AUTOFICTION IS NOT A CENTAUR:

A GENRE MODEL FOR AUTOFICTION AS FICTION

Massimiliano Manni

1. Premises

In the recently published second edition of EI pacto ambiguo. De la novela
autobiogrdfica a la autoficcion (2024), the leading Spanish autofiction scholar Manuel
Alberca deftly articulates the pickle in which his colleagues might find themselves if they
misconstrue the nature of their study object: “[A]n autofiction is a novel that looks like an
autobiography, and perhaps actually is one, or an autobiography that looks like a novel, and at
times is both things, but surely [...] an autobiography with fictional elements inevitably turns
fictional and ends up perverting its truth status” (450)." There is no autobiography when there
is fiction, he insists, but there may be fiction when there is autobiography (see Couser 2012,
56-57). Indeed, while autobiography collapses when punctured by fiction, “when the novel
appropriates the factuality of autobiography and history, the novelistic genre is renewed”
(Alberca 2024, 450). Straddling as it does generic and ontological boundaries, autofiction has
always been a complicated phenomenon: on a theoretical level, it has been opposed as a
needless category neatly overlapping with earlier forms, a generic aberration eluding
systematisation, or a rhetorical aporia invoking both fictional and nonfictional discourse but
capriciously dismissing each of them in turn. As things stand, any use of a term so
compromised would be, to say the least, potentially spurious, gratuitous and devoid of
explanatory value. But Alberca is showing us the way, one unapologetically pursued and
further marked out by Arnaud Schmitt. “I strongly believe”, says the French critic, “that being
considered outside of a strictly fictional domain has been detrimental to this very peculiar
form of autobiographical fiction” (2023, 21). Unusually well-positioned, as an expert of
American literature, to comment on developments in autofiction scholarship in English with a
deep understanding of the discipline from its inception, Schmitt summarises his own decades-
long findings by sharing the fresh realisation that “the ‘autofiction brand’ can be useful within
fictional boundaries” (16, my emphasis). If regarded as a “specific type of autobiographical
novel”, autofiction can unleash its transformative power on the spectrum of the novel as a
form — via what Schmitt calls “its potential to renew the playful inclusion of autobiographical

elements in a work paratextually identified as fiction” (16). It is certainly no coincidence,
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considering his unsurpassed status in autofiction studies in Italy, that Lorenzo Marchese
comes to a similar conclusion in his latest contribution to this journal. The ‘story of the

C‘I’!?

innermost which he takes as constitutive of autofiction “cannot help being a novel”, he
contends, not only because the novel is associated with fiction — “which unequivocally
comprises autofiction but excludes autobiography” —, but also because of the novel’s
“omnivorous” nature (Marchese 2025, 49), so prone to the “colonial invasion of nonfictional
genres” (Alberca 2024, 452).

Thus, this essay builds on two key premises. The first is that to speak of autofiction
is, as shown above, to speak of the novel in one of its increasingly popular contemporary
forms, such that reading it as a novel may add to our awareness of new, revealing directions in
the literary landscape, just as it would be misleading to discuss it as a variant of the
autobiography or memoir. The second premise is that, contrary to Karen Ferreira-Meyers’s
contention that “[e]ven without a coherent literary theory of autofiction, readers will read and
interpret certain texts as autofictional and will have fun reading them” (2015, 215), the
persisting lack of an adequate definition of autofiction (Srikanth 2019, 348; Shirm 2023, 109)
arguably confuses readers, who are disoriented by the large number of practices to which the
label is being increasingly applied (Ouellette-Michalska 2007, 143), and closes off
hermeneutic avenues that establishing a recognisable frame would instead afford. While I
sympathise with Hywel Dix’s view that, rather than a “categorical definition”, autofiction may
easily work as “a mode of writing which flares up at specific points in the text” as well(2022,
188), I would argue that this extensive application of the term is merely consistent with its
adjectival uses, such as the one promoted by the authors of the collection to which he is a
contributor (see also Effe & Lawlor 2022 and 2024). Derivatives, as I suggest below,
attenuate core meanings, and, for the autofictional to be extensive of anything, autofiction
proper must first congeal as a stable unit and a demarcated — i.e. suitably contained — space.

