PERSONA, TONE, AND VOICE

Shaw, Joyce, O’Casey, Beckett, Iris Murdoch, and Seamus Heaney. And in re-
cent decades, some of the most notable literary achievements in the English
language have been written by natives of recently liberated English colonies
(who are often referred to as “postcolonial authors”), including the South
Africans Doris Lessing, Nadine Gordimer, and Athol Fugard; the West Indians
V. S. Naipaul and Derek Walcott; the Nigerians Chinua Achebe and Wole
Soyinka; and the Indian novelists R. K. Narayan and Salman Rushdie. See post-
colonial studies.

The Postmodern Period is a name sometimes applied to the era after
World War II (1939-45). See modernism and postmodernism and for recent in-
novations in critical theory and practice, poststructuralism.

Persona, Tone, and Voice. These terms, frequent in recent criticism, re-
flect the tendency to think of narrative and lyric works of literature as a mode
of speech, or in what is now a favored term, as discourse. To conceive a work as
an utterance suggests that there is a speaker who has determinate personal
qualities, and who expresses attitudes both toward the characters and materi-
als within the work and toward the audience to whom the work is addressed.
In his Rhetoric (fourth century B.C.), Aristotle, followed by other Greek and
Roman rhetoricians, pointed out that an orator projects in the course of his
oration an ethos, that is, a personal character, which itself functions as a
means of persuasion. For example, if the impression a speaker projects is that
of a person of rectitude, intelligence, and goodwill, the audience is instinc-
tively inclined to give credence to such a speaker’s arguments. The current
concern with the nature and function of the author’s presence in a work of
imaginative literature is related to this traditional concept, and is part of the
strong rhetorical emphasis in modern criticism. (See rhetoric, rhetorical criti-
cism, and speech-act theory.)

Specific applications of the terms “persona,” “tone,” and “voice” vary
greatly and involve difficult concepts in philosophy and social psychology—
concepts such as “the self,” “personal identity,” “role-playing,” and “sincer-
ity.” This essay will merely sketch some central uses of these terms that have
proved helpful in analyzing our experience of diverse works of literature.

Persona was the Latin word for the mask worn by actors in the classical
theater, from which was derived the term dramatis personae for the list of
characters who play a role in a drama, and ultimately the English word “per-
son,” a particular individual. In recent literary discussion “persona” is often
applied to the first-person speaker who tells the story in a narrative poem or
novel, or whose voice we hear in a lyric poem. Examples of personae, in this
broad application, are the visionary first-person narrator of John Milton’s Par-
adise Lost (who in the opening passages of various books of that epic dis-
courses at some length about himself); the Gulliver who tells us about his
misadventures in Gulliver’s Travels; the “I” who carries on most of the conver-
sation in Alexander Pope’s satiric dialogue Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot; the genial
narrator of Henry Fielding's Tom Jones, who pauses frequently for leisurely dis-
course with his reader; the speaker who talks first to himself, then to his sister,
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in William Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey”; the Duke who tells the emissary
about his former wife in Robert Browning’s “My Last Duchess”; and the fan-
tastic “biographer” who narrates Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. Calling all such di-
verse speakers “personae” serves to indicate that they are all, to some degree,
adapted to the generic and formal requirements and the artistic aims of a par-
ticular literary work. We need, however, to go on to make distinctions be-
tween such speakers as Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver and Browning’s Duke, who
are entirely fictional characters very different from their authors; the narra-
tors in Pope’s Epistle and Fielding’s Tom Jones, who are presented as closer to
their authors, although clearly shaped to fit the roles they are designed to play
in those works; and the speakers in the autobiographical passages in Paradise
Lost, in “Tintern Abbey,” and in “Ode to a Nightingale,” where we are invited
to attribute the voice we hear, and the sentiments it utters, to the poet in his
own person.

