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NARRATIVE VOICE 

How a novel thinks, sounds and enters into relationship with its reader 

Narrative voice is often described as the way a story “sounds”. That is true, but incomplete. Voice is 

also the novel’s intelligence at work: the angle from which experience is selected, the language in 

which it is judged, the distance at which it is held, the facts it cannot or will not disclose, and the 

relationship it establishes with the person reading. Plot tells us what changes. Voice decides what 

that change feels like, what it seems to mean, and how much of its meaning the reader must discover 

alone. 

This resource approaches voice as a practical system rather than a decorative gift. It brings together 

two unusually powerful craft books: Ursula K. Le Guin’s Steering the Craft, which trains the ear and 

the sentence, and James Wood’s How Fiction Works, which explains narrative distance, unreliability 

and free indirect style with extraordinary precision. Their methods are placed beside novels whose 

voices have altered what fiction can do—from Jane Austen’s Emma and Charles Dickens’s Bleak 

House to contemporary works by Kazuo Ishiguro, N. K. Jemisin, Susanna Clarke, Anna Burns, Tara 

June Winch and Percival Everett. 

The aim is not to prescribe a single “strong voice”. Strong voices can be lush or stripped, sociable or 

private, transparent or evasive. The aim is to help you make a series of connected choices so that 

diction, syntax, focalisation, knowledge, time and moral pressure all belong to the same imaginative 

design. 

All commentary, diagrams, diagnostic models and exercises in this resource are original. 

Quotations are brief, attributed and linked to authorised publisher excerpts or public-domain 

editions wherever possible. 

Inside this guide 

• Foundations: what narrative voice is, and why person is only one part of it. 

• Two essential craft books: why Le Guin and Wood form a particularly useful pair. 

• The technique atlas: sound, syntax, diction, tense, person, focalisation, distance, reliability, 

address and form. 

• Close readings: Austen, Dickens, Brontë and Eliot; then Ishiguro, Mantel, Jemisin, Clarke, 

Burns, Winch and Everett. 

• The moral life of voice: how narration creates character development, conflict, complicity, 

recognition and change. 

• Practice: twelve original exercises, a revision workflow and a reusable voice brief. 

https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Emma_(Austen)
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Bleak_House_(1853)
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Bleak_House_(1853)
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1. Voice is a system, not a seasoning 

Writers sometimes postpone voice: first build the character and plot, then “make the prose sound 

better”. This separates elements that the reader experiences together. The voice is already shaping 

the plot whenever it decides which event deserves a scene, which detail enters a sentence, whose 

interpretation governs the moment, and what the narration refuses to name. 

Consider a character entering a neglected kitchen. One narrator sees mould, unpaid bills and a knife 

left wet beside the sink. Another notices the blue cup her mother used and nothing else. A third 

inventories the room in the brisk vocabulary of an insurance assessor. The physical room may be 

identical, yet each voice constructs a different conflict. Selection becomes interpretation; 

interpretation becomes character. 

 

Figure 1. An original model of narrative voice as a chain of decisions. The reader never receives the storyworld 

unmediated; each layer selects and colours the next. 

The six questions beneath every narrative sentence 

1. Who speaks? A character looking back, a voice in the moment, an external narrator, a 

communal “we”, a compiler of documents, an unnamed consciousness? 

2. Who perceives? Whose sensations, knowledge and values organise what can enter the 

passage? In narratology, this selection of information is called focalisation. 

3. When is the telling happening? During the event, immediately after it, decades later, or 

from an unstable temporal position? 

4. How near are we? Are we observing behaviour, hearing reported thought, or inhabiting 

language that has absorbed the character’s idiom? 

5. What is the voice doing to the material? Confessing, persuading, entertaining, excusing, 

accusing, memorialising, controlling, surviving? 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://lhn.sub.uni-hamburg.de/index.php/Focalization.html
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6. What role is created for the reader? Confidant, juror, pupil, accomplice, stranger, 

descendant, eavesdropper, future self? 

Voice therefore sits at the intersection of speaker, perceiver, time, distance, purpose and 

audience. Change one, and the pressure on all the others changes. 

Voice is not identical to point of view 

“First person” and “third person” name grammatical positions, not voices. Two first-person narrators 

can differ in education, rhythm, candour, social power, sensory habits, humour, self-knowledge and 

relation to the listener. Two close-third novels can be as unlike as Austen’s socially poised irony and 

Hilary Mantel’s muscular, present-tense proximity to Thomas Cromwell. 

A useful distinction is: 

• Person answers: which pronouns organise the telling? 

• Point of view answers: from what position is the story presented? 

• Focalisation answers: whose access to knowledge and experience governs this passage? 

• Voice answers: what kind of verbal and ethical presence is doing the telling? 

The Living Handbook of Narratology’s account of focalisation usefully separates “who speaks?” from 

“who sees?” A third-person narrator may speak while a character supplies the immediate field of 

perception. A first-person narrator may speak now about a younger self who perceived very 

differently then. Voice becomes especially rich when those positions do not perfectly coincide. 

The voice contract 

Every opening makes an implicit contract. It teaches the reader how to listen: whether the voice will 

explain, conceal, joke, digress, fragment, contradict itself or change shape. The contract need not 

promise truth. It promises a pattern by which truth can be sought. 

James Wood makes this point with crystalline economy: “The novel teaches us how to read its 

narrator.” A reader learns to register Stevens’s euphemisms in The Remains of the Day, Emma 

Woodhouse’s confident misreadings, Esther Summerson’s self-effacement, or Piranesi’s reverent 

capital letters. Once established, even a small deviation in the pattern becomes meaningful. 

A voice is strong when its choices feel mutually necessary: what it notices, how it 

phrases what it notices, and what it cannot yet understand all belong to one 

consciousness and one dramatic situation. 

2. Why these two craft books? 

There is no objective “best” pair of books on narrative voice. The field includes indispensable work by 

Wayne C. Booth, Gérard Genette, Dorrit Cohn, Mieke Bal, Janet Burroway, David Lodge and others. 

For practising novelists, however, it’s my view that Steering the Craft and How Fiction Works offer 

the most productive complement: one begins in the body of the sentence; the other in the subtle 

traffic between narrator, character and reader. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://lhn.sub.uni-hamburg.de/index.php/Focalization.html
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
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Ursula K. Le Guin: the writer’s ear and hand 

The official Le Guin page describes Steering the Craft as a revised guide covering the sound of 

language, sentence construction and point of view, with literary examples and exercises in every 

chapter. Its distinction is practical exactness. Le Guin does not reduce prose to prohibitions. She asks 

the writer to hear what syntax, repetition, punctuation and rhythm are doing, then to alter them 

deliberately. 

Her first principle is beautifully simple: “The sound of the language is where it all begins.” This is 

more radical than it appears. Sound is not polish added after meaning. Cadence makes expectation. 

A sentence that runs forward through linked clauses can produce appetite, panic or abundance. A 

short sentence after a long one can close a door. Repetition can ritualise, mock, intensify or imprison. 

