JLT 2018; 12(1): 171–192

Szu-Yen Lin

Beardsley and the Implied Author
https://doi.org/10.1515/jlt-2018-0010

Abstract: Some theorists on literary interpretation have suggested a connection
between Monroe C. Beardsley’s anti-intentionalism and hypothetical intentionalism based on an implied author. However, a full exploration has never been
attempted. I undertake this task in this paper. A close reading of Beardsley reveals
that he assumes something very similar to the implied author in interpretation. I
distinguish five types of fictional works in terms of their narrative mode and show
that my claim stands in at least four of the five types. The significance of my
argument lies in exposing the above version of authorism in anti-intentionalism.
Beardsley is generally perceived as advocating the irrelevance of authorial
intention to literary interpretation. The common interpretation of his theory is
that work-meaning is generated by linguistic conventions, with intention playing
no role in meaning-determination. All the interpreter needs is knowledge of
public, linguistic conventions in order to recover textual meaning.
Nevertheless, when dealing with the problem of interpretation, Beardsley
explicitly talks about attributing textual meaning to a fictional speaker. Although
he does not elaborate on the nature of this speaker, clues scattered in his writings
point to the striking similarity of this theoretical apparatus to an implied author.
The key lies in his presumption that every fictional work must have an ultimate
speaker to whom meaning inferred from the text should be attributed. This claim
is almost the core of an implied author theory of interpretation.
A difficulty in classifying Beardsley’s view as a version of the implied author
position is that his characterization of the story’s presenter might apply better to
the story’s narrator than to its implied author. To test this, I examine different
types of narrative modes to see whether the fictional speaker merges with the
implied author in each of these scenarios.
The first factor to consider for classifying narrative modes is whether the
narrator’s presence is explicit or implicit. The narrative scenario in which the
narrator is implicit can be further divided into two sub-types: either the story is
told from an omniscient viewpoint or centers on the experience of a third-person
character. In either case, the story is not told by any of the characters in the story;
rather, it is told by an implicit speaker whose words the work purports to be. It
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seems reasonable to identify this fictional speaker with the implied author, for
both function as the subject to which textual meaning is attributed.
As for the narrative mode in which the narrator is explicit, this involves firstperson narratives. In these, either the narrator is reliable or unreliable. When the
narrator is unreliable, a transcendental perspective is required in determining the
text’s meaning, because what is said ultimately in the work is not equivalent to
what is literally said by the unreliable narrator. It follows that an implicit speaker
has to be assumed and she again coincides with the implied author.
Where the narrator is reliable but textual meaning transcends what is literally
expressed, an implicit speaker is at play again. This narrative scenario is thus
better classified as a case in which the narrator’s presence is implicit. This leaves
us with the narrative scenario in which the narrator is a reliable spokesperson for
the implied author.
The identification of the narrator with the implied author in the case last
mentioned is controversial. The crucial difference between them is that the former
is dramatized in the story while the latter is not. I accept that the narrator here is
not happily called an implied author, though I also point out several similarities
between the two.
Finally, I discuss four complications to my argument. The first concerns multiple points of view in a story. To accommodate this kind of narrative, Beardsley
could argue that an implicit narrator is needed to explain the definite meaning
concealed behind what is literally said by different characters. The second complication is about the ontological status accorded to the narrator and the implied
author. It might be objected that the two reside in different fictional worlds and this
is what makes their merging impossible. But it is questionable whether this is a
definitional feature of the implied author; moreover, the interpreter can take the
implied author to be an instrumentalist concept and hence avoid talk about the
ontological status of fictional entities. The third complication claims that versions
of the implied author position developed by philosophers tend to be based on a
contextualist ontology of literature; however, Beardsley’s account is acontextual.
This is not true, for Beardsley has exhibited contextualist leanings in his writings.
Finally, it has been objected that the formalist resources Beardsley has are not
enough to guarantee a single right interpretation. But if Beardsley is actually a
contextualist, contextual constraints will come into play and raise the chance of
getting a single right interpretation.
The article concludes by reflecting on the significance of the misrepresentation of anti-intentionalism: it is the intention of the actual author which antiintentionalism is against. The position in question is actually developed in an
intentionalist framework based on the implied author.
Keywords: Monroe C. Beardsley, implied author, narrator
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1 Introduction
Anti-intentionalism, represented by Monroe C. Beardsley, is allegedly the first
position to emerge in the perennial debate on literary interpretation in the
analytic tradition (Carroll 2013, 8). As its label suggests, Beardsley’s position is
in stark contrast to intentionalism, the view that authorial intention is central to
interpretation. As the debate proceeds, intentionalism has evolved into different
versions and become an umbrella term.
The initial version of intentionalism against which Beardsley acted was actual
intentionalism, in contrast to a later version dubbed hypothetical intentionalism.
The main disagreement between the two positions is whether the best hypothesis
about the actual author’s intention determines the meaning the interpreter should
seek even when the hypothesis is proved wrong.1 Because of this insistence on
hypotheses, some philosophers, such as Robert Stecker, take the disagreement here
as over the mode of intention: whether the interpreter should target the actual or
hypothesized intention of the actual author (Stecker 2010, 158).2
A variation of intentionalism has been developed by those who want to distance
interpretation more from the actual author. They borrow the concept of the implied
author from literary critic Wayne Booth and claim that what is relevant in interpretation is the intention of the implied author who is to be constructed by the reader.
Most analytic philosophers label this position hypothetical intentionalism because it
involves attributing intentions to a hypothetical agent. However, since a construction
is not something to be confirmed or disconfirmed, »hypothetical« might not be an
accurate wording. It is appealing to treat the present position as a stand-alone
version of intentionalism.3 Whichever way it is labelled, the debating point here is
arguably about whether the intention concerned belongs to the actual author or to
the constructed author. How this version of intentionalism is classified will not affect
my argument in this paper; it is a book-keeping decision I leave for the reader to
decide. What matters here is the position’s status as a version of intentionalism.
By contrast, Beardsley, probably the most well-known anti-intentionalist, is
typically represented by both his followers and critics as rejecting any sort of

