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Postcolonial criticism and cognitive literary studies: A new
formalist approach to Antjie Krog’s Country of My Skull
Alexandra Effe

University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

ABSTRACT
This article argues that it is productive to combine cognitive literary
studies and postcolonial criticism, and that this constitutes a new
formalist approach. Drawing on insights from cognitive science, it
describes how Antjie Krog’s 1998 book Country of My Skull facilitates
processes of empathetic engagement and identification. It pro-
poses that postcolonial writing, because it is often particularly
experimental, is a crucial area of focus for cognitive literary studies,
inviting elaboration of existing models about the phenomenology
of reading. Moreover, the article argues that attention to the way
narrative strategies are linked to cognitive processes allows us to
form scientifically grounded and contextually situated hypotheses
about how postcolonial texts function as agents in their socio-
historical contexts, and to show how their formal, aesthetic dimen-
sion is crucial for their ethical, critical, and political force.
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Postcolonial criticism is commonly more concerned with a text’s historical and political
context than with its literary aesthetics. As Boehmer (2018) points out in Postcolonial
Poetics, an in-depth engagement with postcolonial literature as literature – that is, with its
formal, aesthetic dimension – is still rare. This dimension is what new formalism is
interested in and what cognitive literary studies sets out to explore.

New formalism wants to reinvigorate literary analysis through a focus on form in
context. Levinson (2007), in her survey of new formalist approaches, identifies two types:
“normative formalism” is interested in the aesthetic effects of the text as a work of
literature, while “activist formalism” concentrates on how formal structures, within
and outside literature, assert ethical, critical, and political force (559). Levinson does
not mention cognitive approaches explicitly but states that the kind of new formalism she
terms “normative” “assigns to the aesthetic norm-setting work that is cognitive and
affective and therefore also cultural-political” (559) and that all new formalist approaches
share an understanding of form as “either ‘the’ or ‘a’ source of pleasure, ethical education,
and critical power” (561). Cognitive literary studies investigates the formal elements and
cognitive processes that lead to such pleasure or critical force.

Drawing on insights and sometimes also methods from the cognitive sciences, cogni-
tive literary studies1 aims to generate new insights into works of literature and to better

CONTACT Alexandra Effe alexandra.effe@ilos.uio.no Department of Literature, Area Studies and European
Languages, University of Oslo, Oslo, Norway

JOURNAL OF POSTCOLONIAL WRITING
2020, VOL. 56, NO. 1, 97–109
https://doi.org/10.1080/17449855.2019.1702084

© 2020 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group.
This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any med-
ium, provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way.

http://www.tandfonline.com
https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/17449855.2019.1702084&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2020-01-18


understand cognitive processes at play in writing or reading literary texts. In some cases,
the aim is also to contribute to the understanding of cognition in general and to enrich
cognitive science through insights gained from literary material. The field is diverse and
encompasses many different approaches, methodologies, and areas of interest, ranging
from discourse comprehension, emotional involvement, and embodiment to the func-
tion of literature from an evolutionist perspective.2 Cognitive poetics, an important
strand, and the one most closely tied to a formalist analysis, works mostly with close
readings informed by insights from cognitive psychology and cognitive linguistics in
order to form hypotheses about literary reading and about the relation between thought
patterns and their expression in discourse.3 Kukkonen (2013) argues that cognitive
poetics offers new formalist approaches “methodological keys for unlocking (formal)
patterns of thinking” and for analysing “the cognitive effects that literary texts elicit from
readers” (160–161).

