Introduction for Students:


The Writer’s Presence


Presence is a word — like charisma — that we reserve for people who create powerful and memorable impressions. Many public figures and po�liti�cal leaders are said to “have presence” — Martin Luther King Jr. and Eleanor Roo�se�velt �were two superb examples — as well as many athletes, dancers, and musicians. In fact, the quality of presence is found abundantly in the performing arts, where top entertainers and actors �self-�consciously fashion — through style, costume, and gesture — an instantly recognizable public presence. Clearly, people with presence are able to command our attention. How do they do it?


Presence is far easier to identify than it is to define. We recognize it when we see it, but how do we capture it in words? Virtually everyone would agree, for example, that when Michael Jordan stepped onto a basketball court, he displayed an exceptional degree of presence; we acknowledge this whether or not we are basketball fans. But what is it about such individuals that commands our attention? How can we begin to understand this elusive characteristic known as presence?


On one level, presence simply means “being present.” But the word is more complex than that; it suggests much more than the mere fact of being physically present. Most dictionaries define presence as an ability to project a sense of �self-�assurance, poise, ease, or dignity. We thus speak of someone’s “stage presence” or “presence of mind.” But the word is also used today to suggest an impressive personality, an individual who can make his or her presence felt. As every college student knows, to be pres�ent in a classroom is not the same thing as having a presence there. We may be present in body, but not in spirit. In that sense, presence is also a matter of individual energy and exertion, of putting something of ourselves into what�ever it is we do.


Presence is especially important in writing, which is what this book is about. Just as we notice individual presence in sports, or music, or conversation, so too we discover it in good writing. If what we read seems dreary, dull, or dead, it’s usually because the writer forgot to include an important ingredient: personal presence. That doesn’t mean that your �essays should be written in the �first-�person singular (this book contains many exceptional essays that aren’t) but that your essays should be written by the �first-�person singular — by you. Interesting essays are produced by a real and distinct person, not an automaton following a set of mechanical rules and abstract principles.


Presence in Writing


How can someone be present in writing? How can you project yourself into an essay so that it seems that you’re personally there, even though all your reader sees are words on a piece of paper?


The Writer’s Presence shows you how this is done. It shows how a wide variety of talented writers establish a distinct presence in many different kinds of writing and for many different purposes and audiences. Although the book offers numerous examples of methods for establishing presence, several are worth pointing out at the start. Let’s examine four of the chief ways an experienced writer can be present in an essay.


1. Through Personal Experience. One of the most straightforward ways for the writer to make his or her presence felt in an essay is to include appropriate personal experiences. Of course, many assignments may call for a personal essay, and in those cases you will naturally be putting episodes from your own life at the center of your writing. But writers also find ways to build their personal experiences into essays that are basically informative or argumentative, essays on topics other than oneself. They do this to show their close connection with a subject, to offer testimony, or to establish their personal authority on a subject. Many of the essays in this collection offer clear illustrations of how writers incorporate personal experience into an essay on a specific topic or issue.


Look, for example, at the essay by Amy Cunningham, “Why Women Smile” (page 355). This essay is primarily an explanation of a cultural phenomenon — the way women are socially conditioned to maintain a smiling attitude. But Cunningham begins the essay not with a general observation but with a personal anecdote: “After smiling brilliantly for nearly four de�cades, I now find myself trying to quit.” Although her essay is not “personal,” her opening sentence, besides establishing her own connection with the topic, provides readers with a personal motive for her writing.


One of the first places to look for the writer’s presence is in the motive, the purpose, for putting words down on paper or on the computer screen. The extent of your success in making clear your motive for writing will largely depend on your interest both in the subject and in your ideas about the subject. It is extremely difficult for any writer to establish a presence when he or she is either bored with — or simply uninterested in — the subject at hand. But a writer who demonstrates what Virginia Woolf calls a “fierce attachment to an idea” can create a presence that attracts and holds a reader’s attention.


2. Through Voice. Another way a writer makes his or her presence felt is through creating a distinctive and identifiable voice. All words are composed of sounds, and language itself is something nearly all of us originally learned through hearing. Any piece of writing can be read aloud, though many readers have developed such ingrained habits of silent reading that they no longer hear the writing. Good writers, however, want their words to be heard. They want their sentences to have rhythm, cadence, and balance. Experienced authors revise a great deal of their writing just to make sure the sentences sound right. They’re writing for the reader’s ear as well as the reader’s mind.


