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ALTHOUGH IT IS ARGUABLY ONE OF HER MOST ADMIRED SHORT 
stories, Eudora Welty‟s „Where Is the Voice Coming From?‟ is also 
among her most misunderstood. In part, I think, the misunderstand-
ing persists because the story has received scant attention from lite-
rary critics: only three full-length articles have appeared since its 
initial publication in 1963 (see Clerc; Hargrove; Harrison), supplem-
ented by several summary analyses, usually not longer than one or 
two pages, in various surveys of Welty‟s oeuvre (see Binding; Devlin; 
Gretlund; Pingatore; Schmidt; Vande Kieft). To a greater extent, 
though, I think the misunderstanding persists because none of this 
extant scholarship takes a comprehensive and holistic view of the 
story in order to examine its particularities and its purposes from a 
distinctly literary perspective. On the contrary, scholarly critics tend 
to approach this story with largely utilitarian intent, citing it as a 
means of opening a discussion of other subjects to which the story 
itself is only circumstantially related. Insofar as these subjects in-
clude either the literary form of the monologue or the socio-political 
upheavals of the civil rights era, this approach to the story is under-
standable. After all, „Where Is the Voice Coming From?‟ reads as a 
relatively straightforward account of the murder of a civil rights acti-
vist in segregated Mississippi, retrospectively narrated in a confession-
al monologue by the murderer himself while he evades police; and, 
given that Welty wrote the story following actual events of that kind 
and in anticipation of an actual murderer ‟s confession, a discussion 
of its socio-political salience is always going to overshadow any dis-
cussion of its comparatively inconsequential literariness and thus 
leave such a literary discussion comparatively undeveloped. 

As a result of this situation, however, the story has fallen under 
a critical gaze that reflexively glances away from its powerful literary 
subtext. With such overwhelming attention paid to its extra-literary 
properties, and with the importance of its purely literary properties 
consequently downplayed, critics to date have found no cause to 
seek out its subtext nor any cause to dwell on that subtext should 
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they spy it in passing. Of course such a disregard for subtext will 
occasion a misunderstanding of almost any work of literature, not 
just this particular story; but here it strikes me as a greater short-
coming than usual because, in this story, the subtext is the means by 
which the author realises a purpose far more subtle than the mere 
articulation of a response to a socio-political situation. It seems to 
me, in other words, that Eudora Welty is asking something of her 
readers in this story — something as difficult to do as it is to discern — 
but we, as readers, occlude our view of it when we approach the 
story with an eye towards its socio-political content at the expense 
of its carefully nuanced artistry. 

In this essay, after illustrating the ways in which the existing 
discussion of this story has disregarded its subtext and so removed 
from view the author‟s purpose, I want to throw light on that pur-
pose by examining what exactly Welty is asking of us and how ex-
actly I think she asks it. In 1980, when questioned on her reasons 
for writing about the tensions of the civil rights era, Welty admitted 
that she had been unsatisfied by the attempts of northern writers to 
adequately represent those tensions and felt she could represent 
them more accurately by writing “from the inside of [the] people” 
experiencing them (Bonassin 294). Given that she had earlier ex-
pressed her belief that writing in general involves deploying words 
to “follow the contours of some continuous relationship between 
what can be told and what cannot be told” (Welty, Eye of the Story 
143), her efforts to write “from the inside of people” would require 
investing equal significance in what those people are willing to re-
veal about themselves and what they prefer to pass over in silence. 
„Where Is the Voice Coming From?‟ seems to me to have been writt-
en precisely along these lines. Each time I read the story, I find my-
self struck not only by the power of its socio-political polemic, but 
more so by a rhetorical abyss at its center — a point at which the 
words of the otherwise loquacious murderer collapse into an inex-
plicable silence — as well as a series of minor but no less conspi-
cuous ambiguities scattered throughout the rest of the work. This 
silence and its attendant ambiguities are, I think, the gateways to the 
subtext of the story, so that we can begin to discern Welty ‟s purpose 
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when we attempt to account for them. To that end, I first want to 
address the critical silence that has fallen upon the literary artistry of 
„Where Is the Voice Coming From?‟ and then to show how this 
silence has so far left critics deaf to the subtext through which the 
story invites us not to rebuke the murderer who narrates it, but  
rather to extend our sympathy to him. Thereafter, I want to access 
this subtext by addressing the silence of the story itself and the ways 
in which Welty both uses that silence to present us with the possi-
bility of actually extending our sympathy to the murderer and effect-
ively challenges us to do so. I take Welty‟s own words as justifica-
tion for this approach to the story. “I have been told, both in appro-
val and in accusation, that I seem to love all my characters,” she 
writes in the preface to her Collected Stories (829). Since she reports 
having been told as much immediately after discussing the murderer 
in „Where Is the Voice Coming From?‟ — and since she reports it, 
most notably, without denying or correcting it — I take her very act 
of reportage as a tacit self-endorsement of the sentiment of those 
remarks. She seems to love all her characters, it is true; and it is no 
more true for her most easily lovable characters than it is for her 
most loathsome. 
 
