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MOTIVE, INTENTION, ANONYMITY, AND EVELINA

bY MArk VArEscHI

While the concept of authorship has been put under intense 
historical and theoretical scrutiny, discussions of anonymity almost 
invariably satisfy themselves with discovering or hypothesizing an 
author’s individual motive for remaining anonymous and then treating 
it as a footnote or historical curiosity. That anonymity is treated as a 
mystery that is resolved in authority, particularly authorial motive, 
suggests that despite this scrutiny, the stories we tell about literature 
continue to be founded on the singularity of the author and of the text. 
The practice of literary criticism is premised on the text’s theoretical 
anonymity—from I. A. richards’s experiments with anonymized poems 
to the death of the author at the hand of roland barthes—but the 
actual absence of an authorial name on the text is undeniably a source 
of critical crisis.1 Even as critics accept the multiplicities inherent in 
textuality and the collective labor involved in the genesis, production, 
circulation, and reception of texts, their interpretive practice returns 
to the single version of the text and the unified, known, singular 
author. This is nowhere more apparent than in analyses of authorial 
anonymity where the attribution of name and the attribution of motive 
both aim to eradicate its implied multiplicity and uncertainty. In this 
essay I take as my example Frances burney’s anonymously published 
first novel Evelina (1778), and show how apparent authorial motives 
for anonymity are complicated by the multiple personae who inhabit 
the novel and who call attention not to the author or her motives, but 
to its own anonymity.

Discussions about motives for anonymity rest on the assumption that 
the absence of the author’s name is a conscious act by an individual—
typically the author. To speak of motives is to offer reasons for acting 
or interpretations of an action. The necessary difficulty for critics is in 
defining anonymity as a choice or an action and then attributing that 
choice or action to an author. strictly speaking, not attaching a name 
to a text is the absence of an action. This is particularly true within 
the broader publishing context of the eighteenth century in which, 
as James raven has found, “over 80 percent of all new novel titles 
published between 1750 and 1790 were published anonymously.”2 
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Thus, though we typically take anonymity to be something out of the 
ordinary and deliberate, in the mid-to-late eighteenth century it was 
utterly common. 

The varying ways in which we describe the anonymous status of a 
text give some indication of the complexities inherent in attributions 
of action and motive. We may speak of an anonymous text as having a 
name “left off,” or there being “an absent name,” or “no name,” or, in 
samuel Johnson’s formulation, “[w]anting a name.”3 In each of these 
instances the subject and object of the description may vary. Johnson’s 
definition, for example, indicates that the text is lacking a name but 
does not imply action or motive on the part of those involved with 
its creation. The manner in which anonymity is noted and described 
thus may suggest its motivated character or it may not. If we consider 
the broader contexts in which that anonymity occurs it may be more 
fully understood as possibly voluntary, not necessarily intentional or 
motivated.4 Anonymous publication, though it may seem like a choice 
or like an action, may be no choice or action at all. My aim is then 
twofold: First, to reorient discussions of authorial anonymity from 
motive to intention. second, to recuperate intention within book history 
and literary criticism more generally as a means of understanding the 
context of, and collective action involved in, textual production. 

I place emphasis on intention rather than motive because intention 
is manifest in the world, whereas motive is manifest in the mind of 
the subject. In turning from the interior, and therefore inaccessible, 
states (which is to say, motives) of the author and authorship, we turn 
to a world of people, things, and ideas. To posit motive is to imagine a 
singular, unified authorial consciousness. Intention, however, serves as 
the bridge between the interior psychology of the authorial subject and 
his or her action and inaction in the world. My position draws from the 
intentionalism of steven knapp and Walter benn Michaels wherein 
meaning and intention are taken to be the same thing.5 because my 
emphasis is on describing what happens in the world, however, positing 
intention may therefore work to identify not only authorial agency 
but the collective agencies at work in textual and literary production. 

This line of thinking brings together the insights of bruno Latour 
and François cooren, who show that intention and agency are not the 
sole province of humans and human action, with the work of book 
historians, most significantly D. F. Mckenzie in his formulation of 
the “sociology of texts,” to offer an expanded notion of intention and 
agency.6 In this expanded form the focus needn’t be only on what 
people do with and to things and ideas, as is typical in book history 
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methodologies. rather, I take into account what things and ideas do 
with, and to, people, other things, and other ideas. 

The literary is composed of human, verbal, and material action. 
Intention describes that action. A literary criticism oriented toward 
intention, then, seeks meaning from these multiple forms of action. 
This method thus opens up and makes explicit the semi-autonomy of 
the text, both material and ideal.7 This is a highly attenuated account 
of intentionalism. What is typically absent in intentionalist approaches 
is an attention to the historical specificities of mediation in which a 
text finds its expression.8 since their object is the intention of the 
human creator behind the work, intentionalists often move among 
the visual and sculptural arts, music, film, and literary writing as if 
they were the same thing. Introducing specificities in mediation to 
accounts of intention exposes collective and competing actions and 
actors and therefore complicates singular accounts of intention. My 
object remains intention; however, my method recognizes that there 
may be many aspects of literary phenomena that may be described with 
an intentional character and are therefore relevant to interpretation.