In many respects, voice is the writer’s “signature,” what finally distinguishes the work of one writer from another. Consider how quickly we recognize voice. We’ve heard only the opening lines of a comedy routine on tele�vi�sion, yet we instantly recognize the speaker. So, too, whenever we read a piece of writing, we ought to think of it as an experience similar to listening to someone speak aloud. Doing so adds drama to writing and reading. �Here is what the poet Robert Frost has to say on the subject:


Everything written is as good as it is dramatic. . . . A dramatic necessity goes deep into the nature of the sentence. Sentences are not different enough to hold the attention unless they are dramatic. No ingenuity of varying structure will do. All that can save them is the speaking tone of voice somehow entangled in the words and fastened to the page for the ear of the imagination. That is all that can save poetry from singing, all that can save prose from itself. (Preface to A Way Out, in Selected Prose of Robert Frost)


Frost spent a good portion of his celebrated public life encouraging people to cultivate what he called “the hearing imagination.”


A more specific dimension of voice is tone, which refers not only to the implied relationship of the writer to the reader, but also to the manner the writer adopts in addressing the reader. Tone suggests not the writer’s attitudes themselves but the way those attitudes are revealed. In either projecting or analyzing tone, writers and readers ought to consider its intensity, the force with which the writer’s attitudes are expressed. The strength of the writer’s tone depends on such factors as the seriousness of the situation, the nature and extent of the writer’s involvement in the situation, and the control the writer exercises over expression. In practical terms, tone is usually a matter of diction and individual word choice.


A writer’s voice is usually fairly consistent from essay to essay and can be detected quickly by an experienced reader who pays attention to “the hearing imagination.” To be distinctive and effective, a writer’s voice need not be strange, artificial, or �self-�consciously literary. Many essayists develop a casual, familiar, flexible tone of voice that allows them to range easily from the intimate to the intellectual. Sentence rhythm and word choice play a large part in determining a writer’s tone of voice. Observe how Raymond Carver begins an essay about his father (page 103):


My dad’s name was Clevie Raymond Carver. His family called him Raymond and friends called him C.R. I was named Raymond Clevie Carver, Jr. I hated the “Junior” part. When I was little my dad called me Frog, which was okay. . . . 


Carver’s voice �here is casual and almost childlike, a quality he is striving for in an essay intended to be candid, intimate, and �low-�key. Throughout the essay, for example, he rarely uses the word father but always the more colloquial dad. If you read this passage aloud, you will get the feeling that someone is speaking directly to you.


3. Through Point of View. Another sure way for writers to establish presence is through the point of view they adopt toward a subject. In this sense, point of view comprises the “where” of the writer’s presence. Sometimes a point of view can be a literal reality, an actual place or situation in which writers physically locate themselves. This occurs most frequently in autobiographical essays in which the writer is present both as the narrator and as a character. For example, in “A Clack of Tiny Sparks: Remembrances of a Gay Boyhood” (page 121), Bernard Cooper is always meticulous about telling us his actual location at any given moment in his writing. The essay begins, “Theresa Sanchez sat behind me in �ninth-�grade algebra.”


Or consider the tremendous importance of point of view — this time in terms of perspective — to another essayist in the volume, Brent Staples, in “Just Walk on By: A Black Man Ponders His Power to Alter Public Space” (page 283). This is how Staples opens his essay:


My first victim was a woman — white, well dressed, probably in her early twenties. I came upon her late one eve�ning on a deserted street in Hyde Park, a relatively affluent neighborhood in an otherwise mean, impoverished section of Chicago. As I swung onto the avenue behind her, there seemed to be a discreet, uninflammatory distance between us. Not so. She cast back a worried glance. To her, the youngish black man — a broad six feet two inches with a beard and billowing hair, both hands shoved into the pockets of a bulky military jacket — seemed menacingly close. After a few more quick glimpses, she picked up her pace and was soon running in earnest. Within seconds she disappeared into a cross street.


