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Michel Foucault

Introductory note

Michel Foucault (1926–84) was, at the time of his death, Professor of the History
of Systems of Thought at the Collège de France in Paris, a title that succeeds (or
fails) as much as any other single phrase in the effort to encapsulate his unique,
inter-disciplinary field of research. He has been variously described as philo-
sopher, social scientist, and historian of ideas. He was certainly one of the most
powerful and influential figures in a remarkable galaxy of intellectual stars who
shone in Paris in the 1960s and 70s.

Foucault was often at pains to deny that he was a ‘structuralist’, but he may
legitimately be described as a post-structuralist. Structuralism ignored or dis-
trusted the superficial appearances or commonsense view of cultural phenomena
in its efforts to grasp the conditions of their possibility. Foucault did the same, but
where the structuralists, like Lévi-Strauss, or the early Barthes, used language 
and linguistics as their methodological model or tool, Foucault used the history of
social and political institutions and discourses. As one of his commentators (Paul
Robinow) has said, ‘Foucault is highly suspicious of claims to universal truths. He
doesn’t refute them; instead his consistent response is to historicize grand abstrac-
tions.’ His example has had a powerful effect upon the writing of literary history
in Britain and America.

The essay ‘What is an Author?’ is typical of this historicizing approach. Foucault
shows that the idea of the author, which we tend to take for granted, as a timeless,
irreducible category, is, rather, a ‘function’ of discourse which has changed in the
course of history. For example, whereas before the Renaissance the attribution of
a text to an author was more important in science than in literature, the reverse is
true in the era of humanism and capitalism.

In the early part of the essay, Foucault acknowledges the effort of some radical
modern criticism (he may be thinking of Barthes’s essay ‘The Death of the Author’,
see below pp. 313–16) to abolish the idea of the author as origin and owner of his
work, but suggests that this is easier said than done. The essay ends with a vision
of a culture in which literature would circulate ‘anonymously’; but whether this
vision (which has something in common with the conclusion to Derrida’s essay
‘Structure, Sign and Play’ – see pp. 222–24, above) offers an attractive prospect is
open to argument. Though Foucault’s focus on the historical and institutional con-
texts of discourse has inspired many critics on the intellectual left, his Nietzschean
insistence on the struggle for power as the ultimate determinant of all human
action is not encouraging to progressive political philosophies.
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What is an author? 281

Foucault’s many publications include Madness and Civilization (1965) [first pub-
lished in France, 1961], The Order of Things (1970) [1966], The Archaeology of
Knowledge (1972) [1969], Discipline and Punish (1977) [1975], and a multivolumed
history of sexuality left unfinished at his death. ‘What Is an Author?’ was first pub-
lished in France in 1969, and the English translation by Joseph V. Harari, reprinted
below, was first published in 1979.

Cross references
3 Freud

17 Barthes
21 Said
34 Greenblatt
35 McGann
44 Kastan

Commentary
Hayden White, ‘Michel Foucault’ in John Sturrock (ed.), Structuralism and Since (1979)
Alan Sheridan, Michel Foucault: the will to truth (1980)
Robert D’Amico, Historicism and Knowledge (1989), pp. 73–118
Sean Burke, The Death and Return of the Author: criticism and subjectivity in Barthes,

Foucault and Derrida (1992), pp. 62–115
Robert de Beaugrande, ‘Discourse’, in Michael Groden and Martin Kreiswirth (eds), The

Johns Hopkins Guide to Literary Theory and Criticism (1994), pp. 207–10
Thomas Flynn, ‘Foucault’s Mapping of History’, in Gary Gutting (ed.), The Cambridge

Companion to Michel Foucault (2005), pp. 29–48
Joseph Rose, ‘Power/Knowledge’ in Gutting (ed.), pp. 95–122

What is an author?

The coming into being of the notion of ‘author’ constitutes the privileged moment of 
individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the 
sciences. Even today, when we reconstruct the history of a concept, literary genre, or school
of philosophy, such categories seem relatively weak, secondary, and superimposed scan-
sions in comparison with the solid and fundamental unit of the author and the work.

I shall not offer here a sociohistorical analysis of the author’s persona. Certainly it
would be worth examining how the author became individualized in a culture like ours,
what status he has been given, at what moment studies of authenticity and attribution
began, in what kind of system of valorization the author was involved, at what point 
we began to recount the lives of authors rather than of heroes, and how this fundamental
category of ‘the-man-and-his-work criticism’ began. For the moment, however, I want to
deal solely with the relationship between text and author and with the manner in which
the text points to this ‘figure’ that, at least in appearance, is outside it and antecedes it.

Beckett nicely formulates the theme with which I would like to begin: ‘ “What does it
matter who is speaking”, someone said, “what does it matter who is speaking.” ’ In this
indifference appears one of the fundamental ethical principles of contemporary writing
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[écriture]. I say ‘ethical’ because this indifference is not really a trait characterizing the
manner in which one speaks and writes, but rather a kind of immanent rule, taken up over
and over again, never fully applied, not designating writing as something completed, 
but dominating it as a practice. Since it is too familiar to require a lengthy analysis, this
immanent rule can be adequately illustrated here by tracing two of its major themes.

First of all, we can say that today’s writing has freed itself from the dimension of expres-
sion. Referring only to itself, but without being restricted to the confines of its interiority,
writing is identified with its own unfolded exteriority. This means that it is an interplay of
signs arranged less according to its signified content than according to the very nature of
the signifier. Writing unfolds like a game [ jeu] that invariably goes beyond its own rules
and transgresses its limits. In writing, the point is not to manifest or exalt the act of writ-
ing, nor is it to pin a subject within language; it is rather a question of creating a space into
which the writing subject constantly disappears.

The second theme, writing’s relationship with death, is even more familiar. This link
subverts an old tradition exemplified by the Greek epic, which was intended to perpetu-
ate the immortality of the hero: if he was willing to die young, it was so that his life, 
consecrated and magnified by death, might pass into immortality; the narrative then
redeemed this accepted death. In another way, the motivation, as well as the theme and
the pretext of Arabian narratives – such as The Thousand and One Nights – was also the
eluding of death: one spoke, telling stories into the early morning, in order to forestall
death, to postpone the day of reckoning that would silence the narrator. Scheherazade’s
narrative is an effort, renewed each night, to keep death outside the circle of life.