1 For classical actual intentionalism, cf. Hirsch 1967; for the early account of hypothetical
intentionalism, cf. Tolhurst 1979; for the recent defence of hypothetical intentionalism, cf.
Levinson 2006, 302–311, and 2016, 146–162.
2 Note that whether Stecker’s construal is correct or not is irrelevant to my purpose in this paper.
3 Philosophers who classify this position as hypothetical intentionalism include, but are not
limited to, Carroll 2000, Irvin 2006, Stecker 2010, and Davies 2007. Philosophers who treat the
said position as a stand-alone version of intentionalism include, for example, Gaut 1993,
Livingston 2005a, and Spoerhase 2007.
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intentionalist analysis with respect to meaning and interpretation, as we shall
soon see.4 I will argue that this is not entirely correct. A close reading of Beardsley
reveals that his view, to a substantial degree, is close to the version of intentionalism based on the implied author. Such being the case, it may be inadequate to
treat his position as the absolute anti-intentionalism typically attributed to him in
the literature.
This paper is structured as follows: Section 2 offers a general account of an
interpretation theory based on the implied author. Section 3 is a brief review of
the orthodox interpretation of Beardsley’s anti-intentionalism. In Section 4, I try
to show that in Beardsley’s account something very similar to the implied author
– namely, what he calls the fictional speaker – is already assumed for interpretation, making his position more intention-driven than is generally allowed. Section
5 examines whether my claim holds in different modes of narrative scenarios. I
consider some possible complications with my argument in Section 6 before
concluding the paper.
There are some general points I should make clear before getting started.
First, I will borrow the term coined by Paisley Livingston and call the implied
author position fictionalist intentionalism (Livingston 2005a, 285). There are three
reasons for this. To begin with, if a different name is not used it is often unclear
which version of intentionalism one is talking about. Moreover, the term corresponds to how Beardsley predicates the assumed agent in question. Lastly, I
suspect the term is borrowed from fictionalism in metaphysics and refers to the
view that utility, rather than truth, is the norm for accepting a region of discourse
(Kroon 2011).5 In this case, the discourse concerned is author-talk. Then, the term
rightly draws attention to the instrumentalist motivation which the advocates of
the present position might have entertained.
Second, the term »meaning« will be loosely construed as including »the
events, characterizations, and situations figuring in the story conveyed by a novel,
play, film, or other narrative work, as well as the emotions, attitudes, and themes
expressed by any work of art«. (Livingston 2005b, 138; cf. Tolhurst 1979, 14, and
Stecker 2003, 55). For example, people might dispute about whether there is an
anti-war attitude expressed in a work, or about whether a work conveys the theme

4 There has been a debate about whether Beardsley acknowledges successfully realized intention in the work. If the answer is positive then it seems that he at least accepts the relevance of
successful intention. I will ignore this point since Beardsley never discusses it again after its first
mention in Wimsatt/Beardsley 1946, 469. For a comprehensive discussion cf. Lyas 1992. For a
recent debate on this point cf. Carroll 2013, 8sq., Davies 2014, 13sq., and Carroll 2014, 39.
5 For a famous early account of fictionalism, cf. Vaihinger 1924. For a discussion on Vaihinger’s
view, cf. Fine 1993.
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that wealth corrupts. Interpretation, typically understood as the search for meaning, will accordingly be construed as targeting »meaning« broadly defined here.
This move is suitable in the context of literature and art, since the said features are
typically what would interest a critic, and is probably what motivates Noël Carroll’s
recent suggestion that intentionalism might be better labelled mentalism (Carroll
2011, 120sq.). For convenience, I will stick to the term »intentionalism« and hence
use the term »intention« in a very broad way to cover the said set of features.
Nonetheless, the reader should keep Carroll’s suggestion in mind throughout.
Finally, the aim of this paper is not to adjudicate between anti-intentionalism
and fictionalist intentionalism; therefore, defense of or objection to either position is out of place here, unless importantly related to my argument.

2 The Implied Author
Let us begin with a brief summation of the implied author theory. Inspired by Wayne
Booth’s account of the implied author (Booth 1983), some philosophers of art have
developed similar theories of interpretation (Currie 1990; Nathan 1992; Nehamas
2002; Walton 2008, 221–248). Though all of them appeal to the implied author, they
have subtle differences and sometimes incompatible features. Below I attempt a
general account and try to capture the common ground in all versions of the theory.
Simply put, the implied author is the author implied by textual features – how
we make out the author based on what a fictional text offers.6 It is common
experience that when reading a story, we form judgements about the attitudes,
feelings, views, or personality traits expressed in it. This set of psychological
features, which can be captured by »meaning« broadly construed as suggested
earlier, is derived from our close reading of the text and forms an author-image,
so to speak. However, this author-image does not always coincide with what we
know about the actual author, because (1) the author can put on a persona in her
writing; (2) the author might fail to carry out her writing plans and the text could
end up presenting something else; (3) there are almost always bound to be
features the author is unaware of in a text.
Those who support the implied author concept (call them fictional intentionalist) tend to sympathize with anti-intentionalism (Booth 1974, 11; Currie 1990,