 

The Critical Silence 
 
SHORTLY AFTER MIDNIGHT ON JUNE 12, 1963, MEDGAR EVERS, 
the NAACP Field Secretary for Mississippi, was shot outside his 
home in Jackson by a gunman who quickly fled the scene. Although 
Evers was rushed to hospital, he died about an hour later. When 
reports of his assassination reached the public, Eudora Welty was so 
troubled by what she heard that she felt compelled to make sense of 
it by writing a story that would lay bare the murderer ‟s innermost 
consciousness as he described, explained, and rationalised his crime. 
“I thought,” she later recalled, “with overwhelming directness: 
Whoever the murderer is, I know him: not his identity, but his com-
ing about, in this time and place. That is, I ought to have learned by 
now, from [living] here, what such a man, intent on such a deed, had 
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going on in his mind” („Preface‟ 829). Overcome by an irrepressible 
urge to set the story on paper before continuing the other work in 
which she was immersed at that time, Welty completed it on the 
very day she learned of the crime and sent it to The New Yorker for 
immediate publication. On June 23, however, before the story was 
to be published, Mississippi police arrested Byron De La Beckwith, 
an ardent segregationist and Klansman, and charged him with the 
murder of Medgar Evers. Between then and July 6, when „Where Is 
the Voice Coming From?‟ appeared in print, The New Yorker insisted 
that Welty alter the details of characters and events because, as Wel-
ty admitted, “the story must not be found prejudicial to the case of a 
person who might be on trial for his life” („Preface‟ 829). So the 
author‟s hometown of Jackson became the fictional town of Ther-
mopylae, Medgar Evers became the fictional activist Roland Sum-
mers, and the murderous narrator remained unnamed throughout. 
That such alterations were even deemed necessary implied that “the 
fiction‟s outward details [might have] resembled too closely those of 
actuality” („Preface‟ 829); and indeed, when Beckwith later took the 
stand to defend himself, Welty‟s speculations were held up against 
reality and their verisimilitude was put to the test. Notwithstanding 
several superficial differences between the real murderer and his 
imagined counterpart — differences, for instance, in their personal 
and familial histories — their essential likeness was unmistakable. In 
particular, the shamelessly racist and unrepentant Beckwith spoke in 
what seemed to be the same voice as the fictional murderer who 
proudly boasts of his crime. 

Since then, the murder of Medgar Evers has been so tightly 
bound up with the murder in Welty‟s story that several critics of the 
story have come to read it less as an example of carefully crafted 
literature than as a politically-charged editorial with the veil of fic-
tion cast over it in haste. Albert Devlin, for instance, dismisses it as 
a work of no greater literary sophistication than an “explicit testi-
mony to th[o]se unholy days in Jackson” (139). Likewise, Jan Gret-
lund suggests that “the quick transmutation of fact into art” left 
Welty with “no time for a recollection of the murder in tranquillity” 
and thus no time for the artistic deliberation that literary sophistica-
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tion requires (225). “The brief mention this story is accorded in the 
critical response to Welty‟s short fiction most often occurs in one of 
two contexts,” as Diana Pingatore explains: 
 

[Either] the story is cited as a later example of Welty‟s skill with 
the form of the monologue, or it is discussed... as a story that 
serves as Welty‟s fictional response to the racial tensions that 
beset her American South in the decade of the sixties. ... [Yet 
e]ven those responses [that focus on the literariness of the mon-
ologue form] give considerable attention to the historical event 
that prompted the story. (401, 403) 

 
This is true; but, as a result, such attention to actual socio-political 
events has clashed with what Suzan Harrison identifies as the pre-
vailing “view of Welty as an apolitical writer” (634). In turn, this 
clash has lured critics into an ongoing and possibly irresolvable eff-
ort to rationalise the atypically overt politics of this story by compar-
ing it to, and aligning it with, the consistently political work of  
Welty‟s Southern peers — most notably Flannery O‟Connor, whose 
cast of grotesque characters could easily accommodate Welty ‟s gro-
tesque murderer. O‟Connor, of course, favoured the literature of the 
grotesque as a means of satirising and criticising certain behaviour to 
which she held a moral objection, on the understanding that her 
readers would be persuaded to hold a similar objection only if that 
behaviour was first made grotesque: “To the hard of hearing you 
shout,” she famously explained, “and for the almost-blind you draw 
large and startling figures” (34). Thus, as Harold Bloom observes, 
“[t]he people who throng O‟Connor‟s marvelous stories are the 
damned, a category in which [she] cheerfully included most of her 
readers” (51-52) — and that is a category in which Welty‟s readers 
have also tended to include her fictional murderer insofar as he, too, 
is so obviously damned. Noting, for instance, that the murderer re-
peatedly complains about a feeling of atmospheric heat so intense 
that everything he now holds in his hands is “just that hot to the 
touch” (606), Joyce Carol Oates infers from these remarks that “his 
life is entering a phase of a kind of Hell. ... [H]e is being dragged 
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down into Hell” („Hearing Voices‟). Oates elsewhere positions this 
damned murderer as kith and kin to O‟Connor‟s grotesques when, 
having compared Welty with O‟Connor and determined that “[Wel-
ty‟s] range is wider, her narrative voice more varied, and her com-
passion for her characters greater,” she singles out „Where Is the 
Voice Coming From?‟ as “so atypical a Welty story” and thereby 
effectively locates it in the O‟Connor tradition („Eudora Welty‟ 481). 

