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Giving Them A Voice: A Soliloquy
by Anne Storch, Sophie Storch

I. Chapter

>inguists ;others tooͿ are oŌen considered people doing good ǁork because they are giving others a 
voice. dherefore, they oŌen receive such encouraging replies as ͞Carry on ǁith the good ǁork͊ ,͟ or ͞,oǁ 
admirable that you are giving them a voice.͟  dhis sounds really very nice, polite also, and somehoǁ very 
appreciaƟve. dhis is good ǁork, not ǁork one ever becomes estranged from. �ecause it involves us, our 
bodies and minds ;involves the ǁhole of usͿ, this is us, and ǁe might be inclined to think that this is ǁhat 
matters.

zet, / ǁonder: ǁhat is this intended to mean͍ �Ōer all, ǁhat voice is there to give͍ �oes one have a voice 
that one can give to another person͍ �nd ǁhat does this sound like͍

�oes the person to ǁhom / give my voice sound like me then͍ Kr, ǁait, it is not one person, it is them. / 
give my voice to them, don͛t /, and then there ǁill be many people ǁho ǁill all sound like me, ǁon͛t they, 
and the idea of an enƟre group of people, or maybe the masses, all sounding like me is a bit frightening. �n 
echo, mulƟplied and out of control. dhis is not some kind of reŇecƟon, but an indeĮnite number of others 
to whom I gave my voice, and who may not even wish to return it to me, like money easily borrowed and 
never returned, or an umbrella, or a heart ;Wasolini said non aver paura di avere un cuore ΀/ oǁe this to my 
colleague /ngo tarnke΁, and he might have liked to say the same about a voiceͿ. So, ũust as the things that 
one gives aǁay are aŌerǁards used in all kinds of ǁays and in all kinds of places, so might a voice be trea-
ted in the same ǁay. �nd like a stolen bicycle/heart/umbrella, it might be found someǁhere, Ƌuite uneǆ-
pectedly, and in bad shape. Kr in a good shape.

/magine: lacking this voice that has been given aǁay, given to them, and suddenly hearing it again, spoken 
ǁith by someone ǁho says things ǁe ǁould not say ourselves. dhis has never occurred to me though, and 
therefore / assume that there is no voice that one can give to them. Werhaps they ǁould not even ǁant 
it. / have never been asked by anybody, or by the masses, to give my voice. Doney, umbrella, yes, but not 
voice. Kr maybe, yes: once, at a concert, the singer shouted at me ;at us͖ ǁe ǁere manyͿ and asked me 
;usͿ to give him a voice. �nd also to raise our hands. �ut / played dumb, and neither gave nor did ǁhat he 
reƋuested.
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,as anybody else asked us to give our voices, then͍ Eot to my knoǁledge. Unless: people do someƟmes 
ask for a voice, ǁhen they greet one another, for eǆample.

,i, hoǁ are you͍

&ine.

,allo hallo hallo.

:a, hallo.

there from.

,e͍

tie geht s͍͛

Gut.

,ier, �rille. ,eute Duttertag in �frika.

,ab schon. tirklich͊

,eute billig morgen teuer. ,ier schau mal: andere &arbe neue <ollekƟon.

 
,e ǁanted me to reply. Daybe not even to buy immediately ;yes, to buy as ǁellͿ, but to speak, to say so-
mething that acknoǁledges me seeing him, taking noƟce of him as a person that is also present. �nd this is 
actually very important, as you ǁill knoǁ. /f one Įnds oneself in a posiƟon ǁhere one has to ask something 
from somebody else ʹ asking for some help, for recogniƟon, for a reply to a diĸcult ƋuesƟon, for a reply 
to a greeƟng, a ǁord that tells that one is there in the ǁorld and that one takes some space in it ;as a body 
that is also presentͿ and that one speaks in a parƟcular ʹ not ũust any ʹ voice, then one appreciates a nod 
and a gaǌe and the sounding of another voice. dhere is nothing more terrible in this ǁorld, under this sky 
and sun, an old man ǁho ǁas begging for alms in front of a mosƋue in a test �frican toǁn once told me, 
than to pass by a beggar ǁithout any reacƟon at all. Kne is ǁell advised, therefore, to alǁays carry some 
coins in one s͛ pocket in order to give them ʹ one by one ʹ to those siƫng there and ǁaiƟng. /f one runs 
out of these coins, one can sƟll say something, spare a ǁord. Giving a voice to them is therefore an act of 
humanity, a gesture of acknoǁledging our being there together, sharing places and Ɵme. dherefore, one 
is ǁell-advised to alǁays have enough Ɵme on one s͛ hands to be able to greet and say something, to give 
one s͛ voice, so to say.