6 Philosophers have been meticulous in distinguishing work from text. The former refers to a
text understood in the context of its production, in contrast to an isolated string of words. Since
this distinction in the main does not affect my task in this paper, I will draw it only when
necessary. Cf. Currie 1991, and Shusterman 2009.
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109–111; Nathan 1992; Walton 2008, 235). The gap between what the text shows
the author to be and what the author actually is bears similar theoretical
significance to the so-called intentional fallacy, which states that appeal to
external evidence of authorial intent does not logically establish what is objectively present in the text. The fictional intentionalist agrees with the anti-intentionalist that the text, rather than the real author, should be our primary object of
attention in criticism. In addition, however, the fictional intentionalist advocates
preserving talk of the author in criticism. And this is where the two part company.
Specifically, the fictional intentionalist makes the move of postulating an
author character responsible for the meaning inferred from the text. The postulated author is often said to be fictional, because it is a non-existent or makebelieve figure constructed by the reader out of textual features. Such a move does
not seem to be adopted by the anti-intentionalist.

3 Classical Anti-Intentionalism
The core tenet of anti-intentionalism is semantic autonomy, which affirms that a
literary work is a self-contained linguistic entity, the meaning of which is
generated by the words used to form the text, not by some force outside it that
controls what it means (Beardsley 1970, 24). But how do words generate meaning?
According to the anti-intentionalist, it is linguistic conventions that do the trick.
Take poetry for example: »[meaning] is discovered through the semantics and
syntax of a poem, through our habitual knowledge of the language, through
grammars, dictionaries, and all the literature which is the source of dictionaries
[…]« (Wimsatt/Beardsley 1946, 477). Because of this, anti-intentionalism is sometimes called conventionalism.
In other words, to discover the meaning of a work, our direct evidence is the
text understood through linguistic conventions. Extratextual information, such as
the author’s biography, is at best indirect evidence for meaning and is unreliable
(Beardsley 1981a, 19sq.). Appeal to external (extratextual) evidence thus commits
the intentional fallacy.
With these points in mind, it is natural for Beardsley to advise against the
temptation to identify the dramatic speaker in a work with the author. This temptation is strongest in the case of first-person lyrics. The reader in this case is tempted to
associate extratextual information about the author’s psychology with that of the
persona in the poem. However, as suggested, inferences from authors to works are
inductive or probabilistic, and serve only as unreliable indications of work-meaning. To know anything about the speaker, the best way is still to focus on the internal
evidence – the text itself – and see what the text has to say about her.
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Beardsley at a later point strengthens the anti-intentionalist position by arguing that
fictional works, including lyric poems in particular, are essentially representations
(in this case, imitations) of illocutionary acts. Meaning here is alternatively defined
as a text’s potential for being used to perform a certain illocutionary act. For any
given fictional work, there are bound to be marks of fictionality that remove the
illocutionary force carried with it, and the work hence results in the author’s
representation of an illocutionary act. Fiction-writing is better seen as a practice
where authors represent different illocutionary acts performed by fictional speakers.
Convention is again invoked to determine what is represented, since what is
represented in an act is solely a matter of what people habitually or conventionally
take it to be (Beardsley 1970, 38–61; 1973; 1978; 1981b; 1982).
In sum, Beardsley seems to argue for a theory of meaning and interpretation
in which talk of the author is irrelevant. The author is relevant only when the critic
studies the work from the historical point of view – that is, when she is interested
in the psychological states of the author in their own right.
It is very important to note that the anti-intentionalist analysis of meaning and
interpretation described above does not seem to mobilize what Gregory Currie calls
I-meaning (intentional meaning). Rather, it is C-meaning (conventional meaning)
that figures in the story told by the anti-intentionalist, as suggested by the label
»conventionalism«. (For a detailed discussion of these two kinds of meaning, cf.
Currie 1990, 111–116.) This depersonalized characterization becomes standard in
many survey articles on interpretation. (See, for example, Livingston 2005, 141;
Stecker 2013, 315sq.; Carroll 2016, 305–307.)7 On one occasion, it is explicitly held
that anti-intentionalism »assigns meaning without considering the author’s semantic intention, whether actual or hypothetical« (Irvin 2006, 120sq.).8
Now, some may have already noticed that the anti-intentionalist does impute
meaning inferred from the text to some agent of intentionality. After all, Beardsley
does talk about the dramatic or fictional speaker to whom we should ascribe
meaning. Nevertheless, the reason why philosophers normally do not see Beardsley as a fictional intentionalist is, I suspect, that the speaker he talks about is a
narrator, typically a story character, therefore not an implied author per se.
But things get complicated here. The term fictional speaker, and another term
implicit speaker used by Beardsley elsewhere, may well be referring to nothing

7 The same holds with the value-maximizing theory, a variation on anti-intentionalism. Cf.
Davies 2007, 151. Davies, however, accepts the author’s categorial intention, which determines
the category of her work.
8 Note that Irvin and Carroll agree that anti-intentionalism could accommodate virtual intentions, as noted at the end of this section.
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less than the implied author. (For the former, cf. Beardsley 1970, 38–61 and 1981b;
for the latter, cf. 1981a, 238.) If it can be shown that the fictional speaker Beardsley
has in mind is similar to the implied author, there is really not much of a
distinction to be drawn between anti-intentionalism and fictionalist intentionalism. Though some theorists have suggested this connection, there is no full
elaboration and a detailed account is yet to be worked out (Dowling 1985; Carroll
1992, 103–109; Levinson 1995, 189; Irvin 2006, 124; Kindt/Müller 2006, 162–167;
Lamarque 2009).9 It is to this task that I now turn.

