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Testimony is found in court but also in culture. Depending on which realm we are talking about, very 
different understandings of truth apply. Testimony, in the realm of the court, serves the larger aim 
of justice, and the premise is that, in order to achieve justice, all the facts must be known to those in 
the position to judge. Testimony is therefore bound to strict standards of factual accuracy, and the 
court aims to verify or falsify testimony through cross-examination of witnesses and through 
documents and items serving as evidence. Outside the legal context, different understandings of 
truth are at play, and justice is not the ultimate aim. Outside the realm of law, testimonial discourse 
can appear in, or take the form of, genres both factual and fictional, ranging from oral history to 
documentary, autobiography, memoir, and novel. This paper poses one of the network’s 
overarching questions, namely why victims, perpetrators, and memory activists turn to first person 
forms of expression as they strive for justice and reconciliation, asking the additional question: Why 
fictionalize? 
The paper, that is, explores functions of fictionality in testimony. Fictionality is approached as a 
rhetorical strategy, and the paper asks how fictionality can function to both reveal and conceal, to 
affect, and to heal. The paper addresses generic conventions and readerly expectations in terms of 
factuality and truth in autobiography, memoir, biography, documentary, or novel. The paper 
moreover explores the potential of literary staging of witnessing with a focus on the position that 
cultural works of testimony offer for readers. On the basis of works of testimonial literature, 
including Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull (1998) and Dave Eggers’s What Is the What (2006), the 
paper investigates how and why authors, editors, and narrators signal that what they are saying is 
not factually accurate but knowingly invented. Through this analysis, the paper revisits 
understandings of both personal and collective identity, memory, and truth, and explores how 
authors position testimonial writing in a field of uncertain boundaries between text and world, and 
how fictionality functions to negotiate and navigate this field. 


