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Abstract
This paper examines Sarah Koenig’s podcast Serial (2014) in the context of the debate on nonfiction narrative. The podcast recounts Koenig’s re-investigation into a fifteen-year-old homicide. In Serial nonfiction content is presented in a whodunit format. This paper examines the manner in which this format can function to provide further insight into nonfiction narrative. Although nonfiction narrative has provoked much debate, it has thus far generated little widespread agreement. The whodunit has been accepted as a valuable source of insight into the functioning of narrative. This paper therefore discusses various narrative components that are foregrounded in the whodunit, such as the hermeneutic code, the story/discourse dichotomy and narrative temporalities, and subsequently examines these components in the context of Serial as a nonfiction text. The paper addresses current theory on nonfiction narrative as discussed by scholars from various disciplines such as Hayden White, Dorrit Cohn, Meir Sternberg and Marie-Laure Ryan. The paper concludes by arguing against an erosion of the boundary between fiction and nonfiction as the analysis of Serial demonstrates that nonfiction remains dependent on the reference world. The analysis of Serial corroborates Cohn’s claim that nonfiction requires an additional narrative level as story and discourse are reliant on pre-existing data beyond the scope of the text. It furthermore demonstrates that the possibility of narrative closure in nonfiction also remains reliant on the reference world.
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[bookmark: _Toc423388041]1. Introduction 
Nonfiction texts, texts that claim to be based on real events, are popular across various genres and media. A large segment of nonfiction is concerned with crime. The practice of narrating real crimes can be retraced to the second century B.C. and has survived into contemporary Western culture in the true crime genre which is also popular across various media (Holquist 138). However, like the formal detective story, the invention of the nonfiction detective story is attributed to Edgar Allan Poe in the 19th century. Poe introduced both the fictional and nonfictional detective story in his C. Auguste Dupin series. In “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” Poe attempted to vicariously solve a real murder through his fictional detective character Dupin. However, he transposed the setting from New York to Paris and fictionalised various elements of the case. 											A recent nonfiction work that has received much critical acclaim is Sarah Koenig’s podcast Serial. The podcast, which was produced by WBEZ Chicago and is a spinoff of This American Life, consists of twelve episodes concerning the same topic. The podcast came out in 2014 and recounts the murder of a young woman named Hae Min Lee in 1999 in Baltimore, Maryland. Shortly after the murder was discovered, her former lover Adnan Syed was arrested. Syed was eventually convicted of the crime and has been imprisoned for the last fifteen years. However, Syed has consistently maintained his innocence. Koenig and her team reinvestigate the events of the crime and the State’s case against Syed. At the heart of Serial is the question of Syed’s possible innocence. In the programme Koenig examines the multiple narratives about Syed’s role in the crime and attempts to uncover the truth of what happened. In the questions that it raises, the podcast has an approach that is similar to that of the formal detective story or whodunit (Grella 30). The podcast is subsequently often described as a “real life murder mystery” and is both praised and criticised for combining elements of the whodunit with nonfiction content (Clark). 								Marie-Laure Ryan observes that nonfiction texts are always in competition with other texts or versions of the events under description. According to Ryan, nonfiction texts usually attack the credibility of co-existing versions or “harmonize” with them (“Postmodernism” 166). The premise of Serial is that the narrative of the crime that was established in court, and the process that led to its creation, is flawed. There is a strong focus on the manner in which the prosecution told “the story of this murder” at Syed’s criminal trial and the manner in which they created this story from ambiguous, inconclusive evidence (“Breakup” 01:39). The various characters, or rather “real agents” of the podcast discuss the possible narratives they can assign to phone-records (Murray 20), the risks of infusing facts with meaning through narrative and the question whether or not all facts are “friendly” in particular when constructing a narrative from inconclusive data (“Deal” 16:40). 					Thus, many of the questions raised in the programme inadvertently reflect the questions pertaining to the usage of narrative in nonfiction writing. Attempts to define nonfiction have generated diverse and contradictory theories. Eric Heyne observes that debate on nonfiction has resulted in little meaningful agreement (“Mapping” 322). This is also partly because nonfiction is quite an expansive category. Nonfiction is often overlooked and excluded from the possibility of being literature as literature is generally equated with fiction (Frus 1-2; Ryan Possible 1). However, an author’s usage of “formal features specific to fiction” often results in a loss of credibility (Ryan “Postmodernism” 170). Texts such as Capote’s In Cold Blood have been criticised for combining the claim of “factual status” with devices of fiction (Heyne “Towards” 480). Thus, nonfiction is generally placed in a position where it is either excluded from being literature or loses its status as nonfiction. Either form or content is prioritised depending on the text’s primary function as a literary or “literal” work (White “Historical Emplotment” 44).								