4 The Fictional Speaker and the Implied Author
In their famous article »The Intentional Fallacy« Wimsatt and Beardsley write:
The meaning of a poem may certainly be a personal one, in the sense that a poem expresses
a personality or state of soul rather than a physical object like an apple. But even a short
lyric poem is dramatic, the response of a speaker (no matter how abstractly conceived) to a
situation (no matter how universalized). We ought to impute the thoughts and attitudes of
the poem immediately to the dramatic speaker, and if to the author at all, only by a
biographical act of inference. (Wimsatt/Beardsley 1946, 470, emphasis original)

This key but forgotten passage is almost a general account of fictionalist intentionalism: it states roughly that we should ascribe meaning reflected in a literary
text to a fictional speaker instead of to the real author. But there are some unclear
points to be clarified in the passage before the verdict is fully justified.
First, as already said, »meaning« is construed very broadly here. The quoted
passage seems to suggest that the term could be extended from its narrow use to
refer to any mental features involving intentionality: attitudes toward, thoughts
on, beliefs about, etc. According to the anti-intentionalist stricture developed in
Beardsley’s Aesthetics, a critic doing non-intentionalistic criticism should always
be careful to not use the subject terms »artist« (or author) and »work« indiscriminately (Beardsley 1981a, 27sq.). When referring to the anti-war attitude detected in
a work, the critic should say »the work expresses an anti-war attitude« instead of
»the author expresses an anti-war attitude«. Alternatively, as the quoted passage
indicates, the relevant attitude can be attributed to the speaker in the work;
therefore, it is harmless to say the speaker in question expresses such an attitude.

9 Among the above authors only Kindt and Müller reject this possible reading of Beardsley,
which will be discussed in section 6.
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Some might doubt how the broad use of »meaning« can be accommodated by
Beardsley’s speech act framework. I am not too worried about this problem, as
one can always translate the relevant aspect of meaning into illocutionary
language. For instance, suppose the work conveys the thesis that wealth corrupts.
In Beardsley’s words, the work represents the illocutionary act of asserting that
wealth corrupts. Or, to use the anti-war example again, the work is said to
represent the illocutionary act of opposing wars. Other examples will obtain by
parity of reasoning. This translation deserves more development, but if we accept
Beardsley’s speech act scheme the above proposal should be reasonable.
Second, it will be objected that the claim about attributing meaning to the
speaker cannot be generalized in every case of literature. But this is not so. In
Aesthetics, Beardsley makes it clear that for every literary work there is a speaker
whose words the work purports to be (Beardsley 1981a, 237sq.). When combined
with the first point in the previous paragraph, it is reasonable to say that
Beardsley claims that in every literary work there is meaning in the broad sense
that is to be ascribed to the speaker.
Such being the case, we should not take poetry as a special case, as the word
»poem« in the quoted passage may have suggested. Poetry is just an example,
and the claim is intended to be universal in regard to literature. Nevertheless,
there has been controversy over whether nonfictional works have a fictional
speaker (Currie 2010, 74–76). Beardsley in his later life somewhat limits his antiintentionalist argument to only fictional works, for he concedes that nonfictional
works of literature are genuine illocutions (Beardsley 1978, 174). If a work is a
genuine illocution, it has to be performed by an actual rather than virtual agent.
By contrast, since every fictional work is a representation of an illocutionary act,
its author must be representing the illocutionary act performed by a fictional
speaker. It follows that there is a fictional speaker for every fictional work.
The scope defined here is appropriate, for the implied author is a concept
initially envisaged for the criticism of fictional works. Given that the fictionalist
scheme does not jibe with Beardsley’s view of nonfictional works, from now on I
will thereby confine my discussion to works of fiction. It should be noted that
since Beardsley classifies lyric poetry as fiction, I will follow his stipulation and,
for convenience, treat it very loosely as narratives or stories.
A third point to assess is whether attributing meaning in retrospect to a
fictional utterer counts as fictionalist intentionalism. A first thing to note is that
even some hypothetical intentionalists, such as Saam Trivedi, advocate making
the best hypothesis about work-meaning before attributing it to the author, so as
to deflect worries raised by the involvement of intention in meaning-determination (Trivedi 2015, 718sq.). If it is legitimate for the hypothetical intentionalist to
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make this move, it is hard to see why the fictionalist intentionalist, classified by
many as a version of hypothetical intentionalism, is forbidden to do the same.
Some might still object that the fictional utterer should play a role in meaning-determination; this figure should be the means by which the interpreter works
out a definite meaning. It is true that some fictional intentionalists, like Alexander
Nehamas, talk about having the author-figure and its intention explicitly in mind
when interpreting a work. But this is not always the case. For example, Daniel O.
Nathan, who bases his fictionalist intentionalism on Beardsley’s anti-intentionalism, views the fictional speaker as a background assumption rather than some
»tool« the interpreter uses to dig out work-meaning. To do the latter, the
interpreter does not explicitly appeal to intention but relies on conventions. This
is exactly what Beardsley advocates.
To strengthen my point, in their comprehensive volume on the implied
author, Kindt and Müller write: »[…] the implied author should be understood as
a postulated subject to which aspects of the text are attributed rather than a
sender in the communication process. This standpoint has become a widespread
consensus in discussions of the concept over the years […]« (Kindt/Müller 2006,
158). Though they also note that it is still a topic under debate, the above
characterization is certainly legitimate. And in attributing meaning to an agent
of intentionality, one is already committed to the concept of I-meaning.
The last point now is about the nature of the speaker in the quoted passage. If
Beardsley construes the speaker the way the fictional intentionalist construes the
implied author, it can be established that anti-intentionalism merges into fictionalist intentionalism. But things are not straightforward here. The cited passage
indicates that the speaker can be abstractly conceived, which seems to suggest
that she need not be dramatized in the story. But what is said in the passage
applies to a dramatized speaker as well, for lots of poems (and stories) have
dramatized speakers.
Such being the case, the term implicit speaker, which Beardsley adopted in
Aesthetics, is not appropriate because the speaker’s presence can be explicit. This
is perhaps why he finally shifted to the term fictional speaker in his later writings.
In order not to confuse the reader, I will distinguish the two terms and use the first
term exclusively for a fictional speaker whose presence is implicit, and the second
for a speaker who is fictional but not necessarily implicit.
Below I consider whether Beardsley’s fictional speaker is really an implied
author in different kinds of narrative modes.
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5 Fictional Speaker in Different Narrative Modes
According to Beardsley, the fictional speaker presents herself in two ways: either
as an explicit or implicit narrator of the story. In the former case, the speaker
comes forward as a story character; in the latter case, the speaker stands in the
background, not giving herself away directly. Call the first case the Explicit
Narrator Scenario (ENS), and the second case the Implicit Narrator Scenario
(INS). How we determine whether a given story belongs to ENS or INS will be
affected by the point of view from which the story is told. And this narrative
viewpoint holds the key to the identification of the fictional speaker with the
implied author. Since these two categories, as my discussion unfolds, will divide
into further sub-categories, a diagram listing all of them would be helpful.