This article demonstrates that a cognitive, new formalist approach is particularly
fruitful in the analysis of postcolonial literature, and that postcolonial literature in turn
provides rich material for exploring the (cognitive) effects of form. Postcolonial litera-
ture, Boehmer points out, is prone to challenging and changing the way we think since it
has an interest “in margins, intersections, subversions, and crossings” (2018, 1).
Cognitive-formalist analyses help us understand such processes of transformation.
Through the example of a hybrid work of literary testimony – Antjie Krog’s Country of
My Skull – the article shows that a cognitive-formalist approach allows us to form
scientifically grounded and contextually situated hypotheses about the effects of the
formal, aesthetic dimension of the (postcolonial) text. This leads to a better under-
standing of how the text functions as an agent in its socio-historical context, and of
how crucial its formal, aesthetic dimension is for its ethical, critical, and political work.
Cognitive science helps explain how specific narrative strategies enable perspective-
taking, facilitate identification and empathy, foster collective identity, and forge a
realm where stories retain truth-value beyond verifiability and falsifiability. Country of
My Skull in turn challenges theoretical accounts of empathy, identification, and counter-
factual thinking, and thus points to areas for further research and elaboration of existing
models in cognitive literary studies.

Truth and storytelling in Country of My Skull

South African writer Antjie Krog has published several volumes of poetry, and has, under
the name Antjie Samuel (her husband is the architect John Samuel), reported on the
Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC). She has also published several hybrid
books perhaps best described as creative non-fiction, one of which is Country of My Skull
(Krog 1998). This book consists of transcriptions of testimony from the TRC hearings,
conversations between commission members and between the team of journalists report-
ing on the commission, and includes also the character/narrator Antjie’s personal story.4

Hovering between narrative modes of documentary, oral history, memoir, and fiction,
Country of My Skull raises complex questions about ethics and aesthetics. The work
signals fictionality in various ways, but also makes claims to factuality, and in conse-
quence demands that its readers continuously adapt and challenge their assumptions
about which elements are factual and about what kind of understanding of truth to apply.
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Factuality is signalled through reference on the dust jacket to Antjie Samuel as a journal-
ist reporting on the TRC. This claim to factuality is qualified by the fact that the book is
published under the author’s maiden name, Krog, under which she also publishes her
poetry and her other works of creative non-fiction. Factuality is moreover signalled
through the often-verbatim transcriptions of interviews from the hearings, which appear
in Country of My Skull either in quotation marks or as conversations in which the speaker
is indicated by name before an utterance. Krog’s alteration of some of the seemingly
verbatim testimony is ethically problematic, but does not change the claim to factuality
made through the simulation of direct transcription. The text does alert us to a fictional
dimension, however, since dialogues between commission members and the team of
journalists are sometimes represented in the same fashion. In these instances we must
wonder whether the conversations took place exactly as they are printed in Country of My
Skull, and even whether they took place at all. Some of the testimony also appears without
reference to the person giving it, which suggests a collective and general truth more akin
to that of novels. The uncertainty as to whether one is reading a transcription of actual
utterances, a reconstruction of what Krog remembers, or testimony she has simply
invented, increases when Antjie in one instance comments on the understanding of
truth that lies behind the form of Country of My Skull. She stresses that she has taken
creative licence in many respects, including inventing an entire character. After Antjie’s
account of a workshop for journalists reporting on the commission hearings, a new
section starts with the following conversation:

“But then you’re not busy with the truth!”

“I am busy with the truth ... my truth. Of course, it’s quilted together from hundreds of
stories that we’ve experienced or heard about in the past two years. Seen from my perspec-
tive, shaped by my state of mind at the time and now also by the audience I’m telling the
story to. In every story there is hearsay, there is a grouping together of things that didn’t
necessarily happen together, there are assumptions, there are exaggerations to bring home
the enormities of situations, there is downplaying to confirm innocence. And all of this
together makes up the whole country’s truth. So also the lies. And the stories that date from
earlier times.”

“And the affair that you describe in here. Is that true?”

“No, but I had to bring a relationship into the story so that I could verbalize certain personal
reactions to the hearings. I had to create a new character who could not only bring in new
information but also express the psychological underpinning of the Commission. [ ... ] What
gives a story its real character is the need to entertain – to make the listener hang on your
lips.”