Le Guin adds that “A good writer, like a good reader, has a mind’s ear.” The mind’s ear detects the 

difference between a voice that is merely grammatical and one that is alive. It hears where a 

supposedly frightened character has become essayistic, where three narrators share one rhythm, 

where a paragraph loses pressure because every sentence resolves in the same way. 

The craft lesson is to read passages aloud not as performance but as diagnosis. Mark where breath 

shortens, where stress falls, where the sentence wants to turn, and where your mouth resists. Voice 

lives partly in those physical events. 

James Wood: distance, doubleness and readerly inference 

Wood’s publisher-hosted “Narrating” excerpt begins with person but quickly dismantles the easy 

opposition between reliable third person and unreliable first person. Third-person narration is 

usually more partial than its label suggests, while first-person narration can be highly accurate about 

the world and obscure only about the self. 

Wood is especially valuable on free indirect style: third-person narration that absorbs a 

character’s idiom without quotation marks or a tag such as “she thought”. In this mode, he writes, 

“We inhabit omniscience and partiality at once.” The sentence can belong to narrator and character 

together. That doubleness lets the reader feel with a character while also seeing beyond the 

character’s current judgement. 

This is crucial to Austen. Emma’s perceptions colour the language, but the novel does not surrender 

all intelligence to Emma. The narration creates intimacy and ironic surplus at the same time. We 

recognise not simply that Emma is mistaken, but how intelligence, privilege, boredom and affection 

combine to make her mistake persuasive to herself. 

Why the pairing works 

Le Guin asks, What does the sentence do to the ear and body? Wood asks, Who owns the 

sentence, and what does the reader infer from that uncertainty? Together they cover the 

two fundamental dimensions of voice: 

• Texture: sound, rhythm, diction, syntax, punctuation, repetition and pace. 

• Position: person, focalisation, distance, knowledge, reliability, time and implied audience. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://lithub.com/a-writing-lesson-from-ursula-k-leguin/
https://lithub.com/a-writing-lesson-from-ursula-k-leguin/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
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A sentence with texture but no position may be stylish yet unmoored. A sentence with position but 

no texture may accurately report consciousness without making it sensuously present. Distinctive 

voice requires both. 

3. The technique atlas 

Dimension The practical question What it changes for the reader 

Person Who says “I”, “you”, “we” or “she”? 
Intimacy, authority and the terms 

of access 

Focalisation 
Whose knowledge selects the 

moment? 
Information, suspense, 

misunderstanding and empathy 

Distance 
How close is narration to sensation 

and thought? 
Heat, reflection, irony and 

interpretive freedom 

Time 
How far is the telling from the 

event? 
Hindsight, regret, urgency and 

foreshadowing 

Diction 
What words are available, habitual 

or forbidden? 
Social world, expertise, prejudice 

and desire 

Syntax and rhythm 
How does thought move through 

the sentence? 
Pace, pressure, music and 

emotional regulation 

Reliability 
Where do statement and evidence 

diverge? 
Suspicion, complicity, dramatic 

irony and discovery 

Address Who is being spoken to, and why? 
Trust, performance, confession and 

power 

Form 
Continuous narration, journals, 

testimony, documents, chorus? 
Scale, plurality, fragmentation and 

authority 

 

Diction: a vocabulary is a value system 

Diction is not simply “word choice”. A narrator’s lexicon reveals categories of importance. The 

gardener distinguishes loam from clay; the financier distinguishes risk from uncertainty; the 

bereaved character may classify days only as before and after. Expertise can create authority, but it 

can also defend against feeling. Euphemism can mark politeness, institutional pressure or moral 

flight. 

Build a narrator’s vocabulary in fields rather than isolated favourite words: 

• Material field: textures, colours, bodily sensations, technologies, weather. 

• Social field: titles, nicknames, class markers, kinship terms, forms of courtesy. 

• Emotional field: feelings named precisely, displaced into metaphor, or never named. 

• Moral field: words such as proper, vulgar, loyal, efficient, deserved, clean, safe. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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• Figurative field: the domains from which comparison comes—war, weather, theatre, 

machinery, scripture, sport, commerce. 

The most revealing item may be a missing word. Stevens in The Remains of the Day has a rich 

vocabulary for service and “dignity”, but his emotional language is strategically impoverished. The 

result is not a flat character. It is a character whose moral and emotional history has been built into 

the limits of his diction. 

Syntax: the shape of attention 

Syntax shows how a consciousness handles experience. A periodic sentence delays its main clause 

and can suggest control, qualification or reluctance. Parataxis places clauses beside one another with 

minimal hierarchy and can suggest candour, shock, speed or the refusal to explain. Parentheses can 

produce wit, self-interruption, qualification or an argument between public and private selves. 

Ask not merely whether sentences are long or short, but what the sentence makes the reader 

wait for. Does it postpone the agent? Does it hide an admission inside a subordinate clause? Does it 

gather evidence until a judgement feels inevitable? Does it repeatedly correct itself? 

Rhythm: expectation in time 

Rhythm is the pattern of stress, duration, recurrence and pause through which prose reaches the 

reader. It operates within a sentence and across paragraphs. Dickens’s opening of Bleak House uses 

fragments, accumulating participles and repetition to turn weather into a social condition. Anna 

Burns uses long, recursively qualifying sentences to make vigilance feel continuous. The rhythm is 

not an illustration of experience; it is the experience’s temporal form. 

Le Guin’s practical insight is to vary prose with the ear awake. A voice becomes monotonous when 

every sentence has the same entry, weight and closure—even if the vocabulary is vivid. 

Tense: the pressure of now and then 

Past tense can feel immediate, legendary, reflective or cool; present tense can feel urgent, ritualistic, 

historical or dissociated. The important question is not which tense is more “alive”, but what 

relationship it establishes between event and telling. 

• Retrospective past: the narrator knows the outcome; tension may arise from judgement, 

regret or selective disclosure. 

• Immediate past: the conventional storytelling past becomes nearly invisible and allows 

flexible movement through time. 

• Present tense: the future appears unwritten, or historical material is made disconcertingly 

current. 

• Future or conditional: prophecy, dread, instruction and imagined alternatives can 

dominate the voice. 

Mantel’s Wolf Hall uses close-third present tense to remove the museum glass from Tudor history. 

Events feel contingent because Cromwell has not yet become the figure the history books know. The 

voice puts political intelligence under immediate pressure. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/85611/the-remains-of-the-day-by-kazuo-ishiguro-introduction-by-salman-rushdie/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250774033/wolfhall/
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4. Person: the pronoun is only the doorway 

First person: intimacy with a designed limit 

First person gives direct access to an act of telling, not direct access to truth. The “I” is selecting, 

arranging and addressing. It may know the world accurately while misreading its own motives. It 

may lie deliberately, remember badly, speak from trauma, protect someone, perform for an 

audience, or understand now what the experiencing self did not understand then. 

Useful first-person variants include: 

• Retrospective witness: the older self interprets the younger self. 

• Confessional advocate: the narrator tries to secure pardon, admiration or belief. 

• Naïve or limited witness: the reader understands more than the narrator can name. 

• Professional mask: expertise or duty organises and restricts emotional language. 

