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 ABSTRACT

Often,‘ : in»myk:‘yea"rs as a student and as a writer ; vI: have
N .heard and made references to the "v01ce" in a p1ece of hterature v
'V‘I've read or perhaps wrltten. Yet, -as common as 1ts use is in

. wr1t1ng and hterature classes, _we all seem hard pressed to ex-
pla.m prec1se1y what we 're- talklng about. As Gary Sedlacek ex_j
plams in, hlS art1c1e "V01ces,", "v01ce is the most 1mportant '

i 'element 1n 1mag1nat1ve wr1t1ng,.. the center of the creatlve
B :actnnty " Yet I. Haslumoto feels that "because the whole notlon
of 'v01ce' is so mystlcal and abstract the term 'vo1ce' may have |
become nothmg more than a vag'ue phrase con]ured up by Enghsh -
! teachers to 1mpress and motlvate the masses to. wr1te more, confess :
'more, and be happy" ("V01ce As Julce") | - |
Th1s thes1s is an exploratlon of the nature of the quahty

we call vo1ce, w1th.1n the framework of a model. I call this model
a "clrcumscrlptlon,"v and I use the model to help us more
spe01f1ca11y define v01ce w1th1n the context of the relatlonsh.lp

f ‘that readers and wrlters share in the read.mg and writing
- ‘»expemence. : My 1ntent10n is to waylay many of the vagarles and
" m1sconcept10ns surroundmg the 1dea of v01ce, and prov1de in thelr ‘b
'stead a better understandmg of the processes and relatlonshlps
1nvolved in vo1ce, that enhance our experlences as readers and as -

wnters .
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Chapter 1:

INTRODUCING THE VAGARIES OF VOICE

W P. K.i‘nsella‘ writes in a reeeﬁt. New York Times Book Review,
thaf "It is often saia about fiction writing that voice is everjr-
’ thiﬁg. Anvdb what a voice Lee Smith has ;chos‘ehv for 'Feir and Tender
Ladie's’,' ‘her mo_e;e arﬁ;’bitious a‘hd most fully 'realized riovel to
’ date." Kinsella‘vis of coﬁrse being cefepMentary*. He ‘thinks we
‘should read Smith's bool;, paffi_cﬁlarly Becauee it.' exudes that
~elusive quality celle-d voice. .‘Voice is good.v’ Voice ‘is what all
writers strive to achieve.. “Sus'an Dodd expresses' a sinﬁlar concept
of voice when she writes in the Fall 1985 issue of The Seattle
Review, about submitting her "first opus: a novel" to a publisher
in‘New rYork.’ The pﬁblisher‘s reply'vtov Dodd's work‘ was _
astonishing. - Dodd wﬁfes,v "The verdict was swift ahd harsh.
Devastating. And frue: "Yeu he.ven't foui_ld your voice'" (79).
Dodd continﬁes toexpla.in that ehe still hesn't found a voice to
‘call her own! She is not alone. Such a qﬁest for 'Yvoice" has
dumbffounded many Writers, young and old, expei'ienced and inex-
perienced. |
Critical es‘says on composition and creative writihg theory
are fraught with references to writer's voice. But there exists a

striking ambivalence within the writing community as to what voice



in wr1t1ng actually is.

Peter Elbow, 1n h1s book ertlng with Power emphas1zes that
: the wr1t1ng that is most fun and rewardmg to read 1is that wh_lch |
’somehow feels more real . The wmtmg wh.lch is more 'real' is

that wh:lch has a sense of personal v01ce (283) Elbow attempts to

| 'explam v01ce by descr1b1ng those wr1t1ngs wmch have vo1ce and

o those that lack 1t

In descrlblng those p1eces that have v01ce, he says

‘ Sometlmes 1t was a partlcular thought that had greater

- conviction, somet1mes it was a partlcular feeling - an
. angry-: happy, sarcastic, or even self-pitying observation

- that somehow" rang truer. than its surroundings. Sometimes -

these passages with voice seemed good by other standards,

- sometimes they were not good writing at all. ~ Sometimes
~they were bursts. of . s1ncer1ty, but not always....It was

- just that they seemed to jump out at me as though suddenly
*-_ the writer had sw1tched to a fresh typewrlter r1bbon

‘(283) o . -

“In :descr1b1ng that wh1ch "has none" he says, o

- Wr1t1ng with no v01ce is dead mechamcal faceless It
' lacks any sound. Writing with no voice may ‘be saying
. something true, important, or new; it may be loglcally
- organized; it may even be a work of genius. But it is
~ . though the words came through some kind of mixer rather
. than bemg uttered by a- person (287)

For Peter Elbow and Susan Dodd, v01ce represents a quahty 1n o

. ‘-: wr1t1ng', wrltmg that has vo1ce 1s better than that wh.tch doesn't
ThlS thes1s, "The Vagarles of Voice 1n the Composmg Process "
. w111 explore the nature of that quahty Where does it omgmate?
c fHow does the expemence of voice happen? Can the wmter actually e -
| "choose" vmce as Mr Klnsella suggests? Why do we call 1t v01ce -

_when no one 1s actually "speakmg“? Ideally, such an explorauon a



':_would conclude w1th a clear and conc1se def1mt10n for the quahty
in wr1t1ng that we call v01ce.‘ But because We refer to volce as a

"quahty 1n th1s 1nstance, reachmg a. spec1flc def1n1t10n 1s part1- —

o cularly precar1ous. .

Robert P1rs1g d1scusses th.ls problem eloquently when he

) wr1tes, "Quahty 1s a character1st1c of thought and statement

- -that 1s recogmzed by a non-thmkmg process.v, Because def1mt10ns o

" are a product of I’lg‘ld formal thmkmg, quahty cannot be de- _' -
‘-".fmed" (200) It seems that the recogmt1on of v01ce is purely
'1d10$yncratlc.;' Such recog'mtlon is based on sub]ectlve analys1s.‘
i .‘ 'That 1s, it is based on. the thoughts and feehngs of the observer |
- frather than the obJect under cons1derat1on. The exploratlon of
b. _,‘f,vome seems hopeless. ‘ | | e
Regardless of how hopeless such an exploratton seems, we are.-_‘
» bst111 faced w1th a dllemma that needs some sense of resolutmn. |
' :. Pubhshers, cr1t1cs, \compos1t10n 1nstructors and creatlve wr1t1ng
g .1nstructors are. bemg cr1t1cal of some wrltmg because 1t lacks R
b-vo1ce.- Susan Dodd's novel was re)ected because 1t 1acked v01ce.
s .Now what does she do" | How does she f1nd 1t? Is vo1ce someth.mgl, ;
‘f_:that can: be found (or created) at all" - |
| In an attempt to draw our attentlon to th1s dﬂemma,’ R1se
Axelrod, 1n a speech g'lven at the College Composmon and Commum-f
}catlon Conference (March 1987), explamed that our ‘use of v01ce in -
. reference to wrltten materlal 1s actually a metaphor, and "some-‘ A

tnnes we take 1t qulte hterally and transfer to the wmtten text "



maﬁy of the qualities we associate with speech...such as the ideas
of presenée and p'er;'s'onality, and bthbe‘ values of audibility and
.aufhenticitjr" (1). Likewise, Gary Seldacek, in his article
"Voices," qubtes the defiﬁition for voice f;rdm» A Handbook of

Modern Rhetorical Terms (Linda Woodson, ed., NCTE, 1979) as "The

imag'ined sound of a writer's voice that readers encounter in every
written utterance and that lealds them to judge their affinity

With, their sympathy for, or their distance from the writer" (48),
thus supporting Axelrod's contention that voice in writing is a
metaphor for  the spoken word. |

However, the metaphor is more complicated than. our first
assumptions allow. Axelrod is essentially clearir.lgl the dust from
the dinosaur rib we are unearthing. The metaphor of Voicé has
multiple lé.yers; voice is used in a variety of contexts. On one -
level voice is sound, -on another level voice is power.