To varying degrees, all of those who have published work on 
this story have either openly or tacitly endorsed Oates‟ view of its 
literary bloodline, such that the only substantial bone of contention 
among critics today is the precise target of Welty‟s displeasure. If 
she has grotesquely exaggerated a real murderer in order to satirise 
and criticise something to which she objects, what exactly is that 
something? The line of division amongst critics parallels the divide 
between essentialism and socialisation. For some, Welty plainly and 
simply objects to the essential qualities of the murderer himself, not 
least his vehement racism and his shameless self-vindication. For 
others, Welty advances a more subtle objection to the socio-political 
and socio-economic forces that have enabled a man with these qual-
ities to emerge in this place at this point in history. Specifically, she 
appears to condemn the political institutions that have allowed the 
flourishing of the squalour in which the murderer finds himself, as 
well as the broader culture whose indifference to his impoverish-
ment has allowed his resentment to fester for so long that he feels as 
if he can exorcise his rage only by violently opposing those who 
aspire to a social advancement that would leave him behind in the 
dust. As Devlin writes, 
 

Welty characterize[s] the anonymous killer as a displaced country-
man, victim [of the] agricultural distress which forced successive 
waves of Mississippians to [migrate to] towns and cities after the 
First World War. His country-bred mind... necessarily resist[s] any 
modernization of racial folkways. (141, my emphasis) 

 
And as Devlin points out, while “[Welty‟s] moral indignation suffus-
es [the murderer‟s] rough diction and racial epithets,” that indigna-
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tion “is tempered at every point by the soothing effect of [her] his-
torical understanding” (140). “Pity and a desirable moral solution 
have no dramatic part to play in [this story],” adds Paul Binding, 
“yet clearly [Welty] believes in compassion and has a strong moral 
vision. Otherwise we, too, would feel that it was a good thing to kill 
Roland Summers” (11). For Devlin and Binding, then, Welty opens 
a distance between the murderer and her readers and works to 
maintain it throughout the story. We might feel sorrow for someone 
whose dire socio-economic situation leaves him so emotionally and 
psychologically crippled, but we must stop short of extending our 
sympathy to him as soon as he commits his crime. He deserves our 
sympathy to the extent that he has been burdened by a humiliating 
poverty and succumbed to a racial ideology that together compel 
him to kill, but we must withdraw whatever sympathy we hold for 
him once he actually commits the murder and should instead direct 
our sympathy towards his defenceless victim. In much the same 
way, I would suggest, we must question whatever empathy we hold 
for him, and whether we are actually able to empathise with him at 
all — for if we were to truly stand alongside the murderer, feeling as 
and what he feels, we too would be embittered enough to be con-
vinced of the righteousness of his bloodshed. 

I will elaborate on this distinction between empathy and sym-
pathy towards the end of this essay, but at this point I want to chall-
enge the notion that we must not feel sorrow for or extend our 
sympathy to the murderer once the murder has taken place. Surely 
there are circumstances in which we would have reasonable grounds 
for extending our sympathy to him even after he commits his crime, 
not least if he were to come to regret his actions and demonstrably 
suffer remorse when he reflects upon them. At the same time, 
though, it seems to me that the emotionally and psychologically 
crippled state of this murderer would impede his ability to express 
such remorse if indeed he were to suffer it. In that event, we as 
readers would be inhibited from extending our sympathy to him 
because prevented from recognising the very thing that would other-
wise invite us to extend it. With his fevered state of mind encumber-
ing his clarity of expression, whatever remorse the murderer might 
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attempt to articulate would necessarily be clouded by digression and 
circumlocution, the omission of key details, and an obscurantist 
recollection of key events. As a result, if we are to recognise his re-
morse at all — as Welty invites us to do via her remarks on her love 
for her characters — then these expressive encumbrances are exact-
ly the features of his monologue to which we should pay attention. 

Admittedly, on the surface of things, the murderer ‟s obdurate 
tenor and unapologetic arrogance would seem to preclude any possi-
bility of his suffering remorse. First he opens his monologue with a 
recounting of a televised news report about a local civil rights rally 
attended by the activist who will soon become his victim. When his 
wife watches the report beside him and grows agitated at the on-
screen appearance of the activist, the murderer tells her: “You can 
reach and turn it off. You don‟t have to set and look at a black nigg-
er face no longer than you want to” (727); and then, in an aside, he 
confesses: “I reckon that‟s how I give myself the idea” (727). Later 
that night, he sneaks away under cover of darkness and drives to the 
activist‟s neighborhood where he finds the activist‟s house and hides 
himself in the nearby bushes. He patiently waits for his victim to 
return home; and then, when the activist at last pulls into his drive-
way and steps out of his car, the murderer shoots him in the back 
with the sort of absolute self-conviction usually reserved only for 
the gunslingers of the Wild West: 
 

As soon as I heard wheels, I knowed who was coming. That was 
him and bound to be him. ... That was him. I knowed it when he 
cut off the car lights and put his foot out and I knowed him 
standing dark against the light. I knowed him then like I know 
me now. I knowed him even by his still, listening back. 

