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O A% Vi 'n 'l S i i €S SmOt}ler I
i g > 1] » S
of good society in favour of the very thl. t sets a. Sl.de 1gnor
desttoyS' we kIlOW that to give Writing its future, it 1s necessaty to OVel'th '
he ytil the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of ¢
t m : £ A

Author.

why ! should like to remind myself of the principal propositions at the inter-
ction of which I see the Text as standing. The word ‘proposition’ is to be
s derstood more in a grammatical than in a logical sense: the following are
: ~’iu2t argumentations but enunciations, ‘touches’, approaches that consent to
::.’lemain' metaphorical. Here then are these propositions; they concern
method, genres, signs, plurality, filiation, reading and pleasure.

111, The Text is not to be thought of as an object that can be computed. it
would be futile to try to separate out materially works from texts. In partic-
qlar, the tendency must be avoided to say that the work is classic, the text
gvant-garde; it is not a question of drawing up a crude honours list in the
same of modernity and declaring certain literary productions ‘in’ and others
«out’ by virtue of their chronological situation: there may be ‘text’ in a very
ancient work, while many products of contemporary literature are in no way
texts. The difference is this: the work is a fragment of substance, occupying
w‘“’part of the space of books (in a library for example), the Text is a meth-
- pdological field. The opposition may recall (without at all reproducing term

forterm) Lacan’s* distinction between ‘reality’ and ‘the real’: the one is dis-
pl‘ayed, the other demonstrated; likewise, the work can be seen (in book-
shops, in catalogues, in exam syllabuses), the text is a process of
-demonstration, speaks according to certain rules (or against certain rules);
- thé work can be held in the hand, the text is held in language, only exists in
the movement of a discourse (or rather, it is Text for the very reason that it
knows itself as text); the Text is not the decomposition of the work, it is the
work that is the imaginary tail of the Text; or again, the Text is experienced
only in an activity of production. It follows that the Text cannot stop (for
-example on a library shelf); its constitutive movement is that of cutting across
i particular, it can cut across the work, several works).
2. In the same way, the Text does not stop at (good) Literature; it cannot

‘tontained in a hierarchy, even in a simple division of genres. What con-
tutes the Text is, on the contrary (or precisely), its subversive force in
éspect of the old classifications. How do you classify a writer like Georges
Bataille?® Novelist, poet, essayist, economist, philosopher, mystic? The
~ answer is so difficult that the literary manuals generally prefer to forget about
_ Bataille who, in fact, wrote texts, perhaps continuously one single text. If the

Text poses problems of classification (which is furthermore one of its ‘social’
Afunctions), this is because it always involves a certain experience of limits
{to'take up an expression from Philippe Sollers). Thibaudet® used already to

talk<but in a very restricted sense—of limit-works (such as Chateaubri-
~aid’s” Vie de Rancé, which does indeed come through to us today as a ‘text’);
théText is that which goes to the limit of the rules of enunciation (rationality,

reddability, etc.). Nor is this a rhetorical idea, resorted to for some ‘heroic’
k'e'["f?ft: the Text tries to place itself very exactly behind the limit of the doxa®
ishot general opinion—constitutive of our democratic societies and pow-
erfully aided by mass communications—defined by its limits, the energy with

From Work to Text!
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s st the traditional notion of the work,‘for on%he requirement of 2 0¥}
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Zj)origvsie\)av ass0C analyst UES LACAN (1901-1981), French psycho-

oped by Albert Einstein (18

1. Translated by Stephen Heath. Y e the st cal

7. Francois-René, vicomte de Chateaubriand

ic and political thedtis Cho- expéain‘th Sir Isaac Newton (16?2'1727) S%;l French writer (1897—1962). (11978%8; iijvsg:iitfi:;inggl hivsv r;;;: o}rlli.’i:n:; t(elsgzlir)iwg;
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3. That is, the theory of specia