In h1s article "Chapter and Verse," Stanley Plumly uses voice
in several of these contexts. In one exaﬁ_xple, he explains, "the
poet's voiée, his way of presiding over his material...whether
: [ih] terms of those of a persona or one of a trinity of personal
pronouns, is inevitable. | The question is never one of the fact of
a voice, but of the effective control or diséloSuré of that vvoice"
(21). In this instance, Plumly is using voice as a meté.phor of
the first "layer." It is a simple metaphor, the voice in a poem is
equal to the sound of the poet's speaking voice. Any writing |

sample will contain voice in this instance, no matter how "dead,



- mechamcal [or] faceless" " 'f ThlS 1s m d1rect contradlctlon w1th
' 'the quahty that Elbow attempts to dlstmgulsh 1n hJ.s dlscussmn '
: about voice. T |
Later in- the art1c1e Plumly says," "[the poet s] v01ce pre- :
51des as a partlclpant " and "the voice. pokes through con-
s1stent1y to quahfy and comment. the v01ce 1tse1f becomes the
- hero of the story" (28). What spec1flc entity or quality could he ;
pos31b1y be talklng about in th1s 1nstance? Vo1ce has become
something dlffere'nt'frOm the imagined sound of the poet's spoken
words It seems now, that Plumly recogmzes voice as an entlty or‘_‘
consciousness in its own rlght which is dlstmg‘ulshable and which
possesses vohtlon Plumly continues by explalmng that "in free
' verse .the voice is more avallable and therefore ‘more vulnerable"
»(25).‘ V01ce seems to have become a metaphor for the being or
~ essence behmd one's spoken words
Such. references to voice contribute to our frustration and
cohfusion, In Plumly s artlcle, v01ce is no longer smply an
| 'element of wr1t1ng, it has become a metaphys1ca1 quahty No
~ wonder references to‘ or about voice are ‘1ndef1n1te~ and vague. ‘The
| dis"cu'yssion‘ about ‘voice ‘isf a discussion in metaphysics. ‘
However, if we look to demystlfy or clamfy v01ce, not by
vdeflmng 1t ‘but by providing boundarles to what we m1ght mean
‘when we speak of v01ce, perhaps voice as a quahty of wrltlng can
be made ‘more manageable, less abstract. A common term in geometry

1s c1rcumscr1pt1on, Wthh means to draw a. c1rcle around a geo-



metric figure,.tduch;lng the ’ci“I;cl'e "to, thé figure at as many points
as possible. While we may not be able to produce exact measure-
ménts (definitions), or an exact circle (we're talking meta-

- physics, not ‘ma'gh_e'mat_'ics) , perhaps v'we can provide a circumscrip-
tion for voice as a power in Wrifing. We can encircle it and give
it fbrm. The aim of this discussioh is to provide the pbints of
"that circumscription. Perhaps in this way, .We can resﬁonsibly use |
the term voice in discussing written material.

This éircﬁms‘criptién begins with the nature of the relationship
that the reader and writer sharé in the reading and wrifing
experience.‘--The quality, V’bice, cannot happen outside the context
'o_f this relationship. In the reading and writing experienée, all
' _thére is, is rel"ationsh_ip..' In this wéy, the idea of .human rela-

:t_io’nship»'is interwofren and, in a sense, provides the context for
| the discussion' of voice. It is the thin line that encircles the
- ‘concept of voice, and which finally gives voice its form.

Peter Elbow, in Writing With Power explains that "the

essential act at the heart of writing is the act of giving" (his
émphasis, 20) . There 'can be no writing without a reader, just as
there can be nd“ gift withqut so,ineone receiving it. Thls rela-
'tionship is reminiscent of the question, if a trge falls in the
forést and no one is there to hear, does the falhng tree make any
noise? Theoretjcany gpeaking,‘ if no one (including the writer as
reader) reads a written work; ‘has any writing aqtlially been done?

Howe\fer, it goes beyond a tree falling and an ear hearing. In



' breading and ‘w&riting, there is inténtion,'.v Tﬁere bis‘a person writ-
ing with a p_urpbs.é,_ and there is avperso‘n re_ading, with a purpose
(even whenvthe reader is the ‘writer his uo,r her self). So not only
is the ,concept of voice based -Wit‘hin a relationship, it ié prédi-
cated upon the notion of intention within that .relationship.
P‘oi'nt one in voice's circumscriptidn is ihtention.

Point two has to do with context. We often emphasize the
process m writing and reading, as opposed to a product or result,
yet we ‘treat this process as an isolated event: isolated froxﬁ the
- sense of self 1n each parfic_ipaﬁt, and isolated from the
‘assumptions, the predispositions, a writer and a reader might
‘bring to that 'pfocess,. Within the relationship where voice is
creéted , there are at least two tyﬁes of pat_'ticipanté | (evéh though
these two may be the same indiﬁdualvwho takes on the role of one
participant aﬁd then another). The predispositibns of each parti-
~ cipant will help ‘determine whether or not voice is created and/or
'recognized. | |

The best place to begin is with the obvious.‘ A ‘readervreadvs,
and ‘a 'wfiter Writes. Chapters Two and ‘Thrjee of this theéis wiil
examine phenomena surrounding the. t'eading and writing experience .
Each of these involves more than putting wofds onto paper ahd | o
vreadin‘.g words on paper. Each is involved in a pmcesé of thinking
and acting, which pfovides the context for relationship.‘

To complicate the issue further,. each 'pérticipant in this

wﬁting/ reading scenariobplays ‘multiple roles. A writer reads or



- listens,- and a reader writes or speaks'.v' In The Barbarian Within,
Walter Ong explains that "as he composes his thoughts in words, a
speaker or writer hears these words echoing within himself...as
fhough he were ahothér person" (51). In an acceptable sense, the
writer listens, or réads, while composing. Within each writer

there exists a duality of experience. The writer might experience
a self to sdme degree as the one who formulates and expresses
ideas, but she will also experience "the shadow of a 'thou'" (Ong
52), or "other" within herself who experiences and evaluates what
has been written.' Ong explains that this éense of other is
essential to the communicative act which writing répresents. The
WPiter becomes part of, or "participates in the dthef to whom he
speaks, and it is this underlying participation which makes
communication possible" (52).

Similarly; the reader also experiences an "other." There is
the imagined writer, who is a construct of what the reader knows
of the aufhor, and the reader's own inner speaking which is
audible as thé reader reads. As proponents of Reader Response
criticism are quick to explain, the reader actually creates the
text, and becomes an author as he/she reads. As Stanley Fish ex-
plains in his essay "Literature in the Reader," "it is the exper-
ience of an utterance... that is its meaning" (78). The ex-
périeﬁc‘e that cfeates méaning belongs to the reader.

The final point of the circumscription of voice is an

exploration of our (the reader's and writer's) relationship with



blanguage. - Since the relationship betwéen a reader and writer is |

constructed solely»with‘in language, understanding how we use and

conceive of language will be critical in examining the concept of

voice, Whic_h is created Withinb this  reader/writer relationship.
The model for our circumscription of voice is more

easily pictured like this:

Rehkwnshvp‘

Intention

Context
Chapter 1 Chapter 1
Chapter 2 " Chapter 2

Language
Chapter 3



Chapter Two, "The Writer erting/ Readmg,", w111 examme the
’ .writer, who he or she concelves of him/herself to be, and what he
or she rmght contrlbute in generatmg the experience of voice.
Chapter Three, "The Reader Readmg/Writmg“ will examme the
reader in the same fashion.. Chapter Four is reserved for an
exploration of our relatlonship with‘ 1anguage, and will address

~ the question of why we . seek voice in written materlal and how
such a power as voice is determined within the context of the

R previous chapters' discussions about the reader and writer. All
this is an attempt to waylay many of the va‘gv'aries and
misconceptions surrounding the idea of voice, and provide in their
- stead a better understanding of the processes_ and relationships g

v involved in voice that enhance our experiences as readers and as

‘writers.

10



Chapter 2:

" THE WRITER WRITING/READING

We begin this exploration with the question, is there any-
thing the writer can do to create voice? To answer this we must
examine the writing situation. This examination quickly evolves
into an exploration of the context of the writing situation for
the the writer. The moment we ask about the writing situation, we
must make assumptions about who the writer is, and what that |
writer ‘might bring to particular rhetorical contexts. In ex-
ploring the generation of voice, we must ask questions about what
generates and where this generation evolves froEn. By assuming
voice is an actual occurence in‘writing we assume there is a
speaker from whom that voice emerges. (This assumption reveals
the logocentricity that Professor Axelrod referred to when she
talked about transferring the ideas of presence and personality to
the written text, and later in Chapter 4, we will examine how such
logic might be problematic fbr us.) We associate voice in writing
with a particular consciousness or presence.