Fig. 1: Diagram charting types of narrative voices
(Round dot lines for tentative classifications; square dot lines for re-classifications)

I consider the identification first in INS and then in ENS. Roughly, INS is divided
into two sub-types: Third Person Omniscient (TPO) and Third Person Limited (TPL).
The first refers to the omniscient point of view in the narrative: the story is told in
such a way that the reader has access to every character’s mind; the story is told
from God’s viewpoint, so to speak. TPO is less common in modern fiction but used
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to be a popular narrative mode. For example, many of the classical Chinese novels
such as Journey to the West and Romance of the Three Kingdoms are told from an
omniscient viewpoint. In this kind of case, the narrator stands behind the scenes
and directly reveals the thoughts of the story characters to the reader. Some
theorists agree that in TPO the omniscient narrator and the implied author merge
into one, for there is no difference in inferring the interpretatively relevant features
of the omniscient narrator from inferring those of the implied author, and postulating both would be superfluous. Booth writes: »In so far as a novel does not refer
directly to this [implied] author, there will be no distinction between him and the
implied, undramatized narrator« (Booth 1983, 151; cf. Stecker 1987, 268, and Currie
1990, 123–126). The identification of the two in TPO seems straightforward.
The case of TPL is what Booth calls »center of consciousness«, meaning roughly
that the narrative is limited to the experience of a third-person character (Booth
1983, 153). For example, Agatha Christie’s most famous novel Murder on the Orient
Express is narrated in such a way that most of the time the reader can only see what
the detective Hercule Poirot sees, but it is not told by Poirot. Unlike TPO, in TPL the
reader has access to the mind only of a particular character rather than those of all.
The character in question is like a quasi-narrator in the sense that the reader
experiences only the events this particular person experiences; however, she is not
a narrator proper because the story is not narrated by her or told from her viewpoint.
In this kind of case, if it is believed that there must be a narrator in every fictional
work, the most reasonable move to make here seems to be to posit an implicit
narrator who filters and limits the narrative to a particular point of view, and who
does the storytelling. Thus again, it appears plausible to identify the implicit
narrator with the implied author in TPL for the same reason as in TPO. The alleged
identity in both cases can be challenged, but I believe that it is less controversial.
The said identity in ENS is less straightforward than in INS. An explicit
narrator is the »I« in the story. Whenever we have a first-person narrative, the
narrator is automatically dramatized, meaning that she has set her foot into the
story realm. The degree to which she is dramatized can be low (like the extremely
reticent narrator in the detective novels by S. S. Van Dine), but this does not
change the fact that the narrator presents herself on the stage by calling herself
»I« (Booth 1983, 152). Since the first-person narrator is notoriously unreliable, we
may tentatively divide ENS into two sub-types: First Person Reliable (FPR) and
First Person Unreliable (FPU).
Consider FPU first. When the narrator of a work is unreliable, the meaning of
the work inevitably transcends what the narrator ostensibly says; otherwise the
unreliability will not make sense. The point is, in this case, a transcendental
perspective is called for to explain what is actually reflected in the story. This
requires us to assume a speaker behind the scenes who is responsible for the real
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meaning of the story, who tells the story with the voice of the unreliable narrator.
To my knowledge, Beardsley never considers the case of an unreliable narrator,
but this move seems to be the only way for him to make his account coherent.
Let us utilize Beardsley’s speech act theory of literature to demonstrate the
point I am making. Suppose that we have a first-person narrator N in a story S and
that N, by uttering the text, ostensibly performs an illocutionary act J. However, N
turns out to be unreliable, and the illocutionary act actually performed in S is K
instead of J. K is no doubt not performed by N, and should be attributed to
someone else. It seems that N* is needed for our attribution of K. That is, it is N*
who performs K. Since K is not necessarily the illocutionary act the real author has
in mind when producing S, N* is better seen as a fictional speaker (so the real
author is seen as imitating K performed by N*). That being said, there is not much
of a distinction to be drawn between the implicit narrator N* and the implied
author, since both are an implicit speaker responsible for performing K. The
difference between anti-intentionalism and fictionalist intentionalism in cases of
FPU is, as in earlier cases, next to nothing. The upshot is that FPU is actually a
case of INS. (This is indicated in square dot lines in the diagram.) This leaves the
final type of the four – FPR – to be examined.
When the first-person narrator is reliable, it seems natural to attribute the
meaning inferred from what she utters to her. Unlike what happens in FPU, a
transcendental perspective is not called for in this case. But this simplifies the
matter, as Gregory Currie reminds us:
It is true in the Holmes story that Watson is less intelligent than he thinks he is, but we could
not work this out by inferring that Watson believes himself to be less intelligent than he
thinks he is […]. Some explicit narrators show every sign of being reliable, but this isn’t
something we can count on. What the explicit narrator believes and what is true in the story
can always come apart. (Currie 2010, 124)