In order to see why he frightens people, Staples needs to see himself in the ste�reo�typical ways that others see him. Thus, by the middle of this opening paragraph (in the sentence beginning “To her”), he literally switches the point of view from his own perspective to that of the young and terrified white woman, describing his appearance as she would perceive it.


Point of view is not always a matter of a specific location or position. Writers are not always present in their essays as dramatic characters. In many reflective, informative, or argumentative essays, the point of view is determined more by a writer’s intellectual attitude or opinions — an angle of vision — than by a precise physical perspective. As an example of how a writer establishes a personal perspective without a dominant �first-�person narrator, consider the following passage from John Taylor Gatto’s “Against School” (page 688), an argumentative essay against America’s traditional school system. Although Gatto from time to time introduces his own personal background, he makes his point of view — opposition to modern education — clear to the reader without ever referring directly to himself. Note his comparison between how schools train children and how concerned parents might better handle the job:


Now for the good news. Once you understand the logic behind modern schooling, its tricks and traps are fairly easy to avoid. School trains children to be employees and consumers; teach your own to be leaders and adventurers. School trains children to obey reflexively; teach your own to think critically and in�de�pen�dently. �Well-�schooled kids have a low threshold for boredom; help your own to develop an inner life so that they’ll never be bored. Urge them to take on the serious material, the grown-�up material, in history, literature, philosophy, music, art, economics, theology — all the stuff schoolteachers know well enough to avoid. Challenge your kids with plenty of solitude so that they can learn to enjoy their own company, to conduct inner dialogues.


There is no first person singular �here, nor a dramatically rendered self. Yet this passage conveys a very distinct point of view.


4. Through Verbal Patterns. A writer can also be present in an essay as a writer — that is, as a person consciously crafting and shaping his or her work. This artistic presence is not always obvious. Yet when we begin to detect in our reading certain kinds of repeated elements — a meta�phor or an image, a twist on an earlier episode, a conclusion that echoes the opening — we become aware that someone is deliberately shaping experience or ideas in a special manner. We often find this type of presence in imaginative literature — especially in novels and poems — as well as in �essays that possess a distinct literary flavor.


To see an example of creating a presence through verbal patterns, look at the opening paragraph of E. B. White’s �now-�classic essay, “Once More to the Lake” (page 311).


One summer, along about 1904, my father rented a camp on a lake in Maine and took us all there for the month of August. We all got ringworm from some kittens and had to rub Pond’s Extract on our arms and legs night and morning, and my father rolled over in a canoe with all his clothes on; but outside of that the vacation was a success and from then on none of us ever thought there was any place in the world like that lake in Maine. We returned summer after summer — always on August 1st for one month. I have since become a �salt-�water man, but sometimes in summer there are days when the restlessness of the tides and the fearful cold of the sea water and the incessant wind that blows across the afternoon and into the eve�ning make me wish for the placidity of a lake in the woods. A few weeks ago this feeling got so strong I bought myself a couple of bass hooks and a spinner and returned to the lake where we used to go, for a week’s fishing and to revisit old haunts.


If, in rereading this opening, you circle every use of the word and, you will clearly see a pattern of repetition. And, of course, is a very unobtrusive word, and you may not notice right away how White keeps it present throughout the passage. This repetition alone may strike you at first as of no special importance, but as you read through the essay and see how much of White’s central theme depends on the idea of return and repetition, you will get a better sense of why the little word and — a word that subtly reinforces the idea of repetition itself — is so significant.


E. B. White is present in his essay in more obvious ways — he is both telling the story and appearing in it as a character. But he is also present to us as a writer, someone consciously shaping the language and form of his essay. We are dealing �here with three levels of presence (which might also be described as three levels of “I”). If this sounds confusing, just think of a movie in which a single person directs, stars, and perhaps plays one or more other roles in the making of the film. It’s not that uncommon. If you watch the 2004 film Million Dollar Baby, for example, you can observe the multiple presences of Clint Eastwood. Not only is Eastwood visibly present in the film as one of the main characters, but we also can detect his creative and shaping presence as the director and as a producer (roles for which he won two Oscars), and as the composer of the film’s score. The audience can directly see him on the screen as an actor; the audience can also infer his presence as a composer, a producer, and especially as a director — presences that, though less directly observable, are still original and powerful.