There are. various prompts for writing, (prompt as distinct
from purpoée, which stays with the writer throughout the writing

process).' The prompt is the initial imp‘etus that sets the writer

11



"vvwmting, that causes’ the wmter to ‘set pen to paper. It is the B
. ,experlence of this prompt that 1mmed1ate1y places the wmter in

: the wrltlng predicament | | |

- : For a student the usual prompt is a class ass1gnment then
‘wmters use wmting to help them think. Writers wrlte to be pub-
lished. erters write to commumcate. ~ Some wr1ters ‘write for the
-A_‘sheer beauty of words and rhythm Poets often wmte in ‘apprecla- v
't1on of an event or thing that is thought-provokmg or beautiful
,Regardless. of the prompt for wmting, most of the th_inkmg that
OCcurs before setting pen to paper (or hand to keyboard) _surrounds
| the topic to be discussed or pr"esentedr. ; One of the fir‘st concei-ns -

for a bwriter is often whe'ther, oif _not she has enough 'knowledgfe "ovr; |
. skill to write about heh topic,,'- and then, how she is to ‘pre‘sevnt

‘ her'topicfor- a reader. In ,any. rhetor'ical or artistic situation,

the writer is immediately thrown into the role of "giver" or
',_‘presenter.“ Without vthei writer putting wordsvvon paper, the rela_by
. tionship betWeen a readef and a wfiter 'can"t happen. As Elbow ,
j explains, "the essential human act at the heart of writiné‘ is the

act of giving" (20). | | | |

'Regardless of ' thé: rhetorlcal situation, the writer is in a

predicament when faced“ t/&ith a,blank page. The writei' is "on the
line" so‘ to speakv"‘k She‘v must g'iVe s'omething' There are |
assumptlons she w111 have about herself and her topic, and her
_purpose for writlng, that create the context in which she will be

writing; thatv determme vher‘ abihty -to give. : Vulnerabihty is the

12



) ,* ta1l s1de to the coin of g1v1ng It 1s th.1s state of .

! ,»vulnerablhty that teachers often refer to when they ask for |

: “"honest" or "authentlc" wr1t1ng William Coles demonstrates tms
sort of d1alog'ue in his book The Plural I. In speakmg with a
student he says,v _

- Now just tell it the way you'd tell 1t Just use your
own voice, not a manner or a style you've borrowed, just
be you, somethmg somebody couldn't mutate, .or couldn't
imitate eas1ly Can you do that?

[The student] smiled,, "I haven't been able to do it so
r." (41) SR -

Th.ls s1tuat1on is an 1mmed1ate problem for a wrlter in the

S acadermc env1ronment because more often than not the wr1ter is .

being ]udged on her ablhty to g'lve~ she is bemg‘ ]udged on her
sk1ll as a wrlter When one is g1v1ng of oneself as Elbow claims
~all wr1t1ng 1s, 1t is dlfflcult to separate the self from that |
wh1ch is glven The wrltmg s1tuat1on is threatemng for the |
‘student wr1ter. When placed in the academ1c env1ronment often
»gstudents will lack the sense of autonomy that allows them to "take
full respons1b1].1ty for [thelr] words" (Elbow 22).

Addressmg the problems of the wr1ter s autonomy or sense of
. self as part of the context in wh1ch the wr1ter will wrlte, meets
’addltmnal problems when we start to consider just exactly who or
what that self really is. Joseph Harr1s, 1n his artlcle "The
Plural Text/The Plural Self Roland Barthes and Williams Coles" '
wr1tes,

Real eloquence is honest- the best prose is the most :
natural The problem w1th such a view is that it reduces

13
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writing to a 51mp1e test of integrity; Either your guts

are out there on the page or they're not.... Seen this

way, the advice to be yourself starts to seem dogmatic,

bullying, for it assumes that writers already have a self

somewhere, ready-made, that they merely need to make their

prose reﬂect and express. (161)

Suddenly, it seems that the writer must first assume a role _
or identit.y.for herself before she can write and, in the context
of writing, bécome a vulnerable, giving person. While this sounds
like a difficult task, anyr writer actually does this whenever he
or shé sits down to write. Out of a basic, sﬁbliminal reaction to
the writing predicament, the writer creates a self. This happens
in each instance of writing, from grocery Iists to love letters,
from novels to a note left on a friend's car. And the nature of
this "writing" self is directly rélated to who fhe writer presumes
thé reader to be. This self is dictated by the rhetorisal situ-
ation. By simply acknbwledgi'ng an "other" (or réader, who may be
the writer herself), a writer creates a "non-other." The writer
creates a self.
In continuing the discussion of the nature of the writer's

self, vWilliam Coles contends that "wfiting is not simply a tool we
use to express a self kwe already »haireﬁ it is the means by which we
form a sevlfv tqe‘x'press_"‘ (161). The ptoCeSs_ of writing is the
process of becouxing. It would seein that voice might not neces-
sarily result from a writer's "self" expression, but may be that
which creates a sense of s»e‘lf for the writer. Writers don't

create voice; voice (well crafted written language?) creates the

sense of a person who is the writer.

14



But the questlon remams what 1s the relationsmp of the
| nature of this self to whether or not v01ce occurs in the
wrlter s wr1t1ng" As the nature- of the writer's self is a criti-
'cal factor in creating the context in wh_lch the writing w111
occur, the nature of this self may be cr1t1cal in creatlng v01ce‘.k »
Sondra Perl's exploratlons 1n the nature of the composmg‘
- process rmg'ht»offer som_emsight into this questlonf She touches
‘upon the relationship‘ the writer's self may have to voice with her -
notion of "'felt' sense. " Perl condu'cts an experiment in which she
studies wrlters composmg From her observatlons she notes:
There seems to be a basm step in the process of ,
composing that skilled writers rely on even when they are
unaware of it...This [step] seems to rely on very careful
attention to one's inner reflections....When it's
- working, this process allows us to say or write what we've
never said before, to create something new and fresh, and
occasionally it provides us with the experience of "new-
ness" or "freshness," even when "old words" or 1mag‘es are
used. (366) I o . _
According to Perl one's abi].ity to "listen" to one's inner voice
is d1rectly related to whether or not a writer is able to create
1 "freshness" and "newness," even mth old words. The quahty of

th.1s "1nner voice" w111 be determined largely by who the writer

_' assumes herself to be If the,wrlter is unable to create herself

 as knowledgeable or 1ns1ghtfu1 she w111 be unable to "hear"

knowledge or 1ns1ght or "newness" (all, perhaps, elements of
v01ce) A wr1ter s 1nab111ty to "hear" inay be critical in
| -understandmg why a wr1ter s writing results in "dead, me(.hamcal

faceless" prose (or poetry)

15



So there are perhaps two factors that we can dlstmgulsh from
, Perl's experlments that may be cr1tlcal to the writer creatmg |
-voice (1f the wrlter actually can create v01ce) ' The flrst re-
: lates to the wr1ter s ability to create an 1dent1ty that thmks in
an engagmg, provocatlve manner; the second relates to the
‘wrlter 's ab1hty to "hear" and then transmlt that new, provocatlve
Minner voice" to the page

Earlier in th.ls d1scuss1on about the wrlter s created self, I
“mentioned that the nature of this self is d1rect1y correlated to
who the wrlter assumes the reader to be, and that by acknowledg'lng
an "other," the writer creates a "non-other" or self If the
nature of this self is a factor in cons1der1ng how a wr1ter
- creates vo1ce,. then poss1b1y the writer's conceptlon of the
"other," or reader, may play an equally 1mportant role.

In quotmg The Notebooks of Henry James 1n The Rhetorlc of

Fiction, Wayne Booth says "as the young James had long before
said, what the author does is to make hlS reader very much as he
makes hlS characters when he makes [the reader] well, that is,
makes h.un 1nterested then the reader does qulte half the labor'“
(49). ’

- Later Booth asserts that it is not possible to write ‘without
the reader 1nm1nd ::"E;yenv:an‘;author_: who claims to write "for _ |
himself," can on_ly. do so "if he imagines _himse,lfv‘ temporarily as
_ hlS own reader; "apf)roaching h1s work without special‘ knowledge"

(109).
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In a sense, there lare -two readers in. the rhetorlcal ‘situa- |
* tlon One is a hvmg, breath.mg human bemg,' "upon whose crossed‘-
knee rests the open: volume, and whose .=per_sona11ty,1s as c»omplexl
: and‘ultimately.ineXpressible as any dead:, poet_'s;"f __(Gihson 266).
vIt‘is_ this re'ader that Rfichard Hugo ’cautionsv:us ahout IWhen he.v
writes, SRS EE
\ Ne\ter worry about the reade'r, what the reader
.can understand. When you are writing, glance over your-

~ shoulder, and you'll find there is no reader. Just you
and_ the page. Feel lonely‘7 Good (Triggering Town- 5)

"Booth, however, is talkmg about ‘the second type ‘ofv, reader.
1; Walker Gib‘son calls this ‘reader the.‘ "mock reader"‘ ("Authors",
Speakers, Readers and Mock Readers") . Essentiail‘y', the mock '
:reader is the reader who is a construct of the writer's 1mag1na- o
~ tion (and later, the reader s 1mag1nat10n as d1scussed in the |

.followmg chapter, "The Reader Readmg/ertlng“) ‘It is this

| ) reader that Henry James refers to when he talks about makmg the ‘

reader well~ It doesn't matter whether this 1nd1v1dua1 actually
ex1sts although in 1mag'1mng th.ls reader, the writer hopes to.
-come as close as: poss1ble to an actual person. What- matters is
that the wrlter, in h1s or her own. mmd has a partner with whom
to have the readmg/ wrltlng relatlonsh.tp How the writer
"creates" th1s partner, in his own 1mag1nat10n, may d1rectly in-
kfluence the quahty of the d1scourse the wr1ter presents So the
questlon we must address 1n exam1mng v01ce is, how does the
wr1ter "wrlte" the reader well? |

Accordmg to James, our abmty to "make the reader" contri-
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"~ butes trernendously to our ablhty to write "with 1ntens1ty"

(Booth, The Rhetorlc of Fiction, 42). Probably one of the

- biggest contributions a writer can make, in creating high quality
in ‘the reader/writer relationship, is for the writer to create the
"mock_ reader" in as close an approximation as possible tov the
‘actual reader, or to create that "mock reader" a person who the
actual reader would want to be.