In this essay I seek to disentangle the unity between author, text, 
and character presumed by prior approaches to Frances burney’s novel 
Evelina, and I do so by arguing for a reorientation in our discussions 
of anonymous publication from an emphasis on writing subjects to an 
emphasis on a broadly conceived literary context, rich with competing 
actors and actions. Given its emphasis on the place of naming in the 
novel, the absence of Evelina’s author’s name on the novel has drawn 
much critical attention.9 In these accounts there is the tendency to 
unify author with text and character and to draw an analogy between 
burney’s presumed motive for anonymity (timidity) and Evelina’s first 
(timid) steps into London society. I intervene to reconceive of the 
relationship between author, text, book, market, convention, and the 
other phenomena that make up the realm of the literary; or, to be 
more pointed, how we conceive of the relationship between literary 
interpretation, literary history, and the history of the book. central to 
my argument is a reconsideration of the importance placed on motive 
in discussions of authorial anonymity. I argue that we must move from 
prioritizing the author and his or her claimed or inferred motive for 
anonymity (as an interior mental state) to considering, within a broad 
literary historical context, intention in anonymity (as manifest in 
external action). In short, anonymity needs to be understood as much 
as a generic and collective phenomenon as an individual choice. 
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I. MOTIVE, INTENTION, AND ANONYMITY

Motive and intention are notoriously difficult to piece apart. 
However, piecing out that difference is crucial if we wish understand 
the relationship between the individual and his or her actions in the 
world; or, for our purposes, the relationship between the individual 
and his or her writing. Much of this confusion in literary studies can be 
traced back to W. k. Wimsatt and Monroe beardsley’s “The Intentional 
Fallacy.” “‘Intention,’” Wimsatt and beardsley write, “corresponds 
to what he intended in a formula which more or less explicitly has 
had wide acceptance. . . . Intention is design or plan in the author’s 
mind.”10 As Joshua Gang has noted, “This definition of intention is at 
best nebulous (and at times tautological).”11 Their usage of intention 
alludes to some mental state antecedent to the text and detached from 
action, which may be more associated with “motive.”12

central to Wimsatt and beardsley’s argument is the unavailability 
and undesirability of the “design or intention of the author.”13 The 
interchangeability of “design or intention” here signals their use of the 
term as a phenomenon that precedes action. They instead advocate 
evaluating a poem “like judging a pudding or a machine.” In their view 
the critic “demands that it work. It is only because an artifact works 
that we infer the intention of an artificer.”14 The text is thus rendered 
as an inanimate object apart from its author and the critic is freed from 
attending to anything antecedent to, or outside of, it.15 The individual 
agency and intention of the author (as they have defined it) in the 
creation of the text is, in Wimsatt and beardsley’s view, irrelevant. 

The conception of intention offered by Wimsatt and beardsley, in 
its conflation with motive, is largely inconsistent with philosophical 
accounts of action. stanley cavell, for example, describes their “concept 
of intention as relevant to art which does not exist elsewhere.”16 For 
cavell, “Intention is no more an efficient cause of an object of art than 
it is of human action; in both cases it is a way of understanding the 
thing done, of describing what happens.”17 This account of intention 
defines it as a description of action, not, as in Wimsatt and beardsley, 
“design or plan in the author’s mind.” such an account follows from the 
tradition in analytic philosophy that has sought to define and separate 
out intention and motive as distinct concepts.18 In her still influential 
1957 treatise on the subject, G. E. M. Anscombe links intention to 
action as a means of distinguishing it from motive. she writes, “[I]f you 
want to say at least some true things about a man’s intentions, you will 
have a strong chance of success if you mention what he actually did or 
is doing.”19 While Anscombe is not interested in entirely disregarding 
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interior states of mind, her theorization focuses on external action; 
intention describes that action. 

because it is a description of what happens in the world, inten-
tion in this account need not be the sole province of human action. 
Anscombe’s explanation of the applicability of intention concepts to 
animal action elucidates her rather opaque formulation: 

still, we certainly ascribe intention to animals. The reason is precisely 
that we describe what they do in a manner perfectly characteristic of the 
use of intention concepts: we describe what further they are doing in 
doing something (the latter description being more immediate, nearer 
to the merely physical): the cat is stalking a bird in crouching and 
slinking along with its eye fixed on the bird and its whiskers twitching.20

In this instance, we may ask why the cat is “crouching and slinking 
along with its eye fixed on the bird.” by asking this question we are 
seeking an answer that articulates the cat’s intention. The answer, “the 
cat is stalking the bird,” describes the present action and implies its 
end: catching and (perhaps) eating the bird. This example models the 
approach to intention my argument adopts; in interpreting the cat’s 
intention, we do so without recourse to her prior mental states (motive). 
In describing what the cat is doing, we are not interested in what the 
cat was thinking. Indeed, motive is not relevant to an account of what 
this cat is doing, nor need it be relevant in many of our accounts of 
what happens in the world.21

The relationship between intention, motive, and interpretation 
rests on the relevance that the critic wishes to place on motive versus 
intention. I follow historian Quentin skinner in disregarding motive as 
“antecedent” to the work; however, intention, he argues, is embodied in 
the work and is therefore relevant to interpretation.22 skinner dismisses 
Wimsatt and beardsley’s central claim that a given author’s intention is 
unavailable to the critic. As it is with Anscombe, skinner claims that 
intention, and therefore meaning, is manifest externally and may be 
read from actions or texts. Motive in his account (and mine) remains 
outside the text and largely inaccessible and irrelevant to the critic.