• Journal voice: dates and entries create the illusion of discovery in real time. 

• Oral storyteller: digression, audience awareness and performance shape the account. 

The power of first person often lies in the gap between the story told and the need served by 

telling it this way. 

Third person: a vast range of relations 

Third person can stand outside all minds, move among many, attach closely to one, or slide between 

narrator and character. It can sound invisible, essayistic, comic, prophetic, bureaucratic, intimate or 

choral. 

Think of third person as a camera only when you want to emphasise external observation. Most 

narrative does more than a camera can: it selects, compresses, names, judges, compares, knows 

histories, registers sensations and controls time. The narrator’s very choice of noun may disclose a 

moral position. 

Second person: divided self and enforced proximity 

Second person can address the reader, a particular absent person, or the protagonist as a self from 

whom the speaker is estranged. It may operate as instruction, accusation, seduction, dissociation or 

revelation. 

In N. K. Jemisin’s The Fifth Season, second person initially creates strangeness. The reader is placed 

inside experience but denied the ordinary comfort of “I”. As the structure clarifies who “you” is, 

grammatical choice becomes character revelation: a fractured narrative identity is not a trick added 

to the story but the form of the protagonist’s trauma and survival. 

First-person plural: belonging and coercion 

“We” can create communal intimacy, gossip, solidarity, institutional authority or social pressure. It 

raises immediate questions: who is included, who speaks for the group, and who has been excluded 

without being named? A communal narrator may know many public facts while remaining blind to 

private suffering. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/n-k-jemisin/the-fifth-season/9780316229296/
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The first-person plural is particularly useful when the conflict concerns collective memory or 

conformity. Its moral drama lies in the instability between we as care and we as control. 

5. Narrative distance: the moving lens 

Distance is not a permanent setting. Many novels breathe: they move from social overview to bodily 

sensation, from summary to scene, from a character’s idiom to a narrator’s wider intelligence. 

Control of that movement is one of the main arts of voice. 

 

Figure 2. An original narrative-distance ladder. A scene may travel down towards unmediated sensation, then rise to 

reflection; the movement itself creates emphasis. 

Five useful distances 

1. Authorial overview: the narration generalises, contextualises or judges beyond one 

character’s knowledge. 

2. Distant external narration: bodies, actions and settings are visible; thought is withheld. 

3. Reported consciousness: thought and feeling are named by the narrator. 

4. Close indirect narration: diction and rhythm take on the character’s habits. 

5. Interior monologue or stream: associative thought approaches direct presentation. 

No distance is inherently superior. External narration can preserve dignity by refusing to explain a 

character. Close narration can produce sympathy or claustrophobia. Authorial overview can widen a 

private problem into a social one. The craft question is whether distance changes at the moment of 

greatest dramatic need. 

The pulse of scene and summary 

Summary is not voiceless compression. A narrator’s way of crossing a year can expose priorities more 

clearly than a page of dialogue. Scene tends to enlarge consequence; summary tends to establish 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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pattern. A moral turn often needs both: the pattern that has governed a life, then the scene in which 

that pattern becomes unbearable. 

Exteriority as pressure 

When narration withholds thought, the reader becomes an interpreter of gesture and omission. This 

can create suspense, but also ethical restraint. Not every consciousness should be translated into 

complete accessibility. Sometimes the form must acknowledge that another person remains other. 

6. Free indirect style: closeness with an ironic edge 

Free indirect style is one of fiction’s most flexible instruments. Grammatically it usually remains in 

third person and past tense, but the sentence absorbs a character’s vocabulary, exclamation, 

judgement or rhythm without quotation marks or “she thought”. 

Compare an original micro-sequence: 

• Direct thought: Mara looked at the envelope. I will not open it, she thought. 

• Reported thought: Mara looked at the envelope and decided she would not open it. 

• Free indirect style: Mara looked at the envelope. As if she would open that thing. 

The third version is close to Mara, but not identical with her. “That thing” carries her recoil; “as if” 

performs her defensive contempt. Yet the sentence’s placement can allow the reader to suspect that 

she very much wants to open it. 

Wood describes the productive ambiguity of such language: we may be “not entirely sure who ‘owns’ 

the word.” That uncertainty creates two simultaneous experiences: 

• Phenomenological intimacy: we feel the character’s judgement from within. 

• Dramatic irony: context invites us to understand what the character does not. 

How to detect it 

Look for evaluative words that the neutral narrator would not need: ridiculous, naturally, exquisite, 

vulgar, only, surely, at last. Look for questions and exclamations whose emotional ownership seems 

to belong to the character. Look for syntax that changes when the focal character changes. 

The ethical usefulness of doubleness 

Free indirect style is ideal for moral development because it can honour the reality of a character’s 

perspective without ratifying that perspective. The reader inhabits the mistake before recognising it. 

Correction then feels less like a lesson delivered from outside and more like a reorganisation of 

perception. 

7. Reliability: the gap that makes the reader work 

An unreliable narrator is not simply a liar. Reliability can fail in several directions: 

• Factual: the narrator has incomplete information or distorted memory. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
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• Interpretive: events are reported accurately but explained badly. 

• Moral: the narrator’s values conflict with those implied by the wider work. 

• Emotional: the narrator minimises, displaces or aestheticises pain. 

• Communicative: the narrator shapes the account for a particular listener. 

 

Figure 3. An original reliability model. Unreliability emerges from the relation between a narrator’s claims, the evidence 

arranged by the text and the reader’s developing inference. 

Reliable about what? 

A narrator can be reliable about weather, architecture and etiquette yet unreliable about love. They 

can understand another person and remain opaque to themselves. Treat reliability as a profile, not a 

verdict. 

In Kazuo Ishiguro’s The Remains of the Day, Stevens’s controlled retrospection is factually detailed. 

The moral drama emerges through misplaced emphasis, dignified abstraction and delayed 

admission. He does not need to tell obvious lies. The prose has learned to protect him from 

knowledge. 

Fair signalling 

The reader needs evidence from which to infer a gap. Useful signals include: 

• another character’s reaction does not match the narrator’s account; 

• the narrator contradicts an earlier statement; 

• repeated euphemism gathers moral weight; 

• a conspicuous omission is skirted several times; 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/85611/the-remains-of-the-day-by-kazuo-ishiguro-introduction-by-salman-rushdie/
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• metaphor exposes an emotion the narrator denies; 

• timing reveals that the telling began for a reason. 

The object is not to defeat the reader. It is to create active interpretation. The discovery should 

enlarge character and theme, not merely reverse a fact. 

The ethics of revelation 

When unreliability concerns trauma, disability, culture or mental illness, avoid making difference 

itself the explanation for deceit. Establish the narrator’s specific pressures and strategies. Ask what 

the voice protects, what it costs, and whether the final revelation grants greater humanity or merely 

turns the character into a mechanism. 

8. Address: every voice speaks into a relationship 

Even when no “you” appears, a narrator implies a listener. The sentence assumes what needs 

explaining, what can be joked about, what counts as scandalous, and what shared knowledge exists. 

