
 Authorship: the ideological battlefield  
 
 
 
“But who’s talking about living? In other words on living?” (Jacques Derrida) 1 – Living On)  

 

Authorship has remained a fascination in the arts as a source of reflection on society’s sense of 

‘being’ in the world. Sean Burke asks the questions ‘When we an author, writes or thinks to be 

writing, is that author simultaneously written? Does creative imagination guide the composition, or 

is the writer like the scrawl of an alien power trying out a new pen?” 2 

These ideas transferred from the literary to the modern art domain, form a quest for authenticity 

and originality, which are inscribed across the body of modern art and find fulfilment in tragic 

authors. The attack on particularity of the biographical attributes and the critique of the author is 

sometimes ridiculed as a denial of the existence of biographical individuals in the questioning of 

authorial intentionality. This preoccupation with ‘authorial intentionality’ has developed questions 

about the status of the author in relation to that of the spectator, arguing that the essential 

meaning of the work depends on the impressions of the reader. ‘The Death of the Author’, first 

proclaimed by Roland Barthes, and then again by Michael Foucault, argues that the author 

cannot be reconstructed from their writing, the text is the only source of meaning, the desires of 

the author are therefore extraneous, the reader, the critic, or the spectator embodying a superior 

intention. 3 

Barthes criticizes the reader’s tendency to consider aspects of the author’s identity, and distil 

meaning from their own work. He raises the important question: how can we detect precisely 

what the author intended? Barthes’ view is that we cannot, citing that “it is language which 

speaks” and thus not the author, distilling meaning from the author’s conscious intent. Barthes 

argues that the author is merely a scripter, and that more classic critical approaches have never 

up until then paid attention to the reader, assuming the writer to be the only person of the 

literature or the ‘writing’ or piece of work created, or the context this may be applied to.    

 

“Who is speaking thus? 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.”  4 
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Thus Barthes declares; “the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author”, a 

radical statement that became a centre of a controversy, but not one that is the centre of a prolific 

debate. 5 

 

“Let us come back to the Balzac sentence. No one, no ‘person, says it: its source, its voice, its not 

the true place of the writing, which is reading” 6 

 

Sean Burke writes in ‘The Death and the Return of the Author’ “The Death of the Author’ has 

seldom provoked more than derisory dismissal from its opponents. Critics who have passionately 

contested its thesis have rarely so much as disturbed its smooth surface”. 7  

Barthes concern lies in the general criticism of the author question, rather than specific instances 

of author representations, repeatedly implying that the critical approaches have for the most part 

been the ‘history of the glorification of the author’. 8  

 

Michael Foucault describes the process of writing and the question of authorship from the inside, 

as Barthes analyses the external consequences, both focussing attention on authorship in 

relation to institutions.  

 

Foucault argues that works of literature are collective cultural products and do not arise from 

singular individual beings, refusing to celebrate a disappearance of the subject but refining the 

ontology of an author through the concept of the ‘author-function’. He expands this interpretation 

in terms of discursive ownership – this potentially is a trangressive discourse through a procedure 

of attribution and accountability. 9 

 

“It is obviously insufficient to repeat empty slogans: the author has disappeared; God and man 

died a common death. Rather, we should re-examine the empty space left by the author’s 

disappearance; we should attentively observe, along its gaps and fault lines, its new 

demarcations, and the reapportionment. In this context we can briefly consider the problems that 

arise in the use of an author’s name. What is the name of an author?” 10 

 

This essay, from The Order of things, became the subject of fierce controversy.  Foucault 

proposed these troubling questions of what was, or is an author: 
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“In proposing this slightly odd question, I am conscious of the need for an explanation. To this 

day, the ‘author’ remains one question both with respect to its general function within discourse 

and in my own writings; that is, the question permits me to return to certain aspects of my work, 

which now appear ill advised and misleading. In this regard, I wish to propose a necessary 

criticism and re-evaluation”.  11 

 

What is clear is that Foucault sees the author-function as a complex web of practices, the author 

composed of aspects of a broader authorial function, designated as a function of discourse itself.  

 

“The author-function’ is not universal or constant in all discourse. Even within our civilization, the 

same types of texts have not always required authors; there was a time when those texts. 

