-
ly linked to the birth of print media in urban centers. Sims states that “since print
technology made relatively rapid and wide-spread dissemination of information
and narrations possible, writers have grappled with finding the most effective form
of prose discourse to make life comprehensible”; (5) this statement attests to the
pedagogical/informational aspect of journalistic writings: these are texts written
with a purpose. Journalistic chroniclers’ goal is —and must be in his view, which
I share— to find the most efficient writing manners to capture the widest audi-
ences attention; these textual strategies are a means to provide the readers with the
right “actual” elements for them to understand the complexities involved in the facts
of “real” life surrounding them/us. Thus, we find prevalence of the formal aspect



of writing over the “narrative urgency” in journalistic writings as well as in testimonios,
although both narrative forms claim to convey a sense of urgency to the readers.
In both cases, as I perceive, the sense of urgency is heavily mediated by the writ-
ing strategies utilized by the scribe.

Sims asserts that chronicles of literary journalism —or “new journalism,” as it
has been known— create a particular tension between fiction and actuality. (4) In
his view, although literary journalism writings contain “factual information com-
mon in conventional journalism,” they also accomplish the goal of “presenting
impressions, details and description....” (6) In addition, Sims emphasizes the emo-
tional aspect of literary journalistic features when he states that such writing does
“not simply present facts, but the ‘feel’ of the facts....” (6) I think that, in this sense,
literary journalism and testimonio coincide as well; it is crucial for both literary jour-
nalism and testimonial narratives to “move” the readers in order to be effective.

Sims’s assertions regarding literary journalism also coincide with the views by
Mexican journalist and cultural critic, Carlos Monsiváis, in A ustedes les consta (1980).
For Monsiváis, the journalistic chronicle is “a literary reconstruction of events or
characters, it is a genre in which the formal attempt prevails over the informative
urgency.” (13)4 According to Monsiváis, “in the chronicle, the literary game uses
at its discretion the first person (“I” form) or narrates freely the events as seen and
experienced by others.” (13)5 He also acknowledges that “traditionally, without
being a fixed law, in the chronicles the recreation of environments and characters
over the conveying of news and denouncements has prevailed.” (13)6 We can cer-
tainly locate all the characteristics described by Monsiváis in connection to the
urban chronicle —a form of “literary journalism” according to him— in testimo-
nial narratives as well. Can actuality and fictional elements embodied in the very
act of writing combine in a precarious equilibrium to communicate truth and at
the same time convey a sense of “political and ethical urgency,” (Beverley, 2004: XV)
including a “demand on solidarity?” (2) I believe so. However, we as scholars may
have to accept that language itself, as Lacan states in his concept of The Real,
may resist the grasping of the exact actual fact; nevertheless, language may be the
only way to attempt to grasp the ungraspable.
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4 Original version in Spanish: “una reconstrucción literaria de sucesos o figuras, género donde el empeño
formal domina sobre las urgencias informativas”. (13)

5 Original version in Spanish: “en la crónica, el juego literario usa a discreción la primera persona o narra
libremente los acontecimientos como vistos y vividos desde la interioridad ajena”. (13)

6 Original version in Spanish: “tradicionalmente —sin que eso signifique ley alguna—, en la crónica ha pri-
vado la recreación de atmósferas y personajes sobre la transmisión de noticias y denuncias”. (13)
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I want to thank my students for walking along with me on this journey through
testimonial narratives. I appreciate their voices and their honesty in sharing their
thoughts, confusion, and other emotions when confronted with One Wound for Another.
I feel happy to have had the opportunity to “shake” their worldviews in class.
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