The implied listener 

A useful revision question is: Who could hear this without further explanation? If the answer 

is “anyone”, the voice may be under-specified. A child addressing a dead parent, a scientist writing 

for future researchers, an accused person speaking to a jury and a lover writing to the beloved will 

organise the same event differently. 

Susanna Clarke’s authorised extract from Piranesi makes journals into a form of world-building and 

relationship. Piranesi records tides, statues and dates with scientific care while revering the House. 

His declaration—“The Beauty of the House is immeasurable; its Kindness infinite.”—is both 

observation and creed. Capitalisation grants personhood and sacred value to the world. The reader 

feels wonder, then gradually recognises the danger inside the narrator’s innocence. 

Direct address 

Directly addressing “Reader” can create wit, intimacy or authority. It can also expose performance: 

the narrator knows they are being heard and tries to manage the hearing. The address becomes 

dramatic whenever the imagined listener might resist. 

Silence as address 

Omission speaks to the implied audience. A narrator who explains local customs may imagine an 

outsider; one who leaves political factions unnamed may assume an insider for whom naming is 

dangerous or unnecessary. In Anna Burns’s Milkman, the avoidance of many proper names is not 

vagueness. It recreates a culture in which labels, rumour and notice carry risk. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.betterreading.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Piranesi-Book-Buzz-Sampler-reduced-size.pdf
https://www.betterreading.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Piranesi-Book-Buzz-Sampler-reduced-size.pdf
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9. Form: one voice, many voices, found voices 

Multiple narrators 

Alternating narrators are most useful when each voice changes the meaning of the others. If each 

merely reports a different location in the same neutral idiom, the form is logistical rather than 

polyphonic. 

Design each narrator around a distinct combination of: 

• access to facts; 

• stakes in the telling; 

• characteristic metaphors; 

• sentence movement; 

• self-deception; 

• relationship to the reader; 

• moral vocabulary. 

Documents and archival forms 

Letters, journals, transcripts, dictionaries, reports and invented citations can make authority itself 

part of the conflict. Who is entitled to record? Whose language is archived? What has been omitted, 

translated or mislabelled? 

Tara June Winch’s authorised extract from The Yield braids a grandfather’s Wiradjuri dictionary, 

August’s return and missionary history. Albert writes, “All the words I found on the wind.” The 

dictionary is not decorative framing. It makes language a site of survival, sovereignty, memory and 

counter-archive. The novel’s plurality resists a single colonial record. 

Chorus and collage 

George Saunders’s Lincoln in the Bardo distributes narration across ghosts and fragments of 

historical testimony. The reader assembles emotional truth from incompatible voices. Authority 

becomes collective and unstable; grief exceeds any one speaker’s ownership. 

Ethical polyphony 

Multiple voices should not be treated as specimens lined up for the author’s display. Each requires 

inwardness, purpose and pressure. When writing across linguistic or cultural difference, research the 

social histories of the language, avoid phonetic caricature, and distinguish a character’s idiolect from 

a community-wide “accent”. Syntax, figurative habit and selected code-switching usually create more 

dignity and precision than heavy respelling. 

10. Jane Austen’s Emma: voice as moral education 

The opening of Emma is a miniature of the novel’s method: 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.penguin.com.au/books/the-yield-winner-of-the-2020-miles-franklin-award-9781761620621/extracts/2099-the-yield
https://www.penguin.com.au/books/the-yield-winner-of-the-2020-miles-franklin-award-9781761620621/extracts/2099-the-yield
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/231506/lincoln-in-the-bardo-by-george-saunders/
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Emma_(Austen)/Volume_1/Chapter_1
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“Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich … seemed to unite some of the best 

blessings of existence.” —Jane Austen, Emma 

The sentence appears to celebrate Emma, but “seemed” keeps a space open. The narrator knows 

more than the protagonist, yet the adjectives capture Emma’s social confidence. Soon the narration 

names the danger: “the power of having rather too much her own way, and a disposition to think a 

little too well of herself”. Character, conflict and moral problem are encoded not in a neutral dossier 

but in the voice’s poised movement between admiration and correction. 

A consciousness attractive enough to mislead us 

Emma’s intelligence gives her interpretations speed and form. She does not merely misunderstand 

Mr Elton, Harriet or Jane Fairfax; she constructs satisfying stories about them. Close narration 

allows readers to experience the pleasure of those constructions. Austen makes misreading 

aesthetically attractive before exposing its cost. 

This matters because Emma’s central flaw is not lack of intelligence. It is the misuse of intelligence 

under conditions of privilege. She has enough imaginative power to organise other lives but not 

enough humility to recognise their autonomy. Voice turns that moral problem into a reading 

experience: we are invited into the brilliance and made to notice its exclusions. 

Free indirect style and the ownership of judgement 

When Emma evaluates another person, Austen’s third person often absorbs Emma’s diction. The 

reader must decide how far the narrator endorses the judgement. That interpretive labour parallels 

Emma’s own needed development. We learn to separate perception from fact at the same time that 

she must. 

The novel’s irony is therefore relational rather than punitive. It does not simply stand outside Emma 

and mock her. It keeps returning us to the warmth, loneliness, boredom and confidence that produce 

her errors. Intimacy prevents moral judgement from becoming contempt. 

Conflict as a struggle over interpretation 

Much of Emma’s plot consists of rival readings: 

• Emma reads Mr Elton’s attentions as evidence of love for Harriet. 

• Mr Knightley reads those attentions more accurately. 

• Emma interprets Jane Fairfax through jealousy and invented romance. 

• Frank Churchill manipulates the town’s reading of his conduct. 

• Social rank determines whose version is readily believed. 

Voice makes these interpretive conflicts suspenseful. Because the narration often stays near Emma, 

information alone does not correct her. She must change the habits by which information becomes 

story. 

Box Hill: when wit becomes harm 

At Box Hill, Emma’s social quickness turns cruel. Mr Knightley’s rebuke names what her buoyant 

perspective has excluded: Miss Bates’s economic vulnerability and dependence on the goodwill of 
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richer neighbours. The scene is morally powerful because Emma cannot dismiss the judgement as a 

misunderstanding. Her wit has produced a visible wound. 

In Volume III, Chapter VIII, the language of aftermath moves close to her conscience: “She had been 

often remiss … scornful, ungracious. But it should be so no more.” The shift is not from an immoral 

Emma to a morally flawless one. It is from self-confirming interpretation towards accountable 

attention. 

 

Figure 4. An original map of Emma’s moral development. The decisive change is a change in attention: other people cease 

to be material for her designs and become centres of consequence. 

Voice makes moral development legible 

Emma’s growth is visible through four changes: 

1. Reclassification: qualities she admired as cleverness can now appear as vanity or cruelty. 

2. Redistributed attention: Miss Bates and Jane Fairfax become less peripheral to Emma’s 

own drama. 

3. Tolerance of correction: Mr Knightley’s judgement is received as morally relevant, not 

merely disagreeable. 