Accomplishing such a phenomenal task as creating a "mock
reader" who is a close approximation of the actual reader who
might read our writing poses a huge problem for writers
(especially those who might take Hugo's advice on not considering
the reader whén writing). It means that a writer must ultimately
be interested‘ in others ,‘ or a’vcyleast in the world around him. The
writer must know actual readers in order to create "mock readers"
well. In order to be interesting, the writer must be interested.

In Writing With Power, Peter Elbow touches upon the notion of

creating the reader well, when he talks about "breathing
experience into words" (314). He contends:

The crucial fact about reading, then, is that the
reader is engaged at every moment in making a choice of
whether to invest the energy required to have the actual
experience implied in the words, or merely to read the
- directions for constructing an experience...if you want
readers to breathe life into your writing so that they get
a powerful experience from it, then you must breathe
experience into your words as you write (317 and 322).

It is the writer's "job" to write in such a way that readers
~ will make that investment of energy to "breath life" into the

words on the page.
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B : f'Breathing 1.ifev"v ihto words howe\}ervsounds fnearlyvbas bully{hg
as "be yourself" or "be interesting." How does one breathe life |
'i_nto wérds?» Riclhard Hugo cautioned ‘,"a_g'ainst 'coihmﬁhiCation_because
ohce lang'uage exists only to convey inforrhation, it is dﬁng‘?

B (11). How do we keep lang'uag'e from dy'mg on the page? 1 think
Hugo starts to. answer "this quest1on, when he adv1ses "somehow you |
must_ switch your alleglance from the triggering subject ito‘ the -

~ words" (12)_. We must become adept at.knowing the impact of our
sentence structures and word ch01ces on a reader. ’Wekmust become }
| consmentlous about what we are asking the reader to do, then

forget it durmg' the ~wr1t1ng process; wé must practice so that

o the form becomes. part of who we are, SO that we can write well

without thmkmg about 1t Th1s 1s what R1chard Lanham refers to

as "tramed 1ntu1t10n" (114) At one point in The Trlggemng Town

Hugo stresses the 1mportance of practlce in tralmng one's self to
.wrlte. He says ;"ODCE a spectator sald, after Jack N1cklaus had
chipped a shot in t‘rqrii a -sa’nd trap; 'That's pretty lucky.'
Nicklaus is sdpposéd to have ‘repliedl, 'Right. “But I notice the
more I practice,‘ the luckier I get" (17). To train our intuition
about readers, we must’ practice, both thrqligh humah interraction
and through writing. The writer's self must be trained in intui-
tiqn. Establishing a 'go]od relationship with the reader is not a

' matter ef luck. .

" 'In a sense, what ‘this discussioh is aimed toward is the

importance of the writer's awareness of, and “abil.ity to write
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‘witllu'n, his or her "discourse commﬁnity"v (Fish "Interpreting").
Each rhefofical ~siiuation is embedded within the larger context of
a particular community. The college student writes papers for
college professors, instructors and students, who are reading
within the context of an academic setting. Fiction writers are
Writing within a certain genre that dictates what thejr can write
and still be called fiction "writers, and what fiction readers
expect. Poets must write within certain agreed upon parameters if
they still want to be considered poets by their readers.

But simple knowledge or understanding of the genre or
rhetorical situation is not enough for the writer to create voice.
Surely Susan Dodd is aware of her discourse community and is
probably very knowledgeable about her medium. If creating voice
is related to the writer's rélatidnship with the reader and how
the writer creates the reader, what is that fine line that the
writer must cross with the reader, in order to enter the realm of
voice?

"Most critics and readers will agree that the experience of
voice has something to do with accessibility. Somehow the writer
as a person is more present, more "there," more accessible for the
reader. However the idea of accessibility is just as vague and
abstract as the notion of voice.

The notion of accessibility reminds me of an incident in a
graduate fiction worl;shop at the University of Montana, in which

Barry Hannah told a student that the story the student had written
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was boring. When the student asked how he might make it more
interesting, Hannah replied, "be more interesting yourself!" Be-
sides being a bully, is Hannah also referring to the notion that
the writer must ci'eate an interesting, "voiced" self, in order to
be interesting and to have voice? Have we come full circle, back
to the writer's creation of the self? |

Thé whole exploration. of ’ the nature of the writer's self and
who the writer conceives thé rféader to be, is an exploration of
context. It has to do W'ith the ‘often inchoate assumptions the
writer brings to his relaﬁonship with the reader, that may deter-
mine the quality, of thét_ »relationshij).' When we say we have
experienced voice in‘a‘ written work, we are élso commenting on
the quality of the relatiohship we feel with the writer. When we
experience voice in wriﬁ_ng, we perceiVe an "other" with whom we
want to be related. The experience of vqice however, belongs to
the reader, and' there‘ aré‘als‘sumpti‘dns‘ which the reader also brings
to this relationship that may detérmine his ability to experience
voice.. The question of context and. intention in the reading
experience, is the focus of the next chapter, "The Re_ader

Reading/Writing."
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Chapter 3 ‘.
THE READER READING/WRITING |

We have determmed that voice occurs ‘within a- dynamlc 1nter- _ o

relat1onsh1p between a wrlter, reader and the lang'uage they share
While Chapter 2 explored the role of the wrlter 1n generatmg o
| ‘ v01ce w1th.1n the framework of thlS relat10nsh1p, Chapter 3 w111

| questlon what the reader mlght contrlbute to the generatlon of "
: ‘voice. Just as the context of the wr1t1ng experlence was an :
-1mportant factor 1n explormg how a wrlter m1ght generate v01ce, '
~the rhetorlcal context of the readlng experlence 1s also 1mportant
'1n explorlng how a reader mlght contrlbute to the experlence of

v01ce »A reader is 1nf1uenced by a. varlety of factors.‘ his or

) ‘ her language system, hterary competence, ego, and dlscourse com- .

| mumty w1]l all help determme h.1s or her expemence of a text.

_ In hlS essay "The Rhetomc of Bhndness,'f Paul de Man -
‘ explams that readmg "1s an act of understandmg that can never

: .be observed nor in any way prescmbed or ver1f1ed" ("Bhndness,_"':
107)' Some cr1t1cs such as Stanley F1sh argue that the writer
_ has httle to do w1th the reader s experlence of a text and in

" vfact the "1nf1uence" between the text and reader is more the

vreverse of what we most commonly assume. -Textual_ dev1ces, or
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~ "formal units," Fish writ‘es'

‘are always a funct10n of the 1nterpretat1ve model

one

- brmgs to bear; they are not 'in' the text, and I would ,
- 'make the same argument for [the author' s] intentions. . o
. An intention...is made when perceptual or interpretive

closure is hazarded, it is verified by [the reader's]

L 1nterpret1ve act and I would add, it is not ver1f1able in

any other way ("Interpretmg" 176)

As he states, the formal umt or "text" is always a funct1on

of the reader s mterpretatlon The reader "1nfluences" the

text,

. and not v1ce Versa._ F1sh further arg'ues agamst the not10n that

the text as an ob]ect at all He stateS° |

The great’ mer1t .-: of kmet1c art is that it forces you' .
to be aware of "it" as a changing object -- and therefore
~no "object" at all -- and also to be aware of yourself as

correspondingly changing...In its operation it makes

1nescapable the ‘actualizing role of the observer.

