Striptease

Striptease — at least Parisian striptease — is
based on a contradiction: Woman is desexualized
at the very moment when she is stripped naked.
We may therefore say that we are dealing in a
sense with a spectacle based on fear, or rather on
the pretense of fear, as if eroticism here went no
further than a sort of delicious terror, whose ritual
signs have only to be announced to evoke at once
the idea of sex and its conjuration.

It is only the time taken in shedding clothes
which makes voyeurs of the public; but here, as in
any mystifying spectacle, the decor, the props, and
the stereotypes intervene to contradict the initially
provocative intention and eventually bury it in
insipnificance: evil is advertised the better to
impede and exorcise it. French striptease seems to
stem from what I have earlier called “Operation
Margarine,”' a mystifying device which consists
i inoculating the public with a touch of evil, the
better to plunge it afterward into a permanently
immune Moral Good: a few particles of eroticism,
highlighted by the very situation on which the
show 15 based, are in fact absorbed in a reassuring
qital which negates the flesh as surely as the vac-
gine or the taboo circumscribe and control the ill-
pess or the crime.

There will therefore be in striptease a whole
series of coverings placed upon the body of the
‘woman in proportion as she pretends to strip it
bare. Exoticism is the first of these barriers, for it
_*-: aJwa].rs of a petrified kind which transports Ihe

Chinese woman equipped with an opium p1pe
¢ indispensable symbaol of “Sininess™), an
lating vamp with a gigantic cigarette holder,

Translated by Annette Lavers.

"Elsewhere in Mythologies, Barthes discusses the para-
texical way margarine is advertised in France, beginning with
atormified shudder ar the very idea of putting such a substance
pastry or dessents, then slowly presenting its advantages,
mil at the end one feels relieved of one’s prejudice.

a Venetian decor complete with gondola, a dress
with panniers and a singer of serenades: all aim at
establishing the woman right from the start as an
object in disguise. The end of the siriptease is
then no longer to drag into the light a hidden
depth, but to signify, through the shedding of an
incongruous and artificial clothing, nakedness as
a natural vesture of woman, which amounts in
the end to regaining a perfectly chaste state of the
flesh.

The classic props of the music hall, which are
invariably rounded up here, constantly make the
unveiled body more remote, and force it back into
the all-pervading ease of a well-known rite: the
furs, the fans, the gloves, the feathers, the fish-net
stockings, in short, the whole spectrum of adom-
ment, constantly makes the living body return to
the category of luxurious objects which surround
man with a magical decor. Covered with feathers
or gloved, the woman identifies herself here as a
stereotyped element of music hall, and to shed
objects as ritualistic as these is no longer a part of
a further, genuine undressing. Feathers, furs, and
gloves go on pervading the woman with their
magical virtue even once removed, and give her
something like the enveloping memory of a luxu-
rious shell, for it is a self-evident law that the
whole of striptease is given in the very namre of
the initial garment: if the latter is improbable, as
in the case of the Chinese woman or the woman
in furs, the nakedness which follows remains
itself unreal, smooth, and enclosed like a beauti-
ful slippery object, withdrawn by its very extrav-
agance from human wse: this is the underlying
significance of the G-string covered with dia-
monds or sequins which is the very end of
striptease. This ultimate triangle, by its pure and
geometrical shape, by its hard and shiny material,
bars the way to the sexual parts like a sword of
purity, and definitively drives the woman back
inte a mineral world, the (precious) stone being
here the irefutable symbol of the absolute object,
that which serves no purpose.
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Contrary to the common prejudice, the dance
which accompanies the striptease from beginning
to end is in no way an erotic element. It is proba-
bly quite the reverse: the faintly rhythmical undu-
lation in this case exorcises the fear of
immohility. Not only does it give to the show the
alibi of Art (the dances in strip shows are always
“artistic™), but above all it constitutes the last bar-
rier, and the most efficient of all: the dance, con-
sisting of ritual gestures which have been seen a
thousand times, acts on movements as a cosmetic,
it hides nudity, and smothers the spectacle under
a glaze of superfluous yet essential gestures, for
the act of becoming bare is here relegated to the
rank of parasitical operations carried out in an
improbable background. Thus we see the profes-
sionals of striptease wrap themselves in the
miraculous ease which constantly clothes them,
makes them remote, gives them the icy indiffer-
ence of skillful practitioners, haughtily taking
refuge in the sureness of their technique: their sci-
ence clothes them like a garment.

