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WALTER J. ONG, S.J. 

The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction* 

Epistola . . . non erubescit. 
-Cicero Epistolae adfamiliares v.12.1. 

Ubi nihil erit quae scribas, id ipsum scribes. 
-Cicero Epistolae ad Atticum iv.8.4. 

I 

ALTHOUGH there is a large and growing liter- 
ature on the differences between oral and 
written verbalization, many aspects of the 

differences have not been looked into at all, and 
many others, although well known, have not been 
examined in their full implications. Among these 
latter is the relationship, of the so-called "audience" 
to writing as such, to the situation that inscribed 
communication establishes and to the roles 
that readers as readers are consequently called on 
to play. Some studies in literary history and criti- 
cism at times touch near this subject, but none, 
it appears, take it up in any detail. 

The standard locus in Western intellectual tra- 
dition for study of audience responses has been 
rhetoric. But rhetoric originally concerned oral 
communication, as is indicated by its name, which 
comes from the Greek word for public speaking. 
Over two millennia, rhetoric has been gradually 
extended to include writing more and more, until 
today, in highly technological cultures, this is its 
principal concern. But the extension has come 
gradually and has advanced pari passu with the 
slow and largely unnoticed emergence of markedly 
chirographic and typographic styles out of those 
originating in oral performance, with the result 
that the differentiation between speech and writing 
has never become a matter of urgent concern for 
the rhetoric of any given age: when orality was in 
the ascendancy, rhetoric was oral-focused; as 
orality yielded to writing, the focus of rhetoric was 
slowly shifted, unreflectively for the most part, 
and without notice. 

Histories of the relationship between literature 
and culture have something to say about the 
status and behavior of readers, before and after 
reading given materials, as do mass media stud- 
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ies, readership surveys, liberation programs for 
minorities or various other classes of persons, 
books on reading skills, works of literary criticism, 
and works on linguistics, especially those address- 
ing differences between hearing and reading. But 
most of these studies, except perhaps literary 
criticism and linguistic studies, treat only per- 
functorily, if at all, the roles imposed on the reader 
by a written or printed text not imposed by spoken 
utterance. Formalist or structuralist critics, in- 
cluding French theorists such as Paul Ricoeur as 
well as Roland Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michel 
Foucault, Philippe Sellers, and Tsvetan Todorov, 
variously advert to the immediacy of the oral as 
against writing and print and occasionally study 
differences between speech and writing, as Louis 
Lavelle did much earlier in La Parole et l'ecriture 
(1942). In treating of masks and "shadows" in his 
Sociologie du theatre (1965), Jean Duvignaud 
brilliantly discusses the projections of a kind of 
collective consciousness on the part of theater 
audiences. But none of these appear to broach 
directly the question of readers' roles called for by 
a written text, either synchronically as such roles 
stand at present or diachronically as they have de- 
veloped through history. Linguistic theorists such 
as John R. Searle and John L. Austin treat "illocu- 
tionary acts" (denoted by "warn," "command," 
"state," etc.), but these regard the speaker's or 
writer's need in certain instances to secure a 
special hold on those he addresses,' not any special 
role imposed by writing. 

Wayne Booth in The Rhetoric of Fiction and 
Walker Gibson, whom Booth quotes, come quite 
close to the concerns of the present study in their 
treatment of the "mock reader," as does Henry 
James, whom Booth also cites, in his discussion of 
the way an author makes "his reader very much 
as he makes his character."2 But this hint of James 
is not developed-there is no reason why it should 
be-and neither Booth nor Gibson discusses in 
any detail the history of the ways in which readers 
have been called on to relate to texts before them. 
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Neither do Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg in 
their invaluable work, The Nature of Narrative: 
they skirt the subject in their chapter on "The 
Oral Heritage of Written Narrative,"3 but remain 
chiefly concerned with the oral performer, the 
writer, and techniques, rather than with the recipi- 
ent of the message. Yet a great many of the studies 
noted here as well as many others, among which 
might be mentioned Norman N. Holland's The 
Dynamics of Literary Response (1968), suggest the 
time is ripe for a study of the history of readers and 
their enforced roles, for they show that we have 
ample phenomenological and literary sophistica- 
tion to manage many of the complications in- 
volved. 

So long as verbal communication is reduced to 
a simplistic mechanistic model which supposedly 
moves corpuscular units of something labeled 
"information" back and forth along tracks be- 
tween two termini, there is of course no special 
problem with those who assimilate the written or 
printed word. For the speaker, the audience is in 
front of him. For the writer, the audience is sim- 
ply further away, in time or space or both. A sur- 
face inscribed with information can neutralize 
time by preserving the information and conquer 
space by moving the information to its recipient 
over distances that sound cannot traverse. If, 
however, we put aside this alluring but decep- 
tively neat and mechanistic mock-up and look at 
verbal communication in its human actuality, 
noting that words consist not of corpuscular units 
but of evanescent sound and that, as Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty has pointed out,4 words are never 
fully determined in their abstract signification but 
have meaning only with relation to man's body 
and to its interaction with its surroundings, prob- 
lems with the writer's audience begin to show 
themselves. Writing calls for difficult, and often 
quite mysterious, skills. Except for a small corps 
of highly trained writers, most persons could get 
into written form few if any of the complicated 
and nuanced meanings they regularly convey 
orally. One reason is evident: the spoken word is 
part of present actuality and has its meaning es- 
tablished by the total situation in which it comes 
into being. Context for the spoken word is simply 
present, centered in the person speaking and the 
one or ones to whom he addresses himself and to 
whom he is related existentially in terms of the 
circumambient actuality.5 But the meaning caught 

in writing comes provided with no such present 
circumambient actuality, at least normally. (One 
might except special cases of written exchanges be- 
tween persons present to one another physically 
but with oral channels blocked: two deaf persons, 
for example, or two persons who use different 
variants of Chinese and are orally incomprehensi- 
ble to one another but can communicate through 
the same written characters, which carry virtually 
the same meanings though they are sounded dif- 
ferently in the different varieties of Chinese.) 

Such special cases apart, the person to whom 
the writer addresses himself normally is not 
present at all. Moreover, with certain special 
exceptions such as those just suggested, he must 
not be present. I am writing a book which will be 
read by thousands, or, I modestly hope, by tens 
of thousands. So, please, get out of the room. I 
want to be alone. Writing normally calls for some 
kind of withdrawal. 