There is a temptation to put this kind of case under the category of FPU, but
apparently the unreliability here is of a different kind. For reasons of space, I will
not attempt a detailed analysis of unreliability, but would suggest that a necessary condition for FPU is the real author’s intention to deceive to achieve a plot
effect. But this intention is absent in FPR.10
Such being the case, I will further divide FPR into two types: FPR-T (T for
»transcendental«) and FPR-N (N for »natural«). The first refers to the case in which

10 For an analysis of unreliable narrators and narratives, cf. Currie 2004, 134–152. Cf. also
Köppe/Kindt 2011. Note that the latter article challenges the assumption that every fictional work
has a narrator.
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a transcendental viewpoint is needed to explain what is actually said in the story,
even if the narrator is reliable; the second refers to the case in which no such
viewpoint is called for and all the interpreter needs is the natural perspective in the
story. Again, I presume that Beardsley would not protest against the postulation of
an implicit speaker in FPR-T, a speaker whose presence is not signalled by the use
of »I«; otherwise he would not be able to find for the story a suitable object to which
the right kind of fictional illocutionary act is attributed. This renders FPR-T a case of
INS. (Again, in the diagram I indicate this in square dot lines).
FPR-N appears to be the only case in which a transcendental perspective is
not needed, and thereby the identity of the explicit narrator with the implied
author seems out of place. It is not wise to identify the two in this case, for there is
a fundamental difference between them which is not found in previous cases of
identity: the explicit narrator is not postulated, and her very existence is directly
represented (not in Beardsley’s sense) to the interpreter. The implied author, as
already shown, is an implicit speaker, or an invisible representer. As soon as the
implied author is indicated by the pronoun »I«, she ceases to be implicit and there
is no need for the interpreter to postulate her existence.
Those fictional intentionalists who are interested in talk of fictional worlds
will say this: an implied author is suitably construed as a character residing in a
different story realm from the one in which the explicit narrator exists (Walton
1990, 368–372). Put otherwise, the implied author is not a character in the story
that is to be interpreted. This precludes the merging of the two. If this point is
pressed it could also be a problem for the merging in INS (TPO, TPL, FPU and FPRT), because the implied author resides in a different fictional realm from that of
the implicit narrator. But this does not seem to trouble those who suggest the
merging. I will address this worry in more detail in the section to follow. Let us
grant the merging in INS for now and concentrate on the case of FPR-N.
I agree that the said distinction is substantial from the metaphysical point of
view. However, a thought-provoking question we can ask is how similar the explicit
narrator is to the implied author. Note that FPR-N is the only case where the implied
author’s perspective is the same as that of the explicit narrator. That is, the meaning
inferred from or implied by the text, taken coherently and comprehensively, is
adequately attributed to the explicit narrator. All cases in which what is implied by
the story as a whole comes apart from what is said by the explicit narrator – FPU
and FPR-T – have been excluded from what we are currently considering. As things
stand, the implied author as constituted by textual features coincides well with the
explicit narrator with regard to relevant psychological features.
Lyric poetry would be a case in point. What we infer from what the dramatic
speaker says can be appropriately attributed to the speaker herself. The implied
author postulated in this case is basically the same as the speaker with respect to
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personality and psychology, especially when the speaker does not refer to herself
(no use of the pronoun »I«) and assumes the role of an onlooker of the situation
described in the poem. In this case the existence of the speaker is barely perceived
and is in a sense implicit. Indeed, even Booth admits that narrators, when
reliable, can be spokespeople for implied authors (Booth 1983, 211).
Consider stories in which the narrator gets more involved with the events or is
portrayed as drastically different from a normal human being. In these cases it
would be awkward to identify the explicit narrator with the implied author even if
the former is a reliable spokesperson for the latter, because there are still great
divergences between them in aspects other than those related to »meaning«. For
instance, if the narrator is a superhero, we would not want to say that the implied
author is the same superhero who possesses supernatural powers, despite their
having the same values, attitudes, feelings, views, etc.
Though the identity in FPR-N is controversial, I want to highlight some
similarities between interpreting an explicit narrator and an implied author. My
contention is that, although in FPR-N the anti-intentionalist does not appeal to
the implied author for meaning-attribution, she nevertheless ends up appealing
to some similar agent. And this result might still give us credibility in labelling
anti-intentionalism »fictionalist intentionalism« in FPR-N.
The first point is already mentioned, that the explicit narrator is a reliable
spokesperson for the implied author. They are not very different in regard to relevant
psychological traits, which are mainly what literary critics concern themselves with.
Second, both the explicit narrator and the implied author are fictional in
nature. Fictionality is one of the necessary conditions for the implied author, and
the explicit narrator is no doubt a fictional character. In both cases the interpreter
appeals to a fictional agent.
Third, as implied in my discussion, a narrator is also an author. Since an author
is equivalent to a speaker and a speaker to a narrator, it follows by transitive
relation that an author is equivalent to a narrator. There is no difference between
authors and narrators because there is no difference between narrative-making and
narrative-telling (Currie 2010, 65). Therefore, for the interpreter, appealing to a
narrator is appealing to an author. This argument also helps to whittle away the
difference between implicit narrator and implicit author in the case of INS.
Fourth, and this is very important, the move of appealing to the explicit narrator
is one of appealing to an agent of intentionality, which is what the interpreter does
when appealing to the implied author. In other words, in attributing meaning to the
narrator we end up attributing it to an intentional agent, as much as we do when
appealing to the implied author. This point is crucial in that it suggests that the
interpreter in this case is still operating within the intentionalist framework.
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Needless to say, all this does not change the fact that the explicit narrator in FPRN is not postulated, as the implied author is. But if we take the label »fictionalist
intentionalism« literally, we will find that a critic following Beardsley in FPR-N
still meets the two conditions revealed by the very label itself: appeal to a fictional
entity (fictionalist) and appeal to an intentional framework (intentionalism). Antiintentionalism in FPR-N might be taken as fictionalist intentionalism in the
aforesaid sense.
Some might feel that I am overextending the label. I agree that it can be a
moot point whether my claim holds in FPR-N. Nevertheless, this still leaves intact
the claim that Beardsley may well be taken as a fictional intentionalist when it
comes to the interpretation of the four types of fictional works (INS) where a
fictional speaker (an implicit speaker in this case) is duly assumed to be the
implied author for meaning-attribution.