The lack of a shared definition seems not to have preoccupied English-writing
autofiction scholars overmuch and to have haunted, instead, scholars writing in other
languages (the references above are but a representative sample). The pragmatism of the
former has been beneficial insofar as it led to the spontaneous attribution of the notion, by
scholars and lay readers alike, to a diverse body of works, but those works can now
collectively hint at a literary penumbra generally understood to be occupied by autofiction.
For a productive exchange between researchers from various literary traditions, however, |
would hazard that it is now necessary to do justice to the definitory anxiety in other languages

by assessing the extent to which it can help us see where boundaries lie. For boundaries do



exist (see below), and yet constantly drawing attention to autofiction’s hybridity in its endless
variations muddies the waters (Effe & Schmitt 2023, 2). For Ferreira-Meyers, for instance,
“autofiction is a genre demonstrating the blending of fact, fiction and theory” (2018, 37; cf.
2015, 206) and which “blend[s] fiction into life writing” (2018, 31), hence mixing ontologies
(cf. Foust Vinson 2018, 146; Andersen 2023, 8; Dawson 2023, 221). Yet, it is also often
considered a “mix of genres” in an “age of indistinction” where “the levels of language [...]
have dissolved” (Ouellette-Michalska 2007, 13-14). Paul Dawson encapsulates the apparent
double-sidedness of this hybridity by explaining critical interest in autofiction as the result of
“blurring generic boundaries between fact and fiction” (2023, 24, my emphasis). Certainly
fact — if not fiction — is not a genre itself, so the duo must be referring to a blurring of
discourses of fact and fiction as embodied by literary genres. This is what Marjorie
Worthington must have in mind, too, when she speaks of autofiction’s “liminal position
between fiction and memoir” (2018, 4), which officially warrants a reading of the “fiction” in
autofiction as generic as well as ontological (since “memoir” is unambiguously a genre). But
if there is freedom to be gained from the liberties taken by autofiction with the facts, “this
freedom is granted by fiction”, argues Schmitt, “not by any ambiguous ontology or a hybrid
discourse” (2023, 24).

To illustrate why Schmitt may think so, why that applies as much to English-language
autofiction as to autofiction in other languages, and to better account for autofictional effects
and uses than a non-definition would do, I shall first summarise what is wrong with the
hybridity view? and then discuss an alternative that may square with the settling corpus of
English autofiction without needing to reinvent the discipline. Crucially, to the indistinction
arising from hybridity I oppose the distinction of autofiction. The way I see it, staking out the
distinctiveness of autofiction, as Dorrit Cohn’s signature signposts aim to do with fiction tout
court (1999), is possibly a more constructive take on the issue than the indeterminacy view,
and to that end I present here what may be called a ‘genre model’ of autofiction. If autofiction
is a form of life writing engaging with contemporary challenges to autobiography by having
recourse to fictionality, then genre, as the intersection between social-historical
preoccupations, formal-conventional descriptions, authorial intention and reader reception,
represents the most fruitful site of theoretical investigation (see, for example, Lejeune 1996,
311-320; Frye 2020, 247; Jameson 2002, 92-93). Furthermore, looking at autofiction from the

perspective of genre, if successful, would turn the /imen or variously crossed border

2 I would stop short of calling it a theory precisely because, as I show below, the hybridity approach may reflect
a dismissal or outright rejection of serious theoretical work, contenting itself with reducing autofiction to a
simplistic sum of its components without properly interrogating the logical consequences of the stance.
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frequented by autofiction into a territory in its own right. From the one dimension of a
claustrophobic line, autofiction understood as a genre would then graduate to the two
dimensions of a space, and as such it would more comfortably contain the many works
already called by that name while admitting of peaceful neighbours, to which it would, in

turn, no longer pose an existential threat.

2. Against hybridity

Whether understood as referring to genre, discourse or ontology, hybridity in autofiction
is untenable, unnecessary or both. While Siddharth Srikanth deploys narratological arguments
to stress that autofiction is a hybrid only insofar as “it purports to be two contradictory things
at once” (2019, 353, my emphasis; cf. Andersen 2023, 164), I agree with Schmitt that, in a
cognitive sense, “autofiction as hybridity is a chimera from a phenomenological standpoint”
(2023, 15). As Schmitt has shown in some of his previous research, the kind of hybridity
Srikanth points to is a cognitive impossibility, the “purely utopian median point” between a
factual and fictional reading of the text (Schmitt 2010, 68), a swift oscillation between the two
extremes which, when fast enough, is perceived as a blur (2010, 63n53; cf. Alberca 2024,
203, 311). As various autofiction scholars have implied,’ there is no need for autofiction as a
whole to hang in this supremely unstable balance, since, as practice shows, “doubt may
persist in reading, but in the end, sooner rather than later, the reader’s tendency is to put an
end to the uncertainty” (Alberca 2024, 573). It is just as needless to require that the reference
world of an autofiction be simultaneously the real world and a fictional double. For Marie-
Laure Ryan, the idea of a “fuzzy boundary between fact and fiction” is “an intuitive solution”
that non-experts may find convenient, but rather than “a function of the degree of truth of a
text with respect to reality”, fictionality is “a matter of deliberate framing” (Ryan 2022, 51; cf.
Foley 1986, 39-41). Interestingly, even a rhetorical approach to fictionality, which, according
to Claus Elholm Andersen, “urges us to talk about degrees of fictionality instead of what
distinguishes it” (2023, 74), would endorse the same stance. According to Richard Walsh, on a
global level the distinction between fact and fiction is “categorical [...] because the
interpretive operations applicable to a narrative text are globally transformed” by the
“narrative’s frame of presentation” (Walsh 2007, 45). This makes Paul Dawson’s “blurring of