Never seen him before, never seen him since, never seen 
anything of his black face but his picture, never seen his face 
alive, any time at all, or anywheres, and didn ‟t want to, need to, 
never hope to see that face and never will. As long as there was 
no question in my mind. (728) 
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“Stopping a human life,” observes Ruth Vande Kieft, “is no more 
to the [murderer] than turning off the television” (142), except inso-
far as it is the consequence less of impulse than of deliberation: the 
murderer carries out his crime with forethought and in full aware-
ness of what he is doing. “[He] does not appear to be unbalanced,” 
notes Gretlund (231), to which Charles Clerc adds: “He is an isolato: 
unsavory, malevolent, ignorant, grotesque. But he is not demented. ... 
[H]e has to be adjudged sane, even though he is [seemingly] capable 
of committing an act of murder without feeling any guilt or recrimi-
nation” (390). Worse, he also apparently wants to be known as having 
committed his crime with forethought and with total self-awareness. 
Twice, as Nancy Hargrove notes, he boasts “that he committed the 
murder for „my own pure-D satisfaction,‟ implying with the words 
„my own‟ a totally personal, totally selfish interest, and with the 
words „pure-D satisfaction‟ perhaps even a kind of pleasure” (82). 
And later, when he finds his crime reported by the mass media, 
“[h]is identity,” writes Binding, “acquires new lustre in his eyes. 
Hasn‟t he acted true to his own and his community‟s convictions...? 
His secret fame (for he is a talked-of man) causes him only delight... 
and it sustains him when he makes himself face up to the possibility 
of arrest — and even of the electric chair” (5). 

If this is so, then what evidence might there be to suggest that 
the murderer acknowledges the wrongness of his actions and suffers 
remorse when he reflects upon them? On the one hand, for those 
who believe that Welty‟s purpose is to damn this man for his essen-
tial inhumanity, such a question is altogether misconceived. Vande 
Kieft, for instance, declares herself “unwilling to believe that a man 
cowardly enough to shoot his helpless victim in the back would be 
capable of thinking of that victim humanely” and of thereby suffer-
ing remorse („Teaching‟ 200). Paul Binding similarly laments that we 
can neither “bring home to him the wrongness of [this] act” nor 
“persuade him to pity when he has long since let hatred... stifle any 
promptings of it” (5). On the other hand, for those who believe that 
Welty‟s intention is to condemn the socio-political and socio-
economic forces that have given rise to this murderer, the above 
question is not so much misconceived as it is simply misarticulated: 
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the murderer‟s failure to suffer remorse is the point, since that very 
failure is as much a symptom of the deterioration of his material 
wellbeing as the resentment that drives him to kill in the first place. 
Given that the story itself places a decisive emphasis on this deterio-
ration, there is obviously a degree of validity to such an interpreta-
tion of events. The murderer drives to his victim ‟s home “in my 
brother-in-law‟s truck” (727) because he is unable to afford a vehicle 
of his own; and so, when he arrives at his destination, he is disgust-
ed to find that his victim lives in a house with a garage, that he has 
“a new white car” parked in “his paved driveway” (728), and that he 
returns home “[d]riving his own car” (730) before he is shot down. 
Furthermore, as Clerc points out, “[t]he black man‟s property has 
thick grass; the white man is envious of that lawn because his place 
is barren” (394), and worst of all, as Hargrove observes, the mur-
derer resents “that [his victim‟s] wife, in contrast to [his own] wife, 
seems to care greatly for her husband and her home. She left a light 
on and waited up for [him], while, as the [murderer] says to his wife, 
„You didn‟t even leave a light burning when you went to bed‟” (85). 
This is not to suggest, of course, that the socio-political and socio-
economic discrepancies between the murderer and his victim are the 
sole and specific motive for the murder, but rather that those dis-
crepancies make it easier for the murderer to commit his crime be-
cause they distract him from recognising the essential humanity of 
his victim. “As long as he can keep the shooting completely imper-
sonal by de-individualizing his target,” writes Gretlund, “there is no 
doubt in his mind of what he must do” (238) — although Gretlund 
stresses that we “reduce the effect of Welty‟s warning” if we think 
of the murderer as “less than human” (238) for his apparent failure 
to sympathise with his victim: 
 

Her warning is against the consequences of man ‟s inhumanity to 
man. Only by accepting that even a killer is a human being, can 
we begin to understand that his voice is a part of our voice, and 
therefore also our responsibility. ... [Thus] Welty slowly lets her 
reader discover that the whole population of Thermopylae, past  
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and present, is responsible for the death of the black civil rights 
leader. (238, 242) 

 
I find this interpretation of events persuasive as far as it goes, given 
the extent to which the story itself seems to support it — or, at 
least, I find it more persuasive than the alternative interpretation 
which holds the murderer alone responsible for his actions without 
acknowledging the contributing factors that have been so clearly 
woven into the narrative. Nevertheless, from a third perspective, 
neither one of these two interpretations is in any way fundamentally 
distinct from the other because both of them equally disregard the 
possibility that the murderer suffers remorse for his crime. At bott-
om, if there is a disagreement between those critics who believe that 
Welty‟s purpose is to condemn the murderer on essentialist grounds 
and those who believe that she condemns his socialisation, it is only 
a disagreement over the origins of the murderer ‟s lack of remorse. 
That he does indeed lack remorse seems to be wholly beyond doubt. 