Despite this relatively long history of questioning the importance 
of authorial intention and motive, discussions of the anonymity of 
literary texts inevitably return to the explanatory force of autho-
rial motive. These accounts seek to explain the seeming aberration 
of authorial anonymity through recourse to the sometimes stated, 
sometimes inferred, motives of an author. John Mullan’s Anonymity: 
A Secret History of English Literature (2008) offers an example of 
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this critical habit of mind by organizing many of its chapters under a 
rubric of implied motives for authorial anonymity. chapter titles such 
as “Modesty,” “Mischief,” and “Danger” each suggest that the absence 
of the author’s name may be explained by some understanding of the 
author’s motive. Often discussions of, and attention to, underlying 
motives for anonymity carry with them two central assumptions: 1) that 
authorial motive is accessible, knowable, and believable and 2) that 
anonymous publication is atypical. In these assumptions, the former 
explains the latter: they take anonymity as an outlier and insist some 
underlying authorial motive may be adduced to explain said outlier. 

The desire to explain anonymity through recourse to authorial 
motive and thereby group anonymous works finds its clearest articu-
lation in samuel Halkett and John Laing’s Dictionary of Anonymous 
and Pseudonymous English Literature, which remains the standard 
dictionary of its kind.23 “Notes on Anonymity and Pseudonymity” which 
prefaces the 1926 edition announces: 

Anonymous and pseudonymous books and pamphlets may be grouped, 
in the first place, according to the motive which led to the suppression 
of the author’s name. Generally the motive is some form of timidity, 
such as (a) diffidence, (b) fear of consequences, and (c) shame.24

And a bit later: “The great majority of anonymous and pseudonymous 
books will be found to fall under these groups. but one can imagine a 
variety of other possible motives, some of which may operate in addi-
tion to one of these main groups.”25 Motive, here, has replaced author 
as the central principle of organization in this explanation. Without 
the name of author, the (also unnamed) authors of the “Notes” choose 
the most proximate cause for the absence of the name—“motive”—to 
“group . . . in the first place” texts. 

In this schema, they trade the quandary of the absent name for 
the quandary of categorical organization that they seek to resolve by 
turning to motive. An anonymous text may raise the question, if one 
thinks to ask it (and the Dictionary does), who wrote this? For the 
authors of these “Notes” and, indeed for many scholars, this question 
transforms from one of knowledge about an author’s name to two 
related ontological questions: 1) How did this text come to be if we 
cannot name the author? 2) How do we categorize this text without its 
author’s name? The answer posed by the “Notes” to these questions 
is first to assume an author (a fair assumption) and then to ascribe a 
mental state to that author—motive—to explain the absence of his 
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or her name and thereby categorize the text. With the absence of an 
empirical fact—the name—we are asked to “imagine” mental states, 
decidedly not observable, to glean “a variety of other possible motives” 
to explain that absence.26 

Motive, the authors suggest, may be evinced from the content of a 
given text: “shame may be supposed to be the motive which often leads 
writers of pornographic books to withhold their names, and the same 
motive must be at least partly responsible for the frequent anonymity 
of spiteful personal attacks and lampoons.”27 In this move they fold 
together the content of the text with the causal explanation for the 
anonymity of the text. These are in fact two different matters. To ask 
about the content is to ask about what is in the text. To ask of motives 
for anonymity is to ask about a state of mind (motive) antecedent to 
an action that did not happen (the attachment of the name). They 
have confused the meaning of an action (or perhaps a lack of action) 
with textual meaning. These issues do indeed intersect in the space 
of the text but in doing so they do not recur solely to the author as 
the arbiter of meaning for both.

Discussions of authorial motive for anonymity acknowledge the 
writing context but repudiate it by locating motive in the individual. This 
project of ascribing motive to explain anonymity is already committed to 
ascribing agency to the context, in addition to the individual agent; it just 
does not acknowledge it. In the instance of the pornographic writer’s 
“shame” in the Dictionary, such shame does not originate because of 
the text or in the writer. It is activated by the larger cultural milieu with 
which the writer and the text are associated. Though “shame” in the 
Dictionary is imagined as emanating from the individual’s response to 
his or her writing, one cannot be ashamed without the larger culture 
acting with the individual to engender such a sense of shame. 

To emphasize the individual and motivated character of anonymous 
publication is to assume the typicality of named authorship and the 
anomalous nature of anonymity. The mounting body of evidence in 
the early modern period and eighteenth century, however, shows that 
anonymity was not atypical.28 Accounts of the widespread nature of 
anonymous publication across all kinds of texts in these periods compli-
cate our sense of authoriality and anonymity by asking us to imagine 
a publishing context in which signed authorship was not the norm. In 
turning from anonymity as an anomalous individual choice to a typical 
practice throughout literary history, then, I suggest that our discussions 
of motive as an explanatory force may not be as useful as we had once 
thought. Anonymity may not be an individual choice driven by knowable 



1142 Motive, Intention, Anonymity, and Evelina

motives just as publishing a late eighteenth-century novel in a three-
volume duodecimo format is not exclusively the choice of any one 
individual involved in the production of the book. That is, anonymity 
may be productively understood not exclusively as a phenomenon 
tied to the actions of an individual author but to a complex collection 
of forces—some institutional and generic—that may have little to do 
with the actions, motives, or intentions of any individuals. 