Since modernism, the possibility of representing reality in texts has been questioned (Bruner “Narrative” 20). Ryan observes that postmodern critics are furthermore increasingly sceptical about nonfiction as they question the notions of pre-existing objective reality and “objective truth” (“Postmodernism” 166). These views have influenced the debate pertaining to the possibilities and limitations of nonfiction. Some scholars, such as Phyllis Frus, subsequently argue that a division between fiction and nonfiction is unfeasible. 		Others remain in favour of the distinction. Some critics, such as Daniel Lehman, believe that the reading experience of nonfiction and fiction differs or ought to differ (340). Most critics appear to agree that the main distinguishing feature does not lie in textual features or the reading experience, but rather in the author’s claims pertaining to the “factual status” of the text (Heyne “Towards” 480; Ryan “Postmodernism” 166). Whereas in fiction “all representations produce their referent”, in nonfiction referents can generate many different versions and are subsequently vulnerable to comparison and verification (Ryan 180). Although historian Hayden White considers the notion that one set of evidence can generate “mutually exclusive” narratives to be one of the main problems of nonfiction, Ryan considers it to be a positive aspect of nonfiction (White “Historical Text” 85). Ryan argues that the competition between multiple narratives necessarily entails a protection from “being victims of fabrications” (180). The existence of multiple accounts of one event demonstrates that “narrativization” invariably entails interpretation and illuminates the subjectivity of nonfiction and journalism. Erroneous accounts can subsequently be discredited (177).			Even prior to the creation of a text, the choice of which events to narrate and for what purpose already reflects the subjectivity of nonfiction (Shenhav 246). White has written extensively on the manner in which narrativization influences the meaning of the events that are described. He believes that the act of narration always imposes meaning through the form of the narrative. Furthermore, by choosing a specific plot structure, a historian or nonfiction author essentially decides the manner in which the events are to be interpreted (“Historical Text” 84). Psychologist Jerome Bruner emphasises the inevitability of facts acquiring meaning through narrativization. He evokes the concept of the hermeneutic circle which demonstrates that individual parts and the whole are always mutually influential (“Narrative” 20). Ryan also argues against the equation of narrativization with fiction as it would also, to an extent, render human thought and memory fiction (Possible 252). 				Frank Ankersmit argues that narrative is the “common ground” between fiction and nonfiction (34). However, as of yet, there exist conflicting theories on the similitude or differences of narrative in fiction and nonfiction. Narrative is of course an expansive topic. However, the components of narrative are strongly emphasised in the whodunit formula which can be described as “narrativity in its purest form” (Sweeney 3). The whodunit, with its “total domination to the hermeneutic code” draws attention to many elements that are part of any narrative such as the reader’s role as interpreter, the story/discourse distinction and the role of mystery and suspense in relation to retrospection and prospection (Dove 29; Sternberg 117). 													In its focus on the “hermeneutic procedure” of interpretation and in the centrality of the questions pertaining to the crime and court-case, Serial is akin to the formal detective story and has subsequently often been described as such (Singer 159). The driving force behind the narrative is the desire to uncover “the story of the crime” (Todorov 46). Although the podcast is not limited solely to its kinship to the whodunit, it shares sufficient common ground with the whodunit to be examined as such. 							As of yet, Serial has not been closely examined in the context of either nonfiction or the whodunit. Therefore, this paper proposes to discuss the narrative elements that are illuminated by the whodunit as a means to explore these elements in the context of Serial as a nonfiction text. This paper will examine whether or not Serial, as a whodunit, illuminates narrative features and the possible implications that the programme holds for the debate on nonfiction narrative. The introductory chapter will discuss Serial in its relation to both nonfiction and the whodunit. It will also further elaborate on some of the issues pertaining to the usage of narrative in factual accounts. The second chapter will examine the narrative levels of nonfiction and fiction texts. It will discuss notions of story and discourse in relation to Serial. The third chapter will discuss narrative time in relation to mystery as retrospection and suspense as prospection. The concluding chapter will discuss the implications that Serial has for the debate on nonfiction.




