In an influential discussion, I. A. Richards defined tone as the expression
of a literary speaker’s “attitude to his listener.” “The tone of his utterance re-
flects . . . his sense of how he stands toward those he is addressing” (Practical
Criticism, 1929, chapters 1 and 3). In a more complex definition, the Soviet
critic Mikhail Bakhtin said that tone, or “intonation,” is “oriented in two di-
rections: with respect to the listener as ally or witness and with respect to the
object of the utterance as the third, living participant whom the intonation
scolds or caresses, denigrates or magnifies.” (“Discourse in Life and Discourse
in Art,” in Bakhtin's Freudianism: A Marxist Critique, trans. 1976.) The sense in
which the term is used in recent criticism is suggested by the phrase “tone of
voice,” as applied to nonliterary speech. The way we speak reveals, by subtle
clues, our conception of, and attitude to, the things we are talking about, our
personal relation to our auditor, and also our assumptions about the social
level, intelligence, and sensitivity of that auditor. The tone of a speech can be
described as critical or approving, formal or intimate, outspoken or reticent,
solemn or playful, arrogant or prayerful, angry or loving, serious or ironic,
condescending or obsequious, and so on through numberless possible nu-
ances of relationship and attitude both to object and auditor. In a literary nar-
rative, the narratee (the person or persons to whom the narrator addresses the
story) is sometimes explicitly identified, but at other times remains an im-
plied auditor, revealed only by what the narrator implicitly takes for granted
as needing or not needing explanation or justification, and by the tone of the
natrator’s address. Femninist ctitics, for example, point out that much of the lit-
erature by male authors assumes a male readership who share the narrator’s
views, interests, and values. See Judith Fetterley, The Resisting Reader (1978).

Some current critical uses of “tone” are broader, and coincide in reference
with what other critics prefer to call “voice.”

Voice, in a recently evolved usage, signifies the equivalent in imaginative
literature to Aristotle’s “ethos” in a speech of persuasive rhetoric, and suggests
also the traditional rhetorician’s concern with the importance of the physical
voice in an oration. The term in criticism points to the fact that we are aware
of a voice beyond the fictitious voices that speak in a work, and a persona
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behind all the dramatic personae, and behind even the first-person narrator.
We have the sense, that is, of a pervasive authorial presence, a determinate in-
telligence and moral sensibility, who has invented, ordered, and rendered all
these literary characters and materials in just this way. The particular qualities
of the author’s ethos, or voice, in Henry Fielding’s novel Tom Jones (1749)
manifest themselves, among other things, in the fact that he has chosen to
create the wise, ironic, and worldly persona who ostensibly tells the story and
talks to the reader about it. The sense of a distinctive authorial presence is no
less evident in the work of recent writers who, unlike Fielding, pursue a strict
policy of authorial noninterference and by effacing themselves, try to give the
impression that the story tells itself (see point of view). There is great diversity
in the quality of the authorial mind, temperament, and sensibility which, by
inventing, controlling, and rendering the particular fiction, pervades works—
all of them “objective” or impersonal in narrative technique—such as James
Joyce's Ulysses, Virginia Woolf's Mrs. Dalloway, Ernest Hemingway’s “The
Killers,” and William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury. For a particular em-
phasis on the importance of the author’s implicit presence as this is sustained
from work to work, see critics of consciousness. For a discussion of the relation
between a poet’s speaking voice in real life and the qualities of his or her
poem, refer to Francis Berry, Poetry and the Physical Voice (1962).

Of the critics listed below who deal with this concept, Wayne C. Booth
prefers the term implied author over “voice,” in order better to indicate that
the reader of a work of fiction has the sense not only of the timbre and tone of
a speaking voice, but of a total human presence. Booth's view is that this im-
plied author is “an ideal, literary, created version of the real man”—that is, the
implied author, although related to the actual author, is nonetheless part of
the total fiction, whom the author gradually brings into being in the course of
his composition, and who plays an important role in the overall effect of a
work on the reader. Critics such as Walter J. Ong, on the other hand, distin-
guish between the author’s “false voice” and his “true voice,” and regard the
latter as the expression of the author’s genuine self or identity; as they see it,
for a writer to discover his true “voice” is to discover himself. All of these crit-
ics agree, however, that the sense of a convincing authorial voice and presence,
whose values, beliefs, and moral vision serve implicitly as controlling forces
throughout a work, helps to sway the reader to yield the imaginative consent
without which a poem or novel would remain an elaborate verbal game.

Refer to Bakhtin’s view of the multiplex voices in narrative fiction, in di-
alogic criticism. See Richard Ellmann, Yeats: The Man and the Masks (1948),
which discusses Yeats’ theory of a poet’s “masks” or “personae,” both in his
life and his art; Reuben Brower, “The Speaking Voice,” in Fields of Light (1951);
Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (1961), chapter 3; W. J. Ong, The Bar-
barian Within (1962); ]J. O. Perry, ed., Approaches to the Poem (1965)—Sec. 3,
“Tone, Voice, Sensibility,” includes selections from I. A. Richards, Reuben
Brower, and W. J. Ong; Walter ]J. Slatoff, With Respect to Readers (1970); Lionel
Trilling, Sincerity and Authenticity (1972); and Robert C. Elliott, The Literary Per-
sona (1982).
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