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It. Autorialità (in letteratura); Fr. Auctorialité (dans la littérature); Germ. Autorschaft (in der Literatur); Span. 

Autoría (en la literatura). Authorship is an aesthetic concept that encompasses the complex and diverse set 

of features that characterize an author as an individual who intentionally creates works of art, whether 

literary, musical, or artistic in the broadest sense. Works of art are the result of a deliberate, personal, and 

hopefully original creative acts. Legal responsibility for a particular work of art lies with its author. In 

addition, the author is in a relationship with any potential appreciator of the produced artwork. The 

author-artwork-appreciator relationship forms a reciprocal dynamic in which the artwork is essential for 

establishing the author’s function, while the presence of a potential appreciator validates the figure of the 

author within a specific aesthetic field of reference. It is important to acknowledge that each artistic field 

can have its own view of the author’s function. For example, in music the term “author” may refer to either 

the composer or the lyricist. As it is impossible to create a universal frame of reference, this entry will 

concentrate on the author’s function in literature. Specifically, it will examine the 20th-century debate on 

this topic, with particular attention to its development in France and in the United States. 

 

A GENERAL OVERVIEW 

On 22 February 1969, Foucault gave a lecture on authorship at the Collège de France. This lecture has 

influenced subsequent debates in both philosophical and literary fields, particularly in French (Paul Ricœur, 

Pierre Bourdieu, Antoine Compagnon) and English-speaking contexts (Harold Bloom, Judith Butler, 

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak). Foucault’s lecture provides a partial synthesis of his research on literature in 

the 1960s. One of its main objectives was to eliminate the sacredness of the author’s function  and 

establish language as the sole subject of the literary work. Foucault’s approach to the authorial figure in 

literature is more aligned with the theories of Stéphane Mallarmé, Paul Valéry, and Marcel Proust, who 

advocated for the separation of the author from the text. This approach prioritised objectivity and avoided 

subjective evaluations, in contrast to the idea of artistic genius promoted by Charles Sainte-Beuve, and 

later by William C. Brownell. The idea of dissociating the author from their work was first introduced by 

the American New Criticism. Its main representative authors – Ivor A. Richards, Monroe C. Beardsley, and 
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William K. Wimsatt – examined poetry by considering both on authorial intention and on the dissociation 

between the authorial context and the reader’s reception. A few years later, discussions about authorship 

took place in Anglo-American and French-speaking contexts. Wayne C. Booth made contributions to these 

discussions, as did Roland Barthes with his announcement of the “death of the author”, and Michel 

Foucault with his seminal essays. The following sections will delve into some of the aforementioned 

theoretical frameworks in detail.  

 

COMMUNICATION AND INTENTIONALITY: THE NEW CRITICISM  

In his Principle of Literary Criticism (1924, second edition 1926), Richards argues that artistic experiences 

facilitate authentic communication between individuals. This is because art, including poetry (which is the 

privileged object of his analysis), gives voice to “subtle or recondite experiences [that] are for most men 

incommunicable and indescribable, though social conventions or terror of the loneliness of the human 

situation may make us pretend the contrary” (Richards 2004, 27). Possible reasons for this phenomenon 

may be found in Richards’ Practical Criticism: A Study of Literary Judgement (1930), where he maintains his 

focus on the centrality of the poetic work. Other representatives of New Criticism include W.K. Wimsatt 

and M.C. Beardsley, who base their argument on the critique of the authorial intention. In their 1946 paper 

The Intentional Fallacy, these authors argue that interpreting the meaning of a poetic text should not 

solely rely on the search for the author’s primary intentions. Rather, they suggest that the effectiveness of 

the text lies in its ability to crystallize a particular human experience and provide a model for the reader to 

compare. Therefore, the authorial intention is secondary to the centrality of the text.  

 

IMPLIED AUTHORS: WAYNE BOOTH  

In his 1961 work The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth distinguishes between the real author and the implied 

author, arguing that in literature “the writer sets himself out with a different air depending on the needs of 

particular works” (Booth 1961, 71). To better understand this distinction, it is he lpful to consider the author 

as a real person living in specific spatio-temporal conditions, and the implied author as an individual who 

attempts to distance themselves from themselves in order to create literary characters. Booth often refers 

to the implied author as a “second self” who “chooses, consciously or unconsciously, what we read; we 

infer him as an ideal, literary, created version of the real man; he is the sum of his own choices. It is only by 

distinguishing between the author and his implied image that we can avoid pointless and unverifiable talk 

about such qualities as ‘sincerity’ or ‘seriousness’ in the author” (Booth 1961, 74-75). These remarks form 

the basis of the current debate on reliable and unreliable narrators (see the concluding section). 