Our culture has metamorphosed this idea of narrative, or writing, as something
designed to ward off death. Writing has become linked to sacrifice, even to the sacrifice of
life: it is now a voluntary effacement which does not need to be represented in books, since
it is brought about in the writer’s very existence. The work, which once had the duty of
providing immortality, now possesses the right to kill, to be its author’s murderer, as in
the cases of Flaubert, Proust, and Kafka. That is not all, however: this relationship between
writing and death is also manifested in the effacement of the writing subject’s individual
characteristics. Using all the contrivances that he sets up between himself and what he
writes, the writing subject cancels out the signs of his particular individuality. As a result,
the mark of the writer is reduced to nothing more than the singularity of his absence; he
must assume the role of the dead man in the game of writing.

None of this is recent; criticism and philosophy took note of the disappearance – or
death – of the author some time ago. But the consequences of their discovery of it have
not been sufficiently examined, nor has its import been accurately measured. A certain
number of notions that are intended to replace the privileged position of the author actu-
ally seem to preserve that privilege and suppress the real meaning of his disappearance. I
shall examine two of these notions, both of great importance today.

The first is the idea of the work. It is a very familiar thesis that the task of criticism is
not to bring out the work’s relationships with the author, nor to reconstruct through the
text a thought or experience, but rather, to analyze the work through its structure, its
architecture, its intrinsic form, and the play of its internal relationships. At this point,
however, a problem arises: ‘What is a work? What is this curious unity which we designate
as a work? Of what elements is it composed? Is it not what an author has written?’ Difficult-
ies appear immediately. If an individual were not an author, could we say that what he
wrote, said, left behind in his papers, or what has been collected of his remarks, could be
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What is an author? 283

called a ‘work’? When Sade was not considered an author, what was the status of his
papers? Were they simply rolls of paper onto which he ceaselessly uncoiled his fantasies
during his imprisonment?

Even when an individual has been accepted as an author, we must still ask whether
everything that he wrote, said, or left behind is part of his work. The problem is both the-
oretical and technical. When undertaking the publication of Nietzsche’s works, for example,
where should one stop? Surely everything must be published, but what is ‘everything’?
Everything that Nietzsche himself published, certainly. And what about the rough drafts
for his works? Obviously. The plans for his aphorisms? Yes. The deleted passages and the
notes at the bottom of the page? Yes. What if, within a workbook filled with aphorisms,
one finds a reference, the notation of a meeting or of an address, or a laundry list: is it a
work, or not? Why not? And so on, ad infinitum. How can one define a work amid the
millions of traces left by someone after his death? A theory of the work does not exist, and
the empirical task of those who naively undertake the editing of works often suffers in the
absence of such a theory.

We could go even further: does The Thousand and One Nights constitute a work? What
about Clement of Alexandria’s Miscellanies or Diogenes Laertius’ Lives?1 A multitude of
questions arises with regard to this notion of the work. Consequently, it is not enough to
declare that we should do without the writer (the author) and study the work in itself. The
word ‘work’ and the unity that it designates are probably as problematic as the status of
the author’s individuality.

Another notion which has hindered us from taking full measure of the author’s disap-
pearance, blurring and concealing the moment of this effacement and subtly preserving
the author’s existence, is the notion of writing [écriture]. When rigorously applied, this
notion should allow us not only to circumvent references to the author, but also to situ-
ate his recent absence. The notion of writing, as currently employed, is concerned with
neither the act of writing nor the indication – be it symptom or sign – of a meaning which
someone might have wanted to express. We try, with great effort, to imagine the general
condition of each text, the condition of both the space in which it is dispersed and the time
in which it unfolds.

In current usage, however, the notion of writing seems to transpose the empirical char-
acteristics of the author into a transcendental anonymity. We are content to efface the
more visible marks of the author’s empiricity by playing off, one against the other, two
ways of characterizing writing, namely, the critical and the religious approaches. Giving
writing a primal status seems to be a way of retranslating, in transcendental terms, both
the theological affirmation of its sacred character and the critical affirmation of its creative
character. To admit that writing is, because of the very history that it made possible, sub-
ject to the test of oblivion and repression, seems to represent, in transcendental terms, the
religious principle of the hidden meaning (which requires interpretation) and the critical
principle of implicit significations, silent determinations, and obscured contents (which
gives rise to commentary). To imagine writing as absence seems to be a simple repetition,
in transcendental terms, of both the religious principle of inalterable and yet never

1 Clement of Alexandria was a Christian theologian of the second century whose Stromata or
Miscellanies was a commentary on the history of philosophy. Diogenes Laertius was a native of
Cicilia who probably lived at about the same time. His Lives of the Philosophers ran to ten volumes.
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fulfilled tradition, and the aesthetic principle of the work’s survival, its perpetuation
beyond the author’s death, and its enigmatic excess in relation to him.

This usage of the notion of writing runs the risk of maintaining the author’s privileges
under the protection of writing’s a priori status: it keeps alive, in the grey light of neutral-
ization, the interplay of those representations that formed a particular image of the
author. The author’s disappearance, which, since Mallarmé, has been a constantly recur-
ring event, is subject to a series of transcendental barriers. There seems to be an important
dividing line between those who believe that they can still locate today’s discontinuities
[ruptures] in the historicotranscendental tradition of the nineteenth century, and those
who try to free themselves once and for all from that tradition.

It is not enough, however, to repeat the empty affirmation that the author has disap-
peared. For the same reason, it is not enough to keep repeating (after Nietzsche) that God
and man have died a common death. Instead, we must locate the space left empty by the
author’s disappearance, follow the distribution of gaps and breaches, and watch for the
openings that this disappearance uncovers.

First, we need to clarify briefly the problems arising from the use of the author’s name.
What is an author’s name? How does it function? Far from offering a solution, I shall only
indicate some of the difficulties that it presents.

The author’s name is a proper name, and therefore it raises the problems common to
all proper names. (Here I refer to Searle’s analyses, among others.2) Obviously, one can-
not turn a proper name into a pure and simple reference. It has other than indicative func-
tions: more than an indication, a gesture, a finger pointed at someone, it is the equivalent
of a description. When one says ‘Aristotle’, one employs a word that is the equivalent of
one or a series of, definite descriptions, such as ‘the author of the Analytics’, ‘the founder
of ontology’, and so forth. One cannot stop there, however, because a proper name does
not have just one signification. When we discover that Rimbaud did not write La Chasse
spirituelle 3 [The Spiritual Pursuit], we cannot pretend that the meaning of this proper
name, or that of the author, has been altered. The proper name and the author’s name are
situated between the two poles of description and designation: they must have a certain
link with what they name, but one that is neither entirely in the mode of designation nor
in that of description; it must be a specific link. However – and it is here that the particu-
lar difficulties of the author’s name arise – the links between the proper name and the
individual named and between the author’s name and what it names are not isomorphic
and do not function in the same way. There are several differences.

