1126

For my part, although these two interpretations must ac-
knowledge and accent their difference and define their
irreducibility, I do not believe that today there is any ques-
tion of choosing—in the first place because here we are in a
region (let us say, provi a region of hi
where the category of choice seems particularly trivial; and
in the second, because we must first try to conceive of the
common ground, and the différance of this irreducible dif-
ference. Here there is a kind of guestion, let us still call it
historical, whose conception, formation, gestation, and

y catching a glimpse of today. I employ
se words. 1 admit, with a glance toward the operatio
childbearing—but also with a glance toward those who, in &
soctety from which [ do not exclude myself, wrn their eyes
away when faced by the as yet unnamable which is proclaim
ing itself and which can do so, as is necessary whenever i
birth is in the offing, only under the species of the nonspe
cies, in the formless, mute, infant, and terrifying form ol
MonsLrosity.

Roland Barthes

=

19151980

Structuralism is associated in linguistics with the name of Ferdinand de Saussure
and in anthropology with that of Claude Lévi-Strauss. Among literary critics perhaps
the most prominent name to be identified with structuralism is that of Roland Barthes,
a prodigious writer of enormous influence. To trace Barthes' career is to read the his-
tory of French criticism from structuralism and semiology into the poststructuralist era,
the beginning of which is often identified with Jacques Derrida’s critiques of Saussure
and Lévi-Strauss in the sixties. “The Structuralist Activity” represents an early phase
of Barthes’ work in which he sets forth certain structuralist principles, particularly the
emphasis on functions rather than substances. Objects as such, reduced to function, are
items in sets of relations, thus emphasizing difference or the relational *‘space”
between objects rather than the objects themselves. In Barthes' vision of structuralism
the emphasis is on the creative or “‘reconstructive™ activity endlessly productive of
meaning, though meaning itself as a substance is less important than the activity of
producing it.

In “The Death of the Author,” Barthes proceeds to a sort of poststructuralist or
deconstructive view of the author, who is dissolved as an ego controlling the book or
as some center of intention by means of which one might interpret the text. Barthes
sees lunguage as controlling any sense of what an author might be rather than the other
way around. For this linguistically created and contained author Barthes invents the
term scriptor. Thus Barthes agrees with the Heideggerian idea that language speaks
man. He privileges the text over the author in ways similar to those of Michel Foucault
(in his essay of 1969, “*What Is an Author?"") and Jacques Derrida.

Among Barthes translated works are Writing Degree Zero (1953, tr. 1967),
Mythologies (1957, tr. 1972), On Racine (1963, tr. 1964), Elements of Semiology
(1964, tr. 1967). Critical Essays (1964, tr. 1972), Criticism and Truth (1966, tr. 1987),
Empire of Signs (1970, tr. 1982), 5-Z (1970, tr. 1974), Sade, Fourier, Loyola (1971, tr.
1976), New Critical Essays (1971, tr. 1976), The Pleasure of the Text (1973, tr. 1975),
Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes (1975, tr. 1977). A Lover's Discourse (1977, tr.
1978), Image-Music-Text (tr. 1977), Sollers Writer (1979, tr. 1987), The Grain of the
Voice (1981, tr. 1985), The Responsibilities of Form (1982, tr. 1985), and The Rustle
of Language (1984, tr. 1986). See George B. Wasserman, Roland Barthes (1981);
Annette Lavers, Roland Barthes: Structuralism and After (1982); and Jonathan Culler,
Roland Barthes (1983).