How does the writer give body to the audience 
for whom he writes? It would be fatuous to think 
that the writer addressing a so-called general 
audience tries to imagine his readers individually. 
A well-known novelist friend of mine only laughed 
when I asked him if, as he was writing a novel, he 
imagined his real readers-the woman on the sub- 
way deep in his book, the student in his room, the 
businessman on a vacation, the scholar in his 
study. There is no need for a novelist to feel his 
"audience" this way at all. It may be, of course, 
that at one time or another he imagines himself 
addressing one or another real person. But not 
all his readers in their particularities. Practically 
speaking, of course, and under the insistent urging 
of editors and publishers, he does have to take into 
consideration the real social, economic, and psy- 
chological state of possible readers. He has to 
write a book that real persons will buy and read. 
But I am speaking-or writing-here of the 
"audience" that fires the writer's imagination. 
If it consists of the real persons who he hopes 
will buy his book, they are not these persons in an 
untransmuted state.6 

Although I have thus far followed the common 
practice in using the term "audience," it is really 
quite misleading to think of a writer as dealing 
with an "audience," even though certain con- 
siderations may at times oblige us to think this 
way. More properly, a writer addresses readers- 
only, he does not quite "address" them either: he 
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writes to or for them. The orator has before him 
an audience which is a true audience, a collectiv- 
ity. "Audience" is a collective noun. There is no 
such collective noun for readers, nor, so far as I 
am able to puzzle out, can there be. "Readers" is 
a plural. Readers do not form a collectivity, acting 
here and now on one another and on the speaker 
as members of an audience do. We can devise a 
singularized concept for them, it is true, such as 
"readership." We can say that the Reader's 
Digest has a readership of I don't know how many 
millions- more than it is comfortable to think 
about, at any rate. But "readership" is not a col- 
lective noun. It is an abstraction in a way that 
"audience" is not. 

The contrast between hearing and reading 
(running the eye over signals that encode sound) 
can be caught if we imagine a speaker addressing 
an audience equipped with texts. At one point, 
the speaker asks the members of the audience all 
to read silently a paragraph out of the text. The 
audience immediately fragments. It is no longer a 
unit. Each individual retires into his own micro- 
cosm. When the readers look up again, the speaker 
has to gather them into a collectivity once more. 
This is true even if he is the author of the text 
they are reading. 

To sense more fully the writer's problem with 
his so-called audience let us envision a class of 
students asked to write on the subject to which 
schoolteachers, jaded by summer, return com- 
pulsively every autumn: "How I Spent My Sum- 
mer Vacation." The teacher makes the easy as- 
sumption, inviting and plausible but false, that 
the chief problem of a boy and a girl in writing is 
finding a subject actually part of his or her real 
life. In-close subject matter is supposed to solve 
the problem of invention. Of course it does not. 
The problem is not simply what to say but also 
whom to say it to. Say? The student is not talking. 
He is writing. No one is listening. There is no 
feedback. Where does he find his "audience"? He 
has to make his readers up, fictionalize them. 

If the student knew what he was up against 
better than the teacher giving the assignment 
seemingly does, he might ask, "Who wants to 
know?" The answer is not easy. Grandmother? 
He never tells grandmother. His father or mother? 
There's a lot he would not want to tell them, that's 
sure. His classmates? Imagine the reception if he 
suggested they sit down and listen quietly while 

he told them how he spent his summer vacation. 
The teacher? There is no conceivable setting in 
which he could imagine telling his teacher how he 
spent his summer vacation other than in writing 
this paper, so that writing for the teacher does not 
solve his problems but only restates them. In fact, 
most young people do not tell anybody how they 
spent their summer vacation, much less write 
down how they spent it. The subject may be in- 
close; the use it is to be put to remains unfamiliar, 
strained, bizarre. 

How does the student solve the problem? In 
many cases, in a way somewhat like the following. 
He has read, let us say, The Adventures of Tom 
Sawyer. He knows what this book felt like, how 
the voice in it addressed its readers, how the 
narrator hinted to his readers that they were re- 
lated to him and he to them, whoever they may 
actually have been or may be. Why not pick up 
that voice and, with it, its audience? Why not 
make like Samuel Clemens and write for whom- 
ever Samuel Clemens was writing for? This even 
makes it possible to write for his teacher-itself 
likely to be a productive ploy- whom he certainly 
has never been quite able to figure out. But he 
knows his teacher has read Tom Saiwyer, has heard 
the voice in the book, and could therefore obvi- 
ously make like a Tom Sawyer reader. His problem 
is solved, and he goes ahead. The subject matter 
now makes little difference, provided that it is 
something like Mark Twain's and that it interests 
him on some grounds or other. Material in-close 
to his real life is not essential, though, of course, 
it might be welcome now that he has a way to 
process it. 

If the writer succeeds in writing, it is generally 
because he can fictionalize in his imagination an 
audience he has learned to know not from daily 
life but from earlier writers who were fictionalizing 
in their imagination audiences they had learned 
to know in still earlier writers, and so on back to 
the dawn of written narrative. If and when he be- 
comes truly adept, an "original writer," he can do 
more than project the earlier audience, he can 
alter it. Thus it was that Samuel Clemens in Life 
on the Mississippi could not merely project the 
audience that the many journalistic writers about 
the Midwestern rivers had brought into being, but 
could also shape it to his own demands. If you had 
read Isaiah Sellers, you could read Mark Twain, 
but with a difference. You had to assume a part 
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The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction 
in a less owlish, more boisterous setting, in which 
Clemens' caustic humor masks the uncertainty 
of his seriousness. Mark Twain's reader is asked 
to take a special kind of hold on himself and on 
life. 

II 

These reflections suggest, or are meant to sug- 
gest, that there exists a tradition in fictionalizing 
audiences that is a component part of literary tra- 
dition in the sense in which literary tradition is 
discussed in T. S. Eliot's "Tradition and the Indi- 
vidual Talent." A history of the ways audiences 
have been called on to fictionalize themselves 
would be a correlative of the history of literary 
genres and literary works, and indeed of culture 
itself. 

What do we mean by saying the audience is a 
fiction? Two things at least. First, that the writer 
must construct in his imagination, clearly or 
vaguely, an audience cast in some sort of role- 
entertain nent seekers, reflective sharers of expe- 
rience (as those who listen to Conrad's Marlow), 
inhabitants of a lost and remembered world of 
prepubertal latency (readers of Tolkien's hobbit 
stories), and so on. Second, we mean that the 
audience must correspondingly fictionalize itself. 
A reader has to play the role in which the author 
has cast him, which seldom coincides with his role 
in the rest of actual life. An office worker on a 
bus reading a novel of Thomas Hardy is listening 
to a voice which is not that of any real person in 
the real setting around him. He is playing the role 
demanded of him by this person speaking in a 
quite special way from the book, which is not the 
subway and is not quite "Wessex" either, though 
it speaks of Wessex. Readers over the ages have 
had to learn this game of literacy, how to conform 
themselves to the projections of the writers they 
read, or at least how to operate in terms of these 
projections. They have to know how to play the 
game of being a member of an audience that 
"really" does not exist. And they have to adjust 
when the rules change, even though no rules thus 
far have ever been published and even though the 
changes in the unpublished rules are themselves 
for the most part only implied. 