If, for example, Pierre Dupont does not have blue eyes, or was not born in Paris, or is
not a doctor, the name Pierre Dupont will still always refer to the same person; such things
do not modify the link of designation. The problems raised by the author’s name are
much more complex, however. If I discover that Shakespeare was not born in the house
that we visit today, this is a modification which, obviously, will not alter the functioning
of the author’s name. But if we proved that Shakespeare did not write those sonnets which

284 Michel Foucault

2 See John Searle, Speech Acts: an essay in the philosophy of language (1969).
3 A supposedly lost poem by the French Symbolist poet Arthur Rimbaud (1854–91) which was pub-
lished in the French newspaper Combat on 19 May 1949. It was eventually revealed to be a pastiche
written by Akakia-Viala and Nicolas Bataille.
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What is an author? 285

pass for his, that would constitute a significant change and affect the manner in which the
author’s name functions. If we proved that Shakespeare wrote Bacon’s Organon by show-
ing that the same author wrote both the works of Bacon and those of Shakespeare, that
would be a third type of change which would entirely modify the functioning of the
author’s name. The author’s name is not, therefore, just a proper name like the rest.

Many other facts point out the paradoxical singularity of the author’s name. To say that
Pierre Dupont does not exist is not at all the same as saying that Homer or Hermes
Trismegistus4 did not exist. In the first case, it means that no one has the name Pierre
Dupont; in the second, it means that several people were mixed together under one name,
or that the true author had none of the traits traditionally ascribed to the personae of
Homer or Hermes. To say that X’s real name is actually Jacques Durand instead of Pierre
Dupont is not the same as saying that Stendhal’s name was Henri Beyle. One could also
question the meaning and functioning of propositions like ‘Bourbaki is so-and-so, so-
and-so, etc.’ and ‘Victor Eremita, Climacus, Anticlimacus, Frater Taciturnus, Constantine
Constantius, all of these are Kierkegaard.’

These differences may result from the fact that an author’s name is not simply an ele-
ment in a discourse (capable of being either subject or object, of being replaced by a pro-
noun, and the like); it performs a certain role with regard to narrative discourse, assuring
a classificatory function. Such a name permits one to group together a certain number of
texts, define them, differentiate them from and contrast them to others. In addition, it
establishes a relationship among the texts. Hermes Trismegistus did not exist, nor did
Hippocrates5 – in the sense that Balzac existed – but the fact that several texts have been
placed under the same name indicates that there has been established among them a rela-
tionship of homogeneity, filiation, authentification of some texts by the use of others,
reciprocal explication, or concomitant utilization. The author’s name serves to character-
ize a certain mode of being of discourse: the fact that the discourse has an author’s name,
that one can say ‘this was written by so-and-so’ or ‘so-and-so is its author’, shows that this
discourse is not ordinary everyday speech that merely comes and goes, not something that
is immediately consumable. On the contrary, it is a speech that must be received in a cer-
tain mode and that, in a given culture, must receive a certain status.

It would seem that the author’s name, unlike other proper names, does not pass from
the interior of a discourse to the real and exterior individual who produced it; instead, the
name seems always to be present, marking off the edges of the text, revealing, or at least
characterizing, its mode of being. The author’s name manifests the appearance of a cer-
tain discursive set and indicates the status of this discourse within a society and a culture.
It has no legal status, nor is it located in the fiction of the work; rather, it is located in the
break that founds a certain discursive construct and its very particular mode of being. 
As a result, we could say that in a civilization like our own there are a certain number of
discourses that are endowed with the ‘author-function,’ while others are deprived of it. A
private letter may well have a signer – it does not have an author; a contract may well have
a guarantor – it does not have an author. An anonymous text posted on a wall probably

4 Reputed author of ancient books of occult wisdom.
5 Greek physician of the 5th century BC. He is honoured as the father of medicine, but the details
of his life and work are obscure.
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has a writer – but not an author. The author-function is therefore characteristic of the
mode of existence, circulation, and functioning of certain discourses within a society.

Let us analyze this ‘author-function’ as we have just described it. In our culture, how does
one characterize discourse containing the author-function? In what way is this discourse
different from other discourses? If we limit our remarks to the author of a book or a text,
we can isolate four different characteristics.

First of all, discourses are objects of appropriation. The form of ownership from which
they spring is of a rather particular type, one that has been codified for many years. We
should note that, historically, this type of ownership has always been subsequent to what
one might call penal appropriation. Texts, books, and discourses really began to have
authors (other than mythical, ‘sacralized’ and ‘sacralizing’ figures) to the extent that
authors became subject to punishment, that is, to the extent that discourses could be
transgressive. In our culture (and doubtless in many others), discourse was not originally
a product, a thing, a kind of goods; it was essentially an act – an act placed in the bipolar
field of the sacred and the profane, the licit and the illicit, the religious and the blasphe-
mous. Historically, it was a gesture fraught with risks before becoming goods caught up in
a circuit of ownership.

Once a system of ownership for texts came into being, once strict rules concerning
author’s rights, author–publisher relations, rights of reproduction, and related matters
were enacted – at the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the nineteenth century –
the possibility of transgression attached to the act of writing took on, more and more, the
form of an imperative peculiar to literature. It is as if the author, beginning with the
moment at which he was placed in the system of property that characterizes our society,
compensated for the status that he thus acquired by rediscovering the old bipolar field of
discourse, systematically practicing transgression and thereby restoring danger to a writ-
ing which was now guaranteed the benefits of ownership.

The author-function does not affect all discourses in a universal and constant way,
however. This is its second characteristic. In our civilization, it has not always been the
same types of texts which have required attribution to an author. There was a time when
the texts that we today call ‘literary’ (narratives, stories, epics, tragedies, comedies) were
accepted, put into circulation, and valorized without any question about the identity of
their author; their anonymity caused no difficulties since their ancientness, whether real
or imagined, was regarded as a sufficient guarantee of their status. On the other hand,
those texts that we now would call scientific – those dealing with cosmology and the 
heavens, medicine and illnesses, natural sciences and geography – were accepted in the
Middle Ages, and accepted as ‘true’, only when marked with the name of their author.
‘Hippocrates said’, ‘Pliny recounts’,6 were not really formulas of an argument based on
authority; they were the markers inserted in discourses that were supposed to be received
as statements of demonstrated truth.