(Krog 1998, 170–171; original emphasis)5

The section highlights fictionality at multiple levels. First, there is the explicit metafic-
tional commentary. Antjie says that she has constructed a new story, has distorted reality,
has grouped things together that did not happen together, has exaggerated, has down-
played, and has invented. Second, Patrick appears in this scene as a reader of the book in
which he is also a character. Patrick, as commentator on Country of My Skull, discussing
the scene we have just finished reading, is located in the real world of the reader. At the
same time, as speaker in this scene, he is located in the textinternal world, where we find
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Antjie (not Krog), and the character (Patrick) whom, Antjie tells us, she has invented.
Krog’s text, in this scene, thus entangles the actual and the invented, including real people
and fictional characters, to a point where it is impossible to differentiate between them,
but while highlighting that there is a difference.

By entangling the actual and the fictional, Country of My Skull works against an
understanding of truth in terms of verifiability and falsifiability. This can be read as a
commentary also on the inadequacy of this kind of truth in the context of the TRC’s
work. The section constitutes commentary also on the aims of the commission and on
those of Country of My Skull, and explains how storytelling, including invention, func-
tions in service of goals shared by both.

The aims of the TRC were complex. The hearings were to allow victims to speak, to
have their voices heard, and to acknowledge their pain. Another aim was to find a way of
providing compensation. Perpetrators could ask for amnesty in return for full confession.
The overall goal, as the name of the commission suggests, was to bring truth to the fore
and to work towards reconciliation.

The official report describes different notions of truth that the commission worked
with. In a chapter on “concepts and principles”, the report distinguishes between “factual
or forensic truth”, “personal or narrative truth”, “social or ‘dialogue’ truth”, and “healing
and restorative truth” (Truth and Reconciliation Commission of South Africa 1998, 110).
The first kind is the one in use also in testimony in court: the “familiar legal or scientific
notion of bringing to light factual, corroborated evidence, of obtaining accurate informa-
tion through reliable (impartial, objective) procedures” (111). The second notion of
truth, “personal and narrative truth”, acknowledges that each person has the right to
tell their version of a story. When describing this category of truth, the report cites
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who said: “This Commission is said to listen to everyone. It
is therefore important that everyone should be given a chance to say his or her truth as he
or she sees it” (112). The notion of narrative truth is not clearly defined in the TRC
report, but a collective forming of history seems to be implied. The report states that
individual stories “gave meaning to the multi-layered experiences of the South African
story” (112), “provided unique insights into the pain of South Africa’s past” (112), and
were meant to “recover parts of the national memory that had hitherto been officially
ignored” (113). The third notion of truth – “social or ‘dialogue’ truth” – is described as
truth negotiated between different parties. The commission aimed to “transcend the
divisions of the past by listening carefully to the complex motives and perspectives of all
those involved” (113). The fourth and last notion of truth, “healing and restorative truth”,
is what the TRC promotes as a third option, next to objective and subjective information.
Healing and restorative truth, the report states, was required “to help establish a truth
that would contribute to the reparation of the damage inflicted in the past and to the
prevention of the recurrence of serious abuses in the future” (114). What matters in this
context, as the report stresses, is that information “is (or becomes) known on public,
national record”, and to affirm “that a person’s pain is real and worthy of atten-
tion” (114).

Country of My Skull does not lay out its aims, concepts, and principles quite as
explicitly. Self-reflexive commentary and paratextual framing nonetheless provide a fairly
good picture and suggest several parallels. The dust jacket announces Krog’s book as a
deeply affective and revelatory exploration of the TRC and of South African identity:
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Country of My Skull captures the complexity of the Truth Commission’s work in a uniquely
personal narrative which is harrowing, illuminating and provocative. Krog’s powerful prose
lures the reader actively and inventively through a mosaic of insights, impressions, and
secret themes, taking us beneath the big movements of the Truth Commission – and beyond
... into the very heart of what it means to be a South African today.