Literature is a kinetic art, but the physical form it .
assumes: prevents us from seeing its essential nature, even

though - we 80 experlence it. ("Literature" 83)

If the readmg "encounter" is so solitary in nature, ,relyings

‘strictly on the cons_c_musness of the one being (reader), anc

com-

| ,pletely non-obseryable hy any "other," what is it in readi

g that -

allows us the expemence of another to whom we attribute v oice?

Could 1t be that 1n read_mg we are faced w1th an ex1stent1al

_dllemma? We want to beheve there 1s an other speakmg, d that ., :

~ we are not alone with our experlence. ‘Richard Hugo s ad Lce' to

; "glance over. your _sho 11der, and you'll flnd there is no reader" o

. can-val‘so apply to the reader in his or her experlence of th;e‘ '

Wri'ter‘ Perhaps when we speak of ‘voice, we are really reacting

i

to the pos31b1hty, in true Derridean fashion, that there is no

actual voice. As F1sh explains, "’ther’e is more to [‘reading]:.fthat




s, to its experience,  than meets the casual eye" ( "Literature" '

7). In the final analysis, any "'ob‘servation".'or discuss_ion of

'thefreading 'prooess'_(whic“:h "cannot be prescribed or verified") is

metaphysical. Texts do not speak. How is it ,t‘hatv we hear them?

In his ohapter "How to v‘ Get Power Through Voice," in W riting

‘W1th Power, Peter Elbow says a curious thmg He adv1ses student

wrlters to "practlce re=v1s1ng for v01ce."v He says, "th1s is

really an exermse in ad]ustmg the breath in the words tinl it

guldes the reader s voice naturally to each pause and full stop"

(emphasis mine 3’05) ‘

The phrase,‘ "reader S v01ce" almost s11ps by

unnoticed, but not quite. Elbow's book focuses on the writing

process, so what does

he mean when he speaks of the reader's

‘voice? How does 1t d]tffer ‘from the writer's voice? Or does it?

What are the elements

within?* How do these

in the context. that 'the reader operates

elements influence the reading experience?

Before we can address ‘the problem of a reader's voice, we

must first ask, who is

the reader? Earlier, when disoussing the

writing process, We"'considered that perhaps the reader doesn‘t'

‘exist for the writer e}.cept as an extensmn of the wrlter S own

consciousness. Who‘ exactly are we thinking about when we say

"reader,'" and what dces this- have to do w1th v01ce‘7

To beg‘m w1th there can be no voice w1thout hearmg ]ust as

vthere can. be no hearmg' w1thout sound Jacques, Derrida wrltes:

to speak to

someone is doubtless to hear oneself speak,

to be heard by oneself; but, at the same time, if one is
heard by another, to speak is to make him repea

immediately in

l'umself the heanng-oneself-speak in the
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very form in which I effectuated it. (Speech and Phenomena
80) ) .

Likewise, whén reading, the reader repeats "immediately in

himself the hearing-onéSelf-épeaﬁ " as a type of listening. When
reading, the reader cx('eatés an inner 'dialogué by first "speaking"

a fictitious, authorial ‘pfesénce (thus creating an inner authorial
voice), ana in so doing, "hears" what is being spoken. A speak-
ing/listening duo occuf,rs‘ at the _mOment a reader interracts with

- written words.» The reader then, is the one who "processes" sound

into intelligibility. In|turn, the reader "is to some extent

processed by the method that uses him as a control" (Fish

"Literature" 87). This ‘"method" is nothing less than the ling-

uistic and literary conventions which the writer and reader share.

Walker Gibson discusses the idea of the reader being

processed by the text, in his article "Authors, Speakers, Readers,

and Mock Readers." Gibson claims that, in the reading experience,

"we are recreated by the language. We assume for the sake of

experience, that set of" attitudes and qualities which the language

\
asks us to assume" (265).

Similarly, George}; Poulet writes that

reading, th‘en is the act in which the subjective prin-
ciple which I call I, is modified in such a way that I no

longer have th‘e right, strictly speakmg, to consider it

as my I.... Who, when I say I, is indeed that I? (57)
While this seems to be in direct contradiction with Fish's idea
that it is the reader who influences the text, and not vice versa,
the two notions can be reconciled if we look at the reading
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experience as and exéhange or interractien.

The reader brin_gs many factors, both conscious and uﬁcon-
scious, to this "pfocessing for intelligibility." The reader
makes meaning by engaging an understanding or mastery (in the
sense of dance and dancer being one) of the phonological, |
syntactic and semantic systems of ‘hi‘s [or her] language" (Culler

101). Culler continues that this mastery

enables [the reader] to convert the sounds into
discrete units, to recognize words, and to assign a

structural deécrlpuon and interpretation to the resulting

sentence, even ‘though it be quite new to him. Without
this implicit knowledge, this internalized grammar, the

- sequence of sounds does not speak to him. (101)

A reader is {someone who has mastered the technique of a
o | ' ,
particular language, someone who has mastered the language system.

The reader, in the sense that he or she embodies a particular

language system, is t‘he "process" in "processing for

intelligibility". The ‘static identity or ego is preempted by

process. As with wﬁting, the act of reading is likewise, the act
S

of becoming. |

The elements that come to bear on this process may differ

from one reader to the next (each individual is essentially a

unique process) in that each reader harbors a unique history.
Linguistic competence|, literary competence, and individual history

will all act to compris;b the nature of the process that the reader

becomes. These elem‘ents all work to influence the reader's ex-
|
pectations and projections for the text. Allen Harris explains

|

"we each listen with our own peculiar collection of strategies,
|

|
2
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- biases and des1res, our own bundle of mot1yes and we understand
only as a funct1on of that 1mmensely complex bundle. One of the
1mp11cat1ons of thlS s1tuat1on is: that we. do not hear prec1sely
the same th.mgs" (17’2!) Could th.lS mean that some of us may hear
voice, while other' rea‘ders w11'lf not‘7

Most often when we use the term v01ce w1th regard to written
mater1a1, it is in the context of evaluat10n or judgement. In

fact, it is 1mposs1ble to speak of v01ce out of expemence and not

f;

f1 ct1on of expemence. Essent1ally, we hve 1n

d1fferent worlds of expemence, but rarely make the d1st1nct1on
Recently, I sat in on a seminar dehvered by Werner Erhard, in _' ‘ ‘
"wh.lch Erhard dlscussed th1s very concept us1ng the game of tenms' :
to. demonstrate hls pomt. In the example, Erhard expla.med that
tennis really prov1des the arena for two worlds of sport -- that
“of the player, and that of the spectator. No. one ‘'would argue that ’
_'vsk111 is not a ma]or factor in any such compet1t10n, yet we never
.quest1on just where exactly that sk1]1 occurs. Is sklll a

functlon of the tenms: player, or a funct10n' of' the' spectator?- It' '
_seems obvious that it IS the player who posseses skﬂl He or she
‘. is skillful A problem arises however, when we: ask the player to
show us his or her skﬂl What we m1ght get 1s a strong backhand
shot, or some qulck foot work but the player will not be able to
show us sk111 Thls lf ‘because sk111 is a function of the v

spectator -- it belongs in the stands, not on the court. ‘The
moment a player focuses his or her attentlon on bemg sklnful ‘he
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: or she is no 'longer ‘play'ing"tennis -- 1s no" ionger' "in the game"
so to speak The player is now "outs1de" play, ]udg'mg and
evaluatlng h.IS or her own actlons._‘ For anyone who has expemenced
vbemg a master tenms ‘player, or dancer, or plamst or even
writer, the experlence while playmg, dancing or writing, is that
of being absent from tfhe task. vIt is the experience of becoming
‘('or being) the task. :Oncefonr attention is focused away from the
‘task, we can no lon'ge?r be one w1th1t ‘We have become spectators.
Skill does not ‘exisvt v"ofut there"\ in the tennis player.‘ It is
present only\ as a function of reﬂection, evaluation or specuia-
tion. | |

Similarly, when r:eading we have an experience. | Should ‘we
stop to reflect on that ‘experience, we are no longer reading, we
are reflecting on reading. If I stop to ask about voice in a
~‘poem, I am no long'er %in the experience of the poem. I am "in the
stands" so to speak. | ?Most often, the writingto which we attri-
bute voice, is that which we are able to lose ourselves in -- we
become the expenence as opposed to the reflection of the
experience. When in the experlence, the "I" that I consider
myse].f to be, ceases to exist. When the dancer and the dance
becoine one, the dancer ceases to exist as such. To speak of ‘voice
is really to speak of t-he experience of spectatorship, not the .
experience of read.mg The devices each of us bring to the
reading expemence w111 determme the nature of our "spectator-

ship." As members of particular discourse commumtles each of us
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will come loaded 'with"ourvown "bundle" of expectations and pur-
poses that will lead u$ to determine whether or not voice has been
achieved.
The phenomenoloé'y of how understanding (which is a recursive,
reflective act) can poSsibly occur in the reading process -- in
‘the interraction between words (signs), phenomenal présence (sig-
nified) and consciousness, is mind boggling, even in its most
simplified form.
Consider the following example. The first stanza of Richard
Hugo's poem "The Lady in Kicking Horse Reservoir" reads:
Not my hands but green across you now.
Green tons hold you down, and ten bass curve
teasing in your hair. Summer slime
will pile deep on your breast. Four months of ice
will keep you firm. I hope each spring
to find you tangled in those pads
pulled not quite loose by the spillway pour,
stars in dead reflection off your teeth.
On the surface, it seems that each word directs us as to what
‘we should conceptualize. Each sign represents an image or a
relationship to other images, which we are to visualize as we
pronounce (or read) the words. A reader considers each sign in
relation to the other signs in order to create a new image. This
concept seems simple enough. However, if we consider the word
"green," this simplicity gasps. Hugo writes "not my hands but
green across you now/Green tons hold you down." Somehow we know
that Hugo means something different with each instance of green.