Emphasizing factors of publication external to the individual as 
a substitute for authorial motive to explain—if we must explain—
anonymity might suggest a total de-centering of the author or a 
recapitulation of his or her death. However, what I am suggesting 
is a reorientation or re-centering of the relationship between text, 
author, and context rather than a wholesale rejection. Individuals do 
not exist or act in a vacuum. Authors do not write wholly removed 
from the institutional, media, and generic contexts within which their 
writing appears. This point is, of course, quite obvious. However, when 
confronted with the critical impasse posed by authorial anonymity, the 
tendency of critics is to forgo context and position the author as the 
locus of choice and action whose motives for said choices and actions 
are invoked in order to produce critical insight. Many of the assump-
tions that underlie the imputation of motives for anonymity acknowl-
edge but then disregard these contexts of publication in preference 
for “possible motives” imagined for the individual author.29 Would it 
not be preferable to focus on the empirical and therefore knowable 
(the historical contexts of publication, for example) rather than the 
imagined and inferred mental states of the author? 

II. EVELINA’s INTENTION, bUrNEY’s MOTIVE 

Evelina presents a compelling case to explore questions of motive 
and intention because the anonymous novel written by burney exists 
alongside varying accounts of her wariness about the novel and novel 
writing. It would seem that one is not left to imagine burney’s motives 
for anonymous publication because her letters, journals, and novels 
document them. This is tempting, and often compelling, evidence upon 
which to base an explanation of Evelina’s anonymity. However, this 
evidence offers conflicting accounts of burney’s motives and intentions 
and has enabled a critical tendency to conflate burney with Evelina and 
Evelina. This tendency to collapse author, text, and character signals 
an attempt to shore up the unstable but absolutely necessary category 
of named authorship in the face of anonymity. As the Dictionary of 
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Anonymous and Pseudonymous English Literature produces categorical 
stability by imputing authorial motives for anonymity, the conflation of 
burney, Evelina, and Evelina imagines a unity of motive and intention 
and locates this unity in the author in order to explain the supposed 
aberration of anonymity. My aim, then, in drawing on Evelina is to 
demonstrate how even when it seems we are not left to imagine autho-
rial motives for anonymous publication because we have documentary 
evidence, we are still engaging in a practice of inferring authorial motive 
that does not account for competing actions, intentions, and contexts. 

To be clear, I am not arguing that anonymous texts do not possess 
or are not subject to authorial motive or intention. What is necessary 
is to separate out motives for anonymous publication from intention 
in the text. The former is antecedent to the text; the latter is manifest 
in the text. Evelina, then, presents the ideal example of such a text 
where discussions of authorial motive lead only to seemingly contra-
dictory accounts of what burney thought about what she was doing, 
while discussions of intention point to actions and productions that 
seem to function counter to an authorial motive for anonymity. The 
intense interest in making anonymity explicit within Evelina indicates 
its intentional character, not in the fact of the anonymity of the novel 
(the absence of a name on the title page) but in the work done within 
the novel to highlight its anonymity. burney’s motives for the absence 
of her name on the title page mean very little in my account; however, 
the manner in which attention is drawn to that absence is deeply 
significant for the work the novel does in positioning itself within the 
cohering canon of the eighteenth-century novel. 

catherine Gallagher has usefully questioned the narrative critics 
have articulated about anonymity being a “kind of concealment” that 
reflects burney’s stated concern with reputation. Gallagher notes that 
throughout Evelina the anonymity of the text both points to no name 
and indicates the importance of names and naming.30 Anonymity in 
this instance is thus not purely the absence of the name but a way of 
actively signaling that absence. This argument productively moves away 
from the topos of authorial modesty manifest in the earlier criticism 
and imagines greater agential engagement with the novel’s reception 
on the part of burney.31 While Gallagher offers a way of thinking about 
Evelina’s attention to its anonymity in a manner that understands its 
productive capacity, I differ from her in my insistence on a separa-
tion between burney and the personae who inhabit the novel, whose 
intentions may be described as in tension with those of the author.
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My reading attends to both the broad context in which Evelina was 
published and to work done within the novel to distinguish itself from 
that context. Of the sixteen new novels published in 1778, fourteen 
(including Evelina) were published anonymously.32 certainly fourteen 
anonymous novels out of the sixteen published (or over 87%) is a 
remarkable number if we tend to think of the novel as attached to 
a named author; however, we must also contextualize it within the 
broader trends in the rise of the novel.33 The overwhelming anonymity 
of novels published in 1778, and more broadly across the period, 
rendered Evelina’s anonymity far less remarkable than literary critics 
have often thought. Anonymity was a typical and tacit feature of the 
novel. because novels were published anonymously more often than 
not in the period and because anonymity is usually the absence of 
positive evidence of a name, it was neither a notable nor an obvious 
feature unless explicitly mentioned. This is especially true of those 
novels published by circulating library publishers, as Evelina was by 
Thomas Lowndes. Evelina’s anonymity was not exceptional.34 

However, Evelina positions itself, not among those other fourteen 
anonymous novels, but among the more prestigious novelistic tradi-
tion signaled by the names “rousseau, Johnson, Marivaux, Fielding, 
richardson, and smollett” in the novel’s preface.35 The novel does so, 
crucially, by demanding that the reader acknowledge the absence of 
its author’s name. It turns the absence of the authorial name into posi-
tive knowledge. Evelina does not allow or imagine the typicality of the 
novel in its generic and medial coherence to stand in place of, or draw 
attention from, the anonymity or authorship of the text. Instead, the 
text presents a persona who is neither reducible to Frances burney, 
nor to the novel itself. The function of this persona is, in part, to make 
the novel’s anonymity explicit. The expression of anonymity as a posi-
tive knowledge of the absence of the author’s name marks the novel 
as being in a state of transition from its origins as entertainment to its 
rarified status as literary. In doing so, it begins to explain why we read 
Evelina and not other circulating library novels that resemble it.  