The book is said to be “illuminating” but not factually accurate, and the description of
it as containing “a mosaic of insights, impressions, and secret themes” indicates its
hybrid nature in terms of factual and fictional modes. The reference to a journey to “the
very heart of what it means to be a South African today” indicates a collective narrative
of identity, which is in line with the commission’s notion of narrative truth. The
publisher’s note at the beginning of the book positions Country of My Skull as a
work of advocacy:

Many voices of this country were long silent, unheard, often unheeded before they spoke, in
their own tongues, at the microphones of South Africa’s Truth Commission. The voices of
ordinary people have entered the public discourse and shaped the passage of history. They
speak here to all who care to listen. (Krog 1998, viii)

A (formerly) suppressed group is said to be enabled to make their voices heard for the
purpose of inciting change – for “shap[ing] the passage of history”. The note claims that
Country of My Skull helps to work towards what the commission calls healing and
restorative truth, implicitly claiming also that it is necessary to create a space for
previously unacknowledged voices outside the official hearings, namely in Krog’s literary
work of testimony. The voices, formerly unheard and unheeded, are said to have spoken
already, but also to “speak here”, in Country of My Skull. It is implied that they are
ultimately heard, and the pain they attest to is ultimately acknowledged, only in this work
of literary testimony.

This claim – that literary testimony is better, maybe even exclusively able to provide
a forum for such voices, or at least functions as vital supplement to other forms – is
restated in the main body of Country of My Skull. Antjie recalls an exchange with
Chilean writer Ariel Dorfman, who was in South Africa to advise the TRC. He told her
that “his work is a sort of mixture – some of it is what he’s heard, and some of it he
makes up” (Krog 1998, 238). To her question about the ethics of such invention, he
replied: “How else would it get out? How else would the story be told?” (238). Through
this commentary on the creative licence of literary testimony, Country of My Skull
suggests that the hearings were not sufficient – that it was necessary to transform the
original testimony into a work of literature, which means to embellish, fictionalize, and
reshape, in order to affect the reader in a specific way.

Country of My Skull makes this claim more explicit in its commentary on the kind of
truth to be found in the commission’s work, and on the kind to be found in Country of
My Skull. Antjie reflects on how sensitive the commission will be to the complex notion
of truth, wondering in particular whether the commission will be open to personal,
subjective truth:

If its interest in truth is linked only to amnesty and compensation, then it will have chosen
not truth, but justice. If it sees truth as the widest possible compilation of people’s percep-
tions, stories, myths and experiences, it will have chosen to restore memory and foster a new
humanity, and perhaps that is justice in its deepest sense. (Krog 1998, 16)
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Antjie first thinks through the possibility of understanding truth as detached from justice,
which would allow readers to conceive of truth as personal and narrative, consisting of
“the widest possible compilation of people’s perceptions, stories, myths and experiences”.
She then links this kind of truth to healing and reconciliation (the last understanding of
truth as defined by the report), recognizing that personal and narrative truth can “restore
memory and foster a new humanity”. Antjie finally suggests that this may be “justice in its
deepest sense”. She thus argues that a notion of truth detached from factual accuracy and
the legal realm serves a more profound form of justice.

A healing and restorative truth that “foster[s] a new humanity” seems to be what
Country of My Skull aims at, and, in the above-quoted scene in which Antjie admits to her
divergences from factual truth, she explains that the use of fictionality is a means of
achieving such ends. Antjie first admits that the kind of truth she tells is subjective, that
she is “busy with [her] truth”, which emerges from multiple stories and experiences as
seen “from [her] perspective, shaped by [her] state of mind” (Krog 1998, 171; original
emphasis). She stresses that the truth she tells is a collective truth detached from
factuality, namely a truth that emerges from “hundreds of stories”, “experienced or
heard”, including “lies” and “stories that date from earlier times”, all of which, according
to her, make up “the whole country’s truth” (170–171). Antjie then highlights that this
truth has a specific purpose – one that is best served through fictionality. She refers to a
“second layer”, behind what actually happened, which is “the story [she] wants to tell”
(170), and claims that there is a need to invent, in order to “verbalize certain personal
reactions to the hearings”, to “express the psychological underpinning of the
Commission”, and to “make the listener hang on your lips” (171). Antjie says, and
Country of My Skull shows, that fictionality is necessary for certain things to be commu-
nicated, to engage the reader, and, in so doing, to work towards a more profound kind of
justice based on a less strictly defined notion of truth. The book’s description on the dust
jacket as “lur[ing] the reader” and the reference to “powerful prose” also highlight the
text’s ability to engage the reader and stress that this ability is an effect of the narrative
strategies employed. The next section of this article draws on insights from cognitive
science to explain how exactly Country of My Skull works on its readers and fosters what
Antjie calls “a new humanity” and “justice in its deepest sense”.