A reversal occurred in the seventeenth or eighteenth century. Scientific discourses
began to be received for themselves, in the anonymity of an established or always
redemonstrable truth; their membership in a systematic ensemble, and not the reference

286 Michel Foucault

6 Caius Plinius Secundus, Roman naturalist of the first century AD, author of the encyclopaedic
Natural History.
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What is an author? 287

to the individual who produced them, stood as their guarantee. The author-function
faded away, and the inventor’s name served only to christen a theorem, proposition, 
particular effect, property, body, group of elements, or pathological syndrome. By the
same token, literary discourses came to be accepted only when endowed with the author-
function. We now ask of each poetic or fictional text: from where does it come, who wrote
it, when, under what circumstances, or beginning with what design? The meaning
ascribed to it and the status or value accorded it depend upon the manner in which we
answer these questions. And if a text should be discovered in a state of anonymity –
whether as a consequence of an accident or the author’s explicit wish – the game becomes
one of rediscovering the author. Since literary anonymity is not tolerable, we can accept it
only in the guise of an enigma. As a result, the author-function today plays an important
role in our view of literary works. (These are obviously generalizations that would have to
be refined insofar as recent critical practice is concerned.)

The third characteristic of this author-function is that it does not develop spon-
taneously as the attribution of a discourse to an individual. It is, rather, the result of a 
complex operation which constructs a certain rational being that we call ‘author’. Critics
doubtless try to give this intelligible being a realistic status, by discerning, in the indi-
vidual, a ‘deep’ motive, a ‘creative’ power, or a ‘design’, the milieu in which writing orig-
inates. Nevertheless, these aspects of an individual which we designate as making him an
author are only a projection, in more or less psychologizing terms, of the operations that
we force texts to undergo, the connections that we make, the traits that we establish as per-
tinent, the continuities that we recognize, or the exclusions that we practice. All these
operations vary according to periods and types of discourse. We do not construct a ‘philo-
sophical author’ as we do a ‘poet’, just as, in the eighteenth century, one did not construct
a novelist as we do today. Still, we can find through the ages certain constants in the rules
of author-construction.

It seems, for example, that the manner in which literary criticism once defined the
author – or rather constructed the figure of the author beginning with existing texts 
and discourses – is directly derived from the manner in which Christian tradition authen-
ticated (or rejected) the texts at its disposal. In order to ‘rediscover’ an author in a work,
modern criticism uses methods similar to those that Christian exegesis employed when
trying to prove the value of a text by its author’s saintliness. In De viris illustribus
[Concerning Illustrious Men], Saint Jerome explains that homonymy is not sufficient 
to identify legitimately authors of more than one work: different individuals could 
have had the same name, or one man could have, illegitimately, borrowed another’s
patronymic. The name as an individual trademark is not enough when one works within
a textual tradition.

How then can one attribute several discourses to one and the same author? How can
one use the author-function to determine if one is dealing with one or several indi-
viduals? Saint Jerome proposes four criteria: (1) if among several books attributed to an
author one is inferior to the others, it must be withdrawn from the list of the author’s
works (the author is therefore defined as a constant level of value); (2) the same should 
be done if certain texts contradict the doctrine expounded in the author’s other works 
(the author is thus defined as a field of conceptual or theoretical coherence): (3) one must
also exclude works that are written in a different style, containing words and expressions
not ordinarily found in the writer’s production (the author is here conceived as a sty-
listic unity); (4) finally, passages quoting statements that were made, or mentioning events
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that occurred after the author’s death must be regarded as interpolated texts (the author
is here seen as a historical figure at the crossroads of a certain number of events).

Modern literary criticism, even when – as is now customary – it is not concerned with
questions of authentication, still defines the author the same way: the author provides the
basis for explaining not only the presence of certain events in a work, but also their trans-
formations, distortions, and diverse modifications (through his biography, the determin-
ation of his individual perspective, the analysis of his social position, and the revelation 
of his basic design). The author is also the principle of a certain unity of writing – all dif-
ferences, having to be resolved, at least in part, by the principles of evolution, maturation,
or influence. The author also serves to neutralize the contradictions that may emerge in a
series of texts: there must be – at a certain level of his thought or desire, of his conscious-
ness or unconscious – a point where contradictions are resolved, where incompatible 
elements are at last tied together or organized around a fundamental or originating 
contradiction. Finally, the author is a particular source of expression that, in more or less
completed forms, is manifested equally well, and with similar validity, in works, sketches,
letters, fragments, and so on. Clearly, Saint Jerome’s four criteria of authenticity (criteria
which seem totally insufficient for today’s exegetes) do define the four modalities accord-
ing to which modern criticism brings the author-function into play.

But the author-function is not a pure and simple reconstruction made secondhand
from a text given as passive material. The text always contains a certain number of signs
referring to the author. These signs, well known to grammarians, are personal pronouns,
adverbs of time and place, and verb conjugation. Such elements do not play the same role
in discourses provided with the author-function as in those lacking it. In the latter, such
‘shifters’ refer to the real speaker and to the spatio-temporal coordinates of his discourse
(although certain modifications can occur, as in the operation of relating discourses in the
first person). In the former, however, their role is more complex and variable. Everyone
knows that, in a novel narrated in the first person, neither the first person pronoun, nor
the present indicative refer exactly either to the writer or to the moment in which he
writes, but rather to an alter ego whose distance from the author varies, often changing in
the course of the work. It would be just as wrong to equate the author with the real writer
as to equate him with the fictitious speaker; the author-function is carried out and oper-
ates in the scission itself, in this division and this distance.