[bookmark: _Toc423388042]2. Nonfiction and the Whodunit
As Seymour Chatman observed, every text is connected to multiple genres (18). Every text incorporates conventions of various genres and adds its own innovations (Cawelti 118). Sarah Koenig is a journalist and presents Serial primarily as long-form journalism. She uses various conventions associated with journalism and nonfiction. In the programme, she relies heavily on documentation such as court recordings and police files. Such emphasis on the “testimonial stratum” is generally a characteristic of nonfiction (Cohn 782). The presentation of documentation extends beyond the scope of the podcast as the official website provides additional documentation for the listeners to examine. In disclosing these documents to the listeners, Koenig et al both involve listeners in their process and present their claims as verifiable (Pizer 106). 									Phyllis Frus describes journalism as “doubly real” as “real events are narrated realistically” (141). In Serial Koenig does not employ devices that are usually associated with fiction such as omniscient narration or free indirect speech. Unlike authors of fiction, authors of nonfiction often refrain from portraying the thoughts of their protagonists. In Serial, this is arguably also connected to the “Unbestimmtheiten” of the medium (Chatman 30). The audio format lends itself less to the indeterminacy of free indirect style. However, Dorrit Cohn observes that nonfiction authors generally use language of “‘nescience’” in the form of “speculation, conjecture, and induction” (789). Cohn also notes that the author generally functions as narrator in nonfiction, whereas this is not the case for fiction (792).			However, the programme’s style of first-person “personal narration” and demonstration of its own construction recall the tradition of New Journalism (Frus 183). This style of journalism calls to the forefront the mediation and interpretation that precedes the creation of a journalistic narrative. This process of construction is hidden in traditional journalism which presents the finished product (Frus 183; Lehman 338). Texts that allow insight into their process of creation illustrate the subjectivity of journalism. In Serial, Koenig presents herself as interpreter of the evidence that she encounters. In her function as an interpreter in the midst of a “truth finding process” she fulfils the same function as a detective (Hühn 460). The similarities between detectives, journalists and scholars in their role as interpreter have been discussed by various scholars (Hühn 464; Frus 196; Goldman 268). 	In both journalism and detective stories, answering the questions that are evoked by certain events is usually the primary objective of the narrative. Noël Carroll explains that every narrative raises certain questions. However, the questions are usually inferred by the reader and not explicitly stated (7). In Serial, every episode revolves around certain micro-questions, such as “can you tell if someone has this [committing a murder] in him?”, which are asked by the narrator (“Rumours” 17:30). However, the main question of Serial is essentially “who done it?” (Singer 166). This question informs all the episodes and sub-questions and thus functions as the “presiding macro-question” (Carroll 5). In focusing on this question, Serial is connected to the whodunit genre. Although the whodunit does not necessarily state its own questions, these questions nonetheless function as its primary organizing principle (Carroll 9).									The classical whodunit has many generic conventions. However, Elliot Singer defines “that there be an apparent crime (usually a murder), that someone seeks to solve that crime, and that the reader not learn of the solution” until the end of the narrative as the prerequisites of the whodunit (166). Although every narrative implicitly raises certain questions for its readers, and thus contains mystery, the whodunit fully revolves around its mystery or “enigma” (Singer 169). In narratives that emphasise their own mystery and questions, Barthes’s hermeneutic code is dominant (Dove 29; Sweeney 169). Such texts are considered to be valuable for their insight into the functioning of narrative.					This notion of the enigma of the text can also be discussed in light of one of the central issues in the debate on nonfiction. Some critics argue that narrative is an adequate mode of representing reality and that the mystery of the text is thus a reflection of the mystery in reality (Shenhav 249). Others, such as Hayden White, argue against this perspective. White believes events have no inherent meaning. Describing events as tragic or mysterious is thus already an interpretation. In his reasoning, Koenig et al have “emplotted” the text as a mystery through usage of generic conventions of mystery stories, rather than the mystery being inherent to the events themselves (“Historical Text” 84). In White’s view, emplotment would necessarily entail fictionalisation. However, the general view is that representations will only ever be able to represent certain “aspects” of events (Ankersmit 40). The creators of Serial could have created a tragedy from the same events without necessarily fictionalising. Thus, although representation is always incomplete, it is not necessarily fiction. 			However, the nonfiction text remains reliant on a world beyond the scope of the text. Serial, regardless of its kinship to, or generic emplotment as a whodunit is dependent on events beyond authorial control. The traditional fictional whodunit is generally created backward and its resolution often functions as the author’s starting point (Dove 25). Thus, Holmes’s plea for “Data! Data! Data! [..] I can’t make bricks without clay” would always be answered (Doyle “Adventure”). Nonfiction relies on evidence outside the scope of the text. Furthermore, Serial’s first episode came out prior to the conclusion of Koenig’s journalistic investigation. Thus, although the individual episodes on the “micro-level” of the text were narrated retrospectively, the “macro-level” of the story continued to unfold whilst the first episodes were already available to the public (Ryan “Narrative” 139). Thus, the outcome of the podcast was uncertain.										The detective story generally concludes with the detective’s final summation of the facts. The last episode of Serial, named “What We Know”, ended with a similar summation. However, evidence was lacking and inconclusive and Koenig ended, in a manner that recalls Holmes plea for data, by saying “just give me the fact’s ma’am. Because we didn’t have them fifteen years ago, and we still don’t have them now” (“What” 52:40). Daniel Lehman observes that nonfiction authors are unable to control the destinies of their characters (338). The “textual reference world” lies beyond the text and is beyond authorial control (Ryan Possible 25). The next chapter will examine notions of story world and reference world.






