By now, however, it should be plain that I believe that the 
murderer is indeed remorseful. My sense is that he begins to suffer 
remorse at the very instant he kills Roland Summers, but that he 
remains utterly unable to express it and thus unable to unburden 
himself of it. As such, I contend that his remorse is made percepti-
ble in his monologue not via the words he actually uses but via the 
breakdown of those words, at those moments when he finds that 
words themselves have failed him and so allows crucial words to 
remain unspoken. More than that, I think his remorse suffuses every 
word he does actually speak, such that his ostensible pride at having 
committed his crime is an essentially disingenuous attempt to gloss 
over an irrevocable course of action which, on a deeper level, he 
wishes he had not pursued. Welty‟s purpose in this story therefore 
seems to me to involve soliciting our sympathy for the murderer by 
showing us how his inability to articulate and unburden himself of 
his remorse leaves him, in his own way, just as dehumanised by his 
own vehement racism as his unfortunate victim. For some readers it 
may seem as if Welty is here soliciting empathy rather than sympa-
thy for the murderer, but my sense is that the equilibrium between 
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reader and murderer — a precondition for empathy in the fullest 
sense of the concept — is destabilised by an emergent tension be-
tween the reader‟s awareness of the murderer‟s inarticulate dehum-
anisation and the murderer‟s unawareness of the same. 

Once again, I will elaborate on this distinction between empa-
thy and sympathy towards the end of this essay. For now, though, I 
wonder why the silences that seem to me to convey the murderer ‟s 
remorse — and to thus solicit sympathy for him — have escaped 
the attention of earlier critics. I suspect that they have so far escaped 
attention because the story is written in the confessional mode and 
therefore carries the pretense of explicitly articulating everything 
that the speaker deems necessary for sufficient self -expression. But, 
I think, if we interrogate the confessional mode itself and unpack its 
presuppositions, we can identify the ways in which Welty manipu-
lates those presuppositions in order to infuse the murderer ‟s confess-
ion with scattershot silences signifying his remorse and to thereby 
present us with the possibility of extending our sympathy to him 
even though it seems to be unwarranted. This interrogation will re-
quire a consideration of three key issues raised by the use of the 
confessional mode. First: the selection of the mode itself. What exact-
ly motivates the murderer to speak at all and compels him to confess 
his crimes? Second: the presumptive audience for his confession. 
Since every confession is by definition directed to an audience — 
even if only another aspect of the confessor ‟s own self — to whom 
does the murderer address his confession and to what end? Finally: 
his failure to actually confess despite the pretense of confession. What 
does the murderer pass over in silence or else allow to remain 
shrouded in ambiguity, and in what ways does his selection of the 
confessional mode make his silences and ambiguities significant? 
 
 

The Narratorial Silence 
 
“THE UNNAMED MURDERER,” WRITES PETER SCHMIDT, “CAN  
never stop talking” (196). This is true enough, but what are we to 
make of his logorrhoea? His conversations with his wife reveal that 
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he is occasionally able to bite his tongue and to exercise control 
over what he says, so that the logorrhoea that drives his confession 
would imply a loss of control brought about by a troubled state of 
mind. That he “can never stop talking” is true in the most literal 
sense of the term: it is not that he fails to know when to stop speak-
ing, but that he is literally unable to stop. What motivates him to 
speak of his crime, then, is not some epiphany he receives after a 
period of meditative reflection, but the sheer force of some over-
riding and inexplicable compulsion to confess almost immediately 
following the act. What could possibly arouse such a compulsion? 
Schmidt comes close to accessing the subtext of this story when he 
suggests that the source of the murderer ‟s compulsion is guilt. The 
“guilty subtext” of the confession, he writes, “can neither be succ-
essfully repressed nor successfully liberated” (196); and Paul Binding 
also appears to share this view, albeit only in passing, when he takes 
the “voice” of the story‟s title to refer to “some deep-feared and 
unacknowledged voice whispering somewhere in the back of the 
[murderer‟s] own mind, telling him of a universal law profounder 
still than the one he believes he is serving, a law that enjoins all of us 
to do as we would be done by” (11-12). Guilt, however, is not equi-
valent to remorse. Guilt is a regret of one‟s actions occasioned by a 
fear that their consequences will attract recrimination or retribution 
and thereby imperil one‟s own wellbeing. Remorse, on the other 
hand, is a regret of one‟s actions occasioned by a subsequent recog-
nition that the actions themselves were inherently wrong. So even 
though both Schmidt and Binding head in the right direction in 
search of the source of the murderer ‟s compulsion to speak, neither 
one attempts to elaborate on their findings or to consider that the 
source of the murderer‟s compulsion is more severe than mere guilt. 
Nor, for that matter, does either one attempt to identify evidence of 
the guilt that attracts their attention. 