The first is taken as an adjective/verb, and the second is clearly

an adjective. Signification as a ‘1ogical phenomenon breaks down
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“ .in"th.is' ins‘tance‘?" The; same word "green" means several dlfferent
th.mgs in the context of the ‘f1rst two hnes. W1th the f1rst
"green" I see the color green, and I see sweepmg motlon
.'(actually, I see a hand sweepmg across an 1nner, visual screen)
‘Wlth the f1rst green, the reader makes the 1lloglca1 subst1tut1on '

of "sweep" for "green"' Hugo could have wr1tten "not my hands but " o

'b sweep across you now," but the sound and the connotatlve value of

the verb ‘would alter the ].me s effect on a reader '.'Green »

- ,across" 1s much more eer1e than "sweep across."f

Part of th1s effect can be accounted for by the fact that |
%"green" ends w1th a; soft (what is often referred to 1n creat1ve

r_wr1t1ng cwcles as femlmne) sound, whereas "sweep"‘ ends on a

o much. stronger' note- In the context of the hne and the v1$1on

o frHugo 1ntends, 3 "green" is a much more approprlate verb .even though -
it is used mcorrectly as a verb v»"Not my hands but green across
. you now, " '-gwes‘me ch.llls ‘"Not ‘my hands but sweep across you o

: :now," and I say "1nterest1ng, what's next"" ' How can we account )

""f»l-‘.for th.1s dlfference 1n effect, stmctly on the bas1s of sound?

In h.lS artlcle "Deconstructlon and L1ngulst1c Ana1y51s," .,
Ronald Schlelfer explams that 1solat1ng one term, such as I have :

‘ ,done w1th "green" is m1s1ead1ng, and that we must cons1der a word

m the context of 1ts sentence._ He says, "to cons1der a term as

o .’s1mp1y the umon of a certam sound w1th a certam concept. - 1s

. grossly mlsleadlng To defme 1t 1n th1s way would 1solate the
: Aterm from its system" (383) But it seems 1n tms mstance, the
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,system breaksdow&n, or else bit i'sv more complex and perhaps more
, 1mbedded in subconsc1ousness than our f1rst assumptlons allow.
"'Why does the word "green,'f in its use as a verb have the effect

on me that could not be created had Hugo used the word "sweep?"

‘ ,How can we account for this overall change in e-ffect due to the

minute change (or exchange) of one word for another, within a

‘ syStem‘? Meanlng, and hence the whole system, appears to be

changed by tms one substltutlon

In essence, the system is changed w1th each 1nd1v1dua1
reader' S "processmg.'f The problem with the above analysis is.

| ‘that it is m __y_ analysis : As Hugo s reader 1 share a hngu1stlc (we

both have mastered Enghsh), hterary (we both understand and

embody an 1nd1v1dua1 level of competence w1th poetic form) and

) even per‘son‘al historyé w1th Hugo that cannot be duplicated by any
of his other readers. My processmg for 1nte1]1g1b111ty has a

’quantlty (as far as shared "systems" and h1story with the wrlter)
and quahty that is un1que. Richard Hugo's writing has a

| treme-ndous "‘v01ce," but only to the degree that' that voice can be

experienced as vsuch by the process that his reader becomes. The

yoice we hear in Hugo's poetry is in essence, a construct of
shared "knowledge" between Hugo and his reader.
Jonathan Culler refers to an aspect of such shared knowledge
as "convention" in h.1s essay "Literary Competence." ‘He claims:
The work has structure and meaning because it is read
in a particular way...potential properties ...are

actualized by the theory of dlscourse apphed in the act
of read.mg (102) .
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He demonstrate's the importancev of such 'conventions, by
suggesting we ’conSidet' a_»‘common_ line of prose from a newspaper or
novel, and set it down on a page in a poetic form. The linguistic
- qualities of ‘the line wfll remain unchanged but - |

‘ the dlfferent meamngs ‘which the text acquires can-
not... be attributed to one's knowledge of the language
but must be ascribed to the special conventions for

~reading poetry which lead one to look at the language in

' new ways... to subject the text to a different series of
1nterpret1ve operatlons (103)

\ Conventlon 1tse]f funct1ons as a s1g'n for a competent or
"1nformed" (as Fish refers to 1t) reader The notlon of
convent1on suggests a communal or pubhc s1gn1flcat10n -- some-
th.lng that is understood in the same way, by each 1nd_1v1dua1 ‘
'member of a dlscourse commumty When conventlon is not an aspect
of the readmg process, wr1t1ng is perce1ved as hfeless or non-
’sens1cal |

For example, several years ago my father asked to see a book
of poems I was reading. He read several poems then handed the

book back to me without comment. I considered these to be

extraordmary poems (Dav1d WOJahn s Icehouse L1ghts) 5 and didn't

: see how my father couldn't share my feelings. The poems did not
"'speak" to h.1m in the ‘same way that they "speak" to me. He d1d
not share the' conventlons of reading poetr‘y so the poems seemed
simplisticv and inane :to h1m ,Hev‘could not "hear" them in the same
Way that someone versed'»in lite‘rary conventions might hear them.
I then read some of the poems ‘out loud to him, after which he

|
Sald "Oh I get 1t.‘ That's mce." Somehow, he had been unable
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to provide the "¢voice"§ when he read the poems to himself. When I
provided ’:that:"voice‘"- by reading the poems out 'loud, 'thevvpoems |
tock on new "dimmehSicn's.,“ . |
There are several factors then, that we must con51der in

: determmmg' how a reader nught create or hear voice 1n a text.
- The first has.to do w1th the text 1tself and the rhetorical

forces brought to bear upon the reader by the wrlter If the
writer somehow requlres the reader to become someone he does not
wish to be, the reader will probably not even flmsh readmg the
,text let alone percelve the quahty called voice. Walker Glbsou
wmtes,‘ "A bad book, then, is’ a book in whcse mock reader we
discover a person we ‘;refuse to become,'"a mask we refuse to put on,
- a role We wﬂl not pla}?r" (268).: The te:rt must be written in such
- a way that the read'erii allows himself to beCOme the "mock reader,"
and estabﬁah a relatienship with whohe perceives the writer to
be. ‘ | |

B A second factor 1n whether or not a reader hears voice has to
| do with the reader's purpose for readmg and the reader's expecta- |
tions of the text. Is the reader lookmg for, or "hstemng" for, -
. voice? Th1s will be determmed by the reader s identity as a
member of a partlcular dlscourse commumty

V01ce is a soph.lstmated notlon.k A reader of Hemmgway, for

instance, will not cons1der Hemmgway s voice if that reader is
. not versed in hterary termmology Vo1ce is-an element of

"practitioner lore," wh1ch is- "The accumulated body of trad.mons, :
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_"practices", and beliefs 1n ‘terms- of bwvhich practitioners understand{
how writing is done, lbarned ’and ‘taught" (North 22). When we use
‘the term voice with regard to writing, we are 1dent1fy1ng our- |
 selves as members of the literary community. We distinguish
ourselves as "1ns1ders" (Kermode) Accordmg to Frank Kermode, '
"to divine the true, the latent sense, you need to be of the
elect, of the 1nst1tut1on" (3), and later, Mthere is seemg and
Nhearmg, wh1ch are what naive hsteners and readers do, and there
is perce1v1ng and understandlng, whlch are in pr1nc1ple reserved
to an elect ." (3) | N
| Be1ng an "1ns1der" (for Kermode) is not sunply a matter of.
| betng more knowledgeable about hterature and readmg than the
"outs1der", 1t is about acqu1r1ng part1cular sens1t1v1t1es to the
readmg experlence. | One such "sens1t1v1ty" is for what we call
‘voice. o . |
| Becaus_e Voice .rfefers' to an e}tn'erlence and not necessarily to

a rerifiable vfact, vo.icevbelongs in the domain of readerhood.

