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Our paper focuses on the concept, coined by Wayne C. Booth, of the "implied 
author", which became one of the most successful, though from the outset most 
controversial, notions in twentieth-century literary studies. The impetus for our 
discussion of the "implied author" comes not only from the ambiguity of the 
concept itself, but also from the dissatisfaction of critics with it and the various 
proposals for jettisoning or replacing it.  

Since it seems to us that proposals for abandoning or replacing the 
concept of the "implied author" can scarcely be successful if they ignore the 
relevant context of problems, we shall begin by briefly reconstructing the 
intellectual framework within which the concept was first shaped and defined. 
The second part of our paper looks at the response of literary critics to the 
concept, using selected examples of its academic reception. A classification of 
the reception types provides an indication of the purposes served by a concept 
such as the "implied author" and the contexts in which it is needed. Finally, we 
set out proposals for replacing the concept in two of these contexts – 
"description" and "interpretation". 
 
 

1. 
 
In his discussion of Gérard Genette's Narrative Discourse1, Wayne C. Booth 
uses the example of Proust to distinguish between two different 'program 
languages',2 or, as he puts it, "two kinds of rhetorical drive": 
 

[...] the effort at a descriptive poetics, calling to our attention everything 
one can find in Proust’s work, whether Proust can in any sense be said to 
have intended it; and the effort to do a normative rhetoric, finding and 
evaluating everything in Proust’s work that works.3 
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Booth has never made a secret of his support for a normative rhetoric. The 
further significance of the above distinction between "descriptive poetics" and 
"normative poetics", which he sometimes contrasts as "sciences of fiction" and 
"rhetorics of fiction"4, may possibly be clarified by the following historical sketch, 
locating Booth's work and theoretical position in the context of the neo-
Aristotelian Chicago School of literary critics.5 

In the mid-1930s, citing Aristotle’s Poetics and other Aristotelian writings, 
the Chicago Critics called for a fundamental reorientation of literary studies. 
Following the path outlined in Ronald S. Crane's programmatic essay "History 
Versus Criticism in the Study of Literature"6, they urged their colleagues to 
abandon historical and biographical approaches and the study of taste, and to 
focus instead on the literary work of art as a rhetorically structured whole. This 
was a shift of perspective on approximately the same lines as that called for by 
the New Critics. Apart from certain assumptions about the structured nature of 
the literary work, the distinctive feature of the Chicago critics vis-à-vis the latter 
school was their rhetorical orientation, with its insistence on viewing the literary 
text as a form of communication between writer and reader. However, the first 
generation of Chicago critics concentrated on the text itself, paying scant 
attention to the author and reader or to the concepts of intention and effect.7 

This changed radically with the second generation of Chicago critics, 
whose internationally best-known representative was and is Wayne C. Booth. 
Booth, who grew up in a Mormon community in Utah and briefly served as a 
missionary8, began his academic career as a loyal follower of the Chicago 
School9; however, as he emphasized once more in 1995, his academic work, 
too, always had a basic ethical orientation: 
 

My most overt missionary work, from the time when I was literally a 
missionary for the Mormon church on, has largely been centered, [...] on 
how persons, characters, and selves, real or literary, are made and 
improved or debased by rhetoric. In the hierarchy of goods served or 
harmed by rhetoric, the quality of rhetors and their hearers has indeed 
been my center.10 

 
Historians of literary studies agree that Booth’s seminal work, The Rhetoric of 
Fiction, is characterized by this same ethical impulse, to which he also 
remained faithful later.11 However, controversy still surrounds the question 
whether this book exploded the program of the neo-Aristotelian Chicago 
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School12 or merely expanded it to the point inherent in its original conception – 
Booth himself is of the latter opinion.13 In the context of New Criticism, fenced 
about with prohibitions and hardened dogmas, the prospects for an ethically 
oriented14 rhetorical analysis of literary character, plot and narrative strategy 
were extremely poor. In 1968, Booth wrote: 
 

A generation had come to accept without thinking that a true 'poem' 
(including fiction) should not mean but be. With the author ruled out under 
the 'intentional fallacy' and the audience ruled out under the 'affective 
fallacy', with the world of ideas and beliefs ruled out under the 'didactic 
heresy' and with narrative interest ruled out under the 'heresy of plot' some 
doctrines of autonomy had become so desiccated that only verbal and 
symbolic interrelationships remained.15 