Ironically, other critics have identified such evidence in the sto-
ry but have neglected to attribute it to any sense of guilt, much less 
remorse, even though remorse is exactly what it implies. After all, if 
remorse originates from a recognition of the inherent wrongness of 
one‟s actions, and if the murderer‟s actions entail the victimisation 
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of another human being, then his particular remorse would have to 
originate from a recognition of the essential humanity of his victim, 
which in turn would have to be preceded by some sort of identifica-
tion with his victim — and indeed, throughout the story, such an 
identification slowly and subtly emerges. Contrary to Jan Gretlund ‟s 
assertion that the murderer “keep[s] the shooting completely imper-
sonal by de-individualizing his target” (238), the murderer‟s victim 
becomes recognisably more individualised as the story unfolds. Origi-
nally introduced as merely a face on a televised news report and thus 
as an individual with a wholly politicised identity, the victim begins 
to acquire a distinct personality upon the murderer‟s arrival at his 
house. When the murderer acknowledges the presence of his vic-
tim‟s wife at the crime scene, the victim‟s politicised identity softens 
to accommodate his status as a family man; and when his wife rush-
es to his aid as he lies dying on the ground, we catch a glimpse of 
this man as a lover and a confidante — not just someone who holds 
a place within a family, but a human being who is visibly cared for 
by the person closest to him. Additionally, as Charles Clerc notes, 
“the victim acquires a name — Roland Summers — only when 
killed. Before, he was always „that nigger‟ in the [murderer‟s] mind” 
(391); and, as noted by both Clerc (400) and Suzan Harrison (601), 
the murderer actually concludes his confession by likening himself 
to his victim. After acknowledging that Summers has been mortally 
wounded, he says: “He was down. He was down” (728), and then he 
returns home where he awaits police apprehension by taking up his 
guitar and singing to himself: “I set in my chair... and I start to play, 
and sing a-Down. And sing a-down, down, down, down...” (732). 

Most importantly, though, the retrospective nature of his con-
fession suggests that he has come to identify with his victim in hind-
sight and to belatedly recognise his victim‟s essential humanity. 
When he recounts the series of events that have ushered him into 
his fugitive situation, and when he does so without digression and 
with a focus on only those events that have directly contributed to 
this situation, the implication is that he knew that he would end up 
in this situation from the moment he opened his mouth to begin 
explaining its development. In other words, the events he recounts 
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at the end of his monologue are events that he has already exper i-
enced before he commences his monologue, meaning that he has al-
ready sung “a-down, down, down, down” before he begins recount-
ing his murder and therefore not only identifies with his victim but 
ultimately recounts the murder from the point at which he identifies 
with his victim. In a subtle way, contained within the story he tells 
about the crime he committed, there is the hidden story of the bur-
geoning identification with his victim that compelled him to tell his 
story in the first place. Not that this should be surprising, of course, 
since the murderer finally ends up in, and begins speaking from, a 
situation not unlike that of his victim: hunted by an adversary whose 
moment of arrival he cannot foresee and facing certain execution 
when that adversary eventually arrives. Once we recognise that this 
situation has compelled him to confess — a compulsion not explic-
itly articulated, but implicit in the presuppositions of the confess-
ional mode — the actual words of the confession lose their obsti-
nate gloss and obtain a greater degree of self-knowing introspection. 
Consider, for instance, the murderer ‟s final admission: “I was ever-
more the one” (732). On one level, these may well be the words of a 
man who is proud to identify himself as the murderer of Roland 
Summers. On another level — particularly with the inclusion of that 
definitive “evermore” — they could equally be the words of a man 
who now recognises the irrevocability of his actions and who has 
consequently come to regret them. 

But to whom does he speak these words and address his con-
fession? He is, as Charles Clerc writes, “telling a story directly to a 
particular but unseen audience” (390), although there is no critical 
consensus on who exactly this audience might be. Perhaps, as sugg-
ested by Albert Devlin (148) and Nancy Hargrove (40), the confess-
ional monologue is addressed to us, as readers; or perhaps, as Vande 
Kieft argues, it is “addressed to Thermopylae (the fictional Jack-
son)” and, in particular, “its white citizens” (141). Since the murder-
er at one point makes a remark to his audience that is plainly un-
intelligible to a wide and diverse body of people, I am inclined to 
agree with Vande Kieft; although again I would go further to say 
that the confession is addressed to an identifiably particular subset 
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of Thermopylae‟s white population: namely, the policemen who will 
soon apprehend the murderer and extract a confession in any event. 
Halfway through his confession, the murderer admits: “I reckon you 
have to tell somebody” (730), and then, a short while later, he speaks 
directly to that „somebody‟ in order to correct the record of events: 
“[T]he first thing I heard [on the news] was the N. double A. C. P. 
done it themselves, killed Roland Summers, and proved it by saying 
the shooting was done by a expert (I hope to tell you it was!)” (731). 
And although he later rises to address his confession to “Every-
body” (731), the deliberately ambiguous remark he makes at the 
beginning of his confession is clearly intended to be understood 
only by a very specific group of individuals, so that the subsequent 
“Everybody” would refer to everybody within that group. Discuss-
ing his means of identifying the Summers household without first 
knowing its exact location, the murderer suggests that members of 
his audience would also be able to identify it because, for ethically 
dubious reasons, they are already familiar with that neighbourhood: 
 

I ain‟t saying it might not be because [the house is located] pretty 
close to where I live. The other hand, there could be reasons 
you might have yourself for knowing how to get there in the 
dark. It‟s where you all go for the thing you want when you 
want it the most. Ain‟t that right? (727) 

