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THE IMPLIED READER: A SHORT HISTORY OF THE TERM

The notion of the implied reader has been presenditerary studies for
more than twenty five years now and for the majooit scholars it is a natural
element of contemporary critical idiom. Howeveg theaning of the term is not
so obvious as it might seem. The aim of my papetwisnalyse its major
theoretical expositions and to demonstrate thatth@®rists with whom the
notion is usually associated — Wolfgang Iser (19197/8) and Wayne Booth
(1983) — fail to present a coherent and applicablecept of the implied reader.
Iser's definitions seem to be self-contradictorgt e does not employ the term
in his own studies, whereas Booth does not realyntain the differentiation
between real and implied readers. On the other,ithrdnost consistent model
proposed recently by Nelles (1997) achieves claaty the expense of
applicability: it is mainly of theoretical value.

Significantly, the term ‘implied reader' became wnowithout being really
defined. It was first introduced by Iser in hislecotion of essay3he Implied
Reader(1974). The fact that it is used in the very talounts probably for its
widespread popularity. If we look closer at thiswnoe, it appears that the title is
the most significant element of the book in whible term occurs. Apart from
that, Iser mentions the implied reader only oncth@introduction and does not
provide any proper definition of it.

It is in his later, theoretical studyhe Act of ReadinfL978) where Iser does
discuss the concept of the implied reader. He Iselgis presentation of it with
the discussion of other concepts of readers, natheke of contemporary, ideal,
informed and intended readers. It is beyond theeas this essay to repeat his
critical presentation of each of them; let it bestjistated that the strongest
criticism is directed against the ideal reademr seckingly writes that we do
not really know where it comes from but most prdpatooriginates in a critic's
brain. He also refutes the idea that it is posdiiMesuch a reader to perform the
role of the ideal interpreter:
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[...] such a being would have to be able to realizdull the meaning potential of
the fictional text. The history of literary respess however, shows quite clearly that this
potential has been fulfilled in many different wagsd if so, how can one person at one
go encompass all the possible meanings? (Iser P9§8:

In Iser's view the ideal reader is a purely ficeibbeing with no basis in reality
or in text and consequently any set of qualitias loa arbitrarily attributed to it.
It is just a rhetorical tool a critic resorts tohen he/she cannot support his/her
interpretation in any other way.

Iser emphasises that his concept of the implieatee is, in contrast,
derived from the text. It is an element of its sttwe and the implied reader
should not be identified with any real reader. dinbodies all those
predispositions necessary for a literary work toemise its effect —
predispositions laid down not by an empirical odésireality but by the text
itself (34). Iser does not specify whose predispositiomss writing about; the
context of the effect of a literary work and higther discussion suggest that
these are predispositions of a real reader.

Although the two readers should not be confuseekethis a relationship
between them: the implied reader embodies thewbieh the reader is to play
to actualise the text. Iser emphasises that it dmesmean that a real reader
subordinates him/herself to the role imposed bytéxt. On the contrary, the
constitutive element of reading process is the itensbetween the
predispositions embodied in the text and thosendhdividual real reader. The
former set of qualities usually dominates, while thtter forms a necessary
background. Such a presentation of the interadbetween implied and real
readers seems to be at variance with the catefjosieiement that the
predispositions embodied in the text are neceskaryits actualisation. Iser
stresses that if the text is to exercise its effagieal reader cannot posses only
the capacity laid down in the text. If we accepttsa view of reading process,
the implied reader should rather be described asptledispositions the text
includes andittempts to impose on a real reader, not as thosgessary for the
text to exercise its effe€B4). Iser himself is not consistent with his own
definition and describing the process of readimher in his study he presents
the implied reader in more flexible termsths role the textffers (37, emphasis
mine) to a real reader to play.

This problem is related to the fact that differessiders perform their roles
in different ways, depending on historical circuamstes, their individual
predilections and competence, but the text stilrexits effect on them. Iser
acknowledges that, but he does not explain howoh&ervation that the text
includes within its structure the set pfedispositions necessary for [it] to
exercise its effedB4) accords with these empirical facts. He justest that the
concept of the implied reader simultaneously degiggman objective element of
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the text (text structure) and a subjective redbsabf it (structured act). It
contains all the potential realisations of the textd each actualisation
[performed by an individual real reader] represeatselective realisation of the
implied reader(37). Iser seems to believe that such a situdtomn intrinsic
property of the text and as such it should notq@aéned but simply accepted
as given.

