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Fintan O’Toole asks, “How does the Cancer Society decide between what it ‘knows’ and 
wants to know?” This particular quote reveals a slippery base in literacy non-fiction in 

perched. This is a form that colonises the dispute ground between journalism and 
fiction; it asserts authority from both, while entirely being part of neither. Two essays 

throw his problematic tension into sharper relief through an explicitly oppositional lens: 
William Bradley’s “The ethical Exhibitionist’s Agenda: Honesty and fairness in Nonfiction 

(2007) and Natalie Montes’ “Truman Capote and the tarnished Tale of in Cold Blood” 
(2016). As a self-identified creative nonfiction writer, Bradley produces in College 

English a defensive manifesto that seeks to vindicate the ethics of the genre. 
Memoirists, he maintains, must walk a line between radical honesty about their own 
lives and fairness to others who populate them, nothing that memory’s imperfection 

does not legitimate symposium, Montes gives a forensic psychobiographical analysis 
that strips off the skin and shows you what can happen when those ethical boundaries 
Verney demonstrates how the author’s early abandonment induced traumata infected 

his “non-fiction novel” and allowed him to erase five days of investigational setbacks but 
romanticize one police detective. Where Bradley offers a prescription for the role of 

literary non-fiction in ethics, Montes ponders how it behaves when psychological need 
overwhelms the documentarily responsible. The two pieces combined compel a 
confrontation with the central paradox that is literary non-fiction: That its greatest 

strength (intimate subjective access) may be, in fact, its most egregious vulnerability. 

  
  
  

Paragraph 2 – Context – 250 words 
Bradley’s reasoning runs between several ethical presumptions about creative 

nonfiction requiring what he names “ethical exhibitionism’ the writer must expose 
themselves naked but exhibit restraint in exposing others. His key distinction is between 

emotional authenticity and factual accuracy that the truth of a memoir does not come 
from exhaustive precision but rather a sincere presentation of one’s own interpretation 

and motivation. Additionally, Bradley's typical Rhetorical strategy employs inclusive 
language, which repeatedly uses the word “we” To position himself within a community 
of practitioners defending the genre against accusations of self-indulgence/unreliability. 

This in particular fosters a defensive solidarity but ironically makes it overly easy to 
sidestep the ambiguities, within that he claims to navigate. His Prose trades in these 
cells or enclaves of binaries, noble/banal, malevolent, good/evil that carve space and 

knowledge while also conceding that the frailty of our memories does not allow for 



“sheer invention.” The Anatomy of an Aspiration Curve: The Definitive Guide to 
Literature Essay, a problematic essay that moves from problematisation towards ethical 

solution, culminating in a contention that the genre is more about real subjective 
revelation than its objective documentation. The academic, deliberate voice of Bradley 
is one that uses hedging language, which recognises complexity while promoting firm 
ethical norms. Within the( article) Montes writes her argument as a sort of true crime, 
using psychobiographical criticism and to examine Capote with the rigor of a crime 

novelist. Additionally the structure/theory follows a psychological progression, One clear 
example is through Loriel journal in which she states that Truman Capote, In the book, 

In Cold blooded The Capote suffered many psychological pathology wherein his 
mother’s abandoning him, in his childhood, this affects the structure of how the book is 

played out in which it creates personal connection. Unlike Bradley's prescriptive 
approval, monties diagnosis rather than prevents, using retrospective analysis to 

explain ethical breach rather than forestall it.​
​

Paragraph 3 
O’Toole’s question captures what both articles take up and neither quite resolves: 

Literary non-fiction is suspended exactly in the distance between social knowledge and 
desire, which might be more productive than problematic. Bradley sort of implies that 

this gap can be navigated ethically and that we can overcome the bias in our systems. 
But in his case study, Montes rather naively reveals the weaknesses of this position. 

Capote didn’t forget the five-day lag time of investigation; he made a conscious decision 
to build a story that was emotionally fulfilling and yet a documentary.  Additionally, the 
subtitle “A True Account of a multiple murder and Its Consequences” Is just not just off 
target, but it is weaponised, by using facial authority in, which it gives a seaworthiness 
to private mythology. This is what particularly makes this fit a pique insidious: Capote's 
disorientation, we now know from his trauma, was not a crude invention but a subtle 

mission and emphasises the very kind of editorial decision, that Bradley might justify as 
a necessary narrative shaping. However, a question arises that neither of the article’s 

addresses. Is there any way to achieve a meaningful parse for ethical Narrative 
construction from unethical manipulation? Bradley’s preference of being honest with 

themselves, treating others fairly, noting the limits of perspectivecan sound reasonable 
enough until applied to cold blooded. 

  
Capote may have been truthful about what he, saw but he just chose to ignore anything 
that he did not fit his versions of events. He was “fair” to Dewey as far as he framed him 
in a positive light; the unfairness was presenting this flattering picture as objective reality 
when it was but the limited view of someone with some personal feelings towards him. 
The underlying subject that neither article quite identifies is that the promises of literary 
non-fiction may simply be inherently self-contradictory. The genre requires readers to 



have faith in authorial candour, while you get to keep thinking that all perspective is 
limited. It insists on getting the facts right while also making space for emotional truth. It 

insists on getting the facts right while also making space for emotional truth. It both 
asserts documentary authority and uses the narrative techniques of fiction.  These 

inconsistencies don’t necessarily undermine the genre, but they raise the possibility that 
Bradley’s adherence to ethical norms is not enough to protect us from the distortions 

Montes writes about. Most importantly, both pieces show that literary non-fiction 
functions on a societal level beyond the truth telling functions it can at times be served. 

The story Capote told was able to satisfy so many needs all at once: Readers got a 
great yarn, Dewey got a heroic mythologising, Holcomb finally got the recognition of 

national attention (for something terrible), and even the killers had won immortality. And 
the facts if the story were less important than its emotional and social utility. This is to 

say that society doesn’t just inhabit on in between the ‘space’ of knowledge and desire, 
it positively prefers kinds of and villains, not that messy investigation of frail humans. We 
want memoirs with redemptive arcs, not just accurate chronologies. Literary non-fiction 

works so well precisely because it offers us the psychologically satisfying shape of 
fiction with the weight of fact’s authority. The power and the danger of the genre come 
from its ability to naturalise the author’s perspective as just “what happened,” causing 
us to forget we’re readers who could be being fed motivated construction rather than 

straightforwards truths. ​   
  
  
  
  

  
  
  
 