ontological boundaries in autofictional narratives” an unnecessary condition as well as,

% More phenomenologically acceptable options may be the view that the reading pact is “intentional[ly]
contradictory” (Genette, 1993 76), “ambiguous” (Alberca 2010; 2024) or “reversible” (Lecarme & Lecarme-
Tabone 2015, 267; Ferreira-Meyers 2015, 208), or an “option” to read portions of the text autobiographically
(Wagner-Egelhaaf 2006, 361), if not a “proviso or a get-out clause” added on to the referential pact (Nicol 2018,
272).



following the logic of his argument, a potential threat to readers’ ability to distinguish
between fact and fiction (2023, 228).

And yet, Dawson simultaneously feels compelled to say the opposite — that autofiction
readers do not have an “inability [...] to recognize the distinction between facts and fiction”
(2023, 228).4 Andersen does the same, as his whole investigation of autofiction in Karl Ove
Knausgaard is dependent on how “[a]Jutofiction shows that there is a reality and that it
matters” (2023, 2). I would argue that we can safeguard that important epistemic distinction
by drawing on alternative autofiction scholarship. As Frank Zipfel argues, for instance, if the
autofictional pact does not require a simultaneous reading but a back-and-forth movement
between a referential and a fictional reading (not a Vermischung, i.e. mixing, but a
Verwirrung, i.e. confusion, of pacts), then “[a]utofiction is not suited to foster the dissolution
of the boundaries enclosing the notion of fiction” (2009, 306). The difference between the two
dimensions, even within a discourse that on the level of individual utterances is not clearly
marked as fictional or factual, is reinforced, if not sharpened (Alberca 2024, 79-80). In his
The Phenomenology of Autobiography: Making It Real, where he looks at autobiography and
autofiction through the lens of cognitive poetics, Schmitt affirms that the “primary questions”
of autobiography, questions regarding the facts, are “a reader’s questions” (2020, 1) because
“we are not through asking this imperious question: fact or fiction?” (41; cf. 2010, 62-63).
Fiction and fact are both shown to exist in autofiction; in fact, it may be argued that the whole
point of the form is to interrogate, for any given author, the meanings and uses of their
relationship in autobiographical literature.

Ontologically, then, an autofiction may be taken as a global fiction riddled with local
nonfictionality (Nielsen et al. 2015, 67-68), but an even more economical account of it is
provided by a storyworld approach. If global/local fictionality “allows us to theorize forms of
hybridity that do not erase the border between fact and fiction or require the simultaneous
adoption of contradictory modes of reading” (James 2022, 48), storyworlds achieve both
results by positing worlds “at various distances from the actual world” through the so-called
“principle of minimal departure”, whereby a fictional world is closely modelled on the real
world unless otherwise specified in each of its parts (Ryan 2022, 47-48, 51, 158; Pavel 1986,
59, 87-89; cf. Eco 1994, Six Walks 83, 112; Lector 2020, 164, 174, 183). Besides not being
plagued by uncertainty about the status of its individual statements, as the rhetorical approach
would be (Ryan 2022, 50), by building a fictional storyworld autofiction can inhabit a space

where “the territories of fiction and fact overlap [...] without giving up the distinction