All this, this meticulous exorcism of sex, can
be verified a contrario in the “popular contests”
(sic) of amateur striptease: there, “beginners”
undress in front of a few hundred spectators with-
out resorting or resorting very clumsily to magic,
which unquestionably restores to the spectacle its
erotic power. Here we find at the beginning far
fewer Chinese or Spanish women, no feathers or
furs (sensible suits, ordinary coats), few disguises
as a starting point — gauche steps, unsatisfactory
dancing, girls constantly threatened by immobil-
ity, and above all by a “technical” awkwardness
(the resistance of briefs, dress or bra) which gives
to the gestures of unveiling an unexpected impor-
tance, denying the woman the alibi of art and the
refuge of being an object, imprisoning her in a
condition of weakness and timorousness.
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And yet, at the Moulin Rouge,” we see hints of
another kind of exorcism, probably typically
French, and one which in actual fact tends less to
nullify eroticism than to tame it: the compére’
tries to give siriptease a reassuring petit-
bourgeois status. To start with, striptease 1s a
sport: there is a Striptease Club, which organizes
healthy contests whose winners come out
crowned and rewarded with edifying prizes (a
subscription to physical training lessons), a novel
(which can only be Robbe-Grillet's Vayeur®), or
useful prizes (a pair of nylons, five thousand
francs). Then, striptease is identified with a
career (beginners, semi-professionals, profes-
sionals), that is, to the honorable practice of a
specialization (strippers are skilled workers). One
can even give them the magical alibi of work:
vocation; one girl is, say, “doing well” or “well on
the way to fulfilling her promise,” or on the
contrary “taking her first steps” on the arduous
path of striptease. Finally and above all, the com-
petitors are socially situated: one is a salesgirl,
another a secretary (there are many secretaries in
the Striptease Club). Striptease here is made to
rejoin the world of the public, is made familiar
and bourgeois, as if the French, unlike the
American public (at least according to what one
hears), following an irresistible tendency of their
social status, could not conceive eroticism except
as a household property, sanctioned by the alibi
of weekly sport much more than by that of a mag-
ical spectacle: and this is how, in France,
striptease is nationalized.

*Famed Parisian nightclub in Montmartre.
*The master of ceremonies.
A complex postmodern novel (1957} about a serial Killer.
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The Structuralist Activity

What 15 structuralism? Not a school, nor even a
movement (at least, not yet), for most of the
authors ordinarily labeled with this word are
unaware of being united by any solidarity of doc-
trine or commitment. Nor is it a vocabulary.
Structure 15 already an old word {of anatomical
and grammatical provenance), today quite over-
worked: all the social sciences resort to it abun-
dantly, and the word’s use can distinguish no one,
except to engage in polemics about the content
assigned to it; funcrions, forms, signs and signifi-
cations are scarcely more pertinent: they are,
today, words of common usage, from which one
asks (and obtains) whatever one wants, notabhly
the camouflage of the old determinist schema of
cause and product; we must doubtless go back o
pairings like those of significans/significarm’
and synchronic/diachronic in order to approach
what distinguishes structuralism from other
modes of thought: the first because it refers to the
linguistic model as originated by Saussure, and
because along with economics, linguistics is, in
the present state of affairs, the true science of
structure, the second, more decisively, because it
- seems to imply a certain revision of the notion of
istory, insofar as the notion of the synchronic
{although in Saussure this is a preeminently oper-
-~ afional concept) accredits a certain immobiliza-
- tion of time, and insofar as that of the diachronic
tends to represent the historical process as a pure
succession of forms. This second pairing is all the
more distinctive in that the chief resistance to
stucturalism today seems to be of Marxist origin
and that it focuses on the notion 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, para-
doxically, not at all distinctive) which we must
ately take as structuralism’s spoken sign:
h who uses signifier and signified, syn-
chtonic and diachronic, and you will know
ether the structuralist vision 15 constituted.