 
From everything we know, it would appear that, at the time of conceiving The 
Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth was convinced, on the one hand, of the "intentional 
fallacy"16 – a dogma still in wide circulation today, despite the fundamental 
criticisms to which it has been subjected17 – but on the other hand clung to the 
idea that literary works constituted intentionally structured normative worlds 
which were accessible to ethical criticism. The concept of the "implied author" 
seems to have played a key part in reconciling these two ideas. The concept 
enabled Booth to carry on believing that he could interpret and criticize the 
normative worlds of literary works without stepping beyond the limits of the text 
and falling victim to a "fallacy". Thus the "implied author" was a compromise 
solution, allowing Booth to maintain his ethical viewpoint, but at the expense of 
theoretical clarity. The concept was unclear from the outset, since it embraced 
both descriptive and interpretative aspects for the purpose of defining the 
normative orientation of texts: plot, character and narrative structures were 
described, but their specifically "intended" nature was determined with the help 
of interpretations. Although Booth always represented these interpretations as 
the results of "intrinsic" textual observations, they made so much use of external 
material that he soon acquired the reputation of a covert or even overt 
intentionalist.18 In the afterword to the second edition, Booth himself admitted 
that he had only stated his position in The Rhetoric of Fiction implicitly, which 
had led to misunderstandings19; however, he has never published a 
comprehensively revised version of the book20.  
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2. 

 
After this outline of the context of problems in which the idea of the "implied 
author" emerged, we shall now look at the subsequent reception of the concept 
by literary critics. Obviously, our approach has to be selective, focusing on the 
major contributions to the discussion on the concept, since it would be 
impossible to consider the entire range of responses.21 Nor do we propose to 
trace the history of the debate on the "implied author"; instead, we have tried to 
classify the types of response systematically.22 Analyzing the main documents 
in the reception of the concept, we find that much of the discussion takes place 
in two contexts of problems – in connection with description, on the one hand, 
and with interpretation, on the other.  
 Within the context of interpretation, two sub-classes have to be 
distinguished. The first of these is mainly concerned with the problems of 
interpreting literary texts: Booth's concept is not discussed as a category of 
narrative theory, but in terms of its uses in connection with a theory of 
interpretation. The contributions of this type generally characterize and criticize 
the notion of the "implied author" against the background of the authors' own 
convictions and assumptions about the theory of interpretation, describing the 
concept as theoretically problematic and/or empirically flawed; more 
sophisticated reconstructions of the concept are seldom encountered.23 
 By far the largest number of reception documents is found in the second 
sub-class of this type of reception. Here, too, Booth's concept is discussed in 
the context of the problems of interpretation; however, the aim is not to evaluate 
it from a theoretical point of view, but to assess its concrete function in the 
practice of interpretation, for which it is assumed in principle to be suited. The 
members of this class place different demands on the description which is to 
precede the interpretation of the text, but they agree that the concept of the 
implied author offers an ideal way of bringing description and interpretation 
together. Modifications of the concept are often suggested which generally boil 
down to two suggestions for a future, more precise use: on the one hand, the 
implied author of a text is to be understood as the nexus of values and norms in 
the textual world24; on the other, the concept is taken to denote the strategy 
underlying the selection and ordering of the elements of narrative texts.25 
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Placing the emphasis on these aspects of the "implied author", the concept is 
defended against a number of uses suggested by Booth's term, which is 
generally seen as ill-chosen.26 Thus, the implied author is expressly defined as 
a semantic quantity, a concept constructed by the reader on the basis of textual 
features27; it is characterized as "voiceless and silent"28 and therefore 
fundamentally distinct from the fictional narrator or speaker. The attempt to 
define the concept often ends with Booth's own suggestion that it would be 
preferable to speak of an "inferred" rather than an "implied" author.29 
 The third type of reception criticizes the "implied author" in the context of a 
descriptive narratology. Whereas, in the type of reception discussed above, the 
significance of the concept for a theory of narrative or interpretation generally 
remains unclear30, the explication of the concept found in the third type leads to 
the formulation of a fundamental difference between Booth's idea and the 
concepts of narratology. The exponents of this reception type argue that, 
whereas narrative theory provides a set of instruments for describing texts31, 
the "implied author" is only relevant for the purpose of interpretation; the 
phenomena subsumed under this concept – i.e., broadly speaking, the 
normative order of the fictional world of a narrative text – can only be derived 
from a description of the text and only in connection with an interpretation of it.32 
According to this view, while the description of a text is a basic requirement for 
interpreting it, interpretation does not necessarily follow from description. The 
"implied author" is not criticized per se; the point is rather that narratology, as a 
genre-specific descriptive language, has no place for a concept seen as 
encompassing the "'norms' of the text"33 or even "the totality of meaning that 
can be inferred from a text".34 This is the line taken by Genette: "[N]arratology 
has no need to go beyond the narrative situation, and the two agents 'implied 
author' and 'implied reader' are clearly situated in that beyond"35. Although the 
advocates of a descriptive narratology do not wish to dispense with the notion 
of the "implied author", they suggest giving it a name that accords more closely 
with its theoretical status36; Mieke Bal, for example, suggests quite simply that it 
would be better "to speak of the interpretation, or the overall meaning of the 
text"37. 
 
 

3. 