 

WRITERS AND AUTHORS: ROLAND BARTHES AND MICHEL FOUCAULT  

Barthes’ essay on the death of the author examines the roles of both the author and the reader. According 

to Barthes, the concept of the author emerged during the end of the Middle Ages, coinciding both with the 
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rise of individualism and the idea of a human being as a unique individual. Barthes distinguishes between 

the auteur (author) and the scripteur (writer). The author entrusts his/her work to an eternal present, 

leaving it to language, where writing is constantly reborn without origin or end. Barthes concludes that the 

reader is the only inheritor of the various lines that constitute writing. This point emphasizes the contrast 

between Barthes and Foucault. Foucault questions the author’s function as something  that still requires 

exploration, while Barthes has already identified a possible replacement for the author in the reader.  

In his 1969 lecture titled Qu’est-ce qu’un auteur?, Foucault mainly examines issues concerning authors and 

works by intervening in a discussion established since the late 19 th century. Starting from a passage of one 

Beckett’s writings – “Qu’importe qui parle, quelqu’un a dit qu’importe qui parle” (Beckett 1958, 129, trans. 

“What matter who’s speaking, someone said, what matter who’s speaking”) – he considers authorship by 

naming four features related to the author’s name, the principle of appropriation, the  principle of 

distribution, and the author’s position toward their texts. Foucault suggests that discourses can be studied 

not only in terms of their expressive value or formal transformations, but also in terms of their modes of 

existence, such as circulation, valorisation, attribution, and appropriation. These modes vary across 

cultures and within any specific culture. Reflecting on authorship could provide a new perspective on the 

concept of subject as a variable and complex function of discourses. In th is sense, the author’s function is 

just one possible specification of the subject function, which is equally not essential or permanent.  

The research approach described in 1969 is echoed in Foucault’s inaugural address to the Collège de France 

on December 2, 1970, which was published as The Order of Discourse. On this occasion, Foucault identifies 

several procedures that characterize the production and circulation of discourses in any society. The first 

group includes prohibition (intedit), division and rejection (partage), and the will to truth (volonté de verité). 

The second group includes commentary and disciplines, as well as the principle of the author. The third 

group lists those procedures that regulate the appearance and circulation of discourses, consisting of 

ritual, societies of discourses, and doctrines. Concerning the author, they are described as the principle of 

grouping discourses, serving as the unity and origin of their meanings, and the fulcrum of their coherence. 

However, the authorial principle restricts discourse to the identity of an individual self. In this regard, 

Foucault argues that, despite “the productivity of an author, the multiplicity of commentaries, the 

development of a discipline, as so many infinite resources for the creation of discourses”, we should not 

forget that these are “principles of constraint; and in all likelihood we would be unable to offer an acc ount 

of their positive roles or their role in proliferation without taking into consideration their function as 

restrictions and constraints” (Foucault 1981, 61). 

 

CONTEMPORARY DEBATES  

The topic of authorship in literature has generated interest in various philosophical traditions, including 

aesthetics, theoretical, analytic, and moral philosophy, as well as research areas such as comparative 

literature, sociology, digital humanities, psychology, and neuroesthetics. However, it can be argued that 

all theories developed in authorship research originate from New Criticism and French thought. For 

example, Alexander Nehamas built upon Foucault’s 1969 lecture and contended in a 1982 paper that  the 
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author “is not an independent constraint, forbidding a priori desired but unlawful extensions of literature 

and authorizing only accurate interpretations. The author-figure puts the very distinction between 

interpretation and extension, understanding and use, into question” (Nehamas 1986, 691). As a further 

result of Booth’s research, the issue of unreliability in narratives has become highly debated in several 

different research areas (Nünning 2015). In the field of artificial intelligence, interdisciplinary discussions 

on creativity have arisen, including the question of whether a device can be considered an author when it 

produces literary works, ranging from brief poems to more complex texts (Pizzo et al. 2024). These last 

topics were introduced in the early 1990s, when scholars began to question the issue of creativity in 

relation to computer functionalities (Samuelson 1990) and the nature of virtual texts (Hawkes et al. 2000). 

Equally promising is the field of study that focuses on the issue of distributed creativity, which coincides 

with the study of group creative processes rather than the concept of personal creativity (Glăveanu 2014).  
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