�ut / suppose ͞giving them a voice͟ is not intended to describe this kind of encounter. /t means something 
like ͞speaking on their behalf ,͟ claiming the voice of others. do speak on somebody s͛ behalf is for eǆample 
to eǆplain another person, to name and deĮne, to Įǆ and map. ͞Giving them a voice͟ feels more like taking 
a voice from someone and making it one s͛ oǁn voice. >ike spirits do: they mount bodies and speak through 
them. that an irony this is: the researcher ǁho sets out to study the other becomes his/her oǁn ulƟmate 
other by using other voices to speak through them, about otherness and diīerence. daking the voices of 
others, turning them into book chapters and academic talks.
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II. Interruption

do give somebody a voice. dhis is to speak on a person s͛ behalf, but also, and in an important ǁay, to give 
someone the opportunity to speak͖ to let somebody have a ǁord. Kne needs to have poǁer here by the 
ǁay ʹ the poǁer to give the ǁord to another person, to include or eǆclude, to open up the dialogue or not. 
Kne can involve another person in a dialogue simply by making it obligatory, or by suggesƟng that parƟci-
paƟon is presƟgious and important. �ut then one may not even lend an ear.

As a consequence, the voice that is given becomes worthless, because that what is said seems not to be he-
ard and not to be appreciated. dhe one ǁho has given the voice to the Kther could be appreciated though, 
as a ǁonderful generous person: heroic and revoluƟonary. �nd then, it is not the one ǁho ǁas given the 
voice that stands in the focus of attenƟon, but the giver of the voice. dhe one ǁho gives the voice to the 
Kther is a ;rather ƋuesƟonableͿ Zobin ,ood of the dialogue.

thether the one ǁho is permitted to speak is also heard is not easy to anƟcipate, and neither is it cle-
ar ǁhether his or her voice has ǁeight. ,oǁever, this aspect of ͞giving voice͟ is not so important for the 
actual image that is created. /t is a relevant ƋuesƟon, of course, for the speaker, but the speaker might not 
be so relevant to the audience in the end. dhe gesture, or, rather, performance lasts, ǁhile the dialogue is 
ephemeral.

© Sophie Storch
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III. Chapter

voice and power / the power of the voice / the voice of power / power and voice

Certainly, there are more hospitable ǁays to give a voice. Consider the chairs in the photograph beloǁ: 
they are of a ǁarm, non-intrusive color, made of long-lasƟng ǁood ;they are at least half a century old, 
some say almost tǁice thatͿ, ǁith cushions made of a clean leather subsƟtute. dhey oīer little shelves 
ũust underneath the seat, ǁhere one can place folders and books. dhey are comfortably siǌed, and yet not 
isolaƟng: they are more like a bench actually, so that one ǁould sit close to another person. �ut the most 
interesƟng feature is not so much the comfortable closeness or the storage space these chairs provide, but 
the electrical sockets on the right side of each seat ;on the topͿ.

dhese sockets ǁere originally meant for headphones. Eoǁ, these old headphones are lost, or damaged, 
and the ones currently in use everyǁhere have completely diīerent plugs. dhe man ǁho ǁorked as a guide 
in the Walace Duseum in �anǌibar, ǁhere these chairs ǁere kept, said they ǁere used during oĸcial au-
diences of the Sultan and his court. �uring such occasions, foreign people from around the ǁorld sat on 
these chairs, one neǆt another ;an /ndian oĸcial neǆt to a �uropean diplomat, ǁho sat neǆt to a Chinese 
merchant, and so onͿ, and had their headphones on so that they could listen to ǁhat the Sultan said. >ater, 
aŌer the reign of the Sultan ǁas over ;aŌer the revoluƟonͿ, the chairs ǁere used for a ǁhile, he said, in 
meeƟngs of the neǁ government. dhe Sǁahili speeches given then ǁere translated via the headphones 
of the attendants. thich languages ǁere available, ǁe asked. ʹ that͍ ʹ thich languages came out of 
the plugs of the chairs͍ ʹ �ny͊ �ny language that ǁas needed. then there ǁas someone ǁho spoke only 
/talian, he ǁas given the Sultan s͛ speech in an /talian voice, ǁhile neǆt to him maybe someone only spoke 
�rabic and therefore ǁere given the same speech in an �rabic voice. ʹ dhese, ǁe said, ǁere amaǌing chairs. 
ʹ zes, he replied: this palace is full of amaǌing things.

© Anne Storch
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Giving a voice as providing hospitality, ǁhat a ǁonderful idea. �nd more than this: imagine receiving such 
generosity along ǁith a cup of sǁeet coīee, in a museum that suddenly turns into a kind of home ǁhere 
one can spend Ɵme and listen to each other s͛ stories. /f linguisƟcs could be as hospitable as this, then ͞giv-
ing them a voice͟ as something that ƋualiĮes those ǁho study languages of far-aǁay places ǁould sound 
like a good idea.
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