Translated by Richard Howard.
ISignifier and signified.
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This is valid for the intellectual metalanguage,
which explicitly employs methodological con-
cepts. But since structuralism is neither a school
nor a movement, there is no reason to reduce it o
priori, even in a problematical way, to the activ-
ity of philosophers; it would be better to try and
find its broadest description (if not its definition}
on another level than that of reflexive language.
We can in fact presume that there exist certain
writers, painters, musicians, in whose eyes a cer-
tain exercise of structure (and not only its
thought) represents 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 his
languages, but by his imagination — in other
words, by the way in which he mentally experi-
ences structure,

Hence the first thing to be said is that in rela-
tion to all its users, structuralism is essentially an
activity, i.e., the controlled succession of a certain
number of mental operations: we might speak of
structuralist activity as we once spoke of surreal-
ist activity (surrealism, moreover, may well have
produced the first experience of structural litera-
ture, a possibility which must some day be
explored). But before seeing what these opera-
tions are, we must say a word about their goal.

The goal of all structuralist activity, whether
reflexive or poetic, is to reconstruet an “object”™ in
such a way as to manifest thereby the rules of
functioning (the “functions™) of this object.
Structure is therefore actually a simulacrum of the
object, but a directed, interested simulacrum,
since the imitated object makes something appear
which remained invisible, or if one prefers, unin-
telligible in the natural object. Structural man
takes the real, decomposes it, then recomposes it;
this appears to be little enough (which makes
some say that the structuralist enterprise is “mean-
ingless,” “uninteresting,” *“useless,” etc.). Yet,
from another point of view, this “little enough” is
decisive: for between the two objects, or the two
tenses, of structuralist activity, there occurs some-
thing new, and what is new is nothing less than the
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generally intelligible: the simulacrum is intellect
added to object, and this addition has an anthro-
pological value, in that it is man himself, his his-
tory, his situation, his freedom and the wvery
resistance which nature offers to his mind,

We see, then, why we must speak of a struc-
turalist acrivity: creation or reflection are not,
here, an original “impression” of the world, but a
veritable fabrication of a world which resembles
the first one, not in order to copy it but to render
it intelligible. Hence one might say that stroc-
turalism is essentially an activity of imiration,
which is also why there is, strictly speaking, no
technical difference between structuralism as an
intellectual activity on the one hand and literature
in particular, art in general on the other: both
derive from a mimesis, based not on the analogy
of substances (as in so-called realist art), but on
the analogy of functions (what Lévi-Strauss calls
homology). When Troubetskoy reconstructs the
phonetic object as a system of variations; when
Dumézil elaborates a functional mythology;
when Propp constructs a folk tale resulting by
structuration from all the Slavic tales he had pre-
viously decomposed; when Lévi-Strauss discov-
ers the homologic functioning of the totemic
imagination, or Granger the formal rules of eco-
nomic thought, or Gardin the pertinent features of
prehistoric bronzes; when Richard decomposes a
poem by Mallarmé into its distinctive vibrations —
they are all doing nothing different from what
Mondrian, Boulez or Butor are doing when they
articulate a certain object — what will be called,
precisely, a composition — by the controlled
manifestation of certain units and certain associa-
tions of these units.” It is of little consequence