A cognitive-poetic approach to Country of My Skull

Cognitive science allows us to better understand how specific narrative strategies work on
readers. Krog’s use of pronouns, narrative perspective, and the foregrounding of a
combination of factual and fictional modes are particularly fruitful to explore through
such a lens. Krog’s strategic employment of deixis and narrative perspective has the
potential to enable identification and empathy, facilitate shared responsibility-taking, and
foster collective identity. The foregrounding of an interplay of fictional and factual modes
highlights that gaining access to fictionally staged experience is never quite the real thing,
and invites readers to create a mental realm in which truth-value is detached from factual
accuracy.

Empathy and identification are complex cognitive and emotional phenomena.6 This
section, far from trying to explain them, merely details what we can learn from cognitive
sciences about how Country of My Skull facilitates empathetic engagement and works
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towards creating a feeling of a collective identity beyond boundaries of victim, perpe-
trator, and witness. Krog’s text in turn challenges elements of theoretical accounts of
empathy and identification.

Deictic shift theory describes how we understand discourse by temporarily taking on
the perspective of another person.7 It helps us understand how Country of My Skull
invites readers to take on the position of Antjie as witness, but also that of perpetrator and
victim. The theory also explains how readers are invited to share Antjie’s feelings of guilt
as a white South African, and to identify, as she does, with both victims and perpetrators.
Deictic expressions are the main formal device that this theory works with. Such expres-
sions cue the reader to cognitively enter the position of the deictic centre – for example,
the first-person speaker – and to understand context from this perspective. When the
speaker says “yesterday”, or “on my right”, these expressions are understood as referring
to his or her yesterday and to the position on his or her right. So-called second-
generation approaches to cognitive literary studies stress that, when we imaginatively
enter the perspective of another person, including that of a fictional character, this
process is embodied. It reactivates, as Bolens (2012) details, “knowledge that is sensorial
(i.e. derived from sight, hearing, touch, taste, or smell), motoric (i.e. kinesic, kinesthetic,
proprioceptive), and introspective (e.g. pertaining to emotions and mental states)” (6).
The brain, she states, “simulates perceptual and motor actions when they are signified
verbally” (11) – for example, in a work of literature. Such “multimodal perceptual
simulations”, Bolens notes, are also what empathy is based on: “one puts one’s self into
another’s shoes to infer what she possibly feels affectively, kinesthetically, introspectively,
olfactorily, aurally, and so forth” (41). Deictic shifting functions in first-, second-, and
third-person narration, but several critics argue, in some instances based on experimental
studies, that first-person and second-person narration (“I” or “you” narratives) are more
likely to make readers conceptually project themselves to the viewpoint of, and possibly
identify with, the entity designated by that pronoun (see Green 1995; Herman 2002;
Macrae 2016). The pronoun “you”, in particular, facilitates projection, since, as theorists
such as Herman (1994, 2002) have noted, it is always “double-deictic” – it refers to a
textinternal entity, a narratee or a character, but it also reaches out of the text to address
the reader and an anonymous plurality.

The formal choice of first-person narration in Country of My Skull is hence significant.
It allows readers easy access to Antjie’s perspective as narrator/character, and as the one
witnessing victims’ and perpetrators’ testimony. It is significant also that the testimony by
victims and perpetrators is presented in first-person narration. The reader is allowed
access to their experiences as well. Alternatively, and the two are not mutually exclusive,
the reader can take on the perspective and position of the “you” – of the person addressed
by those testifying.