A history of literature could be written in terms 
of the ways in which audiences have successively 
been fictionalized from the time when writing 
broke away from oral performance, for, just as 

each genre grows out of what went before it, so 
each new role that readers are made to assume is 
related to previous roles. Putting aside for the 
moment the question of what fictionalizing may 
be called for in the case of the audience for oral 
performance, we can note that when script first 
came on the scene, the fictionalizing of readers 
was relatively simple. Written narrative at first 
was merely a transcription of oral narrative, or 
what was imagined as oral narrative, and it as- 
sumed some kind of oral singer's audience, even 
when being read. The transcribers of the Iliad and 
the Odyssey presumably imagined an audience of 
real listeners in attendance on an oral singer, and 
readers of those works to this day do well if they 
can imagine themselves hearing a singer of tales.7 
How these texts and other oral performances were 
in fact originally set down in writing remains 
puzzling, but the transcribers certainly were not 
composing in writing, but rather recording with 
minimal alteration what a singer was singing or 
was imagined to be singing. 

Even so, a scribe had to fictionalize in a way a 
singer did not, for a real audience was not really 
present before the scribe, so it would seem, al- 
though it is just possible that at times one may 
have been (Lord, pp. 125-28). But, as transcrip- 
tion of oral performance or imagined oral per- 
formance gave way gradually to composition in 
writing, the situation changed. No reader today 
imagines Second Skin as a work that John Hawkes 
is reciting extempore to a group of auditors, even 
though passages from it may be impressive when 
read aloud. 

'IL 

We have noted that the roles readers are called 
on to play evolve without any explicit rules or 
directives. How readers pick up the implicit sig- 
nals and how writers change the rules can be il- 
lustrated by examining a passage from a special- 
ist in unpublished directives for readers, Ernest 
Hemingway. The passage is the opening of A 
Farewell to Arms. At the start of my comment on 
the passage, it will be clear that I am borrowing a 
good deal from Walker Gibson's highly discern- 
ing book on modern American prose styles, 
Tough, Sweet, and StufJjy 8 The Hemingway pas- 
sage follows: 

In the late summer of that year we lived in a house 
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in a village that looked across the river and the plain 
to the mountains. In the bed of the river there were 
pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun, and 
the water was clear and swiftly moving and blue in 
the channels. 

Hemingway's style is often characterized as 
straightforward, unadorned, terse, lacking in 
qualifiers, close-lipped; and it is all these things. 
But none of them were peculiar to Hemingway 
when his writing began to command attention. A 
feature more distinctive of Hemingway here and 
elsewhere is the way he fictionalizes the reader, 
and this fictionalizing is often signaled largely by 
his use of the definite article as a special kind of 
qualifier or of the demonstrative pronoun "that," 
of which the definite article is simply an attenua- 
tion. 

"The late summer of that year," the reader be- 
gins. What year? The reader gathers that there is 
no need to say. "Across the river." What river? 
The reader apparently is supposed to know. "And 
the plain." What plain? "The plain"-remember? 
"To the mountains." What mountains? Do I have 
to tell you? Of course not. The mountains-those 
mountains we know. We have somehow been 
there together. Who? You, my reader, and I. The 
reader-every reader is being cast in the role of 
a close companion of the writer. This is the game 
he must play here with Hemingway, not always 
exclusively or totally, but generally, to a greater 
or lesser extent. It is one reason why the writer is 
tight-lipped. Description as such would bore a 
boon companion. What description there is comes 
in the guise of pointing, in verbal gestures, recall- 
ing humdrum, familiar details. "In the bed of the 
river there were pebbles and boulders, dry and 
white in the sun." The known world, accepted 
and accepting. Not presentation, but recall. The 
writer needs only to point, for what he wants to 
tell you about is not the scene at all but his feelings. 
These, too, he treats as something you really had 
somehow shared, though you might not have 
been quite aware of it at the time. He can tell you 
what was going on inside him and count on 
sympathy, for you were there. You know. The 
reader here has a well-marked role assigned him. 
He is a companion-in-arms, somewhat later be- 
come a confidant. It is a flattering role. Heming- 
way readers are encouraged to cultivate high self- 
esteem. 

The effect of the definite article in Hemingway 

here is quite standard and readily explicable. 
Normally, in English, we are likely to make an 
initial reference to an individual object by means 
of the indefinite article and to bring in the definite 
only subsequently. "Yesterday on the street a man 
came up to me, and when I stopped in my stride 
the man said. . ." "A" is a modified form of the 
term "one," a kind of singular of "some." "A 
man" means "one man" (of many real or possible 
men). The indefinite article tacitly acknowledges 
the existence or possibility of a number of indi- 
viduals beyond the immediate range of reference 
and indicates that from among them one is se- 
lected. Once we have indicated that we are con- 
cerned not with all but with one-out-of-many, we 
train the definite article or pointer article on the 
object of our attention.9 The definite article thus 
commonly signals some previous, less definite 
acquaintanceship. Hemingway's exclusion of in- 
definite in favor of definite articles signals the 
reader that he is from the first on familiar ground. 
He shares the author's familiarity with the subject 
matter. The reader must pretend he has known 
much of it before. 

Hemingway's concomitant use of the demon- 
strative distancing pronoun "that" parallels his 
use of "the." For "the" is only an attenuated 
"that." It is a modified form of the demonstrative 
pronoun that replaced the original Old English 
definite article "seo." Both hold their referents at 
a distance, "that" typically at a somewhat greater 
distance than "the." That mountain you see ten 
miles away is indicated there on the map on the 
wall. If we wish to think of the map as close, we 
would say, "This map on this wall." In distancing 
their objects, both "that" and "the" can tend to 
bring together the speaker and the one spoken to. 
"That" commonly means that-over-there at a 
distance from you-and-me here, and "the" com- 
monly means much the same. These terms thus 
can easily implement the Hemingway relationship: 
you-and-me. 

This you-and-me effect of the distancing de- 
monstrative pronoun and the definite article can be 
seen perhaps more spectacularly in romance 
etymology. The words for "the" in the romance 
languages come from the Latin word ille, illa, 
illad, which yields in various romance tongues il, 
le, la, el, lo, and their cognates. Ille is a distancing 
demonstrative in Latin: it means "that-over-there- 
away-from-you-and-me" and stands in contrastive 
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opposition to another Latin demonstrative which 
has no counterpart in English, iste, ista, istud, 
which means "that-over-there-by-you" (and thus 
can readily become pejorative-"that-little-no- 
account-thing-of-yours"). Ille brings together the 
speaker and the one spoken to by contrast with 
the distanced object; iste distances from the 
speaker the one spoken to as well as the object. 
IIle yields the romance definite articles, which 
correspond quite closely in function to the English 
"the," and thus advertises the close tie between 
"the" and "that." 