[bookmark: _Toc423388043]3. Narrative Levels and Referentiality
S.E. Sweeney argues that the narrative levels of the whodunit overtly illustrate the functioning of the story and discourse levels of narratives (5). Despite criticism by scholars such as Jonathan Culler, the distinction of narrative into story and discourse is still largely accepted (Shen 229). The distinction was originally introduced by the Russian Formalists as the fabula (story) and syuzhet (discourse) dichotomy and has since been widely accepted as the “most basic working assumption” of narratology (Cohn 777-8). Seymour Chatman describes the story level as the “content of the narrative expression” and the discourse level as the “form of that expression” (23). He argues that the story level is the “what in a narrative that is depicted”, whereas the discourse level is the “how” (19). Thus, the text that readers encounter is the discourse. Upon reading the discourse, the reader reconstructs the chronology of the story.												Tzvetan Todorov was one of the first scholars to observe that the format of the formal detective stories illustrates the workings of narrative levels. He argued that the whodunit consists of two separate stories: the first is the story of the crime, the second is the story of the investigation into the crime (44). Sweeney describes these two stories as the story of the investigation and “and the story that the investigation produces” (6). Todorov subsequently connects these two stories to the narrative levels of story and discourse. He argues that the level of story can be perceived as “what has happened in life” and the level of discourse can be perceived as its textual representation. However, these two narratives, like story and discourse, are essentially two versions of the “same thing” (46). In the detective story, the story of the crime is absent. The story of the investigation, however, is present and demonstrates the manner in which the detective or narrator came to know about the first story, the story of “what really happened” (45). Todorov argues that the discourse mediates between the first story and the reader (46). In the classical whodunit, the investigation is insignificant in itself except for its uncovering of the absent first story. Thus, in that sense, the first and second story are indeed two approaches to the “same thing” (46). They are both concerned with the story of the crime.										The notion of the detective as reader and interpreter of stories has been discussed by various critics (Hühn 464; Goldman 286). The detective essentially reconstructs the story in Chatman’s sense and thereby deconstructs the mystery (Sweeney 4). The detective story treats “narrative elements as exactly what they are – clues to the eventual resolution of the plot” (Sweeney 5). While Koenig contends that the evidence she discusses “sounds like a game of Clue”, her investigation is concerned with real, rather than narrative, clues (“Leakin” 17:47). The evidence and events of the investigation are subsequently discussed in the narrative. Thus, the aforementioned theories of Todorov and Sweeney are not fully applicable. 		Dorrit Cohn observes that the story and discourse distinction is usually accepted for nonfiction. However, she argues that critics have generally failed to give any serious thought to the narrative levels of nonfiction (777). She points out that narratologists continuously focus exclusively on the story/discourse dichotomy in fiction. Cohn argues that the lack of foundation to build on has resulted in a continuous neglect of narrative levels in nonfiction. She subsequently proposes a model for nonfiction in which the story/discourse levels are retained. However, she proposes the addition of a third “referential level” “or “data base” for nonfiction (778).											The nonfiction author creates his or her story from real evens that precede the discourse. Nonfiction authors use “pre-existing material”, transform it into a coherent narrative and thus impose meaning upon it (Cohn 781). Cohn thus argues for the inclusion of the pre-existing data. She proposes a trichotomous distinction between discourse, story and reference. Although Cohn does not offer any real concrete application for her trichotomy, it does have interesting implications for nonfiction. 							Cohn argues against the displacement of the story-level for her referential level. She claims that story and plot are synonymous in current theory. Whereas the referential level consists of the totality of unemplotted data, the story level consists of the story that the author has chosen to create from the pre-existing data he or she has selected. Cohn thus attempts to discredit White’s claim that emplotment is the fictionalisation of real events. She argues that only real events can be emplotted as they have this referential level of pre-existing material. In fiction, discourse and story do not temporally precede one another. However, the referential level does precede the narrative. As the story events of fiction do not exist prior to the text they can thus only be “plotted” rather than “emplotted” (781). Cohn furthermore criticises Barbara Herrnstein Smith’s claim that texts in which the hermeneutic code is dominant, such as detective stories, can solely be fiction (780). Cohn disagrees with Herrnstein Smith. Indeed, a programme such as Serial functions to disprove the notion that real events could not be emplotted as a mystery. 							