One might object that this is a characteristic peculiar to novelistic or poetic discourse,
a ‘game’ in which only ‘quasi-discourses’ participate. In fact, however, all discourses
endowed with the author-function do possess this plurality of self. The self that speaks in
the preface to a treatise on mathematics – and that indicates the circumstances of the trea-
tise’s composition – is identical neither in its position nor in its functioning to the self that
speaks in the course of a demonstration, and that appears in the form of ‘I conclude’ or ‘I
suppose’. In the first case, the ‘I’ refers to an individual without an equivalent who, in a
determined place and time, completed a certain task; in the second, the ‘I’ indicates an
instance and a level of demonstration which any individual could perform provided that
he accept the same system of symbols, play of axioms, and set of previous demonstrations.
We could also, in the same treatise, locate a third self, one that speaks to tell the work’s
meaning, the obstacles encountered, the results obtained, and the remaining problems;
this self is situated in the field of already existing or yet-to-appear mathematical dis-
courses. The author-function is not assumed by the first of these selves at the expense of
the other two, which would then be nothing more than a fictitious splitting in two of the
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What is an author? 289

first one. On the contrary, in these discourses the author-function operates so as to effect
the dispersion of these three simultaneous selves.

No doubt analysis could discover still more characteristic traits of the author-function.
I will limit myself to these four, however, because they seem both the most visible and 
the most important. They can be summarized as follows: (1) the author-function is 
linked to the juridical and institutional system that encompasses, determines, and articu-
lates the universe of discourses; (2) it does not affect all discourses in the same way at all
times and in all types of civilization; (3) it is not defined by the spontaneous attribution 
of a discourse to its producer, but rather by a series of specific and complex operations;
(4) it does not refer purely and simply to a real individual, since it can give rise simul-
taneously to several selves, to several subjects – positions that can be occupied by different
classes of individuals.

Up to this point I have unjustifiably limited my subject. Certainly the author-function in
painting, music, and other arts should have been discussed, but even supposing that we
remain within the world of discourse, as I want to do, I seem to have given the term
‘author’ much too narrow a meaning. I have discussed the author only in the limited sense
of a person to whom the production of a text, a book, or a work can be legitimately
attributed. It is easy to see that in the sphere of discourse one can be the author of much
more than a book – one can be the author of a theory, tradition, or discipline in which
other books and authors will in their turn find a place. These authors are in a position
which we shall call ‘transdiscursive’. This is a recurring phenomenon – certainly as old as
our civilization. Homer, Aristotle, and the Church Fathers, as well as the first mathemati-
cians and the originators of the Hippocratic tradition, all played this role.

Furthermore, in the course of the nineteenth century, there appeared in Europe
another, more uncommon, kind of author, whom one should confuse with neither the
‘great’ literary authors, nor the authors of religious texts, nor the founders of science. In a
somewhat arbitrary way we shall call those who belong in this last group ‘founders of dis-
cursivity’. They are unique in that they are not just the authors of their own works. They
have produced something else: the possibilities and the rules for the formation of other
texts. In this sense, they are very different, for example, from a novelist, who is, in fact,
nothing more than the author of his own text. Freud is not just the author of The
Interpretation of Dreams or Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious; Marx is not just the
author of the Communist Manifesto or Capital: they both have established an endless pos-
sibility of discourse.

Obviously, it is easy to object. One might say that it is not true that the author of a novel
is only the author of his own text; in a sense, he also, provided that he acquires some
‘importance’, governs and commands more than that. To take a very simple example, one
could say that Ann Radcliffe not only wrote The Castles of Athlin and Dunbayne and sev-
eral other novels, but also made possible the appearance of the Gothic horror novel at the
beginning of the nineteenth century; in that respect, her author-function exceeds her own
work. But I think there is an answer to this objection. These founders of discursivity (I use
Marx and Freud as examples, because I believe them to be both the first and the most
important cases) make possible something altogether different from what a novelist makes
possible. Ann Radcliffe’s texts opened the way for a certain number of resemblances and
analogies which have their model or principle in her work. The latter contains character-
istic signs, figures, relationships, and structures which could be reused by others. In other
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words, to say that Ann Radcliffe founded the Gothic horror novel means that in the 
nineteenth-century Gothic novel one will find, as in Ann Radcliffe’s works, the theme 
of the heroine caught in the trap of her own innocence, the hidden castle, the character 
of the black cursed hero devoted to making the world expiate the evil done to him, and 
all the rest of it.

On the other hand, when I speak of Marx or Freud as founders of discursivity, I mean
that they made possible not only a certain number of analogies, but also (and equally
important) a certain number of differences. They have created a possibility for something
other than their discourse, yet something belonging to what they founded. To say that
Freud founded psychoanalysis does not (simply) mean that we find the concept of the
libido or the technique of dream analysis in the works of Karl Abraham or Melanie Klein;
it means that Freud made possible a certain number of divergences – with respect to his
own texts, concepts, and hypotheses – that all arise from the psychoanalytical discourse
itself.

This would seem to present a new difficulty, however: is the above not true, after all, of
any founder of a science, or of any author who has introduced some important transfor-
mation into a science? After all, Galileo made possible not only those discourses that
repeated the laws that he had formulated, but also statements very different from what he
himself had said. If Cuvier is the founder of biology or Saussure the founder of linguistics,
it is not because they were imitated, nor because people have since taken up again the con-
cept of organism or sign; it is because Cuvier made possible, to a certain extent, a theory
of evolution diametrically opposed to his own fixism; it is because Saussure made poss-
ible a generative grammar radically different from his structural analyses. Superficially,
then, the initiation of discursive practices appears similar to the founding of any scientific
endeavor.

Still, there is a difference, and a notable one. In the case of a science, the act that founds
it is on an equal footing with its future transformations; this act becomes in some respects
part of the set of modifications that it makes possible. Of course, this belonging can take
several forms. In the future development of a science, the founding act may appear as 
little more than a particular instance of a more general phenomenon which unveils itself
in the process. It can also turn out to be marred by intuition and empirical bias; one must
then reformulate it, making it the object of a certain number of supplementary theoret-
ical operations which establish it more rigorously, etc. Finally, it can seem to be a hasty
generalization which must be limited, and whose restricted domain of validity must be
retraced. In other words, the founding act of a science can always be reintroduced within
the machinery of those transformations that derive from it.

In contrast, the initiation of a discursive practice is heterogeneous to its subsequent
transformations. To expand a type of discursivity, such as psychoanalysis as founded 
by Freud, is not to give it a formal generality that it would not have permitted at the 
outset, but rather to open it up to a certain number of possible applications. To limit 
psychoanalysis as a type of discursivity is, in reality, to try to isolate in the founding act 
an eventually restricted number of propositions or statements to which, alone, one 
grants a founding value, and in relation to which certain concepts or theories accepted 
by Freud might be considered as derived, secondary, and accessory. In addition, one 
does not declare certain propositions in the work of these founders to be false: instead,
when trying to seize the act of founding, one sets aside those statements that are not 
pertinent, either because they are deemed inessential, or because they are considered 
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What is an author? 291

‘prehistoric’ and derived from another type of discursivity. In other words, unlike the
founding of a science, the initiation of a discursive practice does not participate in its 
later transformations.