!Barthes compares the painter Piet Mondrian, the com-
poser Pierre Boulez, and the novelist Michel Butor 1o a series
of scholars whose work has been gither explicitly structuralist
or has contributed to strecturalism: Prince Mikolai Sergeevich
Troubetskoy {1 8go—1938), author of Principles of Phonalogy,
was one of the founders of the Prague School of Linguistics in
the 1930s8; Georges Dumézil's work Mythe er epopée
{ 1968-73) established the analogues between myths of differ-
ent European and Asian cultures; Jean-Claude Gandin devel-
oped an “expert system” for identifying features of prehistoric
artifacts; Gilles-Gaston Granger wrote Methodologie
ecemontigie: Jean-Pierre Richard (1922- ) wrote L'Univers
imaginaire de Mallarmé; for Lévi-Stranss and Propp, see
pp. 850 and 785,
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whether the initial object liable to the simulacrum
activity is given by the world in an already assem-
bled fashion (in the case of the structural analysis
made of a constituted language or society or
work) or is still scattered (in the case of the struc-
tural “composition”™); whether this initial object is
drawn from a social reality or an imaginary real-
ity. It is not the nature of the copied object which
defines an art (though this is a tenacious prejudice
in all realismy), it is the fact that man adds to it 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 that structuralism
exists in a distinctive fashion in relation to other
modes of analysis or creation: we recompose the
object in order to make certain functions appear,
and it is, so to speak, the way that makes the
work; this is why we must speak of the struc-
turalist activity rather than the structuralist work.
The structuralist activity involves two typical
operations: dissection and articulation. To dissect
the first object, the one which is given to the sim-
ulacrum activity, is to find in it certain mobile
fragments whose differential situation engenders
a certain meaning; the fragment has no meaning
in itself, but it 15 nonetheless such that the
slightest variation wrought in its configuration
produces a change in the whole; a square by
Mondrian, a series by Pousseur,” a versicle of
Butor’s Mobile, the *'mytheme” in Lévi-Strauss,
the phoneme in the work of the phonologists, the
“theme™ in certain literary criticism — all these
units (whatever their inner structure 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 articula-
tion) and also those which distinguish them from
other virtual units, with which they form a certain
class {which linguistics calls a paradigm); this
notion of a paradigm is essential, apparently, if
we are to understand the structuralist vision: the
paradigm is a group, a reservoir — as limited as

*Henri Pousseur (1929~ ), a French composer, worked in
parinership with postmodern author Michel Butor (1g26-
whaose Mobile (1962) is subtitled Snedy for a Representation
aof the UK,
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possible — of objects (of units) from which one
summons, by an act of citation, the object or unit
one wishes to endow with an actual meaning;
what characterizes the paradigmatic object is that
it is, vis-a-vis other objects of its class, in a cer-
tain relation of affinity and dissimilarity: two
units of the same paradigm must resemble each
other somewhat in order that the difference
which separates them be indeed evident: s and z
must have both a common feature (dentality) and
a distinctive feature (presence or absence of
sonority) so that we cannot, in French, attribute
the same meaning to peisson and poison;
Mondrian’s squares must have both certain
affinities by their shape as squares and certain
dissimilarities by their proportion and color; the
American automobiles (in Butor's Mobile) must
be constantly regarded in the same way, yet they
must differ each time by both their 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 opera-
tion thus produces an initial dispersed state of the
simulacrum, but the units of the structure are not
at all anarchic: before being distributed and fixed
in the continuity of the composition, each one
forms with its own virtual group or reservoir an
intelligent 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 cer-
tzin rules of association: this is the activity of
aficulation, 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 constraints whose for-

malism, improperly indicted, is much less impor-

fant than their stability; for what is happening, at

this second stage of the simulacrum-activity, is a

kind of battle against chance; this is why the con-

smaint of recurrence of the units has an almost

demiurgic value: it is by the regular return of the

mits and of the associations of units that the

work appears constructed, i.e., endowed with

meaning; linguistics calls these rules of combi-

I forms, and it would be advantageous to

fetzin this rigorous sense of an overtaxed word:

form, it has been said, is what keeps the contigu-
ity of units from appearing as pure effect of
chance: 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 copies and models but with the regu-
larity 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
traces of a donkey's tail whisked across the can-
vas; at least he knew in his way, though, that art
is a certain conquest of chance (he simply forgot
that every rule must be learned, whether one
wanis to apply or interpret it).