Could readers of an earlier age have managed 
the Hemingway relationship, the you-and-me 
relationship, marked by tight-lipped empathy 
based on shared experience? Certainly from an- 
tiquity the reader or hearer of an epic was plunged 
in medias res. But this does not mean he was cast 
as the author's boon companion. It means rather 
that he was plunged into the middle of a narrative 
sequence and told about antecedent events only 
later. A feeling of camaraderie between compan- 
ions-in-arms is conveyed in epics, but the compan- 
ions-in-arms are fictional characters; they are not 
the reader or hearer and the narrator. "Forsan et 
haec olim meminisse ilwabit"-these words in the 
Aeneid, "perhaps some day it will help to recall 
these very things," are spoken by Aeneas to his 
companions when they are undergoing a period 
of hardships. They are one character's words to 
other characters, not Virgil's words to his hearer 
or reader. One might urge further that, like 
Hemingway's reader, the reader or hearer of an 
epic-most typically, of an oral folk epic-was 
hearing stories with which he was already ac- 
quainted, that he was thus on familiar ground. He 
was, but not in the sense that he was forced to 
pretend he had somehow lived as an alter ego 
of the narrator. His familiarity with the material 
was not a pretense at all, not a role, but a simple 
fact. Typically, the epic audience had heard the 
story, or something very much like it, before. 

The role in which Hemingway casts the reader 
is somewhat different not only from anything 
these situations in early literature demand but also 
from anything in the time immediately before 
Hemingway. This is what makes Hemingway's 
writing interesting to literary historians. But 
Hemingway's demands on the reader are by no 
means entirely without antecedents. The existence 
of antecedents is indicated by the fact that Hem- 

ingway was assimilated by relatively unskilled 
readers with very little fuss. He does not recast 
the reader in a disturbingly novel role. By con- 
trast, the role in which Faulkner casts the reader 
is a far greater departure from preceding roles 
than is Hemingway's. Faulkner demands more 
skilled and daring readers, and consequently had 
far fewer at first, and has relatively fewer even 
today when the Faulkner role for readers is 
actually taught in school. (Perhaps we should say 
the Faulkner roles.) 

No one, so far as I know, has worked up a his- 
tory of the readers' roles that prepared for that 
prescribed by Hemingway. But one can discern 
significantly similar demands on readers begin- 
ning as early as Addison and Steele, who assume 
a new fashionable intimacy among readers them- 
selves and between all readers and the writer, 
achieved largely by casting readers as well as 
writer in the role of coffeehouse habitues. Defoe 
develops in his own way comparable author- 
reader intimacy. The roots of these eighteenth- 
century intimacies are journalistic, and from 
earlier journalism they push out later in Heming- 
way's own day into the world of sportswriters and 
war correspondents, of whom Hemingway him- 
self was one. With the help of print and the near 
instantaneousness implemented by electronic me- 
dia (the telegraph first, later radio teletype and 
electronic transmission of photography), the 
newspaper writer could bring his reader into his 
own on-the-spot experience, availing himself in 
both sports and war of the male's strong sense of 
camaraderie based on shared hardships. Virgil's 
forsan et hoec olim meminisse iuvabit once more. 
But Virgil was telling a story of the days of old 
and, as has been seen, the camaraderie was among 
characters in the story, Aeneas and his men. 
Sports and war journalism are about the here and 
now, and, if the story can be got to the reader 
quickly, the camaraderie can be easily projected 
between the narrator and the reader. The reader is 
close enough temporally and photographically to 
the event for him to feel like a vicarious partici- 
pant. In journalism Hemingway had an estab- 
lished foundation on which to build, if not one 
highly esteemed in snobbish literary circles. And 
he in turn has been built upon by those who have 
come later. Gibson has shown how much the 
style of Time magazine is an adaptation of Hem- 
ingway (pp. 48-54). To Hemingway's writer- 
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reader camaraderie Time adds omniscience, 
solemnly "reporting," for example, in eyewitness 
style, the behavior and feelings of a chief of state 
in his own bedroom as he answers an emergency 
night telephone call and afterward returns to 
sleep. Hemingway encouraged his readers in high 
self-esteem. Time provides its readers, on a regular 
weekly basis, companionship with the all-knowing 
gods. 

When we look the other way down the corridors 
of time to the period before the coffeehouses and 
the beginnings of intimate journalism, we find 
that readers have had to be trained gradually to 
play the game Hemingway engages them in. What 
if, per impossibile, a Hemingway story projecting 
the reader's role we have attended to here had 
turned up in Elizabethan England? It would 
probably have been laughed out of court by 
readers totally unable to adapt to its demands 
upon them. It would certainly have collided with 
representative literary theory, as propounded for 
example by Sir Philip Sidney in The Defense of 
Poesie. For Sidney and most of his age, poetry- 
that is to say, literature generally-had as its aim 
to please, but even more basically to teach, at 
least in the sense that it gave the reader to know 
what he did not know before. The Hemingway 
convention that the reader had somehow been 
through it all before with the writer would have 
been to Sidney's age at best confusing and at worst 
wrongheaded. One could argue that the Heming- 
way narrator would be telling the reader at least 
something he did not know before-that is, 
largely, the feelings of the narrator. But even this 
revelation, as we have seen, implies in Hemingway 
a covert awareness on the part of the reader, a 
deep sympathy or empathy of a basically ro- 
mantic, nonpublic sort, grounded in intimacy. 
Sidney would have sent Hemingway back to his 
writing table to find something newer to write 
about, or to find a way of casting his material in a 
fresher-sounding form. 

Another, and related, feature of the Hemingway 
style would have repelled sixteenth-century read- 
ers: the addiction to the "the" and "that" to the 
calculated exclusion of most descriptive qualifiers. 
There is a deep irony here. For in the rhetorical 
world that persisted from prehistoric times to the 
age of romanticism, descriptive qualifiers were 
commonly epithetic, expected qualifiers. The 
first chapter of Sidney's Arcadia (1590) presents 

the reader with "the hopeless shepheard," the 
"friendly rival," "the necessary food," "natural 
rest," "flowery fields," "the extreme heat of 
summer," and countless other souvenirs of a 
country every rhetorician had trod many times 
before. Is this not making the reader a recaller of 
shared experience much as Hemingway's use of 
"the" and "that" does? Not at all in the same 
way. The sixteenth-century reader recalls the 
familiar accouterments of literature, which are the 
familiar accouterments or commonplaces also of 
sculpture, painting, and all art. These are matters 
of shared public acquaintanceship, not of private 
experience. The sixteenth-century reader is walk- 
ing through land all educated men know. He is not 
made to pretend he knows these familiar objects 
because he once shared their presence with this 
particular author, as a Hemingway reader is made 
to pretend. In Sidney, there is none of the you- 
and-I-know-even-if-others-don't ploy. 

IV 

To say that earlier readers would have been 
nonplussed at Hemingway's demands on them is 
not to say that earlier readers did not have special 
roles to play or that authors did not have their 
own problems in devising and signaling what the 
roles were. A few cases might be instanced here. 