. Received opinion (Greek).
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which it excludes, its censo:lship?)l. Taking the word literally, it may bg‘
i s paradoxicat. ) iy
thaSt. t}";‘e}:xeT eTx:xi:scair‘;v ?)}:a aﬁ:oproached, experienced, in rea'lctl%n to the Sﬁ%ﬂ-rThe
work closes on a signified.” There are two n}odes of 31gn1'dcatzon :1Vt }llch can
be attributed to this signified: either it is cle}u'ned to be ;‘:Vl . ten (::;m 'de work.
is then the object of a literal science, of philology, or ‘:1 s:ahl 1; e :kni;l ere;l to
be secret, ultimate, something to be sougbt out, and ?Marxist en falls
under the scope of a hermeneutics, of an {nterp;:tatl‘on Mar er,lepssl,c}.l%
analytic, thematic, etc.); in short, the work 1tse!f ‘nct}onsl s 8 eg - ra fmgn
and it is normal that it should represent an mstltutl.onath i {% rz 21 ;he
civilization of the Sign. The Text, on the cont.rary, prac;tlslfs 1e 1;1 nite cf er-
ment of the signified, is dilatory; its‘ field is that of the signi (Z ant tbe
signifier must not be conceived of as ‘the ﬁrst sts.zgedo me:lmnt%o, 7: S;na-le,nlal
vestibule, but, in complete opposition to this, as its e{er}:e . ngfabie (1[111 arly,
the infinity of the signifier refers not to some idea of t t'e ; cftahle U Z tun_l
nameable signified) but to that of a playing; the genera :;‘})1 o of i o];f; élpe tua”
signifier (after the fashion of a perpe_tual c.alendar) in e field of the ext
(better, of which the text is the field) is realized notdaccor i g,invesﬁ gsmq
progress of maturation or a hermeneutic course of eepening invest gation,
but, rather, according to a serial movement of dlSCOnn(i::thl:lS, (deﬁnig‘l;%s;
variations. The logic regulating the Text is not compre ensive define wi at
the work means’) but metonymic; the. activity of ?.ssoc:latlorg;c:kin ;i;t lmzs’:
carryings-over coincides with a liberation of symbodlc enclargymb()lic %its,,s rf
would die); the work—in the best of cases—is mo elmte ly ls)y mbollc it cy;nn_
bolic runs out, comes to a halt); thg Text is -mdzcgl ly syrr; c; elczs @ work con
ceived, perceived angl recelived in its {gtteglgﬂgusgzz oitu; Sn(:t:buctured b;t ity
"is the Text restored to language; like ge, ut ot
ithout closure (note, in reply to the cc3ntemptuous suspicion of
Eﬁ: Et{;:gfli‘grl:able’ sometimes dcilrzctedlat structux;a;hnf;nl,) ::;ts ;{;e figlf,tiﬁeoﬁz
i ivi tly accorded to language s > ‘ -
lccoa\}elg;l:ll'}:?ee ;fu;rggr;::\oxical idea of structure: a system with nelther: close/

R

said

nor centre). ‘ . wd
4. The Text is plural. Which is not simply to say tl}at it ha‘s se;;z?bll:lza::d
ings, but that it accomplishes the very plural of meaning: :::r; :;r: b meaning’sf
)t The Text is not a co-exi :
not merely an acceptable) plural. . . . £
buta pass};ge, an overcrossing; thus it answers not to ra;‘r;‘ 1ntTrp:13t§ft1;)}rllé er:lyeXt
i i dissemination. The plur e Text
a liberal one, but to an explosion, a > Do e b
i igui { its contents but on what might be.
depends, that is, not on the ambiguity o ten o the
i ity of its weave of signifiers (etymolog , the
called the stereographic plurality o - I e
i i der of the Text may be comp L
text is a tissue, a woven fabric). The rea . o s
lackened off from any imaginary); tus
someone at a loose end (someone.s 2
passably empty subject strolls—it is ;vhatfhipp;netd to ttl}?ezlilfl}écgfavalley;
i ivid i of the Text—on ey,
ines, then it was that he had a vivid idea : fava
gr;ue’dl flowing down below (oued is there to bear witness to a cert?:ln iiom §
of unfamiliarity); what he perceives is multiple, irreducible, cortr;zf ei Hobts,
disconnected, heterogeneous variety of subste}nces and Perspecant ;:ries .
colours, vegetation, heat, air, slender explosions of noises, sc cries %

D —1913).
9. The sign was divided into signified (the meaning DINAND DE SAUSSURE (1857 )

igni hat
d) and signifier (the symbol or soupd t]
f:z:::z: t)hat meaning) by the Swiss linguist FER-

except during the rainy season.