Each @ader's comple:"c‘: "bundle" of | thotives and‘ desires will contri-
bute or detract from the expemence we: call vo1ce | Both the
reader and wr1ter are essentlally created by the hng'u1st1c exper-
ience -- each is a "process of becommg" 1n the read.mg/wrltmg
nteractlon. In :the following chapter, we will explore language

as the context in which this interaction develops.
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Chapter 4

OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH LANGUAGE:
- A DECONSTRUCTION OF VOICE

The relationship that the reader and writer share, and which
~seems to actually create, to a certain extent, the identity of

each within that relationship, is based in language. So» while the
assumptions and beliefs that the writer and reader each bring to
the writing/reading experience ‘determine the effect of that
experience on each .ind.ividual, the entire relations.hip takes 'place

- within a much larger ;context:-"language. The noted psychiatrist
‘and philosopher Jacques ‘Lacan” argues tha;c our experience of all
reality is predicated w1th.1n langﬁage. The influence of language
effeets and the mastery of convention is what voice is all about.

It is also what rhetoric is all about. In his preface to

Dermda s Speech and Phenomena, Newton Garver states "rhetorlc is
thus not a matter of pure form but has to do w1th the relation of |
- language to the world (to life) through the relation of linguistic
expressions to the specxflc clrcumstances in which their use makes
sense" (x). Similarly, Marshall Alcorn argues in "Rhetonc,
Projection, and the Author1ty of the Slgm.fler"

Texts are not purely the product of a reader's projec-

tion. Texts have particular properties of their own.
These particular properties, however, do not exist as
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categories of referential meaning, they exist as something |
- we nught call rhetoric... [we are encouraged] to hypothe-
- size a relation between the projective forces brought to
" bear upon the text by the reader and the rhetorical forces
~brought to bear upon. the reader by the text... when we
encounter rhetoric in texts, we encounter the forces at-
.. tached to words that generate, employ, or "b1nd" emotion.
(147 48)
Alcorn is descrlbmg a type of reader text exchange in which
| both the reader and the text are altered or at least percelved as
__ altered L l
Durlng the process of thlS exchange, commumcanon happens.
N Vo1ce seems to be an aspect of wrltten commumcatlon that ehc1ts
an emotlonal response.-. In what way is this emot1onal response
related to literal meamng" ‘- In wr1t1ng and read.mg we may seek
understand.lng on an 1ntellectual level but to what extent is
i-meamng altered by our emot1onal exper1ence? ‘
A prlmary d]fference between ‘many critics hes, not only in
. the quest10ns that they ask” of hterature, but in where they

“attribute the: source of meamng It.1s not'only a question of

: whlch poss1ble meamng 1s the most 1mportant or true, but of where

 that meamng is generated Gettmg back to the d.lstmctlon

_"g'reenl sweep," the hteral mea ing of the phrase does not change
Numerous words could be subst1tuted for g'reen, without changlng
' ‘the hteral meamng of the sentence -- "my hands don't sweep
- across you now" (or "my hands aren 't across you now, but green

| S") . = v v

The questmn 1s, is hteral meamng the sole functlon of

language" If it 1s, then any discussion about quahty or vo1ce 1s
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s'imply,in_ane. Let col’;lp,uters do the‘ writiné'frorh now 'on, andvf‘ |
banish all‘ compositioné courses. | L1tera1 meaning is- apparently
_falrly s1mp1e, unless we 1nclude fee g as an aspect of meamng
Feehng is an 1mportant aspect of language effects It is ‘the
dlfference between "gettmg the chllls" from green, and the "ho-

hums" from sweep In Derrlda s words "where does thts complicity
between sound and <1dea11ty, or rather, between voice and 1deahty, -
comefrom" ("Speech" 77)'7 He is referrmg to the 1mmed1acy of |
experience with words At the moment of cog'mtlon, the word fades
into the experlence that 1t represents or means. As Derrida |
explams, “ | | |

this immediate presence results from the fact that the
“phenomenological 'body' of the signifier seems to fade
away at the very moment it is produced... this effacement
of the sensible body and its exteriority is for conscious-
ness the very form of the immediate presence of the signi-
- fied" ("Speech 7). ‘ .

‘There is a dynaxmc relationship: here between ob]ects (words)
and consciousness (meamng'/ feehng) Somehow the ob]ects are
1mbued by conscmusness and \m the ‘same 1nstant -alter that

‘conscmusness. Alcorn addresses this dynamic encounter by

 writing:

..words matter in the1r partlcular material s1gmfy1ng
substance -- both as marks and as sounds.... If it is
clear that the material presence of words matters
enormously to the functions of the self, and especially to
the unconscious functions of the self, then it should also

~ be clear that critical theory needs to examine how
~ projective activities are animated by the signifier's
‘materiality. If texts are not blank screens for
projections, if instead projections are somehow "filtered"
and networked by a text's signifiers, then we must find
_effective terms to describe this process... projective ’
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. processes of readmg are mod1f1ed by textual encounters
(145) D

Jacques Derr1da closely exammes this relat1onshlp in Of

-Grammatology What he really exammes is our relatlonshlp to or

E w1th language "The questlon of vo1ce revolves not only around the
‘relat1onsh1p between the reader and ‘the wrlter, but can be ‘more
'premsely exammed by studymg the relaﬂonshlp of each to

language. What is language, and how - does our concept of language |

o determme what we are able to perce1ve or "hear"" What are the

convent1ons of language that 1nﬂuence or h.m1t the quest1ons we
ask of language ks that determme our experlence of language?
- There are numerous approaches we could take 1n explormg th.ls _
' questmn, but the theor1es of Jacques Lacan are partlcularly | |
P evocat1ve. In her essay on. v01ce, Susan Dodd wrltes, MFpeud noted
that 'wr1t1ng was m 1ts orlgm the voice of an absent person‘"
(80) Lacan takes the ball of absence (so to speak), and runs -

‘ w1th it. For Lacan, language 1tself is evoked from a pr1ma1 sense

- of absence.‘ Instead of thmkmg of language as representatlve of

1ex1stent1a1 phenomena, language is m fact evocat1ve (a word which
s mterestmgly enough denved from the latmate root "vox"
‘-Awhlch means vo1ce) w1th regard to such phenomena. ‘ |
o For. each .1nd1v1dua1 language begms early in hfe'in what
Lacan refers to as the mirror stage (stade du m1r01r) As Anthohy'
Wllden exp]ams, | | |
The "mlrror phase" demves 1ts name from the 1mportance

~ of mirror relationships in childhood. The significance of
chﬂdren s attempts to appropnate or control the1r own
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blmage in a mlrror is that the1r actlons are symptomatlc of .

these deeper relatlonsh.lps.. Through his perception of the .
- image of another human bemg, the child dlscovers a form

(Gestalt), a. corporeal umty (160) ’ '

' Essent1a11y, by d1scover1ng such a "corporeal umty " which
the ‘child 1dent1f1es as a self the child also recogmzes the
d1st1nctlon between_ that self and that which is other than self.

It recognizes within itjself',the absence of the "other," who is

usua’lly the mother. ‘Wilden further explains that

Lacan would view the newborn child as an "absolute

subject" in a totally intransitive relationship to the
world he cannot yet distinguish from himself. For the
object. to be discovered by the child it must be ’
absent....since identification is itself dependent upon
the d1scovery of difference, itself a kind of
absense....[For] Lacan, the "lack of object" is the gap in-
the s1gn1fy1ng' chain which the subject seeks to fill at
the level of" the s1gmf1er (163-64)

Accordmg to Lacan, language sprlngs from our need for a sort
of reumflcatlon w1th "other " We use the s1g'n]f1er, or word,' to
"call forth" the other», and hopefully,‘ the other's desire.