 
Whose validation does he sarcastically seek with those final three 
words? What exactly is “the thing you want when you want it the 
most,” and, more importantly, who is “you”? “It is implied,” writes 
Gretlund, “that this black neighborhood is where white men go to 
visit whores” (232), although only Clerc seems to have also picked 
up on the implication (394). Again, though, I think that the murder-
er is addressing not just white men in general, but white policemen 
in particular, and I infer this from the confluence of three facts: 
first, that the murderer is expecting an imminent confrontation with 
the police; second, that he holds the police in contempt and ridi-
cules them throughout his confession; and third, that those final 
words following the implication that his audience would seek out 
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prostitutes — “Ain‟t that right?” — seem intended to taunt his audi-
ence with the same contempt as his earlier ridicule. When the mur-
derer speaks of the police elsewhere, he belittles them as “babyface 
cops” (731), “half of ‟em too young to start shaving” (731), and he 
later attempts to pre-emptively undercut the credit that they could 
claim if they were to apprehend him: “Oh, they may find me,” he 
says, “May catch me one day in spite of ‟emselves” (732). He also 
admonishes the police for privileging black civil rights advocates 
over white citizens like himself, so that his inference that police 
would seek out prostitutes in a black neighbourhood is consistent 
with the mockery he repeatedly casts upon them. Furthermore, he 
has good reason to believe that the police will find him very soon 
and with little effort — and this reason in turn points to the exact 
moment at which he acts on the remorse he suffers in a way that 
invites the police to apprehend him. 

After the murderer kills Roland Summers, he knowingly leaves 
his rifle on the ground at the scene of the crime. What else but re-
morse could drive him to do that? He commits a murder, he leaves 
his weapon to be found by the police, he returns home to learn that 
the police are after him, and he recounts his actions while he awaits 
their arrival. If he felt neither guilt nor remorse, he would have tak-
en extraordinary pains not to lose that gun. If he felt guilt but did 
not feel remorse, the fear of recrimination and retribution — which 
is what characterises guilt — still would have led him to keep the 
gun by his side. “He is,” writes Jan Gretlund, “a man who boasts 
that he has never once dropped, forgotten, lost, or pawned his gui-
tar for good... [so] it seems [that he has] left his weapon as a clue” 
(239). For Gretlund, however, the murderer leaves this clue so that 
“he can be sure to be credited with [an] act of national importance” 
(239) — but if that were the case, why would he not willingly and 
proudly turn himself in? The fact that he refuses to turn himself in 
and yet gives the police a means of tracking him down suggests that, 
on some level, he knows he has done wrong and believes he should 
be punished for it — which is the precondition for the remorse that 
compels him to confess, even if he remains unable to put that re-
morse into words. And prior to that, before the murderer abandons 
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his weapon, we can pinpoint the exact moment at which he is struck 
by the remorse that compels him to act in this way. In recounting 
the build-up to and execution of the murder, he undermines the 
pride of his own words when he postpones and then entirely dis-
regards the moment of the murder itself — and at this point we 
come to the most profound silence of the entire story. First, rather 
than moving on directly from his decision to kill Roland Summers 
to discuss his departure from home and his arrival at the Summers 
household, the murderer — so ostensibly proud of his crime — 
inexplicably prolongs the time it takes him to recount the crime  
itself. He insists on both recounting the route he took from his own 
home to the Summers household and carefully noting an abundance 
of trivial environmental details: 
 

So you leave Four Corners and head west on Nathan B. Forrest 
Road, past the Surplus & Salvage, not much beyond the Kum 
Back Drive-In and Trailer Camp, not as far as where the signs 
starts saying „Live Bait,‟ „Used Parts,‟ „Fireworks,‟ „Peaches,‟ and 
„Sister Peebles Reader and Adviser.‟ (727) 

 
“In his mind he goes over his route,” writes Gretlund, and “[e]very 
detail is fully realized and its reality accepted” (231). For Gretlund, 
this signifies the pleasure that the murderer derives from his familiar-
ity with his surroundings; but, as these words come between the 
beginning of the murderer‟s confessional monologue and the event 
at its narrative centre, they seem to me to signify the murderer ‟s 
impotent efforts to find some sanctuary in the static certainties of 
his everyday environment as he draws ever closer to recounting the 
event that has since thrown his life into turmoil. Then, when it 
comes time for him to detail the event itself — the murder that 
makes him the murderer he now is — his words collapse into a sil-
ence so absolute that this man who purports to be so proud of his 
crime is utterly unable to attribute it to himself: 
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I‟d already brought up my rifle, I ‟d already taken my sights. And 
I‟d already got him, because it was too late then for him or me 
to turn by one hair. 

Something darker than him, like the wings of a bird, spread 
on his back and pulled him down. He climbed up once, like a 
man under bad claws, and like just blood could weight a ton he 
walked with it on his back to better light. Didn ‟t get no further 
than his door. And fell to stay. 

