Roland Barthes’ 
“The Death of the Author”
Cathy Chang
General Question

1. What are Mallarmé, Proust, and surrealists, linguists, and Barthes’ view towards writing, Author, and/or readers?
2. Do you agree with Barthes’ idea that “the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is constituted”? (p. 1469)
3. What is Barthes’ view towards originality?
I. Introduction:

A. Primitive societies – narratives are spoken by a mediator, shaman, or storytellers
“Performances” are admired but not the “genius” – do not credit them as the source/origin 
B. Author – product of our modern society
1. Discovery of the importance of man, or the individual (end of the middle ages)

2. Result of capitalist ideology – promoting individualism, which attached great 
importance to the figure of the author
C. Image of literature – centered on the author, his person, his life, his tastes, his passions
Works are explained through the people who produced them where only the ‘voice’ of the author are brought forth or considered                                                                                  
II. Main arguments of Roland Barthes:

A. Roland Barthes:

“Writing is a neutral, composite, oblique space where our subjects slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing” – The act of writing (is the space) where every subject disappears into once it is written down (not in the foreground) and where identity is lost, beginning with the writer. (p. 1466)






B. Stéphane Mallarmé & Marcel Proust 

1. Mallarmé believes that in writing, only the language should speak and not the author – replaces the author as the owner of a text with language itself

“To write . . . Is to reach that point where only language acts, ‘performs’, and not [oneself]” (p. 1467)

2. Proust makes his life into a work for which his books are based upon, and not “putting his life into the novels” (pp. 1467) and blurs the relationship between the writer and his characters

C. Surrealism (p.1467)
Takes away the sacred qualities or status of the image of the author through:

1. Surrealist ‘jolt’ – abruptly violating expected meanings

2. Automatic writing – writing as fast as possible through spontaneous and free association “what the head itself is unaware of”
3. Accepting the principle of and the experience of collective writing

D. Linguists (p. 1467)

Analytical tool – utterance is an empty process, which functions perfectly well without needing the physical presence of the speakers – focuses on the language itself

1. “The author is never more than the instance writing, just as I is nothing o
other than the instance saying I: language knows a ‘subject’, not a ‘person’” 

2. The subject is empty of meaning outside the utterance that defines it 

E. Modern Writers (p. 1468)
1. The Author was always though to come before the book in a linear timeline

The Author “nourishes the book” – exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it

2. The modern writer (scriptor) is born at the same time with his text – only produces the text and nothing more

· “Every text is eternally written here and now” – with each rereading of a text or with different readers, the meaning/interpretation changes; thus the text is rewritten again each time
· Writing becomes a ‘performative’ act, which has “no other content (meaning) than the act by which it is uttered”

· The hand, in the act of inscribing, writes something that has no origin, and contains only language – detached from any voice



    

F. Roland Barthes (p. 1468-69)
1. Text – a space of many dimensions where various writings are combine (intertextuality)

“The text is a tissue (fabric) of quotations drawn from the innumerable centres of culture”

2. Modern scriptors write from an immense ‘ready-formed dictionary’

“Life never does more than imitate the book, and the book itself is only a tissue of signs, an imitation that is lost, infinitely deferred” – nothing is the original

3. To define a text by its author is to “impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing” – objects to seeing the Author as the ultimate goal of interpretation

Role of criticism – reduces a text to meanings/interpretation of the author through biographical, historical context, religious view, etc.

4. “In the multiplicity of writing, everything is to be disentangled, nothing deciphered” – writing is made up from a multidimensional space thus one single interpretation of a text is impossible

G. Reading (p. 1469)
1. Readers – where the text’s unity lies (reverses the authority and power between the Author and readers – give responsibility and authority of interpretation to the readers)
· Balzac’s Sarrasine – perfectly read because the true location, its voice, is reading and not the writing (when we read, we give those words a voice)
· Greek tragedy

2. With the reader, a text that consists of multiple writings from many cultures and entering into dialogue with one another can be combined and focused

“The space which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost”                      



III. Conclusion:

A. “The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author” – gives   texts a future because they are not restricted anymore

B. “Freeing the reading process from the constraints of . . . origin, a unified meaning, 
an identity, or any other pregiven exterior or interior reality” (p. 1459)
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