1. Wadi (Arabic); a streambed that is us.uany dry;
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pirds, children’s voices from over on the other side, passages, gestures,
clothes of inhabitants near or far away. All these incidents are half-
identifiable: they come from codes which are known but their combination
;s unique, founds the stroll in a difference repeatable only as difference. So
the Text: it can be it only in its difference (which does not mean its individ-
uality), its reading is semelfactive? (this rendering illusory any inductive-
deductive science of texts—no ‘grammar’ of the text) and nevertheless woven
entirely with citations, references, echoes, cultural languages (what language
is not?), antecedent or contemporary, which cut across it through and
through in a vast stereophony. The intertextual in which every text is held,
it itself being the text-between of another text, is not to be confused with
some origin of the text: to try to find the ‘sources’, the ‘influences’ of a2 work,
is to fall in with the myth of filiation; the citations which go to make up a
text are anonymous, untraceable, and yet already read: they are quotations
without inverted commas. The work has nothing disturbing for any monistic
philosophy (we know that there are opposing examples of these); for such a
philosophy, plural is the Evil. Against the work, therefore, the text could well
take as its motto the words of the man possessed by demons (Mark 5: 9):
‘My. name is Legion: for we are many.” The plural of demoniacal texture
which opposes text to work can bring with it fundamental changes in read-
ing, and precisely in areas where monologism appears to be the Law: certain
of the ‘texts’ of Holy Scripture traditionally recuperated by theological
monism (historical or anagogical) will perhaps offer themselves to a diffrac-
tion of meanings (finally, that is to say, to a materialist reading), while the
Marxist interpretation of works, so far resolutely monistic, will be able to
materialize itself more by pluralizing itself (if, however, the Marxist ‘insti-
tutions’ allow it).
-+ 5.-The work is caught up in a process of filiation. Are postulated: a deter-
mination of the work by the world (by race, then by History), a consecution
of works amongst themselves, and a conformity of the work to the author.
‘The author is reputed the father and the owner of his work: literary science
therefore teaches respect for the manuscript and the author’s declared inten-
tions, while society asserts the legality of the relation of author to work (the
“droit d'auteur” or ‘copyright’, in fact of recent date since it was only really
legalized at the time of the French Revolution). As for the Text, it reads
without the inscription of the Father. Here again, the metaphor of the Text
separates from that of the work: the latter refers to the image of an organism
which grows by vital expansion, by ‘development’ (a word which is signifi-
cantly ambiguous, at once biological and rhetorical); the metaphor of the

- Text is that of the network; if the Text extends itself, it is as a result of a

combinatory systematic (an image, moreover, close to current biological con-
ceptions of the living being). Hence no vital ‘respect’ is due to the Text: it
can be broken (which is just what the Middle Ages did with two nevertheless
authoritative texts—Holy Scripture and Aristotle); it can be read without the
Suarantee of its father, the restitution of the inter-text paradoxically abolish-
Ing any legacy. It is not that the Author may not ‘come back’ in the Text, in

Ais text, but he then does so as a ‘guest’. If he is a novelist, he is inscribed

duction.
3. Right of the author (French).

2 A neologism—sema (Greek) = sign; semi
{Latin) = half; factio (Latin) = making—suggest-
ing that the reading of “text” is largely sign pro-
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in the novel like one of his characters, figured in the carpet; no longer pri
ileged, paternal, aletheological,* his inscription is ludic. He becomes, 3¢
were, a paper-author: his life is no longer the origin of his fictions bug
fiction contributing to his work; there is a reversion of the work on tq, he
life (and no longer the contrary); it is the work of Proust, of Genets w; :
allows their lives to be read as a text. The word ‘bio-graphy’ re-acquiy
strong, etymological sense, at the same time as the sincerity of the enyg,
ation—veritable ‘cross’ borne by literary morality—becomes a false probley,
the I which writes the text, it too, is never more than a paper-I. S

6. The work is normally the object of a consumption; no demagﬂgy»m‘

intended here in referring to the so-called consumer culture but it has tohg

recognized that today it is the ‘quality’ of the work (which supposes finally
an appreciation of ‘taste’) and not the operation of reading itself which cay

differentiate between books: structurally, there is no difference between‘cy]: |

tured’ reading and casual reading in trains. The Text (if only by its frequent
‘unreadability’) decants the work (the work permitting) from its consumptigy

and gathers it up as play, activity, production, practice. This means thatthe |
Text requires that one try to abolish (or at the very least to diminish) the =

distance between writing and reading, in no way by intensifying the projec:

tion of the reader into the work but by joining them in a single signifyihg |

practice. The distance separating reading from writing is historical. In the

times of the greatest social division (before the setting up of democrafic -
cultures), reading and writing were equally privileges of class. Rhetoric, the -

great literary code of those times, taught one to write (even if what was then
normally produced were speeches, not texts). Significantly, the coming:of.

democracy reversed the word of command: what the (secondary) School -

prides itself on is teaching to read (well) and no longer to write (conscicus
ness of the deficiency is becoming fashionable again today: the teacher:is

called upon to teach pupils to ‘express themselves’, which is a little:like

replacing a form of repression by a misconception). In fact, reading, in-the
sense of consuming, is far from playing with the text. ‘Playing’ must be undet:

stood here in all its polysemy: the text itself plays (like a door, like a machine .

with ‘play’) and the reader plays twice over, playing the Text as one plays'a
game, looking for a practice which re-produces it, but, in order that th
practice not be reduced to a passive, inner wmimesis® (the Text is precisglyr

that which resists such a reduction), also playing the Text in the musical

sense of the term. The history of music (as a practice, not as an ‘art’) dg

indeed parallel that of the Text fairly closely: there was a period when pr??f?f -
tising amateurs’ were numerous (at least within the confines of a certain
class) and ‘playing’ and ‘listening’ formed a scarcely differentiated activity; -

then two roles appeared in succession, first that of the performer, the inter:
preter to whom the bourgeois public (though still itself able to play a htde—
the whole history of the piano) delegated its playing, then that of the (passive
amateur, who listens to music without being able to play (the gramoph0ﬂ¢
record takes the place of the piano). We know that today post-seri

Marcel Proust (1871-1922), French novelis
6. Representation, imitation (Greek).