This attention to the novel’s anonymity begins with the dedicatory 
poem to the first volume “To ____ _____” (1). The poem is dedicated, 
if we know that Frances burney is the author of Evelina, to burney’s 
father charles burney. The text presents it as a keyed dedication that 
foregrounds the absence of the name of its dedicatee. by foregrounding 
this absence, the poem further implies that the unnamed charles 
burney, by the absence of his name, is the anonymous “author of [the 
author of Evelina’s] being!” (1). Here, we have not only the anonymous 
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author of the poem and the novel in which it appears, but the very 
possibility of the poem and novel’s existence predicated upon another 
anonymous author—her father. 

The doubling of anonymity evident in the opening stanza of the 
poem continues in its fourth stanza when the poem admits its author’s 
“[i]ncapacity” to trace the “num’rous virtues” of its subject. 

but since my niggard stars that gift refuse,
 concealment is the only boon I claim;
Obscure be still the unsuccessful Muse,
 Who cannot raise, but would not sink, your fame. (1) 

Operating in this stanza is both the narrator of the poem’s understanding 
of her “[c]oncealment” of both herself and her subject and her ability 
to further “[o]bscure” herself. The anonymity of both subject and 
author is absolutely necessary to the project of this poem because if 
one were named, the other could easily also be named. The effect of 
this doubling of anonymity, however, is to focus attention precisely on 
the doubly missing names. by reflecting on the multiple absences of 
names in both the title and content, the poem’s use of anonymity, the 
stated purpose of which in the poem is to “[o]bscure” or “[c]onceal,” 
ceases to do so and instead poses anonymity like the blanks in the title, 
“To _______ ______,” as something to have its absent names filled in. 

The dedicatory letter “To the Authors of the Monthly and critical 
reviews” likewise does similar work to call attention to the anonymity 
of its author. In asking for the patronage of the critics, she writes, 
“Without name, without recommendation, and unknown alike to 
success and disgrace, to whom can I so properly apply for patronage, 
as to those who publicly profess themselves Inspectors of all literary 
performances?” (3). The line “[w]ithout name” plays with the double 
notion of obscurity offered in the dedicatory poem whereby its author 
is without name insofar as she is an unknown to the world of literature 
(a somewhat dubious claim for burney) and the literal fact of the 
dedication and the novel being offered anonymously. As Margaret 
Anne Doody has suggested, there is a bit of ironic mockery in this 
dedication as burney was, in fact, known to many of the critics at the 
Monthly and Critical Reviews.36 This moment in its ironic doubling 
demonstrates the emergence of an anonymous persona in the text 
who is not the same as the biographical person known to the critics 
as Frances burney and whose ambitions for the novel Evelina may be 
very different from those stated in the letters and journals of burney. 
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I argue that the editorial persona manifest in Evelina is not reduc-
ible to burney and may in fact exceed her intention; however, that is 
not to suggest that her own knowledge of the publishing world of the 
late eighteenth century is absent in the work done by that persona. 
both Gallagher and Doody have noted that burney was embedded in, 
and knowledgeable about, the literary culture of the period. Doody 
shows just how much burney was privy to the various processes 
and competing interests involved in publishing and promoting one’s 
work. In going to extraordinary lengths to ensure she could not be 
identified with Evelina, Doody observes, burney may have forgone 
the interpersonal aspects of these processes, but they manifest in the 
construction of the anonymous editorial persona who seeks in the 
prefatory materials to differentiate Evelina from the other fourteen 
anonymous novels published in 1778 by demanding the absence of 
the author’s name be noticed.

The dedicatory letter seeks to appeal to the critics for their protec-
tion of the novel it prefaces. In doing so, it positions the novel among 
other literary texts through the interpolation of lines from William 
shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and Alexander Pope’s Epistle 
to Dr. Arbuthnot (see 4). This appeal does not locate the novel and its 
author in the realm of interpersonal exchange with the actual critics 
of the reviews in the same way that quoting shakespeare and Pope 
does not imply a personal relationship between those authors and 
burney. rather, it positions the novel and its anonymous persona in a 
relationship with the contemporary literary world, represented by the 
anonymous critics to whom it appeals, as well as the English literary 
tradition, here represented by Pope and shakespeare, neither of whom 
are named. The signature at the end of the epistle, “*** ****,” further 
signals, then, not a place for the name of an actual biographical person, 
because none could conceivably fit there, but the place of the unnamed 
authorial persona, the “editor” as she names herself in the preface, 
who exists in her relationship to Evelina and Evelina’s relationship to 
the broader literary landscape of the late 1770s (6, 7).37 

This epistle is thus marked by its impersonality because it under-
stands, deeply, the broader literary context into which Evelina appears 
and wishes to stake a claim to its import and quality despite its origins 
and resemblance to other anonymous novels bearing the name of their 
heroines in their titles. The preface continues this work of differentia-
tion by placing the novel within a paternal literary lineage. It begins 
by remarking on the “inferior rank” of the “humble Novelist” within 
the “republic of letters” (7). The figure of the “republic of letters” 
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reiterates the premise of the epistle to the critics that the entrance 
of the novel into the world is not, like Evelina’s entrance into society, 
the actuality of its biographical writer stepping forth into the world. 
rather, the novel’s entrance is into the virtuality of the “republic,” 
which is shaped and informed by all the material practices of publishing 
by human actors, but is not identical to it. Instead, the novel and the 
novelist—as persona, not biographical individual—enter into a series 
of relations with the reviews, other novelists, and other novels. 