The Selections in this Book


Many of the selections in this book feature the �first-�person point of view directly. These selections appear mostly in the first two parts, “The Informal Voice: Diaries, Journals, Notebooks, Letters, Lists, Bumper Stickers, Testimony” and “Personal Writing: Exploring Our Own Lives.” In most of these selections, the writer will appear as both narrator and main character, and the writer’s presence will be quite observable.


But private and personal writing provide only a fraction of the different types of nonfiction that appear regularly in books, newspapers, and magazines. Many essays are written on specific topics and deal with specific issues. Most of the essays appearing in America’s dominant periodicals, for example, are intended to be either informative or persuasive; the author wants to convey information about a par�tic�u�lar subject (a Civil War battle, for example) or wants to express an opinion about a par�tic�u�lar issue (such as how to deal with terrorism). The book’s third and fourth parts, “Expository Writing: Shaping Information” and “Argumentative Writing: Contending with Issues,” contain a large number of selections that illustrate writing intended to inform, argue, and persuade.


You’ll notice, however, a strong writer’s presence in many of the informative and persuasive essays. This is deliberate. To write informatively or persuasively about subjects other than yourself doesn’t mean that you have to disappear as a writer. Sometimes you will want to insert your own experiences and testimony into an argumentative essay; at other times you will want to assume a distinct viewpoint concerning a piece of information; and at still other times — though you may not introduce the �first-�person singular — you will make your presence strongly felt in your tone of voice or simply in the way you arrange your facts and juxtapose details (see the Gatto passage above). At the heart of the word information is form. Writers don’t passively receive facts and information in a totally finished format; they need to shape their information, to give it form. This shaping or patterning is something the writer contributes. A large part of the instructional purpose of this collection is to encourage you to pay more attention to the different ways writers are present in their work.


Presence in Fiction


An individual writer’s presence and voice are perhaps more easily discerned in nonfiction than in fiction. The reason for this is that a novelist or short, story writer invents and gives voices to numerous characters who should not be confused with the author. Sometimes, a story is told by an invented character who also should not be closely identified with his or her author. A good example of this technique can be found in John Updike’s “A & P” (page 959), in which a story is narrated in the distinctive voice of its main character, Sammy, a teenager who is working at a small suburban supermarket. Although the story is written in the �first-�person singular — exactly like most personal essays — the character and voice are fictional and do not correspond to any real person. Sammy is not John Updike, nor does he necessarily speak like John Updike would if we met him.


To further complicate matters, this biographical gap between narrator and author remains even when a story that is told in the third person appears to be written in the voice of the author. The �third-�person narrator is also invented, and the narrative voice and presence may have little to do with the life of the author who created it. So in what ways can the writer’s presence be observed in a story if we cannot attach to its teller any biographical connection with its author? In fiction, we often find a writer’s presence in a distinctive style of writing, in certain repeated patterns, in the dynamics of structure and plot, and of course in the ethical, spiritual, or intellectual values a story may be intended to illustrate. In certain stories, to be sure, a par�tic�u�lar character may clearly represent the author’s own values, and in those cases we might argue that the writer becomes “present” in that character. As can be seen in Part V, “The Voices of Fiction: Eight Short Stories,” an author may refuse to locate his or her moral and psychological values within a par�tic�u�lar character but will expect instead that the reader will derive these values from the overall perspective of the story itself. Unlike essayists, short story writers rarely state their �ethical or aesthetic values directly and explicitly. As the novelist D. H. Lawrence aptly put it, in fiction we must trust the tale and not the teller. We have included in this book several examples of fiction and nonfiction by the same author (Sherman Alexie, Raymond Carver, Gish Jen, Jamaica Kincaid, Joyce Carol Oates, and John Updike) so that readers can explore the different ways a writer’s values are conveyed in different genres.


The Reader’s Presence


Because almost all writing (and all published writing) is intended to be read, we can’t dismiss the importance of the reader. Just as we find different levels of a writer’s presence in a given piece of writing, so too can we detect different ways in which a reader can be present.