As a result, one defines a proposition’s theoretical validity in relation to the work of 
the founders – while, in the case of Galileo and Newton, it is in relation to what physics or
cosmology is (in its intrinsic structure and ‘normativity’) that one affirms the validity of
any proposition that those men may have put forth. To phrase it very schematically: the
work of initiators of discursivity is not situated in the space that science defines; rather, it
is the science or the discursivity which refers back to their work as primary coordinates.

In this way we can understand the inevitable necessity, within these fields of discursiv-
ity, for a ‘return to the origin’. This return, which is part of the discursive field itself, never
stops modifying it. The return is not a historical supplement which would be added to 
the discursivity, or merely an ornament; on the contrary, it constitutes an effective and 
necessary task of transforming the discursive practice itself. Re-examination of Galileo’s
text may well change our knowledge of the history of mechanics, but it will never be able
to change mechanics itself. On the other hand, re-examining Freud’s texts, modifies 
psychoanalysis itself just as a re-examination of Marx’s would modify Marxism.

What I have just outlined regarding the initiation of discursive practices is, of course,
very schematic; this is true, in particular, of the opposition that I have tried to draw
between discursive initiation and scientific founding. It is not always easy to distinguish
between the two; moreover, nothing proves that they are two mutually exclusive pro-
cedures. I have attempted the distinction for only one reason: to show that the author-
function, which is complex enough when one tries to situate it at the level of a book or a
series of texts that carry a given signature, involves still more determining factors when
one tries to analyze it in larger units, such as groups of works or entire disciplines.

To conclude, I would like to review the reasons why I attach a certain importance to what
I have said.

First, there are theoretical reasons. On the one hand, an analysis in the direction that I
have outlined might provide for an approach to a typology of discourse. It seems to me,
at least at first glance, that such a typology cannot be constructed solely from the gram-
matical features, formal structures, and objects of discourse: more likely there exist prop-
erties or relationships peculiar to discourse (not reducible to the rules of grammar and
logic), and one must use these to distinguish the major categories of discourse. The rela-
tionship (or nonrelationship) with an author, and the different forms this relationship
takes, constitute – in a quite visible manner – one of these discursive properties.

On the other hand, I believe that one could find here an introduction to the historical
analysis of discourse. Perhaps it is time to study discourses not only in terms of their
expressive value or formal transformations, but according to their modes of existence. The
modes of circulation, valorization, attribution, and appropriation of discourses vary with
each culture and are modified within each. The manner in which they are articulated
according to social relationships can be more readily understood, I believe, in the activity
of the author-function and in its modifications, than in the themes or concepts that dis-
courses set in motion.

It would seem that one could also, beginning with analyses of this type, re-examine 
the privileges of the subject. I realize that in undertaking the internal and architectonic
analysis of a work (be it a literary text, philosophical system, or scientific work), in setting
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aside biographical and psychological references, one has already called back into question
the absolute character and founding role of the subject. Still, perhaps one must return 
to this question, not in order to re-establish the theme of an originating subject, but to
grasp the subject’s points of insertion, modes of functioning, and system of dependencies.
Doing so means overturning the traditional problem, no longer raising the questions
‘How can a free subject penetrate the substance of things and give it meaning? How can 
it activate the rules of a language from within and thus give rise to the designs which 
are properly its own?’ Instead, these questions will be raised: ‘How, under what con-
ditions and in what forms can something like a subject appear in the order of discourse?
What place can it occupy in each type of discourse, what functions can it assume, and 
by obeying what rules?’ In short, it is a matter of depriving the subject (or its substitute)
of its role as originator, and of analyzing the subject as a variable and complex function 
of discourse.

Second, there are reasons dealing with the ‘ideological’ status of the author. The ques-
tion then becomes: How can one reduce the great peril, the great danger with which
fiction threatens our world? The answer is: One can reduce it with the author. The author
allows a limitation of the cancerous and dangerous proliferation of significations within a
world where one is thrifty not only with one’s resources and riches, but also with one’s dis-
courses and their significations. The author is the principle of thrift in the proliferation of
meaning. As a result, we must entirely reverse the traditional idea of the author. We are
accustomed, as we have seen earlier, to saying that the author is the genial creator of a
work in which he deposits, with infinite wealth and generosity, an inexhaustible world of
significations. We are used to thinking that the author is so different from all other men,
and so transcendent with regard to all languages that, as soon as he speaks, meaning begins
to proliferate, to proliferate indefinitely.

The truth is quite the contrary: the author is not an indefinite source of significations
which fill a work; the author does not precede the works, he is a certain functional prin-
ciple by which, in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one
impedes the free circulation, the free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition,
and recomposition of fiction. In fact, if we are accustomed to presenting the author as a
genius, as a perpetual surging of invention, it is because, in reality, we make him function
in exactly the opposite fashion. One can say that the author is an ideological product, since
we represent him as the opposite of his historically real function. (When a historically
given function is represented in a figure that inverts it, one has an ideological production.)
The author is therefore the ideological figure by which one marks the manner in which we
fear the proliferation of meaning.

In saying this, I seem to call for a form of culture in which fiction would not be limited
by the figure of the author. It would be pure romanticism, however, to imagine a culture
in which the fictive would operate in an absolutely free state, in which fiction would be put
at the disposal of everyone and would develop without passing through something like a
necessary or constraining figure. Although, since the eighteenth century, the author has
played the role of the regulator of the fictive, a role quite characteristic of our era of indus-
trial and bourgeois society, of individualism and private property, still, given the histor-
ical modifications that are taking place, it does not seem necessary that the author-function
remain constant in form, complexity, and even in existence. I think that, as our society
changes, at the very moment when it is in the process of changing, the author-function
will disappear, and in such a manner that fiction and its polysemic texts will once again
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What is an author? 293

function according to another mode, but still with a system of constraint – one which will
no longer be the author, but which will have to be determined or, perhaps, experienced.