Like the work of the dedication, the preface seeks to manipulate 
those relations in an attempt to shape the novel’s reception. Having 
noted the low status of the novel, the preface resituates Evelina not 
among the (perceived) low circulating library novels but among the 
emergent and respectable prose fiction tradition:

Yet, while in the annals of those few of our predecessors, to whom 
this species of writing [the novel] is indebted from being saved from 
contempt, and rescued from depravity, we can trace such names as 
rousseau, Johnson, Marivaux, Fielding, richardson, and smollett, no 
man need blush at starting from the same post, though many, nay, most 
men, may sigh at finding themselves distanced. (7)

This tradition is marked by “names,” not by the titles of works. The 
catalog of authors named stands in direct contrast to the situation of 
Evelina’s own anonymous publication and novels like it. “rousseau, 
Johnson, Marivaux, Fielding, richardson, and smollett” are all authors 
of novels, though the generic appellation is loosely applied in some 
cases, whose names are known and have been preserved unlike the 
bulk of new novels in the later eighteenth century. Thus, to invoke 
the name of the author within this context is to invoke the entirety of 
their oeuvre of imaginative prose fiction. 

There is, then, a clear difficulty for an anonymous novelist to stake 
a claim within a tradition represented by named authors. The preface, 
like the rest of the prefatory materials, takes on this problem by making 
explicit the anonymity of the novel:

The following letters are presented to the public—for such, by novel 
writers, novel readers will be called,—with a very singular mixture of 
timidity and confidence, resulting from the peculiar situation of the 
editor; who, though trembling for their success from a consciousness 
of their imperfections, yet fears not being involved in their disgrace, 
while happily wrapped up in a mantle of impenetrable obscurity. (7)
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by once again pointing to the anonymous status of the novel as “impen-
etrable obscurity” in this passage, the preface envisions the audience 
for the novel as “the public.” This notion of the public, is, however, 
immediately qualified as a public of novel readers, rather than the 
entirety of the public sphere, or even the vastness of “the republic of 
letters.” Here, the preface indicates a clear sense of Evelina’s place 
within the larger literary landscape in which it will appear both by 
locating it within a reading public, who would typically not expect an 
attributed novel, and within the novelistic genre in which the author 
is posed as the editor of letters, rather than the author of them. 

This passage is further striking in its understanding of Evelina’s 
entrance into the world as marked by “a very singular mixture of 
timidity and confidence, resulting from the peculiar situation of the 
editor.” This “very singular mixture of timidity and confidence” speaks 
to the creation of the anonymous persona, “the editor,” that creates 
a gap between the biographical person burney with her “timidity” 
and the anonymous narrator with her “confidence” about the novel.  
“[T]he peculiar situation of the editor” may suggest the underlying 
context from which burney published the novel. That is, she is 
publishing as one who is deeply connected to the literary marketplace 
and yet, if we wish to speak of her motive, in her “timidity” she elects to  
“wrap . . . up in a mantle of impenetrable obscurity” and publish 
anonymously. However, this line also signals the peculiarity “of the 
editor” who is thus “situat[ed]” both in the text and between the text 
and its biographical author. 

by drawing attention to the Evelina’s anonymity, by making it 
remarkable, “the editor” is able to position the novel in a lineage 
with the named authors invoked in the previous paragraph. Evelina 
understands itself not as a commodity whose authorial labor is made 
absent through its anonymity, nor as a “history” whose anonymity would 
bolster its truth claim. rather, in understanding itself as an explicitly 
anonymous fictional prose narrative and creating an authorial persona 
apart from its biographical author, Evelina appears like other anony-
mous circulating library novels but acts, or more precisely reads, like 
a novel within the emergent prose narrative tradition of richardson, 
Fielding, and so forth.38 

Though published in the impersonal realm of the literary market-
place, Evelina is represented throughout much of the criticism as 
an extension or version of burney herself, not an impersonal fiction 
of which she is the author. The anonymity of the novel is therefore 
explained by recourse to the author’s motive—typically modesty. 
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However, such an approach neglects much of the context in which 
Evelina was published—the circulating library of Thomas Lowndes—in 
favor of the biography and characteristic modesty of its author.39 My 
insistence on a broadening of horizons follows from the call to look 
“beyond Evelina” to its literary contexts.40 certainly we must look to 
the novel’s literary contemporaries and antecedents just as we must 
look to its historical moment, its place among the market, its author, 
her gender, and so forth. To do so is to make visible the connections 
already present in Evelina. It is to situate the text among the multi-
plicity of such interlocking contexts. Thus, we can speak of the so-called 
editorial persona of Evelina operating within the text itself (apart from 
burney), within the literary tradition that is invoked, within the reading 
public invoked, in short, within the entirety of its cultural circulation. 

The tendency surrounding Evelina to understand the novel and its 
author in their singularity has taken it as a case of a female novelist 
publishing her first novel (about a young woman) anonymously in a 
world hostile to both women and women authors. read in this way, 
the anonymity of Evelina seems like an immensely personal choice 
and the evidence from burney’s letters and journals supports these 
claims about burney’s modesty. In her journal for June 23rd, 1778, for 
example, burney writes upon getting her father’s approval of the novel: 

I had written my little book simply for my amusement; I printed it, 
by the means first of my brother, charles, next of my cousin, Edward 
burney, merely for a frolic, to see how a production of my own would 
figure in that Author like form[.]41

Here, burney represents Evelina as a private exercise in novel writing 
“for a frolic.” This entry alludes also to the lengths to which burney 
went to disguise her authorship; she employed her brother, then her 
cousin, to deliver it to the publisher Thomas Lowndes. Famously, 
burney even changed her hand when writing the manuscript so that 
publishers, who knew her to be the amanuensis for charles burney, 
would not recognize her hand and attribute authorship of the novel 
to her. When her father, who did not know burney had written it, 
learned of her authorship and approved of it, burney was delighted 
and relieved. 