Country of My Skull makes use of the double-deictic dimension of second-person
address also in contexts other than direct testimony. In a workshop for those reporting
on the TRC, for example, Antjie is told that “white journalists are carrying a lot of guilt”
(Krog 1998, 170). The workshop leader continues by cautioning participants about what
such guilt may lead to:

The more you empathize with the victim, the more you become the victim; you display the
same kinds of symptoms – helplessness, wordlessness, anxiety, desperation. But for some
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people it is so unbearable being a victim that they become a perpetrator instead. You get rid
of the pain by putting it into someone else, you become violent and make someone else your
own victim. So be very aware of that. (170)

Each “you” in this instance addresses Antjie and the textinternal team of journalists, but
also an anonymous plurality of readers.

Sanders (2007) shows how similar processes of perspective-taking were in place in the
TRC hearings. He, as well, argues that these held the possibility for creating shared
responsibility amongst South Africans. He argues that translators, speaking in the first
person, were rendered vulnerable to the witnesses’ pain, since, by repeating the first-
person account, they mimed it and hence were likely to feel it as well (155–156). He
explains also that, in addressing the commission – in saying “you” – victims were able to
address their perpetrators, so to speak. Moreover, as Sanders notes, victims in the same
way addressed those present at the hearings or witnessing them remotely. They thus all
took on the role of perpetrator and all became responsible for reparation. Sanders says
that the commission “generalize[d] responsibility” since it made itself “a proxy for the
perpetrator” (9). He notes moreover that “a phantasmatic perpetratorship” and “a
phantasmatic agency of reparation” became available to anyone since hearings were
public and widely distributed (9). Deixis is relevant in this context as well. A translator,
in saying “I”, takes on the perspective of the victim. Someone who listens to the hearings,
either on site or via radio or television broadcasts, and hears a victim say “you” feels
addressed, since the “you” is double-deictic.

Identification relies on the recognition of similarities, which, as Hogan (2003)
explains, can be of a categorical kind (relating to, for example, gender, personal history,
nationality) or situational (relating to experiences and memories of these experiences)
(134). A white reader may hence find it easier to identify with Antjie than with the
victims, but, since Antjie as witness mirrors the victim’s experiences, she can serve as a
mediator also for the white reader. Empathy is frequently linked to identification.
Gibbons and Whiteley (2018) point out that it is easy to see how empathy “might arise
through identification”, since “[e]mpathy is often characterised by a sense of emotional
similarity and proximity to another person” (274). If such a link exists, Krog’s text makes
use of it to allow readers to identify and empathize with both perpetrator and victim.
Antjie identifies with the victims, whose pain she re-experiences, and with the perpe-
trators whom the victims address. Through Antjie, both positions are more easily
accessible also for the reader. By inviting the reader to take on the position of the victims
while simultaneously feeling addressed by them, Country of My Skull works towards
collective responsibility, towards a collective acknowledgement of pain, and towards
healing for the entire country.

The complexity of narrative perspective in Country of My Skull poses challenges to
existing accounts of how formal structures affect empathy and identification. The text
demands theories and studies of how readers are positioned between multiple subject
positions, or are asked to take up more than one at the same time, and about how
conflicting positions for empathy and identification can challenge a reader’s sense of self
over the course of a narrative. That Country of My Skull invites readers to identify with
both perpetrator and victim is ethically significant and an aesthetic experiment worth
further theoretical and empirical investigation.
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A second cognitive phenomenon pertinent to a discussion of Country of My Skull is
the process of conceptual integration or blending.8 Blending theory helps understand the
effects of Krog’s foregrounding of an interplay of fictional and factual modes. Country of
My Skull, through this narrative strategy, invites readers to create a mental realm in
which truth is not verifiable or falsifiable. This allows for conflicting stories to be told, and
for them all to be acknowledged as having truth-value. It functions, moreover, to qualify
the kind of truth Country of My Skull lays claim to.