The simulacrum, thus constructed, does not
render the world as it has found it, and it is
here that structuralism is important. First of all, it
manifests a new category of the object, which is
neither the real nor the rational, but the func-
rional, thereby joining a whole scientific complex
which is being developed around information the-
ory and research. Subsequently and especially, it
highlights the strictly human process by which
men give meaning to things. Is this new? To a
certain degree, yves; 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 seeks less to
assign completed meanings to the objects it dis-
covers than to know how meaning is possible, 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 comtent of
meanings which exhausted the semantic goals of
humanity, but only the act by which these mean-
ings, historical and contingent variables, are pro-
duced. Homo significans: such would be the new
man of structural inquiry.

Nikita Khrushchev (1894-1971) was leader of the Soviet
Union from 1953 to 1g64. Barthes alludes to his comment
about a 1962 exhibit of a contemporary painting in Moscow:
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“It’s dog shit! . . . A donkey could smear better than this with
his tail.”
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According to Hegel,” the ancient Greek was
amazed by the natwral in nature; he constantly
listened to it, questioned the meaning of moun-
tains, springs, forests, storms; without knowing
what all these objects were telling him by name,
he perceived in the wvegetal or cosmic order a
tremendous shudder of meaning, to which he
gave the name of a god: Pan. Subsequently, nature
has changed, has become social: everything that
is given to man is afready human, down to the
forest and the river which we cross when we
travel, But confronted with this social nature,
which is quite simply culture, structural man is no
different from the ancient Greek: he too listens
for the natural in culture, and constantly perceives
in it not so much stable, finite, “true” meanings as
the shudder of an enormous machine which 15
humanity tirelessly undertaking to create mean-
ing, 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 becanse 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 ser-
ial composition or an analysis by Lévi-Strauss are
not ohjects except insofar as they have been
made: their present being is their past act: they
are having-been-mades; the artist, the analyst
recreates the course taken by meaning, he need
not designate it: his function, to return to Hegel's
example, is a manteia:” like the ancient sooth-
saver, he speaks the locus of meaning but does

In the Phenmmenology of Spivn see also p. 360.
"Greek for prophet.

The Death of the Author

not name it. And it is because literature, in partic-
ular, is & mantic activity that it is both intelligible
and interrogating, speaking and silent, engaged in
the world by the course of meaning which it
remakes with the world, but disengaged from the
contingent meanings which the world elaborates:
an answer to the man who consumes it yet always
a question to nature, an answer which guestions
and a question which answers.

How then does structural man deal with the
accusation of unreality which is sometimes flung
at him? Are not forms in the world, are not forms
responsible? Was it really his Marxism that was
revolutionary in Brecht? Was it not rather the
decision to link to Marxism, in the theater, the
placing of a spotlight or the deliberate fraying of
a costume?’ Structuralism does not withdraw his-
tory from the world: it seeks to link to history not
only certain contents (this has been done a thou-
sand times) but also certain forms, not only the
material but also the intelligible, not only the ide-
ological but also the aesthetic. And precisely
because all thought about the historically intelli-
gible is also a participation in that intelligibility,
structural man is scarcely concerned to lasi, he
knows that structuralism, too, is a certain form of
the world, which will change with the world: and
just as he experiences 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 will
suffice that a new language rise out of history, a
new language which speaks to him in his turn, for
his task to be done,

"Barthes suggests that it is Brecht's formal innovations in
the theater rather than his politics that are revolutionary. Seg
alzo p. 1250,

In his story “Sarrasine” Balzac, describing a cas-
trato disguised as a woman, writes the following
sentence: “This was womean hervself, with her sud-
den fears, her irrational whims, her instinctive
worries, her impetuous boldness, her fussings,
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and her delicious sensibilitv.” Who is speaking
thus? Is it the hero of the story bent on remaining
ignorant of the castrato hidden beneath the
woman? Is it Balzac the individual, furnished by
his personal experience with a philosophy of




Woman? Is it Balzac the author professing “liter-
ary” ideas on femininity? Is it universal wisdom?
Romantic psychology? We shall never know, for
the good reason that writing is the destruction of
every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is
that nentral, composite, oblique space where our
subject slips away, the negative where all identity
is lost, starting with the very identity of the body
writing.