However, if the implied reader contains all the gioke realisations of the
text, then it is dangerously close to the concédphe ideal reader, which Iser
himself refutes a few pages earlier in his book,dhly difference being that the
ideal reader is — in Iser's view — a vague idetiinaof a real reader, whereas his
implied reader i textual structureStill, to describe the implied reader would
mean to exhaust the meaning of the text, which,lses suggests, is an
impossible act.

Furthermore, his own practice seems to suggesthbaerm is redundant in
the discussion of text-reader relationship. Hawdefjned the implied reader at
the beginning of his study and suggested thatlslihe text and the real reader,
Iser does not employ this notion in his furtherlgs@s and concentrates on the
presentation of direct (without the mediation of fmplied reader) interactions
between text and reader. The reader Iser is wraingut is an abstraction of a
real reader — a reading subject, a construct aoafotp an observing subject of
phenomenology — not a reader implied in the téxahéuld not be surprising, for
his major concern is a reading process and it piegs between text and real
reader. Iser's aim is to describe what happens whgmreal reader is reading
any text, not relations internal to the text.

The implied reader as the role embodied in thedext in a sense, imposed
on the real reader can be retrospectively detdatddhe Implied Readeif we
analyse this study in the light ®he Act of Readingdn this volume Iser analyses
how certain texts challenged their readers' expfieasw and modified their
perception of literature, outside world, and thelwes However, Iser himself
does not state that he is analysing the interadbietween implied and real
readers. Furthermore, describing the strategid¢seofnalysed texts he relies on
a generalised image of the contemporaneous readdressed by a given text,
so his reconstruction of the implied reader is Ima¢ed solely on textual data.
The implied reader of his essays is dependent enhtktorical context and
consequently is not congruous with Iser's own dadim

Iser's concepts form a basis for W. Daniel Wilsalisgussion of the implied
reader (1981). His definition is even more categrihan Iser's and focuses on
understanding of the text. Wilson's implied readé¢he behaviour, attitudes and
background — presupposed or defined, usually imtlye in the text itself —
necessary for a proper understanding of the (@%tson 1981:848)Similarly to
Iser, Wilson stresses that the implied reader shaat be confused with a real
reader and simultaneously directs his model towesdkreaders, claiming that
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the implied reader can be defined as the attituaed judgements demanded of
the real reader by the tex856) However, he rejects Iser's idea that a text can
be realised in more than one way. In Wilson's wdvether a text can be read in
many ways depends on its individual nature andiikty is not a property of a
text as such.

Wilson's proposition that the implied reader embedihe set of features
which arenecessary for a proper understanding of the te®48, emphasis mine)
suggests that his concept of the implied reader engwescriptive character.
Describing the implied reader of a given text, iicctells real readers how they
should behave in order to understand the text pisoddne problem is how we can
state which is the proper reading of a given t&ilson seems to contradict
himself at this point: on the one hand he usegodtml phrases like 'necessary’,
on the other he stresses that in his understamditige notion, the implied reader
discerned by a critic in a given text is as objectdor subjective as any other
interpretative statement about it and that it carvérified through recourse to a
text.

In his discussion of the implied reader Wilson does demonstrate how it
can be detected in the text but rather focuseshowiag how it should not be
constructed. In his view we should distinguishrdnfi another type of a reader
embodied in the text which he calls a characterisader and which he defines
— as we might expect — as the reader charactenssdme way in the text. At
first sight this distinction might seem a bit vaguad superfluous; after all, the
implied reader is also characterised in the textweéler, there are indeed texts
in which two different types of readers can andusthobe distinguished.
Tristram Shandys a good illustration of the point Wilson is tngi to make. By
characterised reader he means 'Madam' addressadlydioy the author of the
novel, who berates her for her apparent negligamckoverlooking of a certain
chapter. In Wilson's view there is a differencewsstn the characteristics of
Madam we can infer from the remarks directed to dred the qualities of the
reader who fully understands the text and for whioenreserves the term
'implied reader.' He thus proves that the narst@marks directed to the "you"
of the reader and the competence assumed in theahdshot be treated as the
guidance for the proper understanding of the text.