4. Changed action: contrition leads to a visit and altered conduct, not only private feeling. 

This is a useful model for novelists. Moral development becomes convincing when the voice’s way of 

noticing changes before or alongside overt action. A character who claims to have changed but still 

describes others with the old contempt has not yet completed the arc. 
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11. Dickens’s Bleak House: two narrators, two kinds 

of truth 

Bleak House alternates between an unnamed third-person present-tense narrator and Esther 

Summerson’s retrospective first person. The dual structure is not a novelty pasted onto the plot. It is 

an argument about what can be known. 

The public voice: system, weather, indictment 

The first chapter begins: 

“London. Michaelmas term lately over … Implacable November weather.” —Charles 

Dickens, Bleak House 

Fragments strike like headings or legal entries. The repeated fog becomes literal atmosphere, 

institutional confusion and moral contamination. The present tense makes the Court of Chancery’s 

absurdity feel permanent: not something that happened, but a machinery still operating. 

This narrator can range across London, compress social patterns, enlarge images grotesquely and 

make systems appear as characters. The reader experiences scale, simultaneity and indictment. No 

individual consciousness could credibly know all that this voice assembles. 

Esther’s private voice: care, shame, partial knowledge 

In Chapter III, Esther begins: “I have a great deal of difficulty in beginning to write my portion of 

these pages, for I know I am not clever.” The disclaimer establishes warmth and doubt, but also a 

problem. Esther’s habitual modesty limits what she can claim about herself. Readers learn to 

recognise value that she minimises. 

Her voice gives the novel domestic texture and relational knowledge. She notices who is tired, 

embarrassed, ill, frightened or in need of practical care. Yet the same attentiveness can become self-

erasure. Her reliability is asymmetrical: often perceptive about others, constrained about herself. 

What alternation does to the reader 

The omniscient-present chapters make structural harm visible; Esther’s narrative makes its intimate 

consequences felt. The two voices prevent two reductions: 

• social critique without lived tenderness; 

• private goodness without analysis of the systems producing suffering. 

Their different temporalities also matter. The public narrator creates ongoing crisis. Esther narrates 

from later knowledge, turning memory into an effort of order and belonging. Together they create a 

moral scale larger than either voice alone. 

A design principle for multiple narrators 

Give each voice a task the other cannot perform. Difference in pronoun is not enough. Ask: 
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• What scale belongs to each voice? 

• What kind of evidence does each trust? 

• What emotion can one admit that the other cannot? 

• What does the reader understand only in the interval between them? 

12. Brontë and Eliot: authority, intimacy and ethical 

enlargement 

Jane Eyre: retrospective self-possession 

Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre is narrated by a mature Jane who can shape the story of her younger 

self without extinguishing that child’s intensity. Retrospection creates double vision: the scene is felt 

from within and composed from beyond. 

The famous declaration in the conclusion—“Reader, I married him.”—places grammatical and moral 

agency with Jane. Rochester is the object, not the subject, of the sentence. Direct address completes a 

relationship sustained across the novel: the reader has been confidant, witness and sometimes the 

only audience capable of receiving feelings Jane could not safely express inside the storyworld. 

The effect is intimacy without helplessness. Jane’s voice insists on equality before the plot can secure 

it. Her moral development concerns not learning to become less passionate, but learning what 

conditions allow passion, conscience and self-respect to coexist. 

Middlemarch: omniscience as ethical attention 

George Eliot’s Middlemarch uses a mobile, reflective narrator capable of entering several 

consciousnesses while reminding us how partial each one is. The Prelude places Dorothea within a 

tradition of ardent women whose capacities exceed the available social forms. Before the plot begins, 

voice has enlarged an individual life into a historical and ethical question. 

Eliot’s narrator often moves from judgement to explanation and from explanation to fellow-feeling. 

Omniscience here is not simply superior information. It is a discipline of redistribution: the narrative 

repeatedly turns towards people whom another character has reduced to a function. 

This offers an alternative to the assumption that moral seriousness requires first-person confession 

or close-third intensity. A capacious authorial voice can train the reader’s attention across a whole 

community. Its risk is over-explanation; its gift is ethical scale. 

13. Contemporary voices: new contracts with the 

reader 

Kazuo Ishiguro: dignity as an instrument of evasion 

In The Remains of the Day, Stevens recounts a journey while reviewing decades of service to Lord 

Darlington. His formal diction, qualifications and professional categories create a surface of control. 
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Beneath it, the reader reconstructs political complicity, missed love and the cost of identifying 

dignity with emotional and moral obedience. 

The voice’s most important action is delayed reinterpretation. Memories return under apparently 

practical headings, but their emotional pressure exceeds the category assigned to them. The reader 

becomes both sympathetic companion and moral auditor. We do not merely discover that Stevens is 

wrong; we experience why the language of service made wrongness livable. 

Hilary Mantel: close third and the force of the present 

Wolf Hall binds third-person present narration tightly to Thomas Cromwell. The repeated “he” often 

refers to Cromwell even when another man is the nearest grammatical candidate, requiring the 

reader to inhabit his centrality. Historical explanation is embedded in objects, calculations, 

memories and immediate dangers rather than delivered from a safe future. 

The effect is double. Cromwell’s intelligence becomes sensuous: he weighs rooms, people, debts, 

fabrics and possible outcomes. Yet closeness also exposes the moral seduction of competence. The 

reader may admire the speed with which he can solve a problem while recognising that another 

person may become the problem solved. 

N. K. Jemisin: second person as structural revelation 

The Fifth Season opens with a conversationally apocalyptic invitation: “Let’s start with the end of the 

world, why don’t we?” The sentence combines enormity with dry intimacy. It refuses solemn epic 

distance. 

The novel’s second-person strand initially produces dissociation and coercion: “you” is inside the 

scene and strangely addressed from elsewhere. When the relation among narrative strands becomes 

clear, person, structure and trauma converge. Voice carries the protagonist’s divided selfhood and 

the possibility of reintegration. 

The lesson is not that second person needs a twist. It is that an unusual pronoun earns its place when 

its grammar embodies the story’s psychological and ethical problem. 

Susanna Clarke: innocence, taxonomy and devotional attention 

In the Piranesi sampler, dated entries, measurements and catalogues give the narrator empirical 

authority. Capitalised nouns make the House sacred. The combination—scientific method and 

devotional wonder—creates a voice of great clarity whose assumptions are profoundly incomplete. 

The reader’s experience shifts without the voice losing its beauty. Details first received as marvels 

become evidence. Sympathy intensifies because the narrator’s vulnerability is never reduced to 

stupidity. His attentive care for the world is both the condition of his manipulation and a genuine 

moral strength. 

Anna Burns: syntax under surveillance 

The authorised extract from Milkman begins inside rumour, threat and retrospective qualification. 

Names are replaced by relational labels: middle sister, maybe-boyfriend, first brother-in-law. The 

narrator says of the titular figure, “I didn’t know whose milkman he was. He wasn’t our milkman.” 
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The comic precision of the correction sits inside real danger. Long sentences circle possible 

interpretations because being misread has consequences. The voice reproduces a society in which 

private experience is continuously translated into public suspicion. Digression becomes vigilance; 

anonymity becomes both protection and evidence of coercion. 