As Turner (2002) himself summarizes their theory’s central concept, “conceptual
blending is the mental operation of combining two mental packets of meaning – two
schematic frames of knowledge or two scenarios [ ... ] to create a third mental packet of
meaning that has new, emergent meaning” (10). In the context of Country of My Skull,
blending theory can explain how, and to which effects, Krog’s book invites readers to
evoke two mental spaces – that of the real world of the TRC hearings, of Krog as author
and journalist, and of the flesh-and-blood reader, and that of a fictional story, in which
testimony has been altered, a character invented, and the author and journalist, Krog/
Samuels, been transformed into the character Antjie.

Country of My Skull creates, or invites readers to create, a conceptual blend between
real-world veridical facts and the world as narrated in Krog’s book, which is in part
invented and unverifiable. In the blended space, stories that are unverifiable and possibly
fictional nonetheless hold truth-value, and factual stories lose the authority that they may
possess in other contexts. Country of My Skull thus foregrounds the unverifiability of
stories told by Antjie, by the witnesses, by the commission, by the journalists, by the
official report, and also by Country of My Skull itself, but accords all of them value.
Readers are urged to accept that multiple and conflicting stories can constitute truth. The
kind of truth they constitute is not forensic, but personal, narrative, and perhaps also
healing and restorative. In Fauconnier and Turner’s (2002) model, this concept of truth is
the emergent meaning that the blend has brought about.

Sanders’s word for such blended space is “the realm of the counterfactual” (2007, 167).
He notes that testimony took place in a contested realm prior to “any fact falsifiable in
pursuit of ‘factual truth’ ” (167), where speaker and questioner jointly create meaning. The
truth engendered in this realm, Sanders notes, is “not opposed to falsehood” (2000, 19). The
same holds for truth told in literature, especially in a text such as Country of My Skull that
highlights its fictionality. The original hearings aimed to, as Sanders puts it, “be host to the
word of the other”, whichmeans to “invit[e] [ ... ] an unverifiability which stands watch [ ... ]
over the impulse to verify and to corroborate tales, and so to falsify others” (2000, 34).
Country of My Skull, he writes, “abides upon the same basic structures” – structures he sees
as characteristic of the realm of literature (2007, 150). Sanders points out that the realm of
the counterfactual, although present to large extent in the actual hearings (though only in
those of victims), was mostly lost in the final report, in which the commission “proves more
at ease with statements that can be forensically verified or falsified” (153). Country of My
Skull, in contrast, sustains a counterfactual mode of negotiation.

Blending theory offers an explanation for what happens cognitively when Krog’s text
makes claims simultaneously to factuality and fictionality, and helps understand the
ethical charge of this strategy in the socio-historical context in which Country of My Skull
intervened. Krog’s text, through inviting readers to create the counterfactual realm of the
blended space offers an alternative to how truth was defined and at times confined in the
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TRC hearings and report. This points to an ethical dimension of conceptual blends that
has not yet been the focus of theoretical accounts. The counterfactual realm that Country
of My Skull asks readers to create enables a negotiation of collective truth and poses a
challenge to our understanding of what constitutes truth. Country of My Skull thus serves
as an invitation for cognitive literary studies to investigate how blends in literary works
can transform real-world thinking.

Conclusion

Through its reflections on its acts of fictionalizing, Country of My Skull comments on the
affordances but also on the risks of its formal experiments. The work’s self-reflexiveness may
not ultimately suffice to clear Krog from charges of appropriating and misappropriating real
voices and real suffering, however.9 Country of My Skull fittingly ends with two apologies in
which Antjie merges with Krog. In a poem at the end of the main body of the book, Antjie/
Krog speaks in a collective mode, making a plea for forgiveness on behalf of all:

I am changed for ever. I want to say:
forgive me
forgive me
forgive me

You whom I have wronged, please
take me

with you.
(1998, 278–279)

The poem is to speak “[f]or us all; all voices; all victims” (1998, 278). The empty deictic
placeholders “you” and “I” allow the reader to take on the position of victim, being asked for
forgiveness, of perpetrator and witness, asking for forgiveness, and to feel included in “us all”
beyond such distinctions. In an “Envoi”, Krog states: “I have toldmany lies in this book about
the truth. I have exploited many lives and many texts – not least those of my mother and my
family on the farm. I hope you will all understand” (281). Krog’s “Envoi” acknowledges the
complex ethical issues involved in the kind of literary bearing of testimony thatCountry ofMy
Skull constitutes, acknowledging the political, critical, and ethical work of her poetics.

