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Dialogue Tags

John hissed. Melanie screeched. Jane bellowed. These are all examples of dialogue tags that call attention to themselves, which is the opposite of what a dialogue tag should do. 

What is a dialogue tag? 

A dialogue tag is the phrase that goes next to a line of dialogue to indicate who was speaking. For example: 

I said I’d been through it on the train a few times but that I didn’t really know it. I offered her a piece of cinnamon toast. 


“No, thank you,” she said. “I eat like a bird, actually.”





           —from J.D. Salinger’s “For Esme—with Love and Squalor”

Both the narrator and Esmé are given dialogue tags to indicate who is speaking. In this example, the tag happens to be ‘said.’ The underlines have been added for emphasis. 

What’s wrong with other dialogue tags? I’ve seen published stories use them. 

There are a number of reasons to avoid dialogue tags such as ‘hissed’, ‘yelled’, and ‘whispered.’ First of all, they call attention to themselves. Readers will gloss over ‘he said’ and ‘she said’ as if they were not there. They are used to seeing those terms. Others will draw attention away from the dialogue, which should be the main focus. Another reason is that they intimate an emotion. What ‘he yelled’ is actually doing is taking some of the responsibility away from the dialogue. The dialogue should be written so that it is clear the person is not speaking in a normal tone, or it should be indicated after. For example, look at the following excerpt from Hemingway’s “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber.” 

“If you make a scene I’ll leave you, darling,” Margot said quietly.


“No, you won’t.”


“You can try it and see.”


“You won’t leave me.”


“No,” she said. “I won’t leave you and you’ll behave yourself.”


“Behave myself? That’s a way to talk. Behave myself.”


“Yes. Behave yourself.”


“Why don’t you try behaving?”


“I’ve tried it so long. So very long.”


“I hate that red-faced swine,” Macomber said. “I loathe the sight of him.”


“He’s really very nice.”


“Oh, shut up,” Macomber almost shouted.


It is clear after the first few lines that the moment is charged. The dialogue defines how it should be read by the context. The story also uses italics to add emphasis. Whatever method you choose to use, be sure that it allows the dialogue to speak for itself.