An author writes a short essay offering an opinion about gun control. The author herself has been the victim of a shooting, and her piece, though it includes her personal experiences, is largely made up of a concrete plan to eliminate all guns — even hunting rifles — from American life. She would like lawmakers to adopt her plan. Yet, in writing her essay, she imagines that there will be a great deal of re�sis�tance to her argument. In other words, she imagines a reader who will most likely disagree with her and who needs to be won over. Let’s imagine she gets her essay published in Newsweek.


Now imagine three people in a dentist’s office who within the same afternoon pick up this issue of Newsweek and read the essay. One of them has also been victimized by guns (her son was accidentally wounded by a hunter), and she reads the essay with great sympathy and conviction. She understands perfectly what this woman has gone through and believes in her plan completely. The next reader, a man who has never once in his life committed a crime and has no tolerance for criminals, is outraged by the essay. He was practically brought up in the woods and loves to hunt. He could never adopt a gun control plan that would in effect criminalize hunting. He’s ready to fire off a letter attacking this woman’s plan. The third reader also enjoys hunting and has always felt that hunting rifles should be exempt from any government regulation of firearms. But he finds the writer’s plan convincing and feasible. He spends the rest of the day trying to think of counterarguments.


Obviously, these are only three of many possibilities. But you can see from this example the differences between the reader imagined by the writer and some actual readers. The one person who completely agreed with the writer was not the kind of reader the author had originally imagined or was trying to persuade; she was already persuaded. And though the other two readers �were part of her intended audience, one of them could never be persuaded to her point of view, whereas the other one might.


The differences briefly outlined �here are distinctions between what can be called implied readers and actual readers. The implied reader is the reader imagined by the writer for a par�tic�u�lar piece of writing. In constructing arguments, for example, it is usually effective to imagine readers we are trying to win over to our views. Otherwise, we are simply asking people who already agree with us to agree with us — what’s commonly known as “preaching to the converted” or “preaching to the choir.”


In informative or critical essays, a writer also needs to be careful about the implied reader. For example, it’s always important to ask how much your intended audience may already know about your subject. �Here’s a practical illustration. If you �were asked to write a review of a �recent film for your college newspaper, you would assume your readers had not yet seen it (or �else you might annoy them by giving away some surprises). On the other hand, if you �were asked to write a critical essay about the same movie for a film course, you could assume your readers had seen it. It’s the same movie, and you have the same opinions about it, but your two essays have two different purposes, and in the pro�cess of writing them you imagine readers with two different levels of knowledge about the film.


Actual readers, of course, differ from implied readers in that they are real people who read the writing — not readers intended or imagined by the writer. As you read the essays in this collection, you should be aware of at least two readers — (1) the reader you think the writer imagines for the essay, and (2) the reader you are in actuality. Sometimes you will seem very close to the kind of reader the writer is imagining. In those cases, you might say that you “identify” with a par�tic�u�lar writer, essay, or point of view. At other times, however, you will notice a great deal of distance between the reader the author imagines and you as an actual reader. For example, you may feel excluded by the author on the basis of race, gender, class, or expected knowledge and educational level. Or you may feel you know more than the author does about a par�tic�u�lar topic.


To help you get accustomed to your role as a reader, each selection in the book is followed by a set of questions, “The Reader’s Presence.” These questions are designed to orient you to the various levels of reading suggested by the selection. Some of the questions will ask you to identify the kind of reader you think the author imagines; other questions will prompt you to think about specific ways you may differ from the author’s intended reader; others will help you to make connections between and among the selections and authors. In general, the questions are intended to make you more deeply aware of your presence as a reader.


In this brief introduction, we covered only two levels of readers (imagined and actual), but some literary essays, such as Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal” (page 825), demand more complex consideration. Whenever we think more than these two types of readers need to be identified in an essay, we will introduce this information in the questions.


We hope you will find The Writer’s Presence a stimulating book to read and think about. To make our presence felt as writers is as much a matter of �self-�empowerment as it is of faith. It requires the confidence that we can affect others, or determine a course of action, or even surprise ourselves by new ideas or by acquiring new powers of articulation.


Part of the enduring plea�sure of writing is precisely that element of surprise, of originality — that lifelong plea�sure of discovering new resources of language, finding new means of knowing ourselves, and inventing new ways to be present in the world.