Krog’s self-reflexive engagement with the ethics and aesthetics of her writing, not only
in Country of My Skull but also in subsequent publications,10 should be an incentive to
pay heed to this dimension also in criticism of her work. This article has shown that to
analyse Country of My Skull as a work of literature and as an agent in a concrete socio-
historical context means to analyse the text’s poetics. Cognitive literary studies offers a
methodology for doing so since it helps us understand the text’s aesthetic and ethical/
political effects. Postcolonial studies in general would benefit from giving more attention
to how a text’s ethical, critical, and political force is often inextricably linked to its formal,
aesthetic dimension. Experimental texts such as Krog’s constitute rich material for
exploring questions at the heart of cognitive literary studies, such as the phenomenology
of reading and the transformative effects of literature. The article’s integrative theoretical
framework – and especially the questions it has had to leave unanswered – should lastly
serve to show the importance of holistic thinking and interdisciplinary research in
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attempts to understand complex cognitive phenomena, complex socio-historical con-
texts, and the complex work of the literary text.

Notes

1. Burke and Troscianko (2017) propose the term cognitive literary science for “a form of
cognitive literary studies that takes its place assertively beneath the capacious cognitive-
science umbrella, giving and receiving in equal measure” (10). The current article uses
cognitive literary studies to refer to literary criticism that draws on and contributes to
cognitive science, without disregarding the largely very different approaches in the huma-
nities and the sciences. See Zunshine (2015) for a similar position.

2. The Oxford Handbook of Cognitive Literary Studies (Zunshine 2015) provides a good over-
view of representative approaches within this diverse field.

3. For detailed introductions to the field, see Stockwell (2002), Gavins and Steen (2003),
Vandaele and Brône (2009) and Gibbons andWhiteley (2018). For an account of the origins
of cognitive poetics and its current developments, see Stockwell (2007).

4. The character/narrator should not be equated with either the author Antjie Krog or the
journalist Antjie Samuel. The protagonist and first-person narrator in Country of My Skull is
therefore referred to as Antjie and the text’s author as Krog.

5. The admission to fictionality in this scene is missing in the US edition of Country of My
Skull. For a discussion of the effect of this cut and of other changes, see Moss (2006). Moss
points out that the alterations in the US edition problematically led Country of My Skull to
be misread as documentary rather than as the hybrid and self-aware combination of fictional
and factual genres that the original South African edition constitutes, in her opinion.

6. For insightful studies on empathy in the engagement with (fictional) narrative, drawing on
literary theory, psychology, and discourse processing, see, for example, Keen (2006, 2007),
Oatley (2017, 2011), and Lux and Weigel (2017).

7. For a good overview of deictic shift theory and its application in literary and discourse
analysis, see Gibbons and Whiteley (2018, 162–174). For a detailed account of different
forms of deixis in literary texts, see Stockwell (2002, 41–57).

8. Conceptual integration or blending theory was developed initially by Gilles Fauconnier and
Mark Turner, and presented in monograph form in The Way We Think (Fauconnier and
Turner 2002).

9. See Highman (2015) for an insightful account of how Krog, in Country of My Skull, heavily
edits and fictionalizes several actual testimonies, at times problematically also without
indicating that she has taken creative licence with them.

10. A Change of Tongue (Krog 2003) and Begging to Be Black (Krog 2009) continue Krog’s
experiment with identity and voice. There Was This Goat (Krog, Mpolweni, and Ratele 2009),
a co-written publication, in which Krog, linguist Nosisi Mpolweni, and psychologist Kopano
Ratele try to understand the testimony of apartheid victimMrs Konile, adds complexity to the
structure of narrative perspectives and layers of truth in Country of My Skull. For insightful
readings of these texts, see Rodrigues (2014), Young (2012), and Siméus (2018).
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