* What Dawson says reader are ready to do, instead, is “accept the experiential truth of a narrative regardless of
its referential status”, problematically aligning autofiction with post-truth (2023, 228).
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between fact and fiction” (53-54; see also 57n17). Cohn agrees: fiction being “not a matter of
degree but of kind”, we read “ambiguous texts [...] in one key or the other” (1999, 35). As
“human intelligence characteristically operates in a [...] binary manner”, adds Barbara Foley
in a discussion that otherwise clashes with Cohn’s argument about the “linguistic essence of
fictionality”, it is conceivable that texts like her documentary novels or our autofiction adhere
to “referential strategies associated with nonfictional modes of discourse but also demand[] to
be read within a fictional Gestalt” (1986, 39-41). The same goes for genre: “[O]ne genre
keeps the upper hand; there is a major genre reference and a minor one”, says Schmitt, and I
take that to be the novel, hence fiction, in autofiction (2020, 29; cf. Schmitt 2023).5

I therefore embrace Martina Wagner-Egelhaaf’s notion of oscillation, and find it a
suitable alternative to hybridity, as explaining the autofictional “mental concept which
alternately brings one or the other dimension into the foreground while still allowing the other
to permanently resonate” (2022, 32-33; cf. Alberca 2024, 82-84, 262, 572-573). Equally, I
subscribe to Alexandra Effe and Alison Gibbons’s theory of cognitive schemata applied to
reader reception of autofiction, whereby “readers approach the text with two overarching
schemata [those for factual and those for fictional texts], either in combination or in quick
oscillation”, with the effect of hybridity explained as the occasionally ensuing “moments of
tension or uncertainty about the communicative intention (fictionality/factuality) and/or
ontological status (fictive or real) of entities and elements” (2022, 63-66). Moreover, I would
conceptualise the autofictional pact thus: the reader agrees to believe that the main character
is the author regardless of discrepancies with its reference in the real world, and that the
narrator differs from the author despite the onomastic correspondence and/or potential
recognisability of that voice as the extratextual author’s.” What is ambiguous is the character’s
ontology, as it bears a referential status but may be subjected to change because of its
“surrogate” status (Pavel 1986, 29) or may incur a loss for its “transworld” passage (Ryan

2022, 5; Eco 2022, 187-191), and the narrator, hence the discourse, is fictional.

> Schmitt’s reasoning helps explain why he does not believe there can be any “hybrid genres”, but only, if
anything, ‘subcategories’ or ‘borderline cases’ (2020, 29).

® 1 would suggest that the author character must be seen as referential to account for the ‘aboutness’ of
autofiction (the protagonist is the author and the novel revolves around that protagonist, hence the author), but
that the narrator, while still identifiable as the author, should not be the author, thus going further than Schmitt
when he says that “the narrator does not have to be the author” (2023, 18, my emphasis). As Gretchen Shirm
argues in the same collection when referencing Schmitt himself, “to require the author and narrator to be
identical seems to circumvent the very ‘fictional exploration of a reality-based identity’” (2023, 109; on the
“distance between author and narrator” as foundational to the novel form, cf. Alberca 2024, 124-125).
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3. Autobiography vs. autofiction

Identity between author and narrator and biographical similarity between author and
character underlie Philippe Lejeune’s notion of autobiography (1996, 25), which Genette
endorses by his set of equivalences between author, narrator and character (1993, 72-75).
Since, however, no textual property prevents such apparent correspondences from occurring
within a fictional frame, to make the distinction is a commitment to truthfulness or
referentiality which only the author can undertake (Eakin 1992, 26-27; Lecarme & Lecarme-
Tabone 2015, 87; Marchese 2014, 109), and which must be taken at face value by the reader
for the text to be experienced as autobiography in the first place (Lecarme & Lecarme-Tabone
2015, 15; cf. Schmitt 2020, 163). Other critics extend the principle to textual features, for
instance by considering autobiography “a speech act which makes certain claims rather than a
structure governed by unique formal rules” (Felski 1989, 89), a form “characterized less by a
set of formal elements than by a rhetorical setting” (Gilmore 2001, 3), or a text set apart by
the “narrative’s claim to be a version of the author’s own life” even when it “may closely
resemble [other kinds of text] in other respects” (Eakin 1985, 185). If Cohn’s fictional
signposts admittedly come up short for first-person narratives (1999, 32), there are features of
fictional discourse which we would not expect systematically in autobiography, e.g. dialogue,
omniscience, free indirect discourse, metadiegetic narrative, unreliable narration, and, on the
level of content, ‘hi-def” memories or recognisably nonreferential objects and events (Cohn
1999, 13-16, 34; Genette 1993, 64-69; Couser 2012, 61-78).