Mo doubt it has always been that way. As soon
as a fact is narrared no longer with a view to act-
ing directly on reality but intransitively, that is to
say, finally outside of any function other than that
of the very practice of the symbol itself, this dis-
connection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the
author enters into his own death, writing begins.
The sense of this phenomenon, however, has
yaried; in ethnographic societies the responsibil-
ity for a narrative is never assumed by a person
but by a mediator, shaman, or relator whose
“performance” — the mastery of the narrative
code — may possibly be admired but never his
“senius.” The author is a modem figure, a prod-
uct of our society insofar as, emerging from the
Middle Ages with English empiricism, French
mtionalism and the personal faith of the
Reformation, it discovered the prestige of the
individual, of, as it is more nobly put, the “human
person.” It is thus logical that in literature it
should be this positivism, the epitome and culmi-
nation of capitalist ideology, which has attached
the greatest importance o the “person” of the
author. The author still reigns in histories of liter-
atre, biographies of writers, interviews, maga-
snes, as in the very consciousness of men of
kiters anxious to unite their person and their
work through diaries and memoirs, The image of
litzrature to be found in ordinary culture is tyran-
ically centered on the author, his person, his life,
s tastes, his passions, while criticism still con-
sists for the most part in saying that Baudelaire’s
work 15 the failure of Baudelaire the man, van
Gogh's his madness, Tchaikovsky's his vice. The
aplanarion of a work is always sought in the man
arwoman who produced it, as if it were always in
the endl, through the more or less transparent alle-
sary of the fiction, the voice of a single person,
the gushor “confiding™ in us.
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Though the sway of the Author remains power-
ful (the New Criticism has often done no more than
consolidate it), it goes without saying that certain
writers have long since attempted to loosen it. In
France, Mallarmé was doubtless the first to see and
to foresee in its full extent the necessity to substitute
language itself for the person who until then had
been supposed to be its owner. For him, for us too,
it is language which speaks, not the author to write
is, through a prerequisite impersonality (not at all o
be confused with the castrating objectivity of the
realist novelist), to reach that point where only lan-
guage acts, “performs,” and not *me.” Mallarmé’s
entire poetics consists in suppressing the author in
the interests of writing {(which is, as will be seen, to
restore the place of the reader). Valéry, encumbered
by a psychology of the Ego, considerably diluted
Mallarmé’s theory, but his taste for classicism,
leading him to turn to the lessons of rhetoric, he
never stopped calling into question and deriding the
Author; he stressed the linguistic and, as it were
“hazardous” nature of his activity, and throughout
his prose works he militated in favor of the essen-
tially verbal condition of literature, in the face of
which all recourse to the writer's interiority seemed
to him pure superstition. Proust himself, despite the
apparently psychological character of what are
called his analyses, was visibly concerned with the
task of inexorably bluming, by an exireme sub-
tilization, the relation between the writer and his
characters; by making of the narrator not he who
has seen and felt nor even he who is writing, but
he who is going fo write (the young man in the
nove ; fact, how old is he and who is
he? — wants to write but cannot; the novel ends
when writing at last becomes possible), Proust gave
modern writing its epic. By a radical reversal,
instead of putting his life into his novel, as is so
often maintained, he made of his very life a work
for which his own book was the model; so that it is
clear to us that Charlus does not imitate
Montesguiou but that Montesgquiou — in his anec-
dotal, historical reality — is no more than a sec-
ondary fragment, derived from Charlus.' Lastly, to

Translated by Stephen Heath.