In this entry burney writes of her “little book,” her “production,” 
and how it would “figure in that Author like form.” betty schellenberg 
has suggested that in this moment burney links the printed text 
with authorship in these lines as a “narrowly print-based view of the 
author.”42 I would add, however, that while “that Author like form” 
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may allude to a print-based concept of the author, it also suggests that 
the “form” (the shape of the novel) may itself be “Author like.” rather 
than simply offering an idea of the individual author within what may 
be called print culture, “Author like form” may also attenuate our 
notion of how the form of the novel itself may be semi-autonomous 
and self-authorizing as it is connected to its broader generic, media, 
and market contexts. The novel is “Author like” insofar as it constitutes 
the text’s mode of being of in the world. 

Michel Foucault has linked such a function with the authorial name, 
but genre, form, and medium (among other attributes of a text) may 
work in a similar way.43 Identifying or categorizing a novel as a novel 
as it is connected to the context of the literary marketplace of the 
late eighteenth century shifts the emphasis that the contemporary 
(21st century) critic presumes to be on the author as individual actor 
to the broader network of texts, humans, and contexts of which the 
novel is a part. The novel need not refer back to its writer to define 
its nature. by the late eighteenth century, the novel coheres in both 
genre and medium such that a three-volume duodecimo bearing the 
name of a young woman in its title “authors” the text. burney’s own 
entry registers this tension between the individual labor of creation 
and the semi-autonomy of the book within the world through her 
language of “my little book” and “a production of my own” alongside 
the notion of “that Author like form.” The possession signaled by “my” 
is thus undone by the suggestion that “form” is itself “Author like.” 

As burney’s journal entry articulates the tensions between individual 
production and possession and the nature of the form of the novel, 
it also evinces, at least on its surface, a claim for limited ambition 
and modesty. This surface claim for limited ambition and modestly is 
further evident in a December 1, 1778 letter to catherine coussmaker 
in which burney writes, “Little, indeed, did I imagine, when I parted 
with Evelina, what Honours were in reserve for her! I thought that her 
only admirers wd be among school girls, & destined her to no nobler 
habitation than a circulating Library.”44 burney did not, however, 
destine Evelina “to no nobler habitation than a circulating Library.” 
she sent off the manuscript of the half-completed novel first, not to 
Lowndes its eventual publisher, but to James Dodsley, who was an 
up-market publisher and not a circulating library proprietor, “[b]ut 
Mr. Dodsley declined looking at anything anonymous; and the young 
group . . . next fixed upon Mr. Lowndes, a bookseller in the city.”45 
schellenberg has noted burney’s “disingenuous . . . denying [of] ambi-
tion” in her letters and journals and this letter certainly seems to be 
one of those moments.46
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Of burney’s attempted dealing with Dodsley, George Justice writes,

The more prestigious publisher [James] Dodsley had refused to 
consider the manuscript of the novel for publication because the author 
refused to reveal her identity: anonymity, especially in relation to the 
transaction of business prior to publication, was the preserve of the 
mighty, even the titled.47 

Justice, here, thinks through the presumption, on burney’s part, of 
anonymity as it is connected with the status of the author; however, 
what I would like to consider is anonymity as it relates to the status 
of the publisher. For Dodsley to publish, or consider publishing, an 
anonymous novel, particularly one which, as Justice notes, resembled 
circulating library fare, would be to lower the status of his own brand 
of publications.48 Through the transformation in the utility of anonymity 
in the novel—from enabling the assertion of its historicity to signaling 
its status as commodity—anonymity may have no longer been the 
province of the modest and titled; nor was it ever exclusively. rather, 
anonymity is reinforced as a tacit feature of the novel in its role as 
an entertainment. Dodsley’s rejection of Evelina need not be entirely 
about the perceived pretensions of burney’s anonymity but instead his 
own interest in preserving the status of his name and catalog.

Further, much has been written about Lowndes as a publisher of 
ephemeral works. Gallagher notes, for example, that “to publish a 
novel, especially one for the circulating libraries, in the late 1770s was 
to embrace all that was most impermanent and insubstantial about 
the literary marketplace; it was not to court immortality but to solicit 
a big audience of little people for a short time.”49 In 1778, the year of 
Evelina’s publication, however, Lowndes published, or co-published, 
twenty-six books including: samuel Johnson’s A Dictionary of the 
English Language, Daniel Defoe’s The Life and Surprising Adventures 
of Robinson Crusoe, and John Milton’s Paradise Lost. Despite the 
unsettled ground of the vernacular canon in the late eighteenth 
century, one would be hard pressed to claim that any of these texts 
were particularly ephemeral. Thus, even though Lowndes operated a 
circulating library and was associated with circulating library novels, 
many of his publications were still sufficiently literary enough to 
complicate the narrative of modest aspirations that burney draws for 
us in her journals and letters. 