The presence of elements conventionally associated with fiction, with or without an
overt “signaling of fictionality” (Dawson 2023, 7), in an apparently autobiographical text
makes it an eligible candidate for an autofiction label, as the attribution allows for distinctions
between narratives which present similar content in conspicuously different ways. For
example, Jeanette Winterson’s Oranges Are Not the Only Fruit and Why Be Happy When You
Could Be Normal? partly tell the same story: how the author was brought up by her foster
parents to live by the most stringent Christian standards and was then kicked out when she
started dating women in her late teens. Winterson wrote Oranges in novel form as a dare, to
show that a woman can write autobiographically and still show literary ambition (Winterson
2011, 2-3), but the paratextual signalling of the novelistic form is underpinned by the
seamless coexistence of mimetic and diegetic sections, by the “naive defamiliarization”
(Phelan 2008) of little Jeanette’s unreliable discourse, by the “godlike voice” of a metaleptic
narrating instance in the fifth chapter (Onega 2006, 27-28), and by a transgression of

ontological barriers in the other direction, in the form of a pebble that falls into Jeanette’s



hand from one of her hallucinations (Winterson 2014, 138-145). The later autobiography,
besides, contradicts events that the reader might otherwise have found worthy of credence. Of
the only unambiguously positive character other than Jeanette, Winterson says: “I wrote
[Elsie] in because I couldn’t bear to leave her out. [...] When you are a solitary child you find
an imaginary friend. There was no Elsie. There was no one like Elsie” (2011, 6).

The apparent referentiality of the narrative, especially for readers unfamiliar with Why
Be Happy, calls forth an autobiographical reading which the novelistic form destabilises. By
accomplishing that, autofiction can fulfil a role that a notion of it as “a postmodern ‘variant’
of autobiography” (Doubrovsky qt. in Vilain 2005, 212) or as its “sophisticated avatar”
(Gasparini 2004, 24) would rule out. Autobiography is still being written, even informed by
postmodern disillusion (see Schmitt 2020, 65-69), so predicating the difference between
autobiography and autofiction on form and reading pact, too, creates a space for such
competing narratives to exist as the source of different rhetorical effects and the result of
different authorial projects. When at various points in a narrative readers wonder whether they
are reading an autobiography or a novel, which will mostly happen when the account is to a
large extent realistic and believable, they are faced with an autofiction of this kind. Many
authors coming from traditionally marginalised groups’ resort to this type of writing, among
others to avoid dispersing readers’ attentional resources in reconstructing a distant storyworld.
To these authors, including Edmund White, Ocean Vuong, Kiese Laymon, Carmen Maria
Machado and Sheila Heti, it may matter more to make a political statement about the non-
normativity of their discourse, which frequently prevents them from being immediately
intelligible in current truth structures (Butler 2007, 105-106; 2005, 132-133; cf. Manni 2024),

than to envision an alternative destiny for their author characters.

4. Autofiction vs. autobiographical fiction

The type of autofiction outlined above fits within the left-hand side of my model (see
Figure 1) and contrasts with autobiography because it calls forth, first and foremost, the
problematic nature of the genre attribution. On the other hand, any text that is read as fiction
in the sense of novelistic in form is also partly read as potentially fictional in content, so
autofiction is always also problematic ontologically, and the right-hand side of the graph

accounts for this overlap while contrasting autofiction with the merely autobiographical

"I would include cisgender, heterosexual women in this group, too, as they qualified as marginal until recently,
which still makes it hard for Western culture as a whole to accord them the same rights and recognition as men.
As Ouellette-Michalska puts it, “woman has long played the role of the half-real, half-fictional character that
appears and disappears as a second-order walk-on that never gets to speak” (2007, 16).
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novel. There are texts that are meant as autobiography, which pragmatically, as shown above,
turns them into autobiography in the first place if the reader obliges, and there are texts that
are read autobiographically. When the latter are novels, we call them autobiographical
fiction.® Paul De Man would disagree since, if autobiography is “a figure of reading” (70) and
thus exists only phenomenologically, any autobiographical novel is an autobiography tout
court, which makes both autobiographical fiction and autobiography redundant as categories
(68-70). Yet, as Max Saunders explains, the problem with De Man’s claim is that he “doesn’t
register the difference between ‘autobiography’ and ‘autobiographical’” (Saunders 2010, 4).
The distinction between autobiography and autobiographical texts holds because a novel’s
“autobiographical dimension can be covert, unconscious, or implicit” (5) and thus not qualify
it as autobiography in a formal sense, with that novel only featuring “some qualities or
content of autobiography” (4). For Lejeune, after all, the autobiographical novel was “any
fictional text in which the reader can have reason to suspect, based on similarities he believes
he can detect, that there is identity between the author and the character, while the author
himself has chosen to deny that identity or at least not to affirm it” (1996, 25; cf. Lecarme &
Lecarme-Tabone 2015, 24, 30).