All discourses, whatever their status, form, value, and whatever the treatment to which
they will be subjected, would then develop in the anonymity of a murmur. We would no
longer hear the questions that have been rehashed for so long: ‘Who really spoke? Is it
really he and not someone else? With what authenticity or originality? And what part of
his deepest self did he express in his discourse?’ Instead, there would be other questions,
like these: ‘What are the modes of existence of this discourse? Where has it been used, how
can it circulate, and who can appropriate it for himself ? What are the places in it where
there is room for possible subjects? Who can assume these various subject-functions?’ And
behind all these questions, we would hear hardly anything but the stirring of an indiffer-
ence: ‘What difference does it make who is speaking?’
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17
Roland Barthes

Introductory note

Roland Barthes (1915–80) was the most brilliant and influential of the generation
of literary critics who came to prominence in France in the 1960s. After a slow start
to his academic career (due mainly to illness), Barthes became a teacher at the
Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris, and at the time of his death was
Professor of Literary Semiology (a title of his own choice) at the prestigious Collège
de France. His first book, Writing Degree Zero (1953; English translation 1972) was
a polemical essay on the history of French literary style, in which the influence 
of Jean-Paul Sartre is perceptible. Mythologies (1957; translated 1973), perhaps
Barthes’ most accessible work, wittily analysed various manifestations of popular
and high culture at the expense of bourgeois ‘common sense’. A controversy with
a traditionalist Sorbonne professor, Raymond Picard, in the mid-1960s, made
Barthes famous, or notorious, as the leading iconoclast of ‘la nouvelle critique’. This
movement, a rather loose alliance of critics opposed to traditional academic criti-
cism and literary history, drew some of its inspiration from the experiments of the
nouveau roman (see Alain Robbe-Grillet, ‘A Future for the Novel’, section 34 in
20th Century Literary Criticism), and in the late 60s and early 70s was associated
with radical left-wing politics (especially in the journal Tel Quel – see Introductory
note on Julia Kristeva, below p. 348); but methodologically it depended heavily on
structuralist semiotics in the tradition of Saussure and Jakobson.

Barthes himself produced an austere treatise on The Elements of Semiology in
1964 (translated 1967) and an influential essay entitled ‘Introduction to the
Structural Analysis of Narrative’ in 1966 (included in Image-Music-Text (1977),
essays by Barthes selected and translated by Stephen Heath). At this period he
seems to have shared the structuralist ambition to found a ‘science’ of literary criti-
cism. Later, perhaps partly under the influence of Derrida and Lacan, his interest
shifted from the general rules and constraints of narrative to the production of
meaning in the process of reading. In a famous essay written in 1968, reprinted
below, Barthes proclaimed that ‘the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the
death of the Author’ – an assertion that struck at the very heart of traditional liter-
ary studies, and that has remained one of the most controversial tenets of post-
structuralism.

Barthes’ most important work of literary criticism was probably S/Z (1970;
translated 1974), an exhaustive commentary on a Balzac short story, ‘Sarrasine’,
interleaved with bold theoretical speculation. The method of analysis, which is

MODC_C17.qxd  12/13/07  1:53 PM  Page 311

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

T
he

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
W

ar
w

ic
k]

 a
t 0

3:
40

 1
3 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

6 



confessedly improvised and provisional and claims none of the rigour of struc-
turalist narratology, is exemplified on a smaller scale by ‘Textual Analysis of a Tale
by Poe’ (1973), reprinted below. By breaking down the text into small units of
sense, or ‘lexias’, Barthes aims to show how they carry many different meanings
simultaneously on different levels or in different codes. In S/Z, this demonstration
is linked to a distinction between the ‘lisible’ or ‘readerly’ classic text, which makes
its readers passive consumers, and the ‘scriptible’ or ‘writerly’ modern text, which
invites its readers to an active participation in the production of meanings that are
infinite and inexhaustible. Paradoxically, the effect of Barthes’ brilliant interpre-
tation of ‘Sarrasine’ is to impress one with the plurality rather than the limitation
of meanings in the so-called classic realist text.

In the last decade of his life, Barthes moved further and further away from the
concerns and methods of literary criticism and produced a series of highly idio-
syncratic texts which consciously challenge the conventional distinctions between
critic and creator, fiction and non-fiction, literature and non-literature: The
Pleasure of the Text (1975), Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes (1977) [first pub-
lished in France 1975], and A Lover’s Discourse: fragments (1978) [1977]. He was a
writer who disconcerted his disciples as well as his opponents by continually
rejecting one kind of discourse in favour of another, and to this extent lived the
assertion in ‘The Death of the Author’, that ‘the modern scriptor is born simul-
taneously with the text . . . and every text is eternally written here and now’.

‘The Death of the Author’ is reprinted here from Image-Music-Text, and
‘Textual Analysis of Poe’s “Valdemar” ’, translated by Geoff Bennington, from
Untying the Text: a post-structuralist reader (1981), ed. Robert Young, whose con-
tributions to the numbered notes are in square brackets.

Cross-references
12 Todorov
14 Hirsch
15 Foucault
19 Kristeva

Commentary
Annette Lavers, Roland Barthes: structuralism and after (1982)
Jonathan Culler, Barthes (1983)
Philip Thody, Roland Barthes: a conservative estimate (revised edn 1984)
Michael Moriarty, Roland Barthes (1991)
Sean Burke, The Death and Return of the Author: criticism and Subjectivity in Barthes,

Foucault and Derrida (1992), pp. 20–61
D.A. Miller, Bringing Out Roland Barthes (1992)
Rick Rylance, Roland Barthes (1994)
Donald E. Pease, ‘Author’, in Frank Lentriccia and Thomas McLaughlin (eds), Critical

Terms for Literary Study (2nd edn, 1995), pp. 105–17
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The death of the author 313

The death of the author

In his story Sarrasine Balzac, describing a castrato disguised as a woman, writes the fol-
lowing sentence: ‘This was woman herself, with her sudden fears, her irrational whims, her
instinctive worries, her impetuous boldness, her fussings, and her delicious sensibility.’ Who is
speaking thus? Is it the hero of the story bent on remaining ignorant of the castrato hid-
den beneath the woman? Is it Balzac the individual, furnished by his personal experience
with a philosophy of Woman? Is it Balzac the author professing ‘literary’ ideas on femin-
inity? 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 neutral, composite, oblique space where our subject slips away, the negative where all
identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing.

