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Tribute to Wayne C. Booth
1921–2005

Wayne C. Booth, George M. Pull man Dis tinguished Service Pro fessor

emeritus at the University of Chi cago, died on Oc tober 10, 2005.  From hum -

ble be ginnings in Amer ican Fork, Utah, he went on to be come one of the fore-

most literary crit ics of our time.

Wayne’s first book, The Rhetoric of Fiction, won the Chris tian Gauss

Award from Phi Beta Kappa in 1961. He followed it with A Rhetoric of Irony,

Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of As sent, and Crit i cal Un der stand ing.  Fill ing the

need for a journal de voted to lit erary the ory he co-founded Crit i cal In quiry.

His most im por tant crit i cal con tri bu tion, how ever, may be The Company We

Keep: An Eth ics of Fiction. With its pub lication, he re opened a crit ical conversa-

tion about lit erature and character that had long lain dor mant un der the re-

gime of the New Crit icism.

Af ter The Company We Keep, Wayne focused on ap plying his brand of

ethical plu ralism to teaching Eng lish. With Marshall Greg ory, he wrote The

Harper and Row Rhet oric and The Harper and Row Reader. With Jo seph Wil liams

and Gregory Colomb, he wrote The Craft of Re search.

Wayne was a thor oughly en gaging teacher, employing the So cratic

method in its ironic power to con front stu dents with their ig norance while

en cour ag ing lively and in tel li gent con ver sa tion. He was a sup port ive men tor,

always pos itive, free with praise, and will ing to sup port his stu dents in their

careers. My friends at the University of Chi cago con sidered Wayne the moral

conscience of our dis cipline. When they dis covered that he and I be longed to

the same church, they as sumed he must be one of the most admired and ap -

preciated members of our con gregation. In a touch of Boothian irony, I had

to ad mit that to many he was just another less active mem ber. Nevertheless, to 

me and oth ers who had the privilege to know him, Wayne Booth em bodied

the truly moral in tel lec tual search for rec on cil i a tion and in clu sion. We would

do well to carry on that Mormon tra dition.

NEAL W. KRAMER stud ied with Wayne Booth at the University of Chi cago in the

late seventies and early eight ies. He has pub lished a num ber of re views and arti-

cles stim ulated by and about  Booth’s ideas. He currently teaches English at BYU

and lives with his wife and some of their children and grandchildren in Provo,

Utah.


