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of genresof genresof genresof genres    

By Ginger Janda 

A search of the internet for a description or explanation of writing genres returns pages of links to 

websites and articles that contradict each other at the most basic level. The field of writing is 

wild, overgrown, and cross-pollenated and it’s difficult to tell one type from the next. But it doesn’t 

have to be that complicated. 

There is a simple way to categorize and differentiate between the seemingly endless types of 

writing, and that simplicity begins with the most basic fact about writing--what is its purpose? 

The purpose of writing is communication. Through writing, information is communicated to others 

who are not in the same location, or time, as the writer. The root of the writing family tree, 

therefore, is the desire to communicate. 

All written communication can be divided into two categories, or genres. Regardless of the style 

or format, writing communicates information that is factual and verifiable, or is made up. Factual 

and verifiable writing is Nonfiction. Writing that contains any details that have been made up by 

the writer is Fiction. 

If we think of these two genres as twin trunks of the writing family tree, their split beginning at the 

seed of the desire to communicate, then we can maintain the differences between fiction and 

nonfiction even as they branch out with various writing forms and styles and subgenres that 

understandably can appear intertwined near the top of the tree. 

But wait, some of you who graduated in the last century may be saying. What about the main 

genres we were taught back then in public school--Poetry, Drama, and Fiction, plus the fourth 

genre Creative Nonfiction? Trying to categorize writing into those limited three or four genres is 

stifling and inadequate. What about writing done every day, at home, in schools, and a work, that 

doesn't fit into any of those? Additionally, those four broad genres confuse style with substance. 

The content of a particular piece of writing isn't fundamentally changed by the presentation of 

that content, is it? 

Poetry and drama (scripts) are formats, or styles of writing that can potentially convey both fiction 

and nonfiction information. Poetry can and has been written about events that actually happened 

as well as imagined scenes and situations. And scripts are written for documentaries just as they 

are written for Science Fiction/Fantasy movies. Creative Nonfiction, on the other hand, is just one 

kind of Nonfiction writing. Dividing all writing into fiction and nonfiction categories at the 

beginning, before considering style and format presentation, greatly simplifies the writing family 

tree. 
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If we follow the twin tree trunks of fiction and nonfiction we find that they quickly fan out into a 

multitude of smaller branches and twigs. These subgenres break into subgenres of their own, and 

soon the tree has the structure to support a full canopy of leaves for readers. 

Fiction readers have a myriad of choices, from literary fiction and general mass market to 

mystery, romance, scifi, fantasy, women's fiction, horror, thriller, and historical fiction, and more. 

New books continue to be published that defy known subgenres or blend two or three of them in 

a unique way, and new labels for these new subgenres continue to be created such a dark 

fantasy, historical romance, or romantic comedy. 

Nonfiction readers have even more choices. Educational texts, academic publications, business 

communications, technical writings, marketing and advertising materials, journalism, and 

creative nonfiction barely begin to categorize the large number of nonfiction subgenres that range 

from humor to health, from philosophy to self-help, from cooking to how to do almost anything. 

Name a topic and somebody somewhere has probably written nonfiction about it. And just as 

happens with fiction, some nonfiction books, articles, and other publications blend multiple 

genres and subgenres together, or simply fit the parameters of more than one, such as travel 

writing and immersion journalism that can claim both journalism and creative nonfiction as their 

parent genres. 

If that doesn't tangle the twigs enough, consider the genres and subgenres of fiction and 

nonfiction that actually overlap to the point that, without an external label, they can appear 

identical to a reader. Historical fiction and historical nonfiction, for example, both read like novels 

set in an authentic past, and comedy is comedy whether it is a complete fabrication or word-for-

word a true story. If the reader can't tell the difference without a label does it really matter if it's 

fiction or nonfiction? 

Yes, it does.  Creative Nonfiction scandals, including James Frey’s A Million Little Pieces and John 

D’Agata’s Lifespan of a Fact, demonstrate that readers expect to be told the truth about what 

they're reading. That doesn't mean readers don't love a good made up story. Fiction continues to 

sell. What it means is that readers expect nonfiction, no matter how creatively written, to be 

accurate and verifiable. 

Readers separate nonfiction from fiction and we should too. When fiction and nonfiction are the 

first criteria used to categorize writing into genres, all of the other differences and similarities 

branch out naturally from there, creating the seemingly complicated and yet beautifully simple 

writing family tree. 

 

 

    

 