Sweeney, furthermore argues that the whodunit can function to illustrate the embedding of narrative levels (6). She evokes Gérard Genette’s concepts of diegesis, metadiegesis and extradiegesis. The metadiegetic level, contrary to common usage of the term, is embedded within the diegesis level. In the detective story, the metadiegetic level would be the story of the crime, which is embedded in, and leads up to, the story of the investigation on the diegesis level. 								Although notions of narrative embedding have interesting implications for Serial, concepts such as diegetic and extradiegetic are problematic for nonfiction. Remigius Bunia observes that Genette did not fully define his concept of diegesis. However, diegesis is commonly used as interchangeable with the “world” or “universe” of the story (694). In nonfiction, an extradiegetic narrator, although outside of the diegesis, cannot be outside “the spatiotemporal universe of the narration if that spatiotemporal universe is understood in terms of physics” (683). Cohn agrees that the narrator is necessarily part of the same “universe” or “world” of the characters if diegesis is understood as “the universe in which the story takes place” (Genette qtd. in Cohn 790). Furthermore, in nonfiction the story-world does not exist by the grace of the narrator (Ryan “Postmodernism” 170). Bunia proposes a definition of diegesis as “a demarcated part of the world being narrated” (692). The narrative may pertain to the actual world, yet only certain events and characters of the world are discussed. The elements that are explicitly referred to constitute the diegesis.					The notion of story-worlds is also discussed by Marie-Laure Ryan. She discusses the possible worlds theory. She proposes that, in nonfiction, the “textual reference world” is the “actual world” (Possible 25). Focus on the textual reference world permits erroneous claims in nonfiction texts. According to other theories, errors would subsequently change the text’s status to fiction. However, as these erroneous claims still pertain to the actual world the text remains nonfiction according to Ryan’s theory (“Postmodernism” 166).				The concepts of worlds and diegesis are applicable to Serial. The real word does indeed function as Ryan’s reference world. The demarcated diegesis pertains to the investigation of Koenig and her team. The narrative concerning the investigation functions as the “narrative’s ‘present’” (Segal 160). Koenig narrates her own investigation. This narrative incorporates narratives by various characters of the podcast. The function of these embedded narratives is to explicate the setting of the crime and thus aid the primary narrative. Various participants of the podcast, who were connected to the crime, narrate their own experiences. They recreate the setting of Baltimore in 1999. The past, as narrated by the various participants of the narrative, arguably exists on the metadiegetic level. Serial is, in a sense, a framework narrative that incorporates various personal narratives by the podcast’s characters. These narratives are indeed embedded into Koenig’s narration. Yet, they comprise of multiple and often conflicting versions of the same events. These embedded narratives are always subordinate to Koenig’s narrative in the sense that she introduces them and subsequently comments on them and interprets them. 							Genette discusses various functions of narrative embedding. Sweeney argues that Genette’s first function is generally applicable for whodunit stories. Indeed, in Serial, there is “direct causality between the events of the metadiegesis and those of the diegesis, conferring on the second narrative an explanatory function” (Genette 232). The embedded narratives function to explain certain events in the past and answer Genette’s “what events have led to the present situation?” (232). Thus, as Sweeney observes, both narrative embedding and narrative levels can be illustrated by narrative levels and embedding in the whodunit (5). However, these theories need further discussion for nonfiction, in which theories on worlds and narrative levels have to take into consideration that the real world functions as the reference world of the narrative. 									In addition, the story of the investigation is not as insignificant as it is in the classical whodunit as described by Todorov. Sweeney’s evokes Raymond Chandler’s claim that the story of the investigation “should when finished, be complete in itself” (qtd. in Sweeney 6). In Serial, the “hidden story” remains hidden (6). Thus, the story of the investigation, the second story, is the primary story. Serial, however, differs from the whodunit tradition in that it does not eliminate everything that does not immediately pertain to the crime and its solution (Sweeney 6). For instance, the ninth episode, “To Be Suspected”, is largely dedicated to Syed’s life in prison in a manner that is quite unrelated to finding answers pertaining to the crime. Chandler’s own detective stories are of course part of the hard-boiled tradition. This genre differs substantially from the whodunit tradition. This will be discussed in the next chapter. 