6 Complications Considered
I examine some major concerns with my argument in this section before concluding
this paper. The first complication that comes to mind concerns stories told from
multiple points of view. Many stories are narrated by a mix of first-person and thirdperson narrators. Then how do we decide whether it is a case of ENS or INS?
Beardsley hints at a solution and the earlier principle still applies: if the meaning
inferred from the story as a whole transcends what the individual narrators say, we
need to posit an ultimate narrator behind the scenes to whom the meaning can be
appropriately attributed (Beardsley 1981a, 260; cf. also Currie 1990, 124).
For example, suppose a story is narrated in turns by A, B, and C, and they
perform the illocutionary acts J, K, and L respectively, based on what they narrate.
Ultimately, when the separate narratives are considered as a whole, they together
reflect a fourth illocutionary act M. This cannot be attributed to any of the three
narrators but is adequately attributed to N, an implicit narrator quoting the three
sub-narratives. In other words, the case of multiple viewpoints will still be an
instance of INS.11
A related reservation is the second-person narrative, though this is a rare
case. My feeling is that in this case the speaker is still implicit, as indicated by the
lack of »I«. The speaker does not appear in the spotlight and it is »you« instead
who attracts the reader’s attention. If so, the case of second-person narrative also

11 There are unreliable narratives without unreliable narrators. I believe these cases can be
subsumed under the category of INS.
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goes to the category of INS. For Beardsley’s account to be coherent, this seems to
be the most plausible solution.12
A second complication is the metaphysical problem I postponed earlier.
Some might think that the identification of the implicit speaker with the implied
author is not legitimate, for the former is internal to the story while the latter
external. According to Currie,
Adopting the external perspective, we see a vehicle, something that represents a sequence
of events in virtue of the activity of an agent we call the author. Adopting the internal
perspective, we examine the world of the story as if it were actual; we speak and think
directly of the characters and events of the story, though much of this speaking and thinking
may be make-believe. (Currie 2010, 49)

Some philosophers defend the existence of an internal narrator when no or little
evidence for them is available (Wilson 2007; for opposing views cf. Kania 2005,
and Currie 2010, 76–85). Such effaced or elusive narrators, like explicit narrators,
still reside in the story to be interpreted. By contrast with such narrators, an
implied author is external to the story in that she resides in a different fictional
realm. It seems that the implicit speaker Beardsley has in mind is more like an
effaced narrator. If this is so, an implicit speaker will never be identical to the
implied author, because they belong to different fictional worlds.
My reply is twofold. It is not clear whether Beardsley would claim that the
implicit speaker must be internal, or that the implied author must be external. A
fictional intentionalist need not claim that the implied author must be straightforwardly internal or external (Nathan 1982, 254sq.; Nehamas 2002, 100). Moreover, it is also not clear that the internal/external distinction necessarily figures in
the definition of the implied author. Apparently, the cited passage by Kindt and
Müller on the implied author does not mention this distinction at all. If the
implied author is »a postulated subject to which aspects of the text are attributed«, as suggested by them, this can well be a characterization of the implicit
narrator. Following this line of thinking, we could choose to define the implied
author by its function. In that case, the distinction between the implicit speaker
and the implied author dissolves, for, as the object to which meaning is attributed, they are not functionally different. This may have been what literary critics