In Wilson's model the author addresses a certarackerised reader and, as
if, via or above it the implied reader, who shoblk situated on some higher
level and who is able to discern the characteriseader in an overall
construction of the text. Wilson stresses that saclstructure should be
distinguished in every text and that it does ndy @ertain to the texts in which
the characterised reader is allowed to speakMieglam' ofTristram Shandyr
is directly addressed by the narrator. The textghvare not framed narratives
or do not directly address any recipient still @mtelements which characterise
a reader invoked in them. Wilson observes thaushsases the two readers —
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characterised and implied — usually coincide; hawen need not always be so.
To support this thesis he gives an example of aaginary parody of
Hemingway's style. A typical element of his writings the buddy relationship
the narrator establishes with both characterisediraplied readers. In Wilson's
view, we could imagine a parody in which the cheeased reader would still be
situated in a buddy position, but some ironic utaters would signal to a reader
that he/she should approach the text from the petse of ironic aloofness.
Surprisingly, Wilson, very concerned with maintaitite difference between
implied and real readers and very adamant abouingchiding the latter in the
discussion, writes at this poirttie real reader would not be expected to take on
this [characterised reader's] rol€854). This unexpected abandoning of the
implied reader and turning to a real reader empkasthat, despite all his
reservations, Wilson's model is oriented towards readers. It also suggests
that to describe the competence required of aresaler we do not really need
the concept of the implied reader, we can simplytewabout the reactions
demanded of a (real) reader.

Even more confusing than Iser's and Wilson's isaffigoach to the problem
of the implied reader adopted by Booth, to whom ¢bimage of the notion is
frequently wrongly attributed. In the first editiai Rhetoric of Fiction(1961)
he introduced only the term 'implied author', whigtobably provoked Iser's
invention of 'implied reader'. Booth presents higlerstanding of the term in
"Afterword" to the second edition of his study (B98where he sketches his
system of authors and readers in the text. At #gnming of his discussion he
states that a simple distinction between real amgliéd readers is fundamental
and pertinent to all texts; nevertheless, the diffees between the two are
blurred in the actual presentation of the impliedder.

Booth's system is quite confusing, not only becaud®s, as he himself
stresses, a tentative character but also becausesdw the same term, the
implied reader, in different contexts and in refem to various elements of text
structure. To complicate the matters further, Istimtjuishes three senses of the
term 'implied reader' in accordance to the degfezremlulity and awareness of
fictionality of a given text it represents.

The implied reader (sense one), also called 'pasireader' by Booth,
simultaneously designates the reader postulatethdylesh-and-blood author,
the reader implied by the text, and the role tred reader plays. As William
Nelles (1997:30) rightly observes in his critiqueBmoth's model, these three
should not be treated as identical. The real autiey postulate a certain reader
for his text but this reader need not coincide whth reader implied in the text
and detected by a critic. As many writers attesaders and critics find much
more in their texts than they intended and reachtimemany unexpected ways.

According to Booth, the relation between impliedder and text is not
based on full actualisation or understanding buttloe accordance of their
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values. Unfortunately, the exposition of this elemef his theory is rather
vague. Booth (1983:428) claims that the valueshef implied reademust
finally — at least temporarily — accord with thoséthe tale told.The question
arises why the values of the reader postulated Hey text should only
temporarily accord with those of this very text.dBds admittance that it may be
transient suggests that describing the impliedaehd was thinking about a real
reader's pretending that his values are identwahose of a tale. Similarly,
describing the competence of the implied readeatBstresses that it is limited
by the text and therefore this readerows some matters and is ignorant of
others (even if, as working reader, the ignorars:éaked)(428). The reference
to the faked ignorance of the working reader, nad/ puzzling as this category
of reader may seem, again points to the fact thatictually a description of the
behaviour of a real reader, who — in Booth's vieanly pretends that he/she is
identical to the implied reader and shares the saamwetence.

The basis of Booth's concept of the implied regdense one) is then not
only the text, but also what he perceives to berstitutive element of reading —
pretence. While Iser and Wilson define the impliedder in terms suggesting a
list of features required of a real reader, Boatttoduces in his concept the
activity of a real reader and describes — in vezpegal terms — the mode of
behaviour needed to become the implied reader. \Whairesents is a general
nature of reading as such based probably on Hi®issérvation and not implied
in the text.

The implied reader (sense one) is distinguisheBdmnth from the credulous
listener within the tale (implied reader [sense )\wwho believes that it all
happened as reported by the tel(@B0). This type of a recipient is unaware of
fictionality of the tale and treats it as realHooth's model he/she is not only an
element of the text structure but also yet anotbkr a real reader is to play.
Again, Booth is not completely consistent and aither point he writes that it is
the postulated reader (implied reader [sense omed) through his/her willing
pretending that it is all true creates the credsiliener (429).