First of all, it is only honest to admit that even 
an oral narrator calls on his audience to fictional- 
ize itself to some extent. The invocation to the 
Muse is a signal to the audience to put on the epic- 
listener's cap. No Greek, after all, ever talked the 
kind of language that Homer sang, although 
Homer's contemporaries could understand it well 
enough. Even today we do not talk in other con- 
texts quite the kind of language in which we tell 
fairy stories to children. "Once upon a time," we 
begin. The phrase lifts you out of the real world. 
Homer's language is "once upon a time" language. 
It establishes a fictional world. But the fictionaliz- 
ing in oral epic is directly limited by live interac- 
tion, as real conversation is. A real audience con- 
trols the narrator's behavior immediately. Stu- 
dents of mine from Ghana and from western 
Ireland have reported to me what I have read and 
heard from many other sources: a given story 
may take a skilled or "professional" storyteller 
anywhere from ten minutes to an hour and a half, 
depending on how he finds the audience relates to 
him on a given occasion. "You always knew ahead 

15 

This content downloaded from 146.201.208.22 on Sun, 23 Aug 2015 23:58:38 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction 

of time what he was going to say, but you never 
knew how long it would take him to say it," my 
Irish informant reported. The teller reacts directly 
to audience response. Oral storytelling is a two- 
way street. 

Written or printed narrative is not two-way, at 
least in the short run. Readers' reactions are re- 
mote and initially conjectural, however great their 
ultimate effects on sales. We should think more 
about the problems that the need to fictionalize 
audiences creates for writers. Chaucer, for exam- 
ple, had a problem with the conjectural readers of 
the Canterbury Tales. There was no established 
tradition in English for many of the stories, and 
certainly none at all for a collection of such stories. 
What does Chaucer do? He sets the stories in 
what, from a literary-structural point of view, is 
styled a frame. A group of pilgrims going to 
Canterbury tell stories to one another: the pil- 
grimage frames the individual narratives. In terms 
of signals to his readers, we could put it another 
way: Chaucer simply tells his readers how they 
are to fictionalize themselves. He starts by telling 
them that there is a group of pilgrims doing what 
real people do, going to a real place, Canterbury. 
The reader is to imagine himself in their company 
and join the fun. Of course this means fictional- 
izing himself as a member of a nonexistent group. 
But the fictionalizing is facilitated by Chaucer's 
clear frame-story directives. And to minimize the 
fiction by maximizing real life, Chaucer installs 
himself, the narrator, as one of the pilgrims. His 
reader-role problem is effectively solved. Of 
course, he got the idea pretty much from ante- 
cedent writers faced with similar problems, no- 
tably Boccaccio. But he naturalizes the frame in 
the geography of southeast England. 

The frame story was in fact quite common 
around Europe at this period. Audience readjust- 
ment was a major feature of mature medieval 
culture, a culture more focused on reading than 
any earlier culture had been. Would it not be 
helpful to discuss the frame device as a contrivance 
all but demanded by the literary economy of the 
time rather than to expatiate on it as a singular 
stroke of genius? For this it certainly was not, 
unless we define genius as the ability to make the 
most of an awkward situation. The frame is really 
a rather clumsy gambit, although a good narrator 
can bring it off pretty well when he has to. It 
hardly has widespread immediate appeal for 

ordinary readers today. 
In the next period of major audience readjust- 

ment, John Lyly's Euphues and even more Thomas 
Nashe's The Unzforfunate Traveler can be viewed 
as attempts to work out a credible role in which 
Elizabethan readers could cast themselves for the 
new medium of print. Script culture had pre- 
served a heavy oral residue signaled by its con- 
tinued fascination with rhetoric, which had al- 
ways been orally grounded, a fascination that 
script culture passed on to early print culture. But 
the new medium was changing the noetic economy, 
and, while rhetoric remained strong in the cur- 
riculum, strain was developing. Lyly reacts by 
hyperrhetoricizing his text, tongue-in-cheek, 
drowning the audience and himself in the highly 
controlled gush being purveyed by the schools. 
The signals to the reader are unmistakable, if un- 
consciously conveyed: play the role of the rhetori- 
cian's listener for all you are worth (Eulphues is 
mostly speeches), remembering that the response 
the rhetorician commands is a serious and difficult 
one-it takes hard work to assimilate the baroque 
complexity of Lyly's text-but also that there is 
something awry in all the isocola, apophonemata, 
and antisagogai, now that the reader is so very 
much more a reader than a listener. Such aural 
iconographic equipment had been functional in 
oral management of knowledge, implementing 
storage and recall, but with print it was becoming 
incidental-which is, paradoxically, why it could 
be so fantastically elaborated. 

Nashe shows the same uneasiness, and more, 
regarding the reader's role. For in the phantasma- 
goria of styles in The Unfortunate Traveler he tries 
out his reader in every role he can think of: who- 
ever takes on Nashe's story must become a listener 
bending his ear to political orations, a participant 
in scholastic disputations, a hanger-on at goliardic 
Woodstocks, a camp follower fascinated by 
merry tales, a simpering reader of Italian revenge 
stories and sixteenth-century true confessions, a 
fellow conspirator in a world of picaresque cheats, 
and much more. 

Nashe gives a foretaste of other trial-and-error 
procedures by which recipes were to be developed 
for the reader of the narrative prose works we now 
call novels. Such recipes were being worked out in 
other languages, too: in French notably by Rabe- 
lais, whose calls for strenuous shifts in the reader's 
stance Nashe emulated, and in Spanish by Cer- 
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vantes, who explores all sorts of ironic possibili- 
ties in the reader's relationship to the text, in- 
corporating into the second part of Don Quixote 
the purported reactions of readers and of the 
tale's characters to the first part of the work. 
Picaresque travels, well known at least since 
Apuleius' Golden Ass, multiplied, with major 
audience adjustments, in English down through 
Tom Jones: the unsettled role of the reader was 
mirrored and made acceptable by keeping the hero 
himself on the move. Samuel Richardson has his 
readers pretend they have access to other persons' 
letters, out of which a story emerges. Journals and 
diaries also multiplied as narrative devices: the 
reader becoming a snooper or a collector of seem- 
ing trivia that turn out not to be trivia at all. Ulti- 
mately, Laurence Sterne is able to involve his 
reader not only in the procreation of his hero 
Tristram Shandy but also in the hero's writing of 
his autobiography, in which pages are left blank 
for the reader to put his "own fancy in." The 
audience-speaker interaction of oral narrative here 
shows the reader in a new ironic guise-somewhat 
destructive of the printed book, toward which, 
as an object obtruding in the person-to-person 
world of human communication, the eighteenth 
century was feeling some ambiguous hostilities, 
as Swift's work also shows. 