12 The claim that every fictional work has a narrator is extremely controversial, but note again
that, the aim of this paper is not to defend Beardsley’s position. Rather, the aim is to see whether
Beardsley’s theory is compatible with the framework of fictionalist intentionalism based on the
assumption that his premises are correct. Therefore, defending the fundamental premise in his
argument is irrelevant to the current purpose. For criticisms of Beardsley in this regard cf.
Wolterstorff 1981.
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take the concept to be, as they are generally not as interested in talking about
fictional worlds as philosophers are (cf. Walton 2008, 229sq.).
A third complication is that, in contrast to the anti-intentionalist, philosophers holding fictionalist intentionalism typically make the further claim that the
text has to be viewed in the context of its production so as to avoid interpretations
that misidentify the work. This means that extratextual information, to some
degree, is relevant to our verdict of what is said or expressed in the text. The
relevant contextual factors typically are not concerned with private information
about the author; rather, it is general facts about the world and specific facts
about the work that we should take into account (Davies 2006, 68–71). Nonetheless, this contextualist leaning is not to be found in anti-intentionalism.
It has been convincingly argued that Beardsley is committed to contextualism
more than is generally perceived (Currie 1990, 109–111; Davies 2005; Livingston
2005, 141; Nathan 2005). I defend this claim in detail elsewhere (2016, forthcoming). What is more, contextualism is not necessarily attached to any theory of
interpretation, so there can be fictionalist or hypothetical intentionalism without
any contextualist commitments (Levinson 1992, 221). We can argue that even if
Beardsley is not committed to contextualism he is still a fictional intentionalist.
The claim that anti-intentionalism or conventionalism is actually contextualism-based disposes of one important objection to the compatibility of conventionalism with the implied author position. In their book Kindt and Müller reject
this compatibility, stating that the resources offered by conventionalism are not
enough to guarantee a single one work-meaning which can be attributed to a
single one implied author. They move on to mobilize several contextualist
arguments showing that ignoring contextual factors proliferates more interpretations than are necessary, many of which are inadequate because they misidentify
the work (Kindt/Müller 2006, 162–167).
As said, the contextualist attack will fail if conventionalism, as represented
by Beardsley, is actually contextualism-based. This is the position I endorse. Once
this is granted, we may be entitled to say convention plus context normally point
to one salient meaning in a work.13

13 Some fictional intentionalists such as Currie challenge the assumption that there can be only
one implied author for a work. Specifically speaking, the account does not need to exclude the
possibility of non-equivalent but equally plausible interpretations, even when context is considered. The plausibility of an interpretation partly depends on the interpreter’s value concern
and background assumptions. This means that a work could have more than one plausible
interpretation based on different implied authors. Cf. Currie 1990, 101, and 1993. For criticisms on
Currie’s view cf. Stecker 1995.
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7 Conclusion
Nowadays anti-intentionalism is often viewed as passé and unappealing.14 As
already mentioned, there is also a more contextualist atmosphere today, dating
back to Danto in the 1960s (Danto 1964). Most analytic philosophers no longer
believe that a work’s context of production is totally irrelevant to its interpretation, as the orthodox version of anti-intentionalism claims. I have noted that our
understanding of classical anti-intentionalism is in need of revision.
If we grant both the above point and my central claim in this paper,
philosophers and literary critics may need to reconsider Beardsley’s position, as
many of its alleged weaknesses may thereby evaporate.
»Anti-intentionalism« is a misleading label. It is very important to recognize
that it is the intention of the actual author that is under attack. The label gives the
impression that Beardsley is against any mode of intention, hence against any
kind of author concept. This, as I have attempted to show, is questionable. Not
only was Beardsley likely to welcome fictional intentionalism, but he had been
advancing a certain version of it. The insistence that narrative-making be linked
to a fictional agent of intentionality is continually emphasized in his writings,
Interpretation is thus in the end grounded in an intentionalist basis, that is, in an
implicit authorial presence.
This terminological confusion has led theorists to mistakenly set conventionalism apart from hypothetical or fictionalist intentionalism when they are actually
kin to each other. This mistake stems from the probably false assumption that
utterance meaning can be explained without involving any form of utterer’s
meaning. Contextualist theories of interpretation treat literary works as utterances and view work-meaning as utterance meaning (Mikkonen 2010). However,
because an utterance presupposes an utterer, it is hard to see whether we can
avoid any concept of an utterer when considering utterance meaning. Since
Beardsley is committed to the view that literary works are utterances, as his
speech act theory indicates, there is no surprise that his view eventually merges
into some version of intentionalism.
The misrepresentation of Beardsley’s position has unduly put anti-intentionalism or conventionalism in contradistinction to any form of authorism, when the
position itself actually echoes today’s intellectual climate, that is, a more intentionalist mood than in the analytic tradition. Even anti-intentionalism’s closest relative
– the value-maximizing theory – has tried to accommodate intentionalism within

14 As early as 1990 Currie writes: »[…] that kind of antiintentionalist hysteria is no longer with
us« (Currie 1990, 109).
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the anti-intentionalist framework (Davies 2007, 15sq.; Goldman 2013, 23–59). Most
analytic philosophers no longer believe that the interpreter can and should totally
get rid of the author. Be she actual or fictional, the author is bound to be relevant,
albeit in different ways. However, this is not something Beardsley would entirely
disagree with, or, not something the implied Beardsley would reject.
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