He was down. He was down, and a ton load of bricks on his 
back wouldn‟t have laid any heavier. There on his paved drive-
way, yes sir. (728) 

 
Notice the break distinguishing the first paragraph of this passage 
from the paragraph beneath it. That otherwise innocuous space en-
tirely swallows up the central action of the narrative. The murder 
happens, but, when recounting the actual moment of the murder, 
the murderer who elsewhere identifies himself as the one who made 
it happen does not actually make it happen at all. He denies himself 
enough agency to demonstrably commit his crime. He raises his gun 
and he takes his aim, but at no stage does he fire the weapon. He 
raises his gun and he takes his aim, and then, all of a sudden, with-
out any recounting of the shooting itself, Roland Summers has been 
shot. For all the tireless attention the murderer pays to the events 
both preceding and following the crime, he experiences a lapse of 
attention when the time comes for him to discuss the crime in de-
tail. Despite the ostensible pride he derives from the murder, he 
ultimately deems it more important to name-check Nathan B. Forr-
est Road than to concentrate on the tension of the trigger beneath 
his finger, and more important to acknowledge the Surplus & Salv-
age than to describe the kickback of the rifle when he fires the bull-
et, and more important to specify that he passed by the Kum Back 
Drive-In than to detail the smell of gunpowder at the moment of 
the blast, and more important to anticipate the “Sister Peebles 
Reader and Adviser” sign than to retrospectively savour the sound 
of the slug thudding into his victim. It is difficult to overstate the 
importance of his failure to fully and actively depict himself as the 
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man who pulled the trigger of the gun that fired the bullet that killed 
Roland Summers. The murder is the centre and the driving force of 
his entire narrative — everything else either builds up to it or flows 
on from it — and yet, when it is brought into the foreground to the 
exclusion of all else, the murderer cannot abide it and grant it the 
attention that he otherwise insists it deserves. What are we to make 
of this man who defines and champions himself as a murderer but 
fails to describe the very moment at which he became one? What 
are we to make of the dissonance between the pride he expresses 
when he discusses his crime in the abstract sense and the silence 
that consumes him when he discusses it as an actual event? 

“[One] advantage of a monologue of this sort is a gain in iro-
ny,” writes Charles Clerc, explaining what he sees as Welty‟s means 
of advancing her purpose in this story: Welty uses irony to undercut 
the murderer by allowing her readers to “discern the discrepancy 
between what [we are] told by the [murderer] and what actually ex-
ists” (391). No doubt that is how irony works, but the real discre-
pancy in this story is different to the discrepancy Clerc describes and 
therefore produces a different effect. The discrepancy here is not a 
discrepancy between what the murderer says and what the reader 
can see, but is firstly a discrepancy between what the murderer says 
and what he cannot say, and secondly a discrepancy between the 
reader‟s awareness of what the murderer cannot say and the mur-
derer‟s lack of such awareness. This second discrepancy is what, in 
my view, disrupts the possibility of fully empathising with the mur-
derer. When we, as readers, are able to discern within the murderer 
a characteristic failure that he is unable to equally perceive, we are 
effectively elevated to a position of superiority over him insofar as 
we know something about him that he does not know about him-
self, and that elevation destabilises the equilibrium between reader 
and murderer that would be necessary for the forging of a properly 
empathic connection. The first discrepancy, however, is what opens 
the possibility of sympathising with the murderer — a possibility 
made all the more stark when the possibility of empathy is disrupt-
ed. By foregrounding the failure of the murderer to express remorse 
for his crime even though he demonstrably suffers it, the discrepan-
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cy between what he says and what he cannot say renders him a man 
not in control of his own faculties despite his proud insistence, in 
the wake of the murder, that he committed the crime exactly as he 
had intended. In short, this discrepancy leaves him unwilling to ad-
mit to the full reality of his situation, and — worse — unable to 
acknowledge his unwillingness to make that admission. His behav-
iour, then, is ultimately self-delusional, and therefore, in my view, 
deserving of the sympathy of those who can see it for what it is in a 
way that the man himself cannot and likely never will. 

Just because the murderer fails to express his remorse does not 
mean that he fails to suffer it: as above, it comes through in his ac-
tions when he deliberately drops his weapon at the murder scene 
and invites the police to apprehend him; it comes through in his 
compulsive articulation of a confessional monologue that betrays a 
retrospective identification with his victim; and it comes through in 
his ultimate inability to detail his direct involvement in the very 
murder that his monologue is about. Still, the intensity of his racially-
motivated hatred renders him powerless to express himself when he 
is struck by a remorse that he clearly never expected, leaving him 
only to let flow the hateful words that comprise his vocabulary in an 
attempt to avoid being at a loss for words altogether. Therein lies 
the artistry of this story. The layering of text upon subtext, the pre-
dominance of embittered words that conceal a more telling lack of 
words, the murderer‟s attempt to explain his actions using a vocabu-
lary so insufficient for that purpose that the truer explanation res-
ides in the spaces between the words he actually speaks — all this is 
sharply distinct from the historical socio-political salience of this 
story, so that to focus on it is to be faced with possibilities that are 
not presented to us in a strict historical and socio-political reading. 
Into those inarticulate spaces we can extend our sympathy for this 
man, for those spaces alone allow us to see how the ideology that 
empowers him to claim the life of his victim also erodes his own 
humanity — against his will, beyond his comprehension, and even 
without his awareness. It remains true, of course, that we are under 
no obligation to actually fill those spaces and extend our sympathy 
to the murderer: we may find his crime utterly unforgivable and 
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hold our sympathy in reserve. But, simply by opening those spaces, 
Eudora Welty enables us to fill them and thus implicitly challenges us 
to do so, asking us to ask ourselves whether or not we are up to the 
task. That is, I think, her purpose in this story — but we can only 
discern that purpose when we turn away from the historical and 
socio-political aspects of the story and look instead to the words on 
the page and what lies beneath them. 
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