1128 o anD BARTHES
The Structuralist Activity

What is structuralism? Not a school. nor even a movement
tal least, not yer), for most of the authors ordinarily labeled
with this word are unawire of being united by any solidarity
of doctrine or commitment. Nor is it a vocabulary. Structure
is already an old word (of anatomical and grammatical prov-
cnance). today quite overworked: all the social sciences re-
sort to it abundantly, and the word's use can distinguish no
one, except to engage in polemics ubout the content assigned
0 it functions, forms, signs and significations are scarcely
more pertinent: they are, today, words of common usage,
from which one asks (and obtains) whatever une wants, no-
tably the camouflage of the old determinist schema of cause
and product: we must doubtless go back to pairings like
those of significans/significatum and svnchronic/diachronic
in order to approach what distinguishes structuralism from
other modes of thought: the first because it refers to the lin-
zuistic model as onginated by Saussure. and because along
with economics, linguistics is, in the present state of affairs,
the true science of structure, the second, more decisively, be-
cause it seems to imply a certain revision of the notion of
history, insofar as the notion of the synchronic (although in
Saussure this is a preeminently operational concept) accred-
its a certain immobilization of time, and insofar as that of the
diachronic 1ends 1o represent the historical process as a pure
succession of forms. This second pairing is all the more dis-
tnctive in that the chief resistance to structuralism today
seems to be of Marxist origin and that it focuses on the no-
tion of history (and not of structure); whatever the case, it is
probably the serious recourse to the nomenclature of signi-
fication (and not to the word itself, which is, paradoxically,
not at all distinctive) which we must ultimately take as struc-
turalism's spoken sign: watch who uses signifier and signi-
fied, synchrome and diachronic, and you will know whether
the structuralist vision is constituted.

This is valid for the intellectual metalanguage, which
explicitly employs methodological concepts. But since
structuralism is neither a school nor a movement, there is no
reason to reduce it a priori, even in a problematical way, to
the activity of philosophers; it would be better to try and find
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its broadest descripuion (if not its definition) on another leve

than that of reflexive langunge. We can in fact presume thal
there exist certain writers, painters, musicians, in whose eyes
i certain exercise of structure (and not only its thought) rep
resents a distinctive experience, and that both analysts and
creators must be placed under the common sign of what we
might call structural man, defined not by his ideas or hi

languages, but by his imagination—in other words, by the
way in which he mentully experiences structure.

Hence the first thing o be suid is that in relation to al
its users, structuralism is essentially an acriviry, i.e., the ¢
trolled succession of a certain number of mental operations
we might speak of structuralist activity as we once spoke ol
surrealist activity (surrealism, moreover, may well have pro
duced the first experience of structural literature, a possibil
ity which must some day be explored). But before seein;
what these operations are, we must say a word about their
goal.

The goal of all structuralist activity, whether reflexiv:
or poetic, is to reconstruct an “‘object’ in such a way as u
manifest thereby the rules of functioning (the **functions
of this object. Structure is therefore actually a simulacrum ol
the object, but a directed, interested simulacrum, since thi
imitated object makes something appear which remained in
visible, or if one prefers, unintelligible in the natural objec
Structural man takes the real, decomposes it, then recom
poses it; this appears to be little enough (which makes soims
say that the structuralist enterprise is “*meaningless,” *
interesting,” “‘useless,” etc.). Yet, from another point of
view, this “little enough™ is decisive: for between the 1w
objects. or the two tenses, of structuralist activity, there o
curs semerhing new, and what is new is nothing less than 1l
generally intelligible: the simulacrum is intellect added 1o
object, and this addition has an anthropological value, in tha
it 1s man himself, his history, his situation, his freedom and
the very resistance which nature offers to his mind.

We sce, then, why we must speak of a structuralist a
riviry: creation or reflection are not, here, an original *‘in
pression”” of the world, but a veritable fabrication of a world
which resembles the first one, not in order to copy it but 1
render it intelligible. Hence one might say that structuralisn
15 essentially an activiry of imitation, which is also why the
is, strictly speaking, no rechnical difference between stru
turalism as an intellectual activity on the one hand and lites
ature in particular, art in general on the other: both deny
from a mimesis, based not on the analogy of substances (i
in so-called realist art), but on the analogy of functions (wha
Lévi-Strauss calls homology). When Troubetskoy recon
structs the phonetic object as a system of variations; whe:
Dumeézil elauborates a functional mythology; when Pr
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it from all the
Slavie wles he has previously decomposed: when Lévi-

constructs u folk tale resulting by struc

Strauss discovers the homologic functioning of the totemic
imagination, or Granger the formal rules of economic
thought. or Gardin the pertinent features of prehistoric
bronzes; when Richard decomposes a poem by Mallarmé
mnto its distinctive vibrations—they are all doing nothing dif-
nt from what Mondrian, Boulez or Butor are doing when
they articulate a certain object- it will be called. pre-
cisely. a composition—by the controlled manifestation of
certain units and certain associations of these units, It is of
little consequence whether the initial object liable to the sim-
ulacrum activity is given by the world in an already assem-
bled fashion (in the case of the structural analysis made of a
onstituted language or society or work) or is still scattered
(in the case of the structural **composition’’); whether this
initial object is drawn from a social reality or an imaginary
reality. Itis not the nature of the copied object which defines
an art (though this is a tenacious prejudice in all realism), it
15 the fact that man adds to 1t in reconstructing it: technique
is the very being of all creation. It is therefore to the degree
that the goals of structuralist activity are indissolubly linked
to a certain technique _hat structuralism exists in a distinctive
fashion in relation to other modes of analysis or creation: we
recompose the object in order 1o make certain functions ap-
pear, and it is, 50 to speuk. the way that mukes the work; this
is why we must speak of the structuralist activity rather than
the structuralist work.