The problem of reader adjustment in prose nar- 
rative was in great part due to the difficulty that 
narrators long had in feeling themselves as other 
than oral performers. It is significant that, al- 
though the drama had been tightly plotted from 
classical antiquity (the drama is the first genre 
controlled by writing, and by the same token, 
paradoxically, the first to make deliberate use 
of colloquial speech), until the late eighteenth 
century there is in the whole Western world (and I 
suspect in the East as well) no sizable prose nar- 
rative, so far as I know, with a tidy structure com- 
parable to that known for two millennia in the 
drama, moving through closely controlled ten- 
sions to a climax, with reversal and denouement. 
This is not to say that until the modern novel 
emerged narrative was not organized, or that 
earlier narrators were trying to write modern 
novels but regularly fell short of their aims. 
(Scholes and Kellogg have warned in The Nature 
of Narrative against this retroactive analysis of 
literary history.) But it is to say that narrative had 
not fully accommodated itself to print or, for that 

matter, to writing, which drama had long before 
learned to exploit. Tom Jones is highly programed, 
but in plot it is still episodic, as all prose narrative 
had been all the way back through the Hellenic 
romances. With Jane Austen we are over the 
hurdle: but Jane Austen was a woman, and women 
were not normally trained in the Latin-based, 
academic, rhetorical, oral tradition. They were 
not trained speechmakers who had turned be- 
latedly to chirography and print. 

Even by Jane Austen's time, however, the prob- 
lem of the reader's role in prose narrative was by 
no means entirely solved. Nervousness regarding 
the role of the reader registers everywhere in the 
"dear reader" regularly invoked in fiction well 
through the nineteenth century. The reader had 
to be reminded (and the narrator, too) that the 
recipient of the story was indeed a reader-not a 
listener, not one of the crowd, but an individual 
isolated with a text. The relationship of audience- 
fictionalizing to modern narrative prose is very 
mysterious, and I do not pretend to explain it all 
here, but only to point to some of the strange 
problems often so largely overlooked in the rela- 
tionship. Tightly plotted prose narrative is the 
correlative of the audiences fictionalized for the 
first time with the aid of print, and the demands of 
such narrative on readers were new. 

V 

The present reflections have focused on written 
fictional narrative as a kind of paradigm for the 
fictionalizing of writers' "audiences" or readers. 
But what has been said about fictional narrative 
applies ceteris paribus to all writing. With the 
possible'0 exception noted above of persons in the 
presence of one another communicating by writing 
because of inability to communicate orally, the 
writer's audience is always a fiction. The historian, 
the scholar or scientist, and the simple letter 
writer all fictionalize their audiences, casting them 
in a made-up role and calling on them to play the 
role assigned. 

Because history is always a selection and inter- 
pretation of those incidents the individual his- 
torian believes will account better than other inci- 
dents for some explanation of a totality, history 
partakes quite evidently of the nature of poetry. 
It is a making. The historian does not make the 
elements out of which he constructs history, in 
the sense that he must build with events that have 
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come about independently of him, but his selection 
of events and his way of verbalizing them so that 
they can be dealt with as "facts," and consequently 
the overall pattern he reports, are all his own 
creation, a making. No two historians say exactly 
the same thing about the same given events, even 
though they are both telling the truth. There is no 
one thing to say about anything; there are many 
things that can be said. 

The oral "historian" captures events in terms of 
themes (the challenge, the duel, the arming of the 
hero, the battle, and so on), and formulas (the 
brave soldier, the faithful wife, the courageous 
people, the suffering people), which are provided 
to him by tradition and are the only ways he 
knows to talk about what is going on among men. 
Processed through these conventions, events be- 
come assimilable by his auditors and "interesting" 
to them. The writer of history is less reliant on 
formulas (or it may be he has such a variety of 
them that it is hard to tell that is what they are). 
But he comes to his material laden with themes in 
much vaster quantity than can be available to any 
oral culture. Without themes, there would be no 
way to deal with events. It is impossible to tell 
everything that went on in the Pentagon even in 
one day: how many stenographers dropped how 
many sheets of paper into how many wastebaskets 
when and where, what they all said to each other, 
and so on ad infinitum. These are not the themes 
historians normally use to write what really 
"happened." They write about material by exploit- 
ing it in terms of themes that are "significant" or 
"interesting." But what is "significant" depends 
on what kind of history you are writing-national 
political history, military history, social history, 
economic history, personal biography, global 
history. What is significant and, perhaps even 
more, what is "interesting" also depends on the 
readers and their interaction with the historian. 
This interaction in turn depends on the role in 
which the historian casts his readers. Although so 
far as I know we have no history of readers of 
history, we do know enough about historiography 
to be aware that one could well be worked out. 
The open-faced way the reader figures in Samuel 
Eliot Morison's writings is different from the 
more conspiratorial way he figures in Perry 
Miller's and both are quite different from the 
way the reader figures in Herodotus. 

Scholarly works show comparable evolution in 

the roles they enforce on their readers. Aristotle's 
works, as has often been pointed out, are an ag- 
glomerate of texts whose relationship to his own 
holographs, to his students' notes, and to the work 
of later editors will remain always more or less a 
puzzle. Much of Aristotle consists of school logia 
or sayings, comparable to the logia or sayings of 
Jesus to his followers of which the Gospels chiefly 
consist. Aristotle's logia were addressed to specific 
individuals whom he knew, rather than simply to 
the wide world. Even his more patently written 
compositions retain a personal orientation: his 
work on ethics is the Nicomachean Ethics, named 
for his son. This means that the reader of Aris- 
totle, if he wants to understand his text, will do 
well.to cast himself in the role of one of Aristotle's 
actual listeners. 

The practice of orienting a work, and thereby 
its readers, by writing it at least purportedly for a 
specific person or persons continues well through 
the Renaissance. The first edition of Peter Ramus' 
Dialectic was the French Dialectique de Pierre de 
la Ramee a Charles de Lorraine Cardinal, son 
Mecene (Paris, 1555), and the first edition of the 
far more widely used Latin version preserved the 
same personal address: Dialectici Libri Duo . . . ad 
Carolum Lotharingum Cardinalem (Paris, 1556). 
Sidney's famous romance or epic is The Countess 
of Pembroke's Arcadia. Often in Renaissance 
printed editions a galaxy of prefaces and dedi- 
catory epistles and poems establishes a whole 
cosmos of discourse which, among other things, 
signals the reader what roles he is to assume. 
Sidney's, Spenser's, and Milton's works, for 
example, are heavily laden with introductory ma- 
terial-whole books have been devoted to the 
study of Sidney's introductory matter alone. 

Until recent times the rhetorical tradition, 
which, with the allied dialectical or logical tradi- 
tion, dominated most written as well as oral ex- 
pression, helped in the fictionalizing of the audi- 
ence of learned works in a generic but quite real 
way. Rhetoric fixed knowledge in agonistic 
structures. 