The reader is made to feel the labour of qualifying every statement before hostile listeners can seize 

it. Conflict therefore enters syntax itself. 

Tara June Winch: language as inheritance and counter-archive 

The Yield moves among August, Albert’s dictionary and the written colonial record. These are not 

equal containers of neutral fact. They hold different relationships to Country, kinship, memory and 

authority. 

Albert’s entries make definition inseparable from story. A word carries use, place, recollection and 

survival. August’s contemporary narrative holds grief and estrangement differently. The missionary 

record exposes institutional language’s power to classify and erase. The reader must read across 

forms, recognising that archival authority and ethical truth do not automatically coincide. 

For writers, the essential lesson is that multilingual or culturally specific voice is not a surface of 

exotic words. It is an organisation of knowledge: what concepts are primary, what relations language 

keeps alive, and what histories determine whether a word may be spoken, translated or withheld. 

Percival Everett: counter-voice and the politics of code-switching 

Percival Everett’s James retells Adventures of Huckleberry Finn from Jim’s perspective. Its central 

voice distinction is political: the speech performed for white observers differs from the intellectually 

agile language used among enslaved people and within James’s narration. 

The effect is not simply to reveal that a stereotyped character is intelligent. It exposes stereotype as a 

demanded performance, maintained under threat. Voice becomes tactical action. Code-switching 

carries conflict because every register answers a question of audience, safety and power. 

The novel also demonstrates the moral force of counter-narration. A figure previously made available 

through another protagonist’s development becomes the centre of perception, agency and 

judgement. Re-voicing changes not only character but the ethical architecture of the inherited story. 

14. Voice and character development 

Character development is often plotted as a sequence of decisions. Voice adds the subtler sequence: 

the changing way a character names experience. 

A voice arc has at least five possible movements 

1. Vocabulary expands: the character acquires words for experiences previously collapsed into 

“fine”, “duty” or “failure”. 

2. Certainty changes shape: declarations admit questions; habitual qualifiers disappear; or a 

timid voice begins to assert. 

3. Attention redistributes: other people receive more exact description and less projection. 
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4. Time is reinterpreted: memory is reorganised; an origin story loses its authority; a future 

becomes imaginable. 

5. Address changes: the narrator stops pleading with an imagined judge, names a true listener, 

or speaks without seeking permission. 

Development need not mean verbal fluency. A character may become morally clearer and 

linguistically simpler. Another may gain the courage to acknowledge complexity. What matters is 

that the change is traceable in the choices of the telling. 

The character’s private grammar 

Identify the grammatical habits of the defence: 

• passive voice that removes agency: “mistakes were made”; 

• abstract nouns that suppress bodies: “the incident”, “the outcome”; 

• conditional constructions that postpone desire: “I might have…”; 

• habitual “we” that hides personal responsibility; 

• rhetorical questions that replace admission; 

• comic deflection at moments of intimacy. 

Then design pressure that makes the old grammar fail. If the character’s arc matters, the climax 

should demand a sentence or act the old voice could not produce. 

15. Voice and conflict 

Conflict does not only occur in events and dialogue. It can be located in the act of narration. 

Internal conflict: sentence against sentence 

A narrator may assert one thing and metaphorically reveal another. “I was perfectly calm” followed 

by an obsessive inventory of exits creates conflict between claim and attention. Parenthetical 

corrections can stage a contest between the acceptable account and the intrusive truth. 

Interpersonal conflict: control of the story 

Characters struggle over names, causes and versions. Who gets to call an action protection rather 

than possession, duty rather than fear, justice rather than revenge? Dialogue becomes especially 

charged when each speaker’s vocabulary frames the event differently. 

Social conflict: the language available to speak 

Institutions distribute narrative authority. A legal file, medical chart, police statement or family 

legend may possess greater public force than lived experience. A novel can place official and private 

registers against one another to expose that inequality. 
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Readerly conflict: sympathy under pressure 

A powerful voice may make a morally compromised character intelligible without asking the reader 

to approve. Close narration produces proximity; textual evidence produces judgement. The tension 

between them is ethically richer than either pure identification or distant condemnation. 

Escalating conflict through voice 

At each major turn, ask what happens to the narration: 

• Inciting disturbance: which familiar word no longer fits? 

• First commitment: what version of events must the character publicly adopt? 

• Midpoint: what evidence breaches that version? 

• Crisis: what can no longer be euphemised? 

• Climax: what changed act, sentence or silence proves the new relation to truth? 

16. Voice and moral development 

Moral development in fiction is not the author announcing the correct view. It is a change in the 

character’s capacity to perceive consequence, recognise other minds, assume responsibility and act 

under cost. 

Moral distance 

Narrative distance regulates judgement. Too much distance and a character’s harm can become 

spectacle. Too little and the character’s explanations can monopolise reality. Flexible distance lets 

the reader understand motives while retaining contact with effects. 

In Emma, free indirect closeness makes self-deception intelligible; Mr Knightley’s rebuke and Miss 

Bates’s hurt reintroduce consequence. In The Remains of the Day, Stevens’s voice remains close and 

controlled while the structure allows the reader to reconstruct what his professional account 

excludes. In James, counter-narration relocates the moral centre by giving interpretive authority to 

the person an earlier canonical voice subordinated. 

The moral test is changed attention 

Remorse is easy to state. Changed attention is harder to counterfeit. After a moral turn, what does 

the character newly notice? 

• the labour hidden inside a comfort; 

• the fear beneath another person’s compliance; 

• the name previously replaced by a role; 

• the consequence previously compressed into abstraction; 

• the other person’s desire independent of the protagonist’s plan. 

This is why the Emma model remains so useful. Her development is not only a feeling of shame. It is 

a correction in the distribution of reality. 
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Complicity without collapse 

If a character recognises complicity, voice may move through denial, justification, bargaining, grief 

and action. Avoid turning recognition into instant purity. Old phrases often return under stress. 

Moral development becomes convincing when the new voice can contest the old one rather than 

magically erase it. 

The deepest voice arc is a movement from using language to keep reality arranged 

around the self towards using language to recognise a world in which other people 

are centres too. 

17. An original scene in seven voices 

The event is simple: a woman named Lena finds a letter on the kitchen table. The factual action 

barely changes; the reader’s experience changes completely. 

Neutral external 

Lena entered the kitchen at six twelve. An envelope lay beside the fruit bowl. She turned it over, 

placed it back, filled the kettle and stood with one hand on the switch. 

Effect: behaviour is legible but motive is withheld. Exact time and physical sequence make the reader 

investigative. 

Close third 

The envelope waited beside the fruit bowl, cream and thick and self-important. Of course he had 

used the good paper. Lena turned it over. No return address. The kettle would take three minutes; 

she could give him that much. 

Effect: evaluative diction—“self-important”, “good”, “give him”—places us inside Lena’s defensive 

interpretation. 

Free indirect style with ironic surplus 

No return address. Very brave. Lena put the envelope down with the care one naturally gave to 

things of no importance and filled the kettle to the brim. 

Effect: “Very brave” and “naturally” belong to Lena, while overfilling the kettle gives the reader evidence 

of agitation. 