'Baron de Charlus, a character in Marcel Proust's
Rementbrance of Things Past based largely on the dandy and
esthete Comte Robert de Montesquiou,
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go no further than this prehistory of modernity,
Surrealism, though unable to accord language a
supreme place (language being system and the aim
of the movement being, romantically, a direct sub-
version of codes — itself moreover illusory: a code
cannot be destroyed, only “played off”), con-
tributed to the desacralization of the image of the
Author by ceaselessly recommending the abrupt
disappointment of expectations of meaning (the
farnous surrealist “jolt™), by entrusting the hand
with the task of writing as quickly as possible what
the head itself is unaware of (automatic writing), by
accepting the principle and the experience of sev-
eral people writing together. Leaving aside litera-
ture itself (such distinctions really becoming
invalid), linguistics has recently provided the
destruction of the Author with a valuable analytical
tool by showing that the whole of the enunciation is
an empty process, functioning perfectly without
there being any need for it to be filled with the per-
son of the interlocutors. Linguistically, the author is
never more than the instance writing, just as [ is
nothing other than the instance saying I: language
knows a “subject,” not a “person,” and this subject,
empty outside of the very enunciation which
defines it, suffices to make language “hold
together,” suffices, that is to say, to exhaust it.

The removal of the Author (one could talk
here with Brecht of a veritable “distancing,” the
Author diminishing like a figurine at the far end
of the literary stage),” is not merely an historical
fact or an act of writing; it utterly transforms the
modern text (or — which is the same thing — the
text is henceforth made and read in such a way
that at all its levels the author is absent). The tem-
porality is different. The Author, when believed
in, is always conceived of as the past of his own
book: book and author stand automatically on a
single line divided into a before and an afier. The
Author is thought to nourish the book, which is to
say that he exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives
for it, is in the same relation of antecedence to his
work as a father to his child. In complete contrast,
the modern scriptor is born simultaneously with

*Barthes refers 1o German playwright Bertolt Brecht's
doctrine of Verfremdung (or alienation), in which the specta-
tors are emotionally distanced from the events represented on

stage.
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the text, is in no way equipped with a being pre-
ceding or exceeding the writing, is not the subject
with the book as predicate; there is no other time
than that of the enunciation and every text is eter-
nally written here and row. The fact is {or, it fol-
lows) that wriring can no longer designate an
operation of recording, notation, representation,
“depiction™ {as the classics would say); rather, it
designates exactly what linguists, referring to
Oxford philosophy, call a performative,” a rare
verbal form (exclusively given in the first person
and in the present tense) in which the enunciation
has no other content (contains no other proposi-
tion) than the act by which it is uttered — some-
thing like the ! declare of kings or the I sing of
very ancient poets. Having buried the Author, the
maodern scriptor can thus no longer believe, as
according to the pathetic view of his predeces-
sors, that this hand is too slow for his thought or
passion and that consequently, making a law of
necessity, he must emphasize this delay and
indefinitely “polish™ his form. For him, on the
contrary, the hand, cut off from any voice, borne
by a pure gesture of inscription (and not of
expression), traces a field without origin — or
which, at least, has no other origin than language
itself, language which ceaselessly calls into ques-
tion all origins.

We know now that a text is not a line of words
releasing a single “theological” meaning (the
“message” of the Author-God) but a multidimen-
sional space in which a variety of writings, none
of them original, blend and clash. The text is a tis-
sue of quotations drawn from the innumerable
centers of culture. Similar to Bouvard and
Pécuchet,” those eternal copyists, at once sublime
and comic and whose profound ridiculousness
indicates precisely the truth of writing, the writer
can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior,
never original. His only power is to mix writings,
to counter the ones with the others, in such a way
as never to rest on any one of them. Did he wish
to express himself, he ought at least to know that

*Barthes refers to the speech-act theory of J. L. Austin,
How fo Do Things with Wards (1962), see p. 685,

Two copying clerks, soulmates who meet by chance, the
protagonists of Gustave Flaubert's unfinished novel of that
| name published posthumously in 1881,
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