In this sense, autofiction differs from autobiographical fiction for the same reason that
autobiography does. The example of Bret Easton Ellis can illustrate why. As the author tells
us in his recent essay White — itself heavily autobiographical —, his 1991 novel American
Psycho, centring on the gruesome murders committed by the young fop Patrick Bateman, did
have the autobiographical edge to it that its horrified readers from the time were prone to
detect. “[O]nly in the last few years”, says Ellis, “have I admitted that on so many levels
Patrick Bateman was me, at least while I was working on the book. [...] Patrick says, at one
point, ‘I want to fit in,” and he does and he doesn’t. In 1987 this was also true for me” (2020,
64). In the book, Patrick Bateman turns into the hyperbolic embodiment of the “[d]elusion
and anxiety” (2020, 226) gripping Ellis’s generation of young men, but apart from the
metaphorical reading and social or self-criticism that may relate to the author himself, there is
no semantic reason to read the novel as autobiographical. It may make hermeneutic sense as a
further critical lens to reclaim a complex and at first sight gratuitously spine-chilling novel,
but the narrative is self-contained, coming across as an immersive fiction that does not call for
fact-checking or make knowledge of the author’s biography a prerequisite for fully enjoying

the reading experience.

® Because the author intends to hide rather than reveal (Alberca 2024, 157-180, 197-201) or because the
reference to the empirical author is opaque (Schmitt 2023).
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On the contrary, Ellis’s The Shards directs us outside the novel for the ontological
grounding of the facts, which, since they are said to have befallen Bret Easton Ellis the
character, seem to carry a referential status which the confessional mode apparently shores up.
And, for the most part of the novel, the story may well reflect the glamorous and reckless life
of the jaded teenager we presume Ellis to have been. When we start to get a feeling that the
kidnappings, mutilations and murders — which do not seem to correspond to any individual
historical serial killer’s — may in fact be the protagonist’s doing, the chief problem is not one
of genre anymore, i.e. whether this is a memoir or a novel, but to what extent the events we
have read about are fact or fiction. Fiction it partly must be, after all, otherwise the book
would be a confession in more than a literary sense and Ellis would now be behind bars.
Unlike autobiographical fiction, an autofiction like The Shards makes the correspondence
between author and character necessary. If an autobiographical novel may be telling the truth
about an author’s biographical details or frame of mind but hides that connection, an
autofiction makes such a connection explicit (see Ferreira-Meyers 2015, 213n7) and critical to
the understanding of the text. If we do not read the Bret of The Shards as a projection of Ellis,
we take the partial referentiality of the narrative spiking around the author character as a
coincidence, i.e. a semantically void element, which it cannot be if we credit the book with an
“artistic intention” (Benedetti 1999, 165). We appreciate the meaning of this autofiction type
by keeping authors’ biography in sight, not as an excuse for fatuous detective work, but for
the same reason that counterfactual narratives are enjoyable if we know the standard version
of the history they critique. Authors like Philip Roth, Jonathan Safran Foer, the John Maxwell
Coetzee of Summertime or Olivia Laing have written ontologically problematic autofiction of

this kind.

5. Self-conscious autofiction and naturalised autofiction

Two more opposing tendencies may be said to define autofiction in English, as shown
by the vertical axis in the model, and for each of those tendencies there is again a cut-off point
that determines where autofiction gives way to other forms. Because autofiction as a genre is
existentially tied to autobiography, it must feature a consistent emphasis on the author
character, who does not only appear in cameos but constitutes the thematic core of the
narrative (Schmitt 2023, 18-21; Shirm 2023, 109). In other words, autofiction differs from
what is often referred to as metalepsis — Genette’s “deliberate transgression of the threshold of
the embedding frame™ (2004, 14) by the author character — in quantitative terms, but also on a

qualitative level. The author is more present in autofiction than it is in metaleptic fiction, and
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his or her presence also has a different rhetorical effect on the reader. While in metalepsis,
typical of postmodern fiction, that presence shows fiction up as fiction by referring to the easy
destabilisation of the fictional world and to the constructed nature of the real world (McHale
1987, 197-199, 221; Waugh 1984, 2), in autofiction the author character reinforces belief in
the extratextual reality on which the fiction depends. Far as the real world might be — like the
coral reef to a snorkeller, to borrow a felicitous metaphor for metamodernism by Timotheus
Vermeulen (2015) —, autofiction conveys the promise that the real world may be glimpsed in
literature, although not grasped, via a mimetic design which is somehow effective despite its
flaws (see Eshelman 2015a; 2015b).