Foucault states; “this author-function’ is that it is not formed spontaneously through the simple 

attribution of a discourse to an individual. It results from a complex operation whose purpose is to 

construct the rational entity we call an author” 12 

 

Both Barthes and Foucault focus their attention on the contemporary conception of language as 

interplay of signs, the significance of language through works of art inherent in its identity; 

Foucault writes: "regulated less by the content it signifies than by the very nature of the signifier"; 
13and Barthes: "neither an instrument nor a vehicle: it is a structure".14 

 What killed the author was his own work: "Where a work had the duty of creating immortality, it 

now attains the right to kill, to become the murderer of the author.’15  

This automatically excludes the ethical function, which, according to Barthes' fundamental 

distinction, is typical of the writer. Foucault's statement: "the task of criticism is not to reestablish 

the ties between the author and his work".16 This translated in Barthes' terms: "by identifying 

himself with language, the author looses all claims to truth". 17 

Foucault’s conclusion of this: "The essential basis of this writing is primarily concerned with 

creating an opening where the writing subject endlessly disappeared". 18 

 Barthes' own conclusion is that "our age has produces a bastard type: the author-writer, the 

author-writer is an excluded figure integrated by his very exclusion" 19 
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Whereas Foucault: "I am not certain that the consequences derived from the disappearance or 

death of the author have been fully explored".  Michel Foucault then declared: “[ecriture] has 

merely transposed the empirical characteristics of an author to a transcendental anonymity”.20 

Both therefore concluding that it doesn’t matter who is the author ‘What does it matter who is 

speaking?’21(Foucault) “Succeeding the Author, the scripter no longer bears within him passions, 

humors, feelings, impression, but rather this immense dictionary from which he draws a writing 

[…] an imitation that is lost, infinitely deferred”. (Barthes) 22 

 

Foucault suitably quotes Nietzsche in his interrogation: ‘who is speaking? And why speaking 

thus?’ 23 

Nietzsche disputed the model of transcendence through his assertion that discourse is inalienably 

personal, and that philosophical authorship operates in ‘the mode of self-erasure via rhetorical 

and conceptual strategies which distract both author and reader from the fact that knowledge and 

textuality are altogether rooted in the singularity of subjective concerns. Within Foucault’s textual 

history the transhistorical status is ‘bestowed’ upon Nietzsche. 24 

Paul de Man adopted another, rigorous approach, a phenomenological picture of authorship 

whereby the self was entirely emptied of biographical content. “Perhaps ironically, perhaps 

deliberately, de Man had always denied that the writer’s life in any way bore upon the 

interpretation of his or her own work”25 (Sean Burke) 

 

“He himself is dead, and yes, through the specters of memory and of the text, he lives among us, 

and, as one says in French, il nous regard – looks at us, but also he is our concern, we have 

concern regarding him more than ever without his being there. He speaks (to) us among us. He 

makes us to speak of us, to speak us. He speaks (to) us [Il nous parle]”  

- (Derrida)26 

 

Sean Burke writes: “What follows then, under the rhetoric of the Death of the Author, is at one 

and the same time a statement of the return of the author, a return that takes place in accordance 
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with the guiding principle of this analysis – that the concept of the author is never more alive than 

when pronounced dead”.27 

 

Burke is stressing the irony of a discourse based on the death of authorship, which makes 

authorship itself the essential subject of the discourse.  

A further irony to the ideas of Death of the Author is that its protagonists do not apply this analysis 

to their own discourse. This produces a contradictory position within the very heart of this whole 

theoretical approach.  

 

Barthes has been an important role singular identity of the self has also been important for 

feminist and queer theorists, who find in Barthes’ work an anti-patriarchal and anti-traditional 

strain sympathetic to their own critical work. They read the “Death of the Author” as a work that 

obliterates stable identity above and beyond the obliteration of stable critical interpretation, 

drawing on feminist criticism’s insistence on the importance of the reader, finding affinities with a 

position that understands the Birth of the Reader as a counterpoint to Death of the Author. 

 

“Like the feminist critic, Barthes maneuvers in the spaces of the tricky relations that bridge the 

personal and the political, the personal and the critical, the impersonal and the institutional”.28 

(Nancy Miller)  

 

Throughout these views, an