The structuralist activity involves two typical opera-
tions: dissection and articulation. To dissect the first object,
the one which is given 1o the simulacrum activity, is to find
in 1t certain mobile fragments whose differential situation
engenders a certain meaning;: the fragment has no meaning
in itself, but it is nonetheless such that the slichtest variation
wrought in its configuration produces a change in the whole;
4 square by Mondrian, a series by Pousseur, a versicle of
Butor's Mobile, the “mytheme™ in Lévi-Strauss, the pho-
neme in the work of the phonologists, the “theme™ in certain
literary criticism—all these units (whatever their inner struc-
ture and their extent, quite different according to cases) have
no significant existence except by their frontiers: those
which separate them from other actual units of the discourse
(but this is a problem of articulation) and also those which
distinguish them from other virtual units, with which they
form a certain class (which linguistics calls a puradigm): this
notion of a paradigm is essential, apparently, if we are 1o
understand the structuralist vision: the paradigm is a group,
a reservoir—is limited us possible—of objects (of units)
from which one summons, by an act of citation, the object or
unit one wishes to endow with un actual meaning; what char-
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each other somewhat in order that the difference which sep-
arates them be indeed evident: s und = must have both a com-
mon feature (dentality) and a distinctive feature ( presence or
absence of sonority) so that we cannot, in French, attribute
the same meaning to poissen and poison; Mondrian's
squares must have both certain affinitics by their shape as
squares and certain dissimilaritics by their proportion and
color: the American automobiles (in Butor's Mobile) must
be constantly regarded in the same way, yet they must difter
each time by both thewr make and color; the episodes of the
Oedipus myth (in Lévi-Strauss's analysis) must be both
identical and varied—in order that all these languages, these
works may be intelligible. The dissection operation thus pro-
duces an initial dispersed state of the simulacrum, but the
units of the structure are not at all anarchic: before heing
distributed and fixed in the continuity of the composition,
each one forms with its own virtual group or reservoir an
inteiligent organism, subject to a sovereign motor principle:
that of the smallest difference.

Once the units are posited, structural man must discover
in them or establish for them certain rules of association: this
is the activity of articulation, which succeeds the summoning
activity. The syntax of the arts and of discourse is, as we
know, extremely varied; but what we discover in every work
of structural enterprise is the submission to regular con-
straints whose formalism, improperly indicted. is much less
important than their stability: for what is happening, at this
second stage of the simulacrum-activity, is a kind of bautle
against chance: this is why the constraint of recurrence of the
units has an almost demiurgic value: it is by the regular re-
turn of the units and of the associations of units that the work
appears constructed, i.e., endowed with meaning; linguistics
calls these rules of combination forms, and it would be ad-
vantageous to retain this rigorous sense of un overtaxed
word: form. it has been said, is what keeps the contiguity of
units from appearing as a pure effect of chunce: the work of
art is what man wrests from chance. This perhaps allows us
to understand on the one hand why so-called nonfigurative
works are nonetheless to the highest degree works of art,
human thought being established not on the analogy of cop-
ies and models but with the regularity of assemblages; and
on the other hand why these same works appear, precisely,
fortuitous and thereby useless to those who discern in them
no form: in front of an abstract painting, Khrushchev was
certainly wrong to see only the truces of a donkey's tail
whisked across the cunvas; at least he knew in his way,
though, that art is a certain conquest of chance (he simply
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forgot that every rule must be learned, whether one wants to
upply or interpret it),