Looking at the other end of the spectrum, autofiction equally differs from a non-literary
form like the journal or diary, in the sense of a practice which would “authorise a reading
which is not very different from that of an autobiography” but which for the writer plays by
very different rules (Lecarme & Lecarme-Tabone 2015, 31). The reason why the two forms
are adjacent, however, has been noted by critics writing about autofiction from different
literary traditions. For Andersen, Knausgaard resorts to a form which emulates the diary, as
well as the essay, because of its reputed association with “truth and intimacy” and a
“physicality typically not found in realism” (2023, 47). Sam Ferguson claims that so-called
second-generation autofictionists have made their writing more diaristic out of a concern for
authenticity and by forgoing the retrospective look, which rules out the possibility of editing
the content to any significant degree (2022, 267-270). In Italian autofiction, it is the
prevalence of the present tense and an uneconomical fragmentariness which elicits an
impression of diaristic immediacy (Marchese 2017, 57-59). This “rawness” which
conspicuously shuns the “polished” quality of many autobiographies (Schmitt 2020, 14) sets
some autofictions apart as more ‘naturalised’, we might say, than those which through
substantial metafictional interventions foreground what James Phelan calls the “synthetic
component” (2005, 20), and which retain a more postmodern form while dismissing the
radically deconstructive ethos of postmodernism. Nonetheless, if such works are naturalised,
they are not natural (see Alber et al. 2010), because that of unmediatedness is only a veneer:
anything published is also curated. Works in the bottom half of the graph may make for less
self-conscious reading, but do not stem from unself-conscious writing.

Beyond the upper limit of the autofictional spectrum lie works like Paul Auster’s New
York Trilogy, in whose first novella, City of Glass, a pretend detective by the name of Daniel
Quinn but passing off as Paul Auster of the “Auster Detective Agency” (1990, 7) meets

another Paul Auster, a writer living in Manhattan with his wife Siri and his small son Daniel.
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The book does not revolve around the latter, a biographically plausible alter ego for the
author, but about the former, who has little in common with the flesh-and-blood Paul Auster
and, if anything, is only increasingly compromised ontologically as the narrative goes on
(Brown 2007, 32-64). The protagonist of City of Glass, who embodies the ontological
evacuation of the Author after poststructuralism, contrasts with Archie Ferguson in Auster’s 4
3 2 1, which is not an autofiction but contains one — the fictional writer Archie’s.® Archie is
the sole thematic focus in the narration of his four parallel lives; he comments, in the final
section, on the multi-narrative gimmick but aligns it with a genuine quest for self-knowledge;
while undermining the extratextual reality of his three namesakes, he underpins his own
within the storyworld. Hence, the (fictional) readers Archie addresses might well feel that the
author had made himself realer through the competing fictions of his identity, and that they
could believe in the identity between Archie and his three fictional or fictionalised
autobiographical accounts (Auster 2017, 1066) ‘in spite of” the overt fiction, a token of a post-
postmodern literary ethic (Huber 2014, 6).

Sheila Heti’s How Should a Person Be? (2010) makes for a significantly more mimetic
experience, to the point that the very transition from the writers’ records to the novel we are
reading is as seamless as with any well-crafted self-begetting novel, but without the blatant
untangling of the ontological levels marking the ending of 4 3 2 1. When, to Sheila’s dismay,
her friend Margaux encourages her to finish her play, the apparent original blueprint for the
book, Margaux insists: “Yes! And I want it to answer your question — about how a person
should be — so that you never have to think about it anymore. [...] And you can use anything
you need from me to answer that question — my words, whatever, just answer it” (Heti 2013,
262). What we end up reading is thus a published work, not a mere writer’s journal or diary,
which still does not fit the form of a play but, while autobiographical in content, may well fall
within the flexible category of the novel, the only literary genre without a clear form, style or
topic (Frye 2020, 303-305; Benedetti 1999, 116-117). This less patently wrought form of
autofiction may appeal to a later generation of authors who started writing autofiction when
the category was past its teething troubles or who come from less established positions in
society and are still creating a voice for their group rather than questioning it. Conversely,
middle-class white men, especially if writing in the postmodernist tradition, may lean towards

more self-conscious autofiction to ingratiate themselves with the disenchanted reading public

% As any well-executed embedded narrative, the autofiction within 4 3 2  helps me make my point — which I
think is reinforced by considering works by the same empirical author — just as well as a non-embedded
autofiction would.
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of the present day, a time when, as Worthington has it, men’s “sense of entitlement to power”

is “coupled with a sense of that power waning” (2018, 45).