Retrospective first person 

For years I remembered the letter as blue. It was cream; I know that now because it is in the file 

beside me. But fear keeps its own colours, and that evening everything I did not want to know arrived 

blue. 

Effect: the older narrator corrects fact while revealing the emotional truth of misremembering. The 

existence of a file raises new questions. 
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Unreliable professional mask 

At approximately 1812 hours I observed an unmarked envelope adjacent to the fruit bowl. There was 

no reason to connect it with Daniel. I mention him only because subsequent events have made the 

sequence appear more significant than it was. 

Effect: bureaucratic precision and defensive denial create a reliability gap. The voice is already arguing 

with an imagined examiner. 

Second-person self-address 

You see the letter before you enter the room. You see it and continue entering because a body can be 

very obedient when the mind has left. You will make tea. You will not use the word waiting. 

Effect: second person dramatises dissociation and coercive self-instruction. The forbidden word reveals 

the central emotional fact. 

Communal “we” 

We heard about the letter before Lena opened it, though Lena will say there was no way we could 

have known. In a building like ours, envelopes have footsteps. Doors pass news along their hinges. 

Effect: the communal voice is intimate, comic and menacing. Privacy itself becomes the conflict. 

The lesson 

Voice is not a wrapper around the event. Each version changes suspense, character, ethical distance 

and implied story. Before choosing a mode, ask which pressure the narration itself must carry. 
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18. Twelve original exercises for finding and 

strengthening voice 

These exercises are influenced by Le Guin’s commitment to attentive practice and Wood’s analysis of 

narrative position, but the prompts and procedures below are original. Keep the results as 

experiments; they need not enter the novel. 

Practice 1: the voice fingerprint 

Write 300 words in which your narrator describes a room after an argument. Do not mention the 

argument. Underline: 

• three evaluative words; 

• one recurring sentence shape; 

• one category of detail the narrator notices; 

• one obvious detail the narrator omits. 

Write a one-sentence fingerprint: “This voice protects itself through ___, values ___, and notices 

the world as ___.” 

Practice 2: the mind’s-ear score 

Read one page aloud and mark every natural breath with a slash. Circle repeated sounds and 

underline the stressed word in each sentence. Then revise only rhythm: combine two sentences, 

fracture one, move one key word to the end, and replace one comma with a full stop. Read again. 

Note how the emotional temperature changes. 

Practice 3: the distance ladder 

Write the same 150-word moment five times: authorial overview, external observation, reported 

consciousness, close indirect style, interior monologue. Do not change the event. Decide which 

version creates the best balance of feeling and interpretive space. Then write a sixth version that 

moves through at least three distances. 

Practice 4: the ownership test 

Take a close-third paragraph and highlight every judgement: adjectives, adverbs, intensifiers, 

comparisons, exclamations. For each, write N for narrator, C for character, or B for both. If all are 

clearly N or clearly C, revise two sentences so ownership becomes productively double. 

Practice 5: the reliability triangle 

Create three short lists: 

1. What the narrator claims. 

2. What the scene’s evidence shows. 

3. What the reader should infer. 
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Revise until the inference is possible without being announced. Add one fair signal and remove one 

over-obvious clue. 

Practice 6: the forbidden word 

Choose the emotion your narrator cannot name: grief, envy, desire, shame, fear. Write 400 words in 

which the emotional reality appears only through objects, syntax, euphemism and attention. On 

revision, permit the word once. Decide whether its arrival is breakthrough, failure or lie. 

Practice 7: the implied listener 

Retell one event to three listeners: a child, a tribunal and the person harmed. Keep the facts constant. 

Track what changes in explanation, vocabulary, order and omission. The version with the greatest 

pressure may reveal whom your novel’s narration is truly addressing. 

Practice 8: syntax under pressure 

Write a calm paragraph in your narrator’s normal syntax. Then write the moment their defence fails. 

Change only sentence structure—not vocabulary. Shorten or extend clauses, interrupt patterns, alter 

coordination, or remove grammatical agents. Let pressure deform the habitual sentence. 

Practice 9: the moral lexicon audit 

List ten words your protagonist uses to judge people at the beginning: sensible, weak, vulgar, safe, 

successful, loyal. Beside each, write what the word hides. After the moral turn, rewrite the list. Which 

words have changed meaning? Which can no longer be used innocently? 

Practice 10: the dual-narrator collision 

Give two narrators the same scene. Narrator A knows the public history; Narrator B knows the 

intimate cost. Give them different rhythms and evidence. Then write a third, very short section 

consisting only of what neither narrator can admit. Use the exercise to decide how alternation can 

create knowledge rather than duplication. 

Practice 11: code-switch and power 

Write a character asking for the same thing from a friend, an employer and a threatening authority. 

Avoid phonetic spelling. Change register through syntax, directness, terms of address, humour, 

explanation and silence. Afterward, note which version most resembles the character’s unguarded 

thought—and whether “unguarded” is ever possible. 

Practice 12: the changed-attention scene 

Return to a setting described near the start of your novel. Rewrite it after the protagonist’s moral 

turning point. Keep the place constant. Add no explicit statement of growth. Make change visible 

only through what receives attention, how other people are named, and what the protagonist now 

understands as consequence. 
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19. A voice-led revision workflow 

Pass one: establish the contract 

Read the first five pages without editing. Write down what the opening teaches the reader about 

person, time, distance, reliability, rhythm and listener. Then inspect the ending. Has the contract 

deepened, deliberately broken or merely drifted? 

Pass two: map ownership 

Colour-code narrator language, focal-character language and ambiguous free indirect language. In a 

multi-viewpoint novel, compare the colours across narrators. If their diction and syntax are 

interchangeable, design difference through knowledge, purpose and rhythm rather than ornamental 

catchphrases. 

Pass three: audit attention 

On each page, mark the dominant category of detail: body, object, status, weather, memory, threat, 

beauty, task. Repetition can create coherence, but an unchanging category can flatten development. 

Make sure attention changes when the character changes. 

Pass four: locate the evasions 

Search for abstractions, passive constructions, euphemisms and qualifications. Do not delete them 

automatically. Ask whether each belongs to the character’s defence or to the author’s reluctance. 

Keep purposeful evasion; clarify accidental evasion. 

Pass five: listen 

Following Le Guin’s emphasis on the mind’s ear, read representative pages aloud: an opening, a 

quiet scene, an argument, a transition, a climax. Mark monotony, false eloquence and breathless 

congestion. Revise patterns, not just words. 

Pass six: test distance at turning points 

For each major reversal, note the distance before, during and after. Does the prose move closer when 

the reader needs embodiment? Does it widen when consequence needs social scale? A constant close 

distance can make every moment equally intense; a constant far distance can deny the climax its 

body. 

Pass seven: test moral legibility 

At the beginning, middle and end, extract one paragraph in which the protagonist describes another 

person. Compare naming, metaphor, certainty and attention. If the character develops but the 

language does not, the moral arc may exist only in plot summary. 
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Pass eight: remove explanations the voice has already earned 

A distinctive voice creates inference. If syntax, detail and contradiction already reveal fear, a 

sentence explaining “she was afraid” may weaken the passage. Remove explanations that duplicate 

what the reader has been trained to hear. Keep the ones that create a useful contradiction between 

what is felt and what is claimed. 