 5



 
Our brief examination of the reception of Booth's "implied author" has shown 
that the concept is discussed in connection with two main sets of problems: 
those of description and those of interpretation. We have characterized these 
contexts of problems according to the authors' own descriptions of their ideas 
and aims; the theories and methodologies used within the individual reception 
documents have been left out of account.  
 In most of the reception documents, the concept of the "implied author" is 
used for purposes of interpretation, although the interpretive passages are often 
preceded by extensive narratological descriptions. In a minority of the 
documents, the concept is discussed only in the context of a descriptive 
narratology which remains uninterested in the concept and cannot find a use for 
it. 
 Our concluding proposal for a way of using the concept refers to its use in 
the above-mentioned contexts of problems relating to description and 
interpretation. Of course, simply taking these contexts as they stand, without 
further examination, is itself problematic, given the lack of a serious ongoing 
discussion on the definition of "interpretation" and "description", let alone a 
consensus as to their meaning.38 The basing of our own proposal on these 
contexts of problems is only possible because the previous commentators who 
have talked about the "implied author" all appear to have definite, if unclearly 
stated, ideas about what they want to achieve in using the term.  
 The proposal itself can be stated very briefly. For the context of 
description, the concept of the "implied author" clearly has to be abandoned, 
since there is no place for it – as we have seen – in a descriptive narratology. 
 For the context of interpretation, the use of the concept poses greater 
problems, for the following reasons. All the commentators in this group seek to 
use the concept of the "implied author" for interpretive purposes; however, 
many of them also supplement their interpretation with detailed narratological 
descriptions, and not only fail to indicate the transition from description to 
interpretation; but also apparently remain unaware of the theoretical status of 
their work, combining descriptive and interpretive statements. To us, it seems 
that the popularity of the "implied author" in the practice of literary interpretation 
stems in large measure from the fact that it offers an excellent means of blurring 
the dividing line between description and interpretation, so that the latter 
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appears to follow seamlessly from the former – with no need for interpreters to 
select a particular conception of meaning and state the reasons for their choice. 
Those who employ the concept in this way will be unwilling to accept a proposal 
which would oblige them to acknowledge that their own interpretive practice is 
flawed.  
 However, for the context of interpretation, we would like to make two 
modest proposals. One way of remedying the deficiencies outlined above would 
consist in simply replacing the "implied author" by the "author". This would limit 
the user to an intentionalist conception of meaning, but not to a particular 
interpretive methodology, or to a specific type of documentary evidence or set 
of aesthetic assumptions.39 If the latter aspects of the theory of interpretation 
were specified more exactly, it would be possible also to consider some of the 
further intuitions associated with the concept of the "implied author" – for 
example, by stressing the methodological requirement that preference be given 
to "intrinsic" versus "extrinsic" textual evidence for the purpose of interpretation. 
Objections to replacing the concept of the "implied author" by that of the 
"author" are to be expected from those who uphold the idea of the "intentional 
fallacy". However, these objections would have to be articulated at the higher 
level of sophistication seen in recent work on the subject, and it is likely that the 
theoretical problems of an intentionalist conception of meaning are no more 
serious, at least, than those posed by the theoretically and methodologically 
careless use of the concept of the "implied author".  
 Finally, those users of the concept of the "implied author" who 
nevertheless wish to cling to a non-intentionalist conception of meaning should 
be required to examine or at least indicate the consequences of this choice for 
their conception of meaning and interpretation. Here, it would be advisable, as a 
first step, to adopt a different term, involving less risk of confusion with an 
intentionalist conception of meaning. Secondly, the users of the concept should 
give at least a broad indication of what such a conception of meaning – 
relabelled as "textual intention" or "narrative strategy" to avoid 
misunderstandings – might look like. For example, they would have to specify 
the "lexicon" to be used in determining the meaning of the elements of a text, 
and to state the assumptions governing the transition from the description of 
those elements to the determining of the textual intention. To critics of concepts 
such as "textual intention", this would also demonstrate how a non-intentionalist 
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conception of meaning can limit interpretive ascriptions of meaning, both in 
general40 and in relation to intentionalist conceptions of interpretation41. 
 Neither of the two proposals for replacing Booth’s concept preserves its 
original meaning. However, in view of the concept’s genesis and previous use, 
as reconstructed above, we feel there would be little point in trying to find a 
replacement which conserves its full range of meaning; instead, with a concept 
such as the "implied author", it is clearly preferable to explicate and clarify the 
main aspects and underlying intentions of the idea and its various uses. The 
first proposal therefore focuses on the intentionalist content of the "implied 
author" and aims to ground it in an appropriate conception of meaning and a 
conception of interpretation specifically tailored to the latter; such an approach 
would probably correspond most closely to Booth’s own uses and subsequent 
explanations of the concept. The second proposal emphasizes the non-
intentionalist aspects of the "implied author"; but necessitates a whole series of 
supplementary conceptional explanations.  
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