6. Gains

In light of the discussion above, I would define autofiction, especially in the English-
speaking world, as follows: an autofiction is a literary text featuring a thematic focus on the
author which, either by self-consciously foregrounding or by naturalising its generic and
ontological ambiguity, problematises both its reading as an autobiography or a novel and its
reading as fact or fiction, but placing the emphasis on either problem more or less exclusively
depending on the text’s individual features. The both/and claim suggests that any autofiction
is problematic as fiction in both meanings of the word, i.e. the novel form and the nonfactual,
and the two polarities on the horizontal axis, which supplement rather than cancel each other
out, fully account for the polysemy of the word autofiction without giving prominence to
either meaning. The wording of each polarity on that axis,'® besides, helps to retire the
quantitative problem: it is not about how much of autobiography and the novel, or of fact and
fiction, a particular work displays, but simply whether that binary opposition is the one the
work engages with most prominently. Together with the autofictional pact, the model
conceptualises autofiction as both autobiographical and novelistic, both factual and fictional,
but also as a spectrum allowing for autofictions with different emphases, without redrawing
boundaries that still make sense in the current literary system. For the purposes of the model,
what kind of autofiction we are faced with is less important than that the work is or is not
autofiction: as long as a novel centred on the author character problematises both genre and
ontology, whether in a self-conscious or naturalising fashion, through the model we know that
it falls within the spectrum, regardless of where each reader will be apt to place it exactly. As
autofiction amounts to fictional discourse, it is not likely to warp our sense of reality or
deceive us into mistaking lies for truth; in fact, it may train us to better see the difference
between fact and fiction, whether in an epistemological or discursive sense.

Finally, in view of the above, it is as a genre rather than simply as a mode (as the word
autofictional might suggest; see Effe & Lawlor 2022) that I believe it is most productive to
view autofiction. Genres, as Ingo Berensmeyer puts it, are “resources for the creation of new
works” in their capacity as “institutional infrastructures” involving authors, readers and the
publishing industry (2023, 25). Schmitt concurs, describing genre as a “network of influences,

stakes, expectations, requirements, and virtual (expected and unexpected) reactions” binding

19 By this I mean “autofiction as fiction vs. autobiography” and “autofiction as fiction vs. fact”.

15



authors and readers through the literary work (2020, 27). As such, it is a magmatic site where
tradition and innovation negotiate new standoffs, adopting the already said and already done
as a known backdrop against which to paint stark new contours. A critical “‘place’ of
extratextual relations” enabling the selection of “both ‘what can be written’ and ‘what we can
expect to read’” (Benedetti 1999, 93; cf. Schmitt 2020, 28-29), genre is the ideal matrix in
which the autofictional wars can play out.

At a time when so much is known or accessible about what Sidonie Smith and Julia
Watson call the “‘real’ or historical ‘I’ of the author (2010, 72), readers increasingly find
themselves confronted with formally novelistic texts that revolve around the author figure
explicitly or transparently, and are prone to join up the dots. Merely autobiographical novels

(133

can still be written but, in a self-reflexive literary age where the “‘authorial audience’ includes
the author’s impression of the reader’s impression of himself” (Dix 2017, 44-45), authors will
have to go out of their way to avoid making the autobiographical reading a necessary one.
When the question of genre is cleared up — and a definition of autofiction that goes beyond
the common-sense but misleading notion of hybridity may help — we can finally do, both as
lay and academic readers, what literature ultimately asks of us: “focus as efficiently as
possible on what we are doing: extracting meaning” (Schmitt 2020, 43). As we get past the
impasse of the frame to adopt, not only may the question of what exactly is true in the
author’s account shift to the background — a question that defines the experience of
autofiction at first, but which is limiting if it remains uppermost in the reader’s mind
throughout —, but it may also be replaced by a real appreciation of the author’s distinctive
project. Through the genre model of autofiction, a coherent answer is given to the question
“What’s the author doing?”, and it may even yield interesting details about subtype. Above
all, however, it frees up cognitive resources for the more artistically and politically relevant

question, “Why is the author doing that?”.
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