20. The narrative voice brief 

Complete this before drafting, then revise it after fifty pages. The discrepancy will teach you what the 

novel actually wants. 

Position 

• Speaker: 

• Focal consciousness or pattern of focalisation: 

• Person and tense: 

• Temporal distance from events: 

• Normal narrative distance: 

• Permitted movements in distance: 

Texture 

• Typical sentence movement: 

• Characteristic vocabulary fields: 

• Recurring images or comparisons: 

• Use of humour, formality, fragments, parentheses, repetition: 

• Words or subjects the voice avoids: 

Relationship 

• Implied listener: 

• Reason for telling now: 

• What the narrator wants the listener to believe: 

• What the narration lets the reader infer instead: 

Development 

• Opening moral vocabulary: 

• Midpoint breach in the old account: 

• Climactic sentence or silence the old voice could not manage: 

• Changed pattern of attention at the end: 
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21. Common problems and precise remedies 

“The prose is competent but has no voice” 

Likely cause: all details seem equally available and neutrally phrased. Remedy: restrict the 

passage through a specific attention system. Decide what this consciousness classifies quickly, what 

it misnames and what it notices against its will. 

“Every viewpoint sounds like me” 

Likely cause: difference has been attempted through slang while syntax and purpose remain 

identical. Remedy: give each narrator a distinct reason for telling, field of expertise, metaphor 

system and method of self-protection. 

“The close third feels like disguised first person” 

That may be appropriate. If you want greater range, add controlled moments of narrator intelligence: 

context the character cannot supply, a sentence with double ownership, or a brief widening that 

reveals consequence elsewhere. 

“The unreliable narrator feels like a trick” 

Likely cause: the reveal changes a fact but not our understanding of the person. Remedy: connect 

concealment to a need, and seed evidence through the narrator’s pattern of attention. Let discovery 

reframe character, conflict and moral stakes. 

“The voice is too ornate” 

Likely cause: every object receives metaphor and every sentence seeks emphasis. Remedy: create 

hierarchy. Reserve figurative intensity for what the narrator values or fears. Plainness around an 

ornate sentence gives the sentence force. 

“The voice is too flat” 

Likely cause: regular syntax, generic verbs and unselected detail. Remedy: alter rhythm, sharpen 

verbs, introduce evaluative pressure, and decide what the narrator cannot regard neutrally. 

“The moral turn feels preached” 

Likely cause: the narration announces a lesson instead of changing perception. Remedy: write the 

changed-attention scene. Let the protagonist notice another person’s reality and act at a cost. 

“Dialect feels heavy or caricatured” 

Likely cause: difference rests on respelling. Remedy: research the language community; use 

syntax, idiom, register, code-switching and culturally specific knowledge with restraint. Remember 

that no community has one voice. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


NARRATIVE VOICE 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com 28 

22. Final principles 

1. Voice is selection under pressure. What enters the sentence matters as much as how the 

sentence sounds. 

2. Person is a beginning, not a solution. Design focalisation, distance, time, reliability and 

audience. 

3. Sound carries thought. Read aloud until rhythm belongs to the consciousness and scene. 

4. A vocabulary contains a morality. Track the words by which the character ranks, excuses 

and recognises. 

5. Distance should move with consequence. Closeness creates embodiment; widening 

creates scale and judgement. 

6. Unreliability must be inferable. Give the reader evidence, not a trapdoor. 

7. Multiple voices need different work. Each should reveal a scale or truth unavailable to 

the others. 

8. Conflict can live inside grammar. Qualification, euphemism, correction and omission can 

stage the struggle. 

9. Moral development changes attention. A new way of seeing must become a new way of 

acting. 

10. The best voice is necessary, not merely noticeable. Its beauty arises because sound, 

position, character and conflict have become one design. 

Sources and further reading 

The two central craft books 

Ursula K. Le Guin, Steering the Craft — official author page. Description, publication history, reviews and supplementary 
materials. 

Ursula K. Le Guin, “A Writing Lesson from Ursula K. Le Guin” — authorised Chapter One excerpt. Source for the brief 
quotations on sound and the mind’s ear. 

James Wood, How Fiction Works — official Macmillan page and “Narrating” excerpt. Source for the brief quotations on 
reading narrators, free indirect style and doubleness. 

Concepts and public-domain texts 

Burkhard Niederhoff, “Focalization”, The Living Handbook of Narratology. 
Jane Austen, Emma, Volume I, Chapter I. 
Jane Austen, Emma, Volume III, Chapter VIII. 
Charles Dickens, Bleak House, Chapter I. 
Charles Dickens, Bleak House, Chapter III. 
Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre, Chapter XXXVIII. 
George Eliot, Middlemarch, Prelude. 

Contemporary novels and authorised publisher material 

Kazuo Ishiguro, The Remains of the Day — Penguin Random House. 
Hilary Mantel, Wolf Hall — Macmillan. 
N. K. Jemisin, The Fifth Season — Hachette Book Group. 
Susanna Clarke, Piranesi — authorised Bloomsbury sampler. 
Anna Burns, Milkman — authorised extract at the Booker Prizes. 
Tara June Winch, The Yield — authorised Penguin Books Australia extract. 
George Saunders, Lincoln in the Bardo — Penguin Random House. 
Percival Everett, James — Penguin Random House. 

A final note on using this online 

The book titles and source descriptions throughout this document are live hyperlinks. When 

transferring the resource to Wix, paste from Word using the Wix rich-text editor and check that links 
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https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://lithub.com/a-writing-lesson-from-ursula-k-leguin/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781429908658/howfictionworks/
https://lhn.sub.uni-hamburg.de/index.php/Focalization.html
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Emma_(Austen)/Volume_1/Chapter_1
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Emma_(Austen)/Volume_3/Chapter_8
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Bleak_House_(1852)/Chapter_I
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Bleak_House_(1853)/Chapter_3
https://standardebooks.org/ebooks/charlotte-bronte/jane-eyre/text/chapter-38
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Middlemarch_(1871)/Prelude
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/85611/the-remains-of-the-day-by-kazuo-ishiguro-introduction-by-salman-rushdie/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250774033/wolfhall/
https://www.hachettebookgroup.com/titles/n-k-jemisin/the-fifth-season/9780316229296/
https://www.betterreading.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Piranesi-Book-Buzz-Sampler-reduced-size.pdf
https://thebookerprizes.com/the-booker-library/features/an-extract-from-milkman-by-anna-burns
https://www.penguin.com.au/books/the-yield-winner-of-the-2020-miles-franklin-award-9781761620621/extracts/2099-the-yield
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/231506/lincoln-in-the-bardo-by-george-saunders/
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/738749/james-by-percival-everett/
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remain underlined and clickable. If a browser or editor strips formatting, add each link to the linked 

title rather than displaying long raw URLs; this preserves the reading experience and accessibility. 
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