Evelina retains its ambitions, as evidenced by burney’s decision to 
offer the manuscript to Dodsley first, even though the novel eventu-
ally found a “habitation” in Lowndes’s “circulating Library.” I argue 
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that this is a consequence of the novel’s repeatedly calling attention 
to its anonymity and its thematization of the search for origin as 
central feature of its plot. Evelina’s anonymity is not about deferral 
of authorship, or bashfulness, or modesty, or disownment. However, 
burney’s anonymity may well have been. Evelina’s explicit anonymity 
is a statement of valuation through the pose of seeming dispossession 
in a publishing context in which anonymity was something unremark-
able, something to be ignored or forgotten. by demanding attention 
be paid to Evelina’s anonymity the effect of the prefatory materials is 
to court immortality against the assumed typical ephemeral nature of 
the circulating libraries’ other anonymous novels. 

This is not to argue that the biographical person, Frances burney, 
did not have very personal reasons for wishing not to attach her name 
to the novel. Nor is it to deny the difficult position of writing women 
in the late eighteenth century that may have encouraged anonymous 
authorship.50 The persona that is present in the prefatory materials 
of the novel is, however, not necessarily the same as the biographical 
person. Nor are whatever motives she may have had for the anonymity 
of the novel manifest in that persona. If we wish to impute intention to 
burney, we may say that she crafts this anonymous persona precisely 
because it may guard against the mode of criticism that conflates 
persona with person, which the prefatory materials anticipate and 
which much 20th and 21st-century criticism continues to do. 

This distinction between burney as biographical person and the 
narrative persona manifest in the prefatory materials indicates a 
crucial separation, to borrow from skinner, between authorial motive 
for anonymity and the intention in anonymity. burney’s motive for 
anonymity, as I have shown, is difficult to tease out reliably, and I 
would argue that motives for anonymity are always inscrutable and 
rarely useful if we wish to understand the history and function of 
anonymity within literary culture. Intention in anonymity, however, 
may be accessible as it is made manifest in the text. but here is where 
I depart from skinner: for, while he connects intentions to authors as 
biographical personages, I argue that intentions in texts may, and often 
do, exceed or efface those of their biographical authors. Intention, 
as it is manifest in the prefatory materials to Evelina in the letters, 
poems, and dedications, is not bound to or possessed by burney; it 
is rather associated with “the editor” of Evelina (if, indeed, we need 
to pin intention to an acting subject), who may be thought of as a 
figure who works in parallel to burney but who is not self-identical to 
burney. The persona of “the editor” of Evelina operates across the text 
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and within the broader network of textual production and circulation. 
Neither individual context can be understood to fully realize or make 
available the motive of the actor.51 

Looking to Evelina’s context of publication, we see that anonymity 
was hardly a rarity within the circulating library. Indeed, it was typical 
of novels published by and for the circulating libraries. That Evelina 
was anonymous in its 1778 publication was not remarkable; it was to 
be expected. The critical approaches that fold the biography of burney 
in with the publication history of Evelina understand authorship to 
be typical of novel publication and Evelina’s anonymity to be excep-
tional. This simply does not reflect the history of the novel in the late 
eighteenth century in general, or the history of the novel within the 
circulating library in particular. 

What is remarkable about Evelina’s anonymity is the lengths to 
which the novel draws attention to its anonymity. The prefatory mate-
rials repeatedly, and almost obsessively, make visible the absence of 
its author’s name. Moreover, as much of the criticism has suggested, 
naming is a central concern of the narrative itself. such attention to 
anonymity, against the norms of the circulating library novel, seems 
to be in tension with burney’s stated claims to limited ambition and 
modesty and indicate the difficulty of ascribing motive to burney in 
order to understand Evelina’s anonymity. 

When we ask why a text is anonymous, we invariably ask why an 
author chose to publish anonymously. We ask for an explanation of 
the individual’s motive for action as if such motives were knowable 
and such actions occurred outside of their broader context, that is, the 
world. Motives are generally not knowable. If they are announced to 
interpret an action, they may not be reliable. As Anscombe writes, 
“The question whether the light in which one so puts one’s action is a 
true light is a notoriously difficult one.”52 Actions, however, occur in 
the world and may be described by intentions. Looking exclusively to 
burney to explain and interpret the anonymity of Evelina serves only 
to confound explanation and conflate text with author. It does not tell 
us about the place of Evelina within its moment or why the novel, 
despite its resemblance to other circulating library fare, exceeded the 
alleged limited ambitions of its author. Nor does it tell us about the 
history of authorship or anonymity. To answer any of these questions 
we must turn away not only from the author as the origin for the text 
but also from an emphasis on individual human action as a whole in 
the production of the novel. This essay calls for a rethinking of how 
we orient authorial subjects within a literary landscape comprised of 



material and ideal objects. To do so we must attend to the network 
comprised of novels, authors, publishers, media, and so forth to 
understand the collective action inherent in the formation of any of 
these phenomena. 

book history, in its desire to shift its object from authors to books as 
a means of accounting for the historical complexities of textual circula-
tion, then, may offer some means of moving away from an emphasis on 
the writing subject and his or her motives. However, efforts to expand 
discussions to the multiple hands involved in print publication under 
the aegis of book history and borrowing Pierre bourdieu’s concept 
of “field,” rather than ameliorating the emphasis on the individual, 
have actually magnified the importance of individual human agency.53 
book history has traditionally emphasized the role of human action 
while mostly obscuring the reciprocal work done by texts, genres, 
media, and the other seemingly inanimate bits of literary production. 
In doing so, we have expanded the author function to actors beyond 
the writing subject, but we have reified the importance of the human 
on the side of production and reception over the collectivity inherent 
in the genesis, production, dissemination, and reception of the text.54
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