[bookmark: _Toc423388044]4. Temporalities
Meir Sternberg observes that narrative shares many of its features with other types of discourse. He argues that features such as focalisation, events and characters are not exclusive to narrative. Therefore, these features cannot function to define narrativity (115). Sternberg locates the essence of narrativity in the “interplay between temporalities” of the “actional and communicative, told and telling/reading sequence” (117). Sternberg argues that the interaction between these temporalities results in narrative “prospection, retrospection and recognition” in relation to the present time of the narrative (117). He subsequently describes prospection as suspense, retrospection as curiosity and recognition as surprise. He argues that these three “universal narrative effects” define narrativity (117). 					Sternberg argues that retrospection is connected to the mode of curiosity. He explains that, while reading, “knowing that we do not know, we go forward with our mind on the gapped antecedents, trying to infer (bridge, compose) them in retrospect” (117). Tzvetan Todorov agrees that the reader’s curiosity is evoked by the indeterminacy or mystery of the past. Todorov connects narrative retrospection to the mystery of the narrative. He discusses retrospection and mystery in the context of the whodunit. The whodunit centralises its own mystery which is connected to a crime that occurred in the past. The whodunit is thus primarily retrospective. 									Sweeney claims that the fact the whodunit’s first story, the story of the crime, “occurs in the past reflects the backward-looking nature of all fiction” (7). Noël Carroll cites authors such as Eudora Welty and Edgar Allen Poe who stress that mystery is essential to every story. Marie-Laure Ryan discusses the retrospective nature of narrative. She contends that, although life moves forward, the “laws of narrative, artistic, textual or more generally of communicative causality, operate overwhelmingly backward” (Ryan 138). Phyllis Frus claims that every narrative, therefore, imposes a sense of “belatedness” (144). The whodunit explicitly demonstrates the retrospective nature of narrative by its focus on the interpretation and reconstruction of the past. This task is always, to a degree, performed by readers trying to piece together the story beneath often non-linear, non-chronological discourse. In addition, Sweeney observes that detective plot demonstrates the manner in which the past influences the present and “recount what already happened” (7). The crime in the past explains the need of the investigation in the present (Sweeney 7). David Herman observes that all narratives enable “tokens of a remembered or imagined past to be registered, interpreted and integrated into the framework of present experience” (131). This process is made explicit by the whodunit in which the past crime entailed the present investigation. 				The notion of interpreting the past enforces the similarities between the detective-figure and the reader in their function as interpreter. Every reader reconstructs the past, or story, while reading the discourse. The reader must reconstruct the chronology of the story through the clues provided by the discourse. In a detective story, the detective essentially performs this task. Eyal Segal observes that the detective is competing with the reader for the final and definitive reconstruction of the past in the form of the correct reconstruction of the crime (172). 												In its retrospection, nonfiction narratives generally do not differ from fiction narratives. Ryan argues that “knowledge of the outcome shapes the narrator’s selection and evaluation of the preceding states and events” in nonfiction (Ryan “Narrative” 139). A certain retrospection is necessary to emplot data in a particular manner. Nonfiction authors select certain facts in order to create a particular slant for their narrative. 				The investigative enterprise of Serial is retrospective in nature. Koenig begins her first episode by stating that she has spent a year “trying to figure out where a high-school kid was for an hour after school one day in 1999” (“Alibi” 0:47). Koenig and her team attempt to solve a fifteen year old crime. To achieve this, they attempt to recreate the setting in which the crime occurred. The discourse revolves around Baltimore in 1999. For instance, Koenig attempts to find out if the Best Buy parking garage did indeed have a pay-phone in 1999, which was essential to the State’s theory of the crime. She discusses this possibility with various people who frequented Best Buy in 1999 and locates building plans that might prove or disprove the existence of the pay-phone (“Route Talk”). In addition, they interview many adults who discuss their teenage lives and the community in which they grew-up. Thus, recreating the past is an important part of both the investigation and the narrative pertaining to the investigation. Curiosity about the past was both the incentive and primary interest of the narrative.											Sternberg argues that prospection is connected to suspense and pertains to the indeterminacy of the as of yet “unresolved” situations (117). Readers envision multiple possible outcomes of the narrative and anticipate the revelation of the outcome. Todorov argues that suspense is less pertinent than mystery in the whodunit. He connects suspense to the thriller in which the uncertainty of the future takes precedence over the mystery of the past. Therefore, the first story, the story of the investigation, is no longer insignificant in the thriller. However, Sweeney argues that suspense is also present in the classical whodunit, as it is part of any narrative. She argues that by “creating suspense about whether and how conflicts will be resolved, every narrative exploits a constant tension between meaning (the anticipated revelation of a coherent narrative pattern) and meaninglessness (the fear that no such pattern exists)” (5). Suspense thus pertains to the possible success or failure of the investigation in reconstructing Todorov’s first story, the story of the crime. 			