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When we consider the ways in which literature has the capacity to represent real-world 
events and crises, we don’t often think of autofiction, as a genre, as being the best medium 
for such portrayals. Given that autofiction as a genre is inward-facing, self-referential, and – 
according to some – narcissistic, it doesn’t seem at first glance to be the best fit for topics 
that affect the world in more tangible, global ways. However, autofiction is uniquely posed 
to be able to consider these topics from a fresh perspective, and the same characteristics of 
autofiction that initially make it seem closed-off to external concerns are the same 
characteristics that make it an exciting choice as the avenue to explore these more global or 
political ideas. This paper will explore the opportunities that autofiction as a genre presents 
us to explore these wider political ideas by making these ideas personal. 
 
 
In a piece for The Atlantic online, author and scholar Nicholas Dames defines autofiction 
as simply “a genre that refuses to distinguish between fiction and truth, imagination and 
reality, by merging the forms of autobiography and novel” (Dames). Autofiction scholar 
Marjorie Worthington characterises autofiction as novels “in which the author appears 
as a fictionalized character”, noting that “autofictional author-characters often provide 
a satirical commentary on authors’ real-life personae” (1). 
 
As an experimental form of literature, autofiction has its roots in many other genres that 
play with the divide between fact and fiction – genres such as the roman à clef, faction and 
autobiografiction can all be read as progenitors to or parallel genres of autofiction. A 
contemporary understanding of autofiction emerged in the 1970s, with Serge Doubrovsky 
credited as having introduced the genre with the publication of his 1977 novel Fils 
(Browning 49). 
 
Contemporary autofiction titles such as I Love Dick by Chris Kraus, 10:04 by Ben Lerner and 
How Should a Person Be? by Sheila Heti have had a great deal of success and have led to the 
genre’s rise in popularity in recent years – but as the genre focuses so much on the self, 
autofiction has also been accused of solipsism and narcissism, though it’s important to note 
that these accusations have centred particularly on female-authored autofiction. Feminist 
scholar Rachel Carroll similarly notes that “accusations of narcissism and exhibitionism … 
continue to be made against any female artist or writer who uses her own body or life as a 
creative resource” (27). 
 
 



While autofiction is of course inherently a solipsistic, inward-facing genre, its ability to 
operate as both – or neither – fiction and non-fiction means that it is uniquely positioned to 
be able to consider real-world events. Worthington notes the impossibility of “fully 
delineating the difference between fiction and nonfiction” in autofiction (2) and it’s this 
impossibility that creates opportunities for, rather than limits, new ways of thinking about 
the world, how it works, and our place within in it.  
 
Works of autofiction like Black Wave by Michelle Tea, embrace this ‘both or neither’ in-
between space that autofiction inhabits by flagging its own unreliability and unbelievability. 
Black Wave centres around the author-character, Michelle, coming to terms with her 
addiction as well as detailing her romantic pursuits and her desire to be a writer, all against 
the backdrop of an apocalypse caused by the climate crisis. 
 
From Black Wave: 
 

The world is ending. It’s such a mess. Scientists can’t reverse anything. The problems, 
the oceans, we’ve passed some point where it’s going to accelerate and become like 
some sort of horrible sci-fi movie where we all start eating each other and bands of 
crazed rapists roam around murdering each other and no one will be able to go into 
the sun or they’ll explode like vampires, it’s going to get so hot. The levees in all the 
cities are cracking under the sea, they can’t keep up with how fast it’s rising… (197) 

 
 
The author-character, Michelle, decides to move to Los Angeles, and it is there that she is 
forced to grapple with the twin crises of her addiction and the end of the world. Autofiction 
author Olivia Laing writes in The Guardian, “The world is on its last legs, and Michelle is 
likewise approaching crisis, teetering on the edge of a full-blown habit. You can’t outrun the 
apocalypse, but every addict knows the appeal of “doing a geographical”, as they call it in 
Alcoholics Anonymous: moving town for a fresh start” (Laing).  
 
In Black Wave, Tea takes the issue of the climate change crisis, fictionalises it by making it 
the cause of an imagined apocalypse, and contextualises this fictionalisation by juxtaposing 
it alongside a series of personal romantic, health and artistic crises. The crisis of the self 
becomes a crisis of global proportions. In this way, anxieties about the world ending on an 
ecological level become manifested into reality when juxtaposed with a personal narrative. 
 By incorporating metafictional techniques, wherein Tea flags the very act of writing the 
novel within the text itself, Tea manages to convey a political and personal understanding of 
the global climate crisis that subverts our current understanding of climate and instead 
reimagines it. 
 