7. Barthes was an avid amateur pianist. __
8. Music that was a reaction against serla!lsm_'r i
total mathematization of all musical variables- i1t

the atonal compositions of Pierre Boulez

4. A neologism-—alétheia (Greek) = the self-
presentation of Truth; theological = relating to the
study of religious faith—meaning that the author’s
writing no longer operates in a theological realm

of truth.
5. Jean Genet (19 10--1986), French dramatist.
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s radically altered the role of the ‘interpreter’, who is called on to be in
~gome sort ’the co—auth.or of the score, completing it rather than giving it
'e,zpreSSiF’n . T}'1e Text is very much a score of this new kind: it asks of %h
gader a practical collaboration. Which is an important change, for whe
ecutes, the work? (Mallarmé® posed the question, wanting the au,dience to
u'cg"the book). Nowadays only the critic executes the work (acce tino
the play on words)‘. The reduction of reading to a consumption is cll:a lg

P\(,n:sible f:or the ‘boredom’ experienced by many in the face of the m dar .
(;u_m;eadable) text, the avant-garde film or painting: to be bored mean(s) de_ll;l

~ gne cannot produce the text, open it out, set it going.

«»7: This leads us to pose (to propose) a final approach to the Text, that of
leasure. I do not know whether there has ever b istic acsthotic
ple ' > s er been a hedonistic aesthetics
(eudeemonist philosophies are themselves rare). Certainly there exists a plea
§ of the work (of certain works); I can delight in reading and re- I:i ,
Pioust, Flaubert, Balzac, even—why not?—Alexandre Dumas.! But thr' . lmg
sure, no matter how keen and even when free from all prejud.ice rernlas’P Cin
Rart (unless by some exceptional critical effort) a pleasure of co,nsum IIt:l's HT
forif I can read these authors, I also know that I cannot re-write the 13( lﬁn’
it-is impossible today to write ‘like that’) and this knowledge, de T t' .
enough, suffices to cut me off from the production of thesegv‘;orkf ie Sstllr:g
véry moment their remoteness establishes my modernity (is not to be ’ nd .
,t”_'o:a:krrow ‘clea}"ly what cannot be started over again?). As for the Temto ‘fr‘ﬂ
Bbimd/ to jouissance,? that is to a pleasure without separation Orde;( ,flthls
‘ i'ﬁexf', the Text participates in its own way in a social utopia; l;efore H(; t y
upposing the latter does not opt for barbarism), the Text a,nchieves i; C)r}t,
the transparence of social relations, that at least of language relations: It]l'(x)e
Text is that space where no language has a hold over any other, where.lan—

- guages circulate (keeping the circular sense of the term).

iﬁ[{‘hese ge\z;; propositions, i.ne'vitably, do not constitute the articulations of a
eory of the Text and this is not simply the result of the failings of the

. petson here presenting them (who in man

 peison ) ' : y respects has anyway d

k;x}'l{gf{;e"th‘an pick up what is being developed round about him).yIv: si,en“?snfior:r?
_ the'fact that a Theory of the Text cannot be satisfied by a metalinguistic

Sxpg)?‘mon:‘thel c}estruction of meta-language, or at least (since it may b
§}ar})lr prowsmr'xaHy to resort to meta-language) its calling into doubyt i(:
e ;)t hta :: ' tt(i';(,etory 1tselfl:el the discours.e‘ on the Text should itself be nothi’ng
w,hi’chl n , research, textual act.1v1ty, since the Text is that social space
eaves no language safe, outside, nor any subject of the enunciation

position as judge, master, anal
on as j , yst, confessor, decoder. The th
Text can coincide only with a practice of writin’g. cory of the

i

1971

g

and Sthers:
I T :
delibers In some cases the interpreter shapes a

rately “open” work, still viewed as o L Gustave Flaubert (1821-1880) and Honoré de

Balzac (1799—-1.850), French novelists.
2. In French, jouissance (the surprise of orgasm,

]s)'.lli::),.ecstasy) is distinguished from plaisir (plea-

P A <
._?:HANF(MALLARME (1842-1898), French

F ; ‘.
#French novelist and dramatist (1802-1870).