For this reason, the roles of the reader of 
learned works until fairly recent times were regu- 
larly more polemic than those demanded of the 
reader today. Until the age of romanticism recon- 
stituted psychological structures, academic teach- 
ing of all subjects had been more or less polemic, 
dominated by the ubiquitous rhetorical culture, 
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and proceeding typically by proposing and at- 
tacking theses in highly partisan fashion. (The 
academic world today preserves much of the 
nomenclature, such as "thesis" and "defense" of 
theses, but less of the programed fighting spirit, 
which its members let loose on the social order 
more than on their subject matter or colleagues.) 
From Augustine through St. Thomas Aquinas and 
Christian Wolff, writers of treatises generally pro- 
ceeded in adversary fashion, their readers being 
cast as participants in rhetorical contests or in 
dialectical scholastic disputations. 

Today the academic reader's role is harder to 
describe. Some of its complexities can be hinted 
at by attending to certain fictions which writers of 
learned articles and books generally observe and 
which have to do with reader status. There are 
some things the writer must assume that every 
reader knows because virtually every reader does. 
It would be intolerable to write, "Shakespeare, a 
well-known Elizabethan playwright," not only in 
a study on Renaissance drama but even in one on 
marine ecology. Otherwise the reader's role 
would be confused. There are other things that 
established fiction holds all readers must know, 
even though everyone is sure all readers do not 
know them: these are handled by writing, "as 
everyone knows," and then inserting what it is 
that not quite everyone really does know. Other 
things the reader can safely be assumed not to 
know without threatening the role he is playing. 
These gradations of admissible ignorance vary 
from one level of scholarly writing to another, and 
since individual readers vary in knowledge and 
competence, the degree to which they must fic- 
tionalize themselves to match the level of this or 
that reading will vary. Knowledge of the degrees 
of admissible ignorance for readers is absolutely 
essential if one is to publish successfully. This 
knowledge is one of the things that separates the 
beginning graduate student or even the brilliant 
undergraduate from the mature scholar. It takes 
time to get a feel for the roles that readers can be 
expected comfortably to play in the modern aca- 
demic world. 

Other kinds of writing without end could be 
examined in our reflections here on the fictionaliz- 
ing of readers' roles. For want of time and, 
frankly, for want of wider reflection, I shall men- 
tion only two others. These are genres that do not 
seem to fall under the rule that the writer's audi- 

ence is always a fiction since the "audience" 
appears to be simply one clearly determined per- 
son, who hardly need fictionalize himself. The 
first of the genres is the familiar letter and the 
second the diary. 

The case of the letter reader is really simple 
enough. Although by writing a letter you are some- 
how pretending the reader is present while you 
are writing, you cannot address him as you do in 
oral speech. You must fictionalize him, make him 
into a special construct. Whoever saluted a friend 
on the street with "Dear John"? And if you try 
the informal horrors, "Hi!" or "Greetings!" or 
whatever else, the effect is not less but more arti- 
ficial. You are reminding him that you wish you 
were not writing him a letter, but, then, why are 
you? There is no way out. The writer has to set 
up another relationship to the reader and has to 
set the reader in a relationship to the writer dif- 
ferent from that of nonchirographical personal 
contact. 

The dimensions of fiction in a letter are many. 
First, you have no way of adjusting to the friend's 
real mood as you would be able to adjust in oral 
conversation. You have to conjecture or confect 
a mood that he is likely to be in or can assume 
when the letter comes. And, when it does come, 
he has to put on the mood that you have fictional- 
ized for him. Some of this sort of adjustment goes 
on in oral communication, too, but it develops in 
a series of exchanges: a tentative guess at another's 
mood, a reaction from him, another from your- 
self, another from him, and you know about where 
you are. Letters do not have this normal give-and- 
take: they are one-way movements. Moreover, 
the precise relationships of writer to reader in 
letters vary tremendously from age to age even in 
intensively role-playing correspondence. No one 
today can capture exactly the fiction in Swift's 
Journal to Stella, though it is informative to try to 
reconstruct it as fully as possible, for the relation- 
ships of children to oldsters and even of man to 
woman have subtly altered, as have also a vast 
mesh of other social relationships which the 
Journal to Ste/la involves. 

The epistolary situation is made tolerable by 
conventions, and learning to write letters is largely 
a matter of learning what the writer-reader con- 
ventions are. The paradoxes they involve were 
well caught some years ago in a Marx Brothers 
movie-if I recall correctly where the incident 
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occurred. Letters start with "Dear Sir." An owlish, 
bemused businessman calls his secretary in. 
"Take this letter to Joseph Smithers," he directs. 
"You know his address. 'Dear Sir: You dirty 
rat....' " The fiction of the exordium designed to 
create the lector benevolens is first honored and 
then immediately wiped out. 

The audience of the diarist is even more en- 
cased in fictions. What is easier, one might argue, 
than addressing oneself? As those who first begin 
a diary often find out, a great many things are 
easier. The reasons why are not hard to unearth. 
First of all, we do not normally talk to ourselves- 
certainly not in long, involved sentences and 
paragraphs. Second, the diarist pretending to be 
talking to himself has also, since he is writing, to 
pretend he is somehow not there. And to what 
self is he talking? To the self he imagines he is? 
Or would like to be? Or really thinks he is? Or 
thinks other people think he is? To himself as he 
is now? Or as he will probably or ideally be 
twenty years hence? If he addresses not himself 
but "Dear Diary," who in the world is "Dear 
Diary"? What role does this imply? And why do 
more women than men keep diaries? Or if they 
don't (they really do-or did), why do people 
think they do? When did the diary start? The 
history of diaries, I believe, has yet to be written. 
Possibly more than the history of any other genre, 
it will have to be a history of the fictionalizing of 
readers. 

The case of the diary, which at first blush would 
seem to fictionalize the reader least but in many 
ways probably fictionalizes him or her most, brings 
into full view the fundamental deep paradox of 
the activity we call writing, at least when writing 
moves from its initial account-keeping purposes to 
other more elaborate concerns more directly and 
complexly involving human persons in their 
manifold dealings with one another. We are 
familiar enough today with talk about masks- 
in literary criticism, psychology, phenomenology, 
and elsewhere. Personae, earlier generally thought 
of as applying to characters in a play or other 
fiction (dramatis personae), are imputed with full 
justification to narrators and, since all discourse 
has roots in narrative, to everyone who uses 
language. Often in the complexities of present-day 
fiction, with its "unreliable narrator" encased in 
layer after layer of persiflage and irony, the masks 
within masks defy complete identification. This is 

a game fiction writers play, harder now than ever. 
But the masks of the narrator are matched, if 

not one-for-one, in equally complex fashion by 
the masks that readers must learn to wear. To 
whom is Finnegans Wake addressed? Who is the 
reader supposed to be? We hesitate to say- 
certainly I hesitate to say-because we have 
thought so little about the reader's role as such, 
about his masks, which are as manifold in their 
own way as those of the writer. 