The simulacrum, thus constructed, does not render the
world as 1t has found it, and it is here that structuralism is
important. First of all. it manifests a new category of :,_n. ob-
ject, which is neither the real nor the rational, but the func-
tional, thereby joining a whole scientific complex which is
being developed around information theory and research.
Subsequently and especially, it highlights the strictly human
process by which men give meaning to things. s this new?
To a certain degree, yes; of course the world has never
stopped looking for the meaning of what is given it and of
what it produces: what is new is a mode of thought (or a
“poetics™) which secks less to assign completed meanings
to the objects it discovers than to know how meaning is pos-
sible, at what cost and by what means. Ultimately, one might
say that the object of structuralism is not man endowed with
meanings, but man fabricating meanings, as if it could not
be the content of meanings which exhausted the semantic
goals of humanity, but only the act by which these meanings,
historical and contingent variables, ure produced. Homo sig-
nificans: such would be the new man of structural inquiry.

According to Hegel, the ancient Greek was amazed by
the natural in nature; he constantly listened to it, questioned
the meaning of mountains, springs, forests, storms; without
knowing what all these objects were telling him by name. he
perceived in the vegetal or cosmic order a tremendous shud-
der of meaning, to which he gave the name of a god: Pan.
Subsequently, nature has changed, has become social: every-
thing that is given to man is already human, down to the
forest and the river which we cross when we travel. But con-
fronted with this social nature, which is quite simply culture,
structural man is no different from the ancient Greek: he o
listens for the natural in culture, and constantly perceives in
it not so much stable, e, “true'’ meanings as the shudder
of an enormous machine which is humanity tirelessly under-
taking to create meaning, without which it would no longer
be human. And it is because this fabrication of meaning is
more important, to its view, than the meanings themselves,
it is because the function is extensive with the works. that
structuralism constitutes itself as an activity, and refers the
exercise of the work and the work itself to a single identity:
a serial composition or an analysis by Lévi-Strauss are not
objects except insofar as they have been made: their present
being is their past act: they are having-been-mades; the art-
ist, the analyst recreates the course taken by meaning, he
need not designate it: his function, to return to Hegel's ex-
ample, is a manteia; like the ancient soothsayer, he speaks

the locus of meaning but does not name it. And it is because

literature, in particular, is a mantic activity that it is both i
telligible and interrogating, speaking and silent, engage i
the world by the course of meaning which it remakes wilh
the world, but disengaged from the contingent meanings
which the world elaborates: an answer to the man who co
sumes it yet always a question to nature, an answer which
questions and a question which answers.

How then does structural man deal with the accu:
of unreality which is sometimes flung at him? Are not
in the world, are not forms responsible? Was it really Il
Marxism that was revolutionary in Brecht? Was it not
the decision to link to Marxism, in the theater, the placing
a spotlight or the deliberate fraying of a costume? Structur
alism does not withdraw history from the world: it seeks 1
link to history not only certain contents (this has been don
a thousand times) but also certain forms, not only the mut
rial but also the intelligible, not only the ideological but ali
the aesthetic. And precisely because all thought abou
historically intelligible is also a participation in that intell
gibility, structural man is scarcely concerned to last; he
knows that structuralism, too, is a certain form of the wi
which will change with the world: and just as he experienc
his validity (but not his truth) in his power to speak the old
languages of the world in a new way, so he knows that it w
suffice that a new language rise out of history, a new Ly
guage which speaks him in his turn, for his task to be done

The Death of the Author

In his tale Sarrasine, Balzac, speaking of a castrato disguised
as a woman, writes this sentence: “She was Woman, willi
her sudden fears, her inexplicable whims, her insti
fears, her meaningless bravado, her defiance, and her deh
cious delicacy of feeling.”” Who speaks in this way?
hero of the tale, who would prefer not to recognize the ci
trato hidden beneath the “woman™? Is it Balzac the mun
whose personal experience has provided him with a pl