 



While of course the apocalypse that takes place in the novel is a fictional one, the fact of 
apocalypse in the novel forces the reader to confront the very real ecological concerns that 
cause Tea’s imagined end of the world. In this way, the very real crisis of climate change 
becomes something tangible, instead of invisible – autofiction acts as a device in which the 
unreal becomes in fact more real than reality itself.  
 

But how does this work in practice – for the unreal to become in some senses more real 
than reality itself? In Reality Hunger, author David Shields theorises that “every artistic 
movement from the beginning of time is an attempt to figure out a way to smuggle more of 
what the artist thinks is reality into the work of art” (3). Worthington takes this idea further 
and notes of autofictional texts that “perhaps the argument could be made that while much 
of it did not really happen, every word still is, in a literary sense, “True”” (476) but also 
points out that “if the confession that comprises the novel is false, then the entire narrative 
is a fiction” (477). The reverse idea also bears weight: that if the confession, or the central 
hypothesis, that comprises the novel is true, then the entire narrative is in essence truthful. 
In Black Wave, we can read the central hypothesis of the novel as being that the climate 
crisis is moving us to a point of no return – a hypothesis that we can see bearing weight 
when we look at real-world scenarios like the Australian bushfire crisis. That is to say, while 
the current climate crisis hasn’t yet caused an end-of-the-world scenario, the truth of the 
climate crisis is very much real, and while much of the scope of the current climate crisis is 
still contested, particularly within conservative circles, by making the crisis visible Tea is 
utilising the genre of autofiction as a literary UV light, allowing us to see what is really there. 

 
In essence, autofiction allows its authors to stretch truth to its limits, exploring ways that 
different approaches to truth don’t have to function as “fake news” but as simply potential 
manifestations of reality. It’s important to note that in Black Wave, the apocalypse ends up 
being a potential site for possibility and faith. Messimer notes that Black Wave locates “the 
utopian possibilities of apocalypse itself”, with the novel ending on “a moment of pure joy 
and hope” (19). By reframing the idea of the world-ending that the climate crisis brings 
about, Tea invites us to re-examine what we know about climate change and re-imagine the 
role that we play in the climate crisis. Rather than asking us to embrace the end of the 
world, Tea is asking us to embrace the idea of the end of humans and of humanity as 
instigators of the end of the world. By presenting the idea of a fictional apocalypse within an 
autofictional narrative that is largely confessional and based within the landscape of reality, 
Tea is asking us to take responsibility for the climate crisis, and to imagine the ramifications 
if we don’t. 
 
 



By playing with the divide between fiction and reality, autofiction allows us to understand 
truth as something flexible and unfixed. In thinking about truth and its applications in new 
ways, we are then able to think more critically and widely about political and global ideas. 
Autofictional works such as Michelle Tea’s Black Wave, overlay personal narratives with 
larger political and environmental ideas – such as the current climate crisis – and subvert 
these ideas by applying a fictious lens. By playing with the divide between fiction and reality, 
autofiction allows us to understand truth as something flexible and unfixed. In thinking 
about truth and its applications in new ways, we are then able to think more critically and 
widely about political and global ideas. 
 
 
 
 
References 
 
 
Browning, Barbara. "The Performative Novel." TDR: The Drama Review, 62 no. 2 (2018): 43-
58. 
 
Carroll, Rachel. “How Soon Is Now: Constructing the Contemporary / Gendering the 
Experimental.” Contemporary Women's Writing, 9 no. 1 (2015). 16-33 
 
Dames, Nicholas. “The New Fiction of Solitude”. Atlantic, Apr. 2016, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/04/the-new-fiction-of-
solitude/471474/. Accessed March 2019. 
 
Laing, Olivia. The Guardian, Feb. 2017, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2017/feb/11/black-wave-michelle-tea-review. 
Accessed June 2020. 
 
Messimer, M. E. “Gender in Apocalyptic California: The Ecological Frontier.” Theses and 
Dissertations (2019): 1-167. 

Shields, David. Reality Hunger: A Manifesto. London: Hamish, 2010.  

Worthington, Marjorie. The Story of “Me”: Contemporary American Autofiction. University 
of Nebraska Press: Lincoln and London, 2018. 
 
Worthington, Marjorie. "Fiction in the "Post-Truth" Era: The Ironic Effects of Autofiction." 
CRITIQUE: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 58, no. 5 (2017): 471-483. 