Masks are inevitable in all human communica- 
tion, even oral. Role playing is both different from 
actuality and an entry into actuality: play and 
actuality (the world of "work") are dialectically 
related to one another. From the very beginning, 
an infant becomes an actual speaker by playing at 
being a speaker, much as a person who cannot 
swim, after developing some ancillary skills, one 
day plays at swimming and finds that he is swim- 
ming in truth. But oral communication, which is 
built into existential actuality more directly than 
written, has within it a momentum that works for 
the removal of masks. Lovers try to strip off all 
masks. And in all communication, insofar as it is 
related to actual experience, there must be a 
movement of love. Those who have loved over 
many years may reach a point where almost all 
masks are gone. But never all. The lover's plight 
is tied to the fact that every one of us puts on a 
mask to address himself, too. Such masks to relate 
ourselves to ourselves we also try to put aside, 
and with wisdom and grace we to some extent 
succeed in casting them off. When the last mask 
comes off, sainthood is achieved, and the vision 
of God. But this can only be with death. 

No matter what pitch of frankness, directness, 
or authenticity he may strive for, the writer's 
mask and the reader's are less removable than 
those of the oral communicator and his hearer. 
For writing is itself an indirection. Direct com- 
munication by script is impossible. This makes 
writing not less but more interesting, although 
perhaps less noble than speech. For man lives 
largely by indirection, and only beneath the in- 
directions that sustain him is his true nature to be 
found. Writing, alone, however, will never bring 
us truly beneath to the actuality. Present-day 
confessional writing-and it is characteristic of 
our present age that virtually all serious writing 
tends to the confessional, even drama likes to 
make an issue of stripping off all masks. Observant 

20 

This content downloaded from 146.201.208.22 on Sun, 23 Aug 2015 23:58:38 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


Walter J. Ong, S.J. 

literary critics and psychiatrists, however, do not 
need to be told that confessional literature is likely 
to wear the most masks of all. It is hard to bare 
your soul in any literary genre. And it is hard to 
write outside a genre. T. S. Eliot has made the 
point that so far as he knows, great love poetry is 
never written solely for the ear of the beloved (p. 

97), although what a lover speaks with his lips is 
often indeed for the ear of the beloved and of no 
other. The point is well made, even though it was 
made in writing. 

Saint Louis University 
Saint Louis, Missouri 

Notes 
* In a briefer adaptation, this paper was read at Cam- 

bridge Univ., 24 Aug. 1972, at the Twelfth International 
Congress of the International Federation for Modern 
Languages and Literatures. At the Center for Advanced 
Study in the Behavioral Sciences at Stanford, California, I 
have profited from conversations with Albert Cook of the 
State Univ. of New York, Buffalo, and Robert Darnton of 
Princeton Univ., concerning matters in this final version. 

1 See, e.g., J. R. Searle, The Philosophy of Language 
(London: Oxford Univ. Press, 1971), pp. 24-28, where 
Austin is cited, and Searle's bibliography, pp. 146-48. 

2 The R/letoric of Fiction (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago 
Press, 1961), pp. 49-52, 138, 363-64. 

3 The Nature of Narrative (New York: Oxford Univ. 
Press, 1966), pp. 17-56. Among recent short studies ex- 
hibiting concerns tangent to but not the same as those of 
the present article might be mentioned three from New 
Literary History: Georges Poulet, "Phenomenology of 
Reading," 1 (1969-70), 53-68; Geoffrey H. Hartman, 
"History-Writing as Answerable Style," 2 (1970-71), 73- 
84; and J. Hillis Miller, "The Still Heart: Poetic Form in 
Wordsworth," 2 (1970-71), 297-310, esp. p. 310; as well as 
Cerald Prince, "Introduction a l'etude du narrataire," 
Poetiqae, No. 14 (1973), pp. 178-96, which is concerned 
with the "narrataire" only in novels ("narratee" in a related 
English-language study by the same author as noted by 
him here) and with literary taxonomy more than history. 
See also Paul Ricoeur, "What Is a Text? Explanation and 
Interpretation," Appendix, pp. 135-50, in David Rasmus- 
sen, Mythic-Symbolic Language and Philosophical Anthro- 
pology: A Constructive Interpretation of the Thought of 
Paul Ricoeur (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971). 

4 Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith 
(London: Routledge, 1962), pp. 181-84. 

5 See my The Presence of the Word (New Haven and 
London: Yale Univ. Press, 1967), pp. 116-17. 

6 T. S. Eliot suggests some of the complexities of the 
writer-and-audience problem in his essay on "The Three 
Voices of Poetry," by which he means (1) "the voice of the 
poet talking to himself or to nobody," (2) "the voice of 
the poet addressing an audience," and (3) "the voice of the 
poet when he attempts to create a dramatic character 
speaking" (On Poetry and Poets, New York: Noonday 
Press, 1961, p. 96). Eliot, in the same work, states that 

these voices often mingle and indeed, for him, "are most 
often found together" (p. 108). The approach I am here 
taking cuts across Eliot's way of enunciating the problem 
and, I believe, brings out some of the built-in relationships 
among the three voices which help account for their inter- 
mingling. The "audience" addressed by Eliot's second 
voice not only is elusively constituted but also, even in its 
elusiveness, can determine the voice of the poet talking to 
himself or to nobody (Eliot's first sense of "voice"), be- 
cause in talking to oneself one has to objectify oneself, and 
one does so in ways learned from addressing others. A 
practiced writer talking "to himself" in a poem has a quite 
different feeling for "himself" than does a complete il- 
literate. 

7 See Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales, Harvard 
Studies in Comparative Literature, No. 24 (Cambridge, 
Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1964), pp. 124-38. 

8 Tough, Sweet, and Stuffy (Bloomington and London: 
Indiana Univ. Press, 1966), pp. 28-54. In these pages, 
Gibson gets very close to the concern of the present article 
with readers' roles. 

9 The present inclination to begin a story without the 
initial indefinite article, which tacitly acknowledges a range 
of existence beyond that of the immediate reference, and 
to substitute for the indefinite article a demonstrative pro- 
noun of proximity, "this," is one of many indications of the 
tendency of present-day man to feel his lifeworld-which 
is now more than ever the whole world-as in-close to him, 
and to mute any references to distance. It is not uncommon 
to hear a conversation begin, "Yesterday on the street this 
man came up to me, and...." A few decades ago, the 
equivalent would very likely have been, "Yesterday on the 
street a man came up to me, and...." This widespread 
preference, which Hemingway probably influenced little if 
at all, does show that Hemingway's imposition of fellow- 
ship on the reader was an indication, perhaps moderately 
precocious, of a sweeping trend. 

10 "Possible," because there is probably a trace of fiction- 
alizing even when notes are being exchanged by persons in 
one another's presence. It appears unlikely that what is 
written in such script "conversations" is exactly the same 
as what it would be were voices used. The interlocutors are, 
after all, to some extent pretending to be talking, when in 
fact they are not talking but writing. 
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