Booth's presentation of the difference between imapieader (sense two)
and implied reader (sense three) is equally confusthe formemccepts the
narrator's values without questionir{gd30); however, he/she is credulous only
to some extent, because he/she should be disthegiifsom a more credulous
listener (implied reader [sense three]) wtakes all the narrators at their
word (430) Given such definitions, one cannot but wonder Wwhethere is
any difference between the two. This somewhat vatisenction is probably
the result of Booth's decision to introduce a categf listener which would
correspond to an unreliable narrator. Hence, thglied reader (sense two)
treats the world presented as real but need net the narrator, whereas the
implied reader (sense three) does believe the toayiarespective of whether
he/she is reliable or not. Still, the definitiontbe implied reader (sense three)
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is misleading and furthermore it would be simpleassume that there is only
one listener within the tale who either believes noistrusts the narrator,
depending on his/her characteristics included paricular text.

William Nelles (1997) rejects the systems presemtiedve as insufficient
and inconsistent and introduces his concept ofitiqdied reader, which is
apparently most consistent and which clearly maist¢he distinction between
implied and real readers; however, as he himsetfitad his model is mainly of
theoretical value. It has a threefold structure aodsists of a set of pairs:
historical author and reader, implied author aratleg, narrator and narratee
(Nelles 1997:10). He defines the implied reader sasnebody or rather
something which can entirely grasp the meanindeftéxt generated, of course,
by the implied author. His approach differs frone ththers in the fact that he
does not explicitly direct the implied reader, &dtetical construct, to a real
one; it is not a role a real reader should plaig tather the ideal he/she can only
aspire to become; however, the inevitably complearacter of every literary
text makes his/her chances rather thin.

We may assume in theoretical discussions that tleists an ideal
interpreter of a given text and that we, real resdare unable to become
him/her, but the implied reader thus understoochotineally be employed in
critical practice and it is doubtful whether we slib multiply theoretical
entities. Besides, Nelles's concept of the impliestler is not so original as he
seems to believe: it is another incarnation ofidea of ideal reader.

Nelles assumes, just as Booth does, that the conée¢pe implied author
involves the need for a symmetrical concept of eeatHowever, the two
concepts are not exactly analogous and he himsel dot define them in the
same way. The concept of the implied author dentitesmage of the author
we create on the basis of the text and to whom tréate the conscious
creation of the text. It emphasises the fact thig tmage usually does not
coincide with the historical author. Thus the iregliauthor is an index to an
individual real reader's interpretation. Nelles silo®t claim that the implied
author is the ideal author who has created all iptessubtleties of the text,
irrespective of whether they are visible to us ot.rOn the other hand, the
implied reader is by definition able to see morantla real reader.

As regards the narratee and his/her relation toirtipdied reader, Nelles
does not really analyse it. The narratee is justoanterpart of narrator —
somebody who listens to him/her. Nelles justifiexckl of more detailed
presentation of this element of his model by sayhmt the discussion of the
relationship between narratee and implied readeddvwequire a separate essay,
which is a rather lame excuse.

1 This term was originally coined by Gerald Prind®g0), who defines the narratee as
someone whom the narrator addres§8s
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Despite its apparent consistency, Nelles's studynd free from
inconsistencies and ambiguities, similar to thob&aoth's and Iser's models.
He stresses that the implied author is the constaicthe real reader;
nevertheless, discussing the concept of the im@igtior, he writesthe image
the implied reader constructs is that of the imglauthor (36). Not only does
the implied reader (a theoretical construct) irtteg implied author from the
text, it also infers itself:

the implied reader exists not in the mind of thetdrical author but as a property of
the text taken as a whole, inferable like the iegblauthor, by the historical reader
(imperfectly) and the implied reader (perfectlyDY4

As can be seen, the implied reader is one of thiemmry terms which
everybody seems to know, even though they havéeen properly defined by
theorists who coined them. Furthermore, the exasnpléhe scholars discussed
above seem to indicate that it is virtually impbssito be completely rigorous,
consistent, and scientific, while analysing theefiattions between text and
reader solely in terms of internal textual relasioBooner or later a real reader
slips into the discussion, or the critic, just liMelles, gets caught in the vicious
circle of theoretical constructs infinitely breegione another.
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