In Serial, the suspense derived mainly from the format of the programme. The first few episodes came out prior to the conclusion of the investigation. The last episodes were finished days before they came out. Thus, the narrative acquired a sense of immediacy and uncertainty through its timing. The format also enabled witnesses to offer additional information after listening to early episodes of the podcast. The penultimate episode, named “Rumours”, devoted a substantial amount of time to the discussion of such information. The programme thus created the sense of there being a possibility that vital missing information might be uncovered or offered by witnesses over the course of the programme. 		Suspense is, to an extent, inherent to a serialised format. The creators of Serial utilise this by finishing their episodes on cliff-hangers or announcements pertaining to the topic of the subsequent episode. Koenig and her team furthermore created suspense by announcing and subsequently withholding important information. For instance, Koenig announced that Jay was one of the three “names that you [as listener] need to remember” in the first episode. She subsequently postponed in-depth discussion of his role in the events until the eighth episode (“Alibi” 11:30). 									Suspense leads readers to create their own theories and possible future scenarios (Sternberg 117). Eventually, when the reader is confronted with his “misreading”, he experiences recognition which Sternberg connects to surprise (117). Thus, recognition is a result from readers’ unawareness that they had misconstrued certain aspects of the story (Segal 159). Whereas the gaps of the past lead to curiosity and the gaps of the future create suspense, surprise occurs when the reader was under the impression that he knew something to be true which in facts was false. 								Recognition as “disclosure” can be connected to narrative closure (Sternberg 117). The final revelation is typically a “surprise twist” (Segal 170, 190). However, Eyal Segal argues that closure in the whodunit is achieved when all the “curiosity gaps” have been filled (166). Mystery, and thus curiosity about the past, is the main mode of the whodunit. Thus, if the investigation successfully deconstructs the mystery and thus satisfies readers’ curiosity, the suspense gaps, pertaining to the success or failure of the investigation, will generally also be filled (Segal 168). 											 In the classical whodunit, unlike its postmodern counterpart, closure is a given. Sweeney defines closure in the whodunit as “the full explanation of everything that happened in the preceding narrative” (5). The detective plot is extremely “single-minded” and “goal-oriented” and therefore results in a particularly strong sense of closure (Segal 169). This is explained by Noël Carroll’s notion that closure occurs when all the narrative’s questions are answered. The whodunit, with its focus on answering its own questions, thus entails a strong sense of closure. As the main enterprise of the whodunit is the interpretation and reconstruction of the story of the crime, the whodunit ends with a more or less definitive interpretation of its own fabula.								Closure belongs to narrative rather than to the real world. In Carroll’s words, closure is a “literary” rather than “metaphysical” concern (3). Yet, this does not deter nonfiction authors from imposing closure upon the events they describe. White discusses closure in historical narratives. He argues that historians are able to impose closure on their narratives by focussing on the State as a central topic. The “passing of authority” from one regime to another thus permits closure in historical narratives (“Value” 18). Nonfiction authors who concern themselves with isolated evens still manage to impose closure. Truman Capote created a sense of closure by creating irony and a theme of destiny that reached completion once the killers were executed and the cold-blooded murder of the title, the execution of the culprits, was committed (Hickman 467).								In Serial, Koenig, and her protagonist Syed, explicitly addressed the notion of the programme’s resolution during the final episode. Syed’s poses the question if Koenig has an ending to the programme. Koenig responds with “of course I have an ending. We are going to come to an ending today” (“What” 2:20). Indeed all narratives have an ending, yet this does not necessarily entail closure. Serial managed to fill some of its curiosity gaps, particularly those pertaining to the state’s version of the crime. The podcast furthermore had small moments of recognition and surprise. Some of these moments were less about deliberate authorial intent and more due to the programme’s format. The existence of the aforementioned pay-phone was initially discredited. It subsequently became plausible in a later episode. However, this was due to information that was provided by listeners. Koenig et al also deliberately created surprise by firstly discussing the reasons why Syed’s guilt, at least in the manner described by the State, was unlikely. They withheld information that increased the likelihood of his guilt until the sixth episode in which they discussed all evidence against him. They thus shifted their perspective on his guilt and continued to do so throughout the programme. 											Koenig et al did not obtain an answer to their main question of what really happened. In that sense, the mystery remained unsolved. Carroll’s “presiding macro-question” remained unanswered and hindered narrative closure (5). Few of the curiosity gaps were filled. However, as the suspense gaps mainly pertain to the unfolding investigation, there is a degree of closure on the suspense level. The question whether or not Sweeney’s coherent, meaningful pattern could be constructed was answered negatively. Furthermore, Koenig arguably managed to disprove the state’s version of the crime and thus answered questions pertaining to the state’s case. Thus, the ending of Serial was not solely a termination as it provided answers to many of the micro-questions. 