“literary” ideas ubout femininity? Is it universal wisdo
Romantic psychology? We can never know, for the good 11
son that writing is the destruction of every voice, every i
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No doubt it has always been so: once a fact is re-
aunted—for intransitive purposes, and no longer to act di-
ctly upon reality, i.e., exclusive of any function except that
cercise of the symbol itself—this gap appears, the voice
loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, writing
begins. However, the affect of this phenomenon has been
variable: in ethnographic societies, narrative is never as-
sumed by a person but by a mediator, shaman, or reciter,
whose “performance™ (i.e., has mastery of the narrative
code) can be admired, but never his “genius." The author is
i modern character, no doubt produced by our society as it
emerged from the Middle Ages, influenced by English em-
piricism, French rationalism, and the personal faith of the
Reformation, thereby discovering the prestige of the individ-
ual, or, as we say more nobly, of the “human person.”
Hence, it is logical that in literary matters it should be posi-
ivism, crown and conclusion of capitalist ideology, which
has granted the greatest importance to the author’s “per-
son.” The author still reigns in manuals of literary history,
in biographies of writers, magazine interviews, and in the
very consciousness of litterateurs eager to unite. by means of
private journals, their person and their work: the image of
literature to be found in contemporary culture is tyrannically
centered on the author, his person, his history, his tastes. his
pussions: criticism still largely consists in saying that Bau-
delaire’s oeuvre is the failure of the man Baudelaire. Van
Gogh's is his madness, Tchaikovsky's his vice: explanation
of the work is still sought in the person of its producer, as if,
through the more or less transparent allegory of fiction, it
was always, ultimately, the voice of one and the same per-
son, the auther, which was transmitting his *‘confidences. ™

Though the Author's empire is still very powerful (the
new criticism has quite often merely consolidated it), we
know that certain writers have already tried to subvert it. In
France, Mallarmé, no doubt the first, saw and foresaw in all
its scope the necessity to substitute language itself for the
subject hitherto supposed to be its owner: for Mallarmé. as
for us, it is language which speaks, not the author: to write is
0 reach, through a preliminary impersonality—which we
can at no moment identify with the realistic novelist's cas-
trating “objectivity”—that point where not 1" but only
guage functions, “*performs’: Mallarmé's whole poelics
:onsists in suppressing the author in favor of writing (and
=reby restoring, as we shall see, the reader’s place). V Iéry,
ingled in a psychology of the ego. greatly edulcorated
armean theory, but led by a preference for classicism to
form to the lessons of Rhetoric, he continued 1o cast the

The Death of the Author
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Author into doubt and derision. emphasized the
and “accidental™ nature of his activity
prose works championed the essentially verbul condition of
terature, as opposed to which any resort to the writer's in-
ieriority seemed to him pure superstition. Proust himself, de-
spite the apparently psychological character of what is called
his analyses, visibly undertook to blur by an extreme subtil-
ization the relation of the writer and his characters: by mak-
ing the narrator not the one who has seen or felt, or even the
one who writes, but the one who is going to write (the young
man of the novel—but. as a matter of fact, how old is he and
who is he?—wants to write but cannot, and the novel ends
when writing finally becomes possible), Proust has given
modern writing its epic: by a radical reversal, instead of put-
ting his life into his novel, as is so often said, he made his
| self a work of which his own book was the model, so
that it is quite clear to us that it is not Charlus who imitates
Montesquiou, but Montesquiou, in his anecdotal, historical
reality, who is only a secondary, derived fragment of Char-
lus. Finally Surrealism, to keep to this prehistory of modern-
ity, could doubtless not attribute u sovereign place to lan-
guage, since language is system, and what this movement
sought was. romantically, a direct subversion of the codes—
an illusory subversion, morcover, for a code cannot be de-
stroyed, only ““flouted™; yet, by constantly striving to dis-
appoint expected meanings (this was the famous surrealist
“shock™), by urging the hand to write as fast possible
what the head was unaware of (this was automatic writing),
by accepting the principle and the experiment of collective
writing, Surrealism helped desacralize the image of the Au-
thor. Last, outside literature itself (in fact, such distinctions
are becoming quite dated), linguistics furnishes the destruc-
tion of the Author with a precious analytic instrument, show-
ing that the speech-act in its entirety is an “empty” process,
which functions perfectly without its being necessary to
“fill"™ it with the person of the interlocutors linguistically,
the author is nothing but the one who writes, just as / is noth-
ing but the one who says /: language knows a “subject,” not
a4 “person,” and this subject, empty outside of the very
speech-act which defines it, suffices to ““hold” language,
i.e., to exhaust it,

The removal of the Author (with Brecht, we might
speak here of a veritable distancing, the Author diminishing
like a figure at the far end of the literary stage) is not only a
historical fact or an act of writing: it utterly transforms the
modern text (or—which is the same thing—the text is
henceforth produced and read so that the author absents him-
self from it at every level). Time, first of all, is no longer the
same. The Author, when we believe in him, is always con-
ceived as the past of his own book: book and author are vol-