If we take Lacan 's theory as actuahty, and we all experience
a pr1ma1 need for harmony or reumflcatlon w1th an "other,'f it is -
easy to see how we mlght create such an other in the
readmg/ wr1t1ng exper1ence, wmch is solely hng’ulstlc. Language

is evoked out of what Lacan terms the des1re for the des1re of

another. All wr1t1ng" is done in language. Hence, writing and -

- reading (one cannot exist w1thout the other) are hkemse the

result of our des1re for the desme of another. It would seem
that we 1ndeed are reactmg to an ex1stent1a1 dﬂemma when we talk

about voice in wrltmg We really do want to beheve there is
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'anothér spéaki’ﬁg a__ndj ?that we a.fe’ not alone in our e'x;:)e‘rien;-:e. '

o Lacan‘s : concep't?ion of ianguage seems to be in " direct
conflict with that péSited by Plato some two thOuéaiid_ yéars ago.
Plato's c‘oncepfion of 'xﬁaeality‘ is based upon ani ideal exteriority,
and what we call vi'eal‘jtyv is a mere shé.dow bofb that ideal existence .
For Plafo; this ideal 1s what we r‘efejr to:’Whe‘nf we speak. It is
that which our s'poke;n ‘words signify, buf ‘'which we can never at-
“tain. Rise Axélr@d éddresSed this in her dichssioﬁ of voice at
‘the 1986 CCCC, Wher}_ she stated that "we ‘associate voice with the |
truth ‘of mind and thmg, an association that goes back fo Plato.
The logocehtric tradition of Grecp-»Christian 'onto—theblbg'y valor-
izes : VOice and"g‘iVe‘s";it its poWér" (18). In this log‘ocentric
tradition, wpi’ting >is'('x"[epreﬁséntéti§reb of spoken language, (which in
turn is’ symbolic of ‘the ideél-";"si\«gnified"v), s0 WPitihg of the
highest' qtialify w111 bethat bwhichvmost resembleé the sp‘okeh word.
It will be that wh1ch we mpsf easily "hear," as if a living voice
‘is spéaking it. . |

~ Such gubbrdin_étifon of writihg to the spoken word has-its

- roots buried deep w1th1n thé history, even genesis, of human
logic. / Our quest forj voice in writing may be nothing more than
logocentric tend‘enciesf so deeply embedded in our conce;btion of

reality that we are no longer even conscious of them. It is more

‘correctly stated that our conception of reality is imbedded
‘within our logocentricity. |

Derrida writes, {that in a ‘logocehtric reality,
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The wr1tten s1gmf1er is always techmcal and repre-
sentative. It has no constitutive meaning... The notion
 of the sign always implies within itself the d1st1nct10n
~ between signifier and signified... this notion remains
therefore within the herltage of...[the] absolute proximi-
‘ty of voice and being, of voice and meaning of bemg, of
voice and the 1deahty of meaning. (11-12) v

Wr1tten words are one step removed from spoken words. Spbken

Words have a dlrect relatlonsh.lp w1th our own state of bemg,

. . consciousness and ;mea;mng of consclousnes‘s'.v -Tlus ,th1nk1ng can be

traced .to..'Aristotle“. ' l;jerrida Writ_e.s , Mif, for Aristotle,' for
exam-ple,l lspoken words (ta ‘en;‘tev phone)_a‘re 'th_e symbols Of;_mental
"experience v(hpathematal‘t’e‘s p's'y'ches) a'nd written words are the
symbols of spoken words' (De ntegpretatlon, 1 16a 3) 1t is

because the vo1ce, producer of the f1rst sy'mbols, has a relation-

sh1p of essent1al and 1mmed13te prox1m1ty w1th the mmd" (11)
' The quest for: v01ce m wr1t1ng 1s a quest for that d1rect link
. with consclousness. o v |
But such th.mkmg is faulty ‘ We are lookmg for voice as a

_der1vat1ve of language : 'B-ut our conceptmn of lang'uage, partlcu-
. larly written language, as someth.mg that we create as a tool or
‘symbol, is the ant1thes1s of what we actually experlence when we
" experlence v01ce in_ wr1t1ng v v | |
S : We thmk of language as funct1on.mg from w1th1n (mmd), then |
through‘ external channels (speech/air or wmtmg/ mk),, to be
processed' or underStbod by the ‘within (mind) of an other. But
th.1s notlon totally excludes the relat10nsh1p of that "w1th.m" :

w1th what we call external reahty Perhaps the "fault“ (ﬁ we
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~ can ’call-'it such) originate’s in our use of the‘metaphOr voice By

- usmg thlS metaphor, we essentially equate spoken word w1th writ-

‘ten, »robbmg the written of 1ts dlstmct quahtles, when in fact

what . we mean to equate is spoken words with the _eLfe_ct of written.

‘Sometimes we experlence hav1ng been "spoken" to when we read as

if we actually heard the words pronounced by another. But what if

this effect 1s actually quite distinet from that wh1ch we

exper1ence with spoken words" Derrida writes that metaphor in

|  general is "the passage from one. emstent to another" ("Writing"

27). What is the other ex1stent that we refer to when we speak of

"v01ce" in wr1tten mater1a1‘7 .uBy analogy, let us say that spoken

. words are the equivalent. : of ‘wind and written words are the move-

ment o_f | the -leaves of 't_'h_e._trees. The ».moirement of vle“aves‘ does not

represent wind tunlesvséwe say it does. The movement of leaves is .‘

the movement of leaves ‘We say th.is movement is the ‘same. as

wind, when in fact it - 1s somethmg altogether distinct from wind.
Consmer also the written transcrlpt of a conversation. Such

a trans,cript rarely cohveys _ "_pr.es_ence" such as we speak of when ’we

speak of voice. Often transcribed conversations are confusing and

dull and require special interpretive allowances in order to

understand them. :Thgey do not follow the conventions that are

unique to written discourse.“‘ Likewise, writing a dialogue is

often considered one of the most difficult tasks for the fiction

writer, who needs to make a conversation seem real while still

employing the convent;ions of writing. These examples alone indi-
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cate there is a property in writing that is not a_'consideration

: when'we speak. o

| It's 1nterest1ngl to note that we do not use voice as a duah- :
‘tative ]udgement w1th regard to spoken lang'uage of a great orator
we do not say’ that he or she speaks w1th voice. Such a statement |
"seems absurd ’ Martm Luther K1ng d1d not speak w1th v01ce as,
‘say, Colemdge wrote w1th v01ce. .Instead we: say ng was the
 voice of the oppressed Speakers are artlculate or powerful or

| energetlc, but they do not have v01ce. Voice m wr1t1ng is not
voice in oratory, and in fact what we call voice in wr1t1ng may be

’ 1mposs1b1e to duphcate m speech I tr1ed to th1nk of speakers

‘ who struck me as umque or powerful, and then asked whether I

| could equate- my feehng of hstemng to them with’ the feeling I

" whave when I read wrmng that has v01ce. Partlcular teachers came

to mmd, even famous speakers hke Ghand.l or John Kennedy - They ._
“were all artlculate, and there was a sense of them bemg fully con-
~ scious or present as they, speak. Somehow they were vab_le to r_e’mamv _ "
1nd.1v1dual, to ~retain unique'personal.ities while speaking' before" o
crowds v-o'f people'. I can see s1m11ar1t1es in hstenmg to these
’speakers and read.mg\ writers who "have found their v01ce." How-
-ever, if a reader responds to ‘my wr1t1ng by saymg that I am |
artlculate, even powerful he is saying somethmg d]fferent than
’ 1f he says I have v01ce, or I have found my voice. What is the

o quahty that these great speakers have 1n common w1th wmters who

. have v01ce?
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The equatlon cf wmtlng w1th speech or subordlnatlon of
writing to. speech such 10gocentr1c1ty, is what Derrlda calls an
- "ethnocentric metaphysms" (Of Grammatology 79), that is umque tc
, Western culture. Chmese characters for example, are not
: phcnetically crie_nted.and cannot ‘thus ‘be hnked vdlrectly w1th
: speech. Chinese writing 1s _sy'mholic 'fand distinct from speech.

Similarly, mathematics Visv a4 non-spoken language Derrida quotes

-~ the. h1stor1an Fevmer as wrltlng "[mathematlcs] is a sort of

-umversal lang'uage. '; 1t is wmtmg, so badly rmsunderstood that
.._takes the place of language , after havmg been its servant" ("Of
v Gram"i‘ 83). éary Zuhav discusses the prcblem of cperating- within E
two distinet lang'uage‘ ‘systemsvtuhen he writes about Einstein's |
difficulties expressing% linquistically What: he had written, or

cotne to Ju‘ndersta‘n‘d‘,‘ rnatheniaﬁcaﬂy. _Zukav explains, that Einstein
.had to. make a "translation from one language ‘to another. The
ofiginal language. is ‘mathematics and the second language is |

.' 'Engli'sh. The probleln is that there is simply no way of precisely
expressing what the fjirst language says in terms of the second |
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