[bookmark: _Toc423388045]5. Conclusion
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper has explored some of the concerns pertaining to narrative in nonfiction by focussing on the narrative elements of the whodunit. Serial has been discussed in connection to both fields of theory. The classical whodunit is often cited as a formulaic genre with fixed conventions. Whereas this genre is believed to clearly demonstrate the manner in which narrative functions, nonfiction challenges many theories pertaining to narrative and demands further discussion.										Notions of suspense, curiosity and recognition are quite applicable to Serial. Sternberg believes that these features define narrative as such. Theory on these features appears to be applicable to narrative in fiction and nonfiction texts and does not immediately warrant further discussion. Theory on narrative levels of story and discourse appears to be insufficient for nonfiction texts such as Serial. Scholars such as Cohn and Bunia propose theories that have interesting implications for nonfiction. Cohn proposes a trichotomy of narrative levels that incorporates the referential level. Yet, her theory warrants further discussion. 		In her concluding remarks, Koenig summarises the evidence that built the detectives’ case. She argues that the detective’s only had one piece of evidence, which “all by itself, is not a story. It’s a beginning, but it’s not a story” (“What” 50:49). Yet, whilst using the same lacking referential data, Serial became a “cultural phenomenon” (Grant). The whodunit format enabled the creation of a narrative concerning inconclusive, indeterminate data. In emplotting the data as a whodunit, which resolves around answering its own questions and deconstructing its own mystery, the missing information on the reference level is transformed into the primary concern of the narrative itself. As in the whodunit, the construction of the story became the main focus of the narrative.							The notion of interpretation subsequently became a concern of the narrative. Serial focusses on the interpretive practice of both the journalist and the detective. Whereas the fictional detective, at least in the traditional whodunit, always irrevocably proves his version of events to be true, the task of the interpreter in the real world remains highly subjective. The fictional detective discusses, and subsequently rejects, various possible narratives pertaining to the crime. Eventually, in Holmes’s words “when you have eliminated the impossible whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth” (Doyle “Sherlock”). This truth will then stand as the definitive, final, version of events. Eyal Segal remarked that the detective’s solution is arguably indeed simply the final version. The solution is not necessarily more plausible than preceding versions, it simply succeeds the earlier version in the narrative (156).	Nonfiction authors also struggle for authority over the (re-)construction of the story. They aspire to construct the most plausible version of events. Yet, they can never construct the final, indisputable version. However, in Serial Koenig does not eliminate any version, except for the version that was established in a court of law as proven beyond reasonable doubt. The competing versions of events, as discussed by Ryan, remain in competition within the scope of Serial as the evidence, Cohn’s data base, was lacking. Yet, this lack of resolution appears to be an indicator as to the difference between nonfiction and fiction which is disputed by many critics. Koenig and her team could not conclusively resolve the events they describe without fictionalising. White’s emplotment may be inevitable to nonfiction, yet as Cohn points out it is exclusive to nonfiction. There remains a difference between creating a story from existing data and creating a story from imagination. The latter would have allowed a resolution for Serial. Thus, this indicates that the reference world remains an essential factor for nonfiction and has to be taken into account in the debate on nonfiction.
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