No doubt it has always been that way. As soon as a fact is narrated no longer with a view
to acting 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 disconnection occurs, the
voice loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, writing begins. The sense of this
phenomenon, however, has varied; in ethnographic societies the responsibility for a 
narrative is never assumed by a person but by a mediator, shaman or relator whose ‘per-
formance’ – the mastery of the narrative code – may possibly be admired but never his
‘genius’. The author is a modern figure, a product of our society insofar as, emerging from
the Middle Ages with English empiricism, French rationalism 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 epit-
ome and culmination of capitalist ideology, which has attached the greatest importance 
to the ‘person’ of the author. The author still reigns in histories of literature, biographies
of writers, interviews, magazines, as in the very consciousness of men of letters anxious 
to unite their person and their work through diaries and memoirs. The image of literature
to be found in ordinary culture is tyrannically centred on the author, his person, his life,
his tastes, his passions, while criticism still consists for the most part in saying that
Baudelaire’s work is the failure of Baudelaire the man, Van Gogh’s his madness,
Tchaikovsky’s his vice. The explanation of a work is always sought in the man or woman
who produced it, as if it were always in the end, through the more or less transparent alle-
gory of the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author ‘confiding’ in us.

Though the sway of the Author remains powerful (the new criticism1 has often done no
more than consolidate it), it goes without saying that certain writers have long since
attempted to loosen it. In France, Mallarmé2 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 to be confused with

1 Barthes refers not to the Anglo–American ‘New Criticism’ of the 1930s, 40s and 50s, but to the
French nouvelle critique of the 1960s.
2 Stéphane Mallarmé (1871–1945), French symbolist poet.
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the castrating objectivity of the realist novelist), to reach that point where only language
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,3 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 favour
of the essentially 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 blurring, by an extreme subtilization, 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 writ-
ing, but he who is going to write (the young man in the novel – but, in 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
Montesquiou but that Montesquiou – in his anecdotal, historical reality – is no more than
a secondary fragment, derived from Charlus.4 Lastly, to 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 subversion of
codes – itself moreover illusory: a code cannot be destroyed, only ‘played off ’), contri-
buted to the desacrilization of the image of the Author by ceaselessly recommending the
abrupt disappointment of expectations of meaning (the famous 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 several
people writing together. Leaving aside literature 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, func-
tioning perfectly without there being any need for it to be filled with the person of the
interlocutors. Linguistically, the author is never more than the instance writing, just as I 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 lan-
guage ‘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 temporality 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 after. 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

314 Roland Barthes

3 Paul Valéry (1871–1945), French poet and critic. See section 20 of 20th Century Literary Criticism.
4 The Baron de Charlus is a character in Marcel Proust’s A la recherche du temps perdu (1913–27)
thought to be modelled on Proust’s friend, Count Robert de Montesquiou.
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The death of the author 315

antecedence to his work as a father to his child. In complete contrast, the modern scrip-
tor is born simultaneously with the text, is in no way equipped with a being preceding 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 eternally written here and now. The fact is
(or, it follows) that writing 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 (exclu-
sively given in the first person and in the present tense) in which the enunciation has 
no other content (contains no other proposition) than the act by which it is uttered –
something like the I declare of kings or the I sing of very ancient poets. Having buried 
the Author, the modern scriptor can thus no longer believe, as according to the pathetic
view of his predecessors, 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 question 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 multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writ-
ings, none of them original, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from
the innumerable centres of culture. Similar to Bouvard and Pécuchet,5 those eternal copy-
ists, 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 orig-
inal. 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 the inner ‘thing’ he thinks to ‘translate’ is itself only a ready-formed dictionary,
its words only explainable through other words, and so on indefinitely; something ex-
perienced in exemplary fashion by the young Thomas de Quincey,6 he who was so good 
at Greek that in order to translate absolutely modern ideas and images into that dead 
language, he had, so Baudelaire tells us (in Paradis Artificiels), ‘created for himself an
unfailing dictionary, vastly more extensive and complex than those resulting from the
ordinary patience of purely literary themes’. Succeeding the Author, the scriptor no longer
bears within him passions, humours, feelings, impressions, but rather this immense dic-
tionary from which he draws a writing that can know no half: 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.

Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite futile. To give a
text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close
the writing. Such a conception suits criticism very well, the latter then allotting itself the

5 The names of the principal characters in Gustave Flaubert’s novel Bouvard and Pécuchet, a study
in bourgeois stupidity posthumously published in 1881.
6 Thomas de Quincey (1785–1859), English essayist, author of Confessions of an English Opium
Eater.
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important task of discovering the Author (or its hypostases: society, history, psyché, lib-
erty) beneath the work: when the Author has been found, the text is ‘explained’ – victory
to the critic. Hence there is no surprise in the fact that, historically, the reign of the Author
has also been that of the Critic, nor again in the fact that criticism (be it new) is today
undermined along with the Author. In the multiplicity of writing, everything is to be dis-
entangled, nothing deciphered; the structure can be followed, ‘run’ (like the thread of 
a stocking) at every point and at every level, but there is nothing beneath: the space of
writing is to be ranged over, not pierced; writing ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to
evaporate it, carrying out a systematic exemption of meaning. In precisely this way liter-
ature (it would be better from now on to say writing), by refusing to assign a ‘secret’, an
ultimate meaning, to the text (and to the world as text), liberates what may be called 
an anti-theological activity, an activity that is truly revolutionary since to refuse to fix
meaning is, in the end, to refuse God and his hypostases – reason, science, law.

Let us come back to the Balzac sentence. No one, no ‘person’, says it: its source, 
its voice, is not the true place of the writing, which is reading. Another – very precise –
example will help to make this clear: recent research (J.-P. Vernanti) has demonstrated the
constitutively ambiguous nature of Greek tragedy, its texts being woven from words with
double meanings that each character understands unilaterally (this perpetual misunder-
standing is exactly the ‘tragic’); there is, however, someone who understands each word in
its duplicity and who, in addition, hears the very deafness of the characters speaking in
front of him – this someone being precisely the reader (or here, the listener). Thus is
revealed the total existence of writing: a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from
many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but
there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was
hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up
a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin
but in its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be personal: 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. Which is why it is
derisory to condemn the new writing in the name of a humanism hypocritically turned
champion of the reader’s rights. Classic criticism has never paid any attention to the
reader; for it, the writer is the only person in literature. We are now beginning to let our-
selves be fooled no longer by the arrogant antiphrastical7 recriminations of good society
in favour of the very thing it sets aside, ignores, smothers, or destroys; we know that to
give writing its future, it is necessary to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must
be at the cost of the death of the Author.

316 Roland Barthes

7 Antiphrasis is the rhetorical figure which uses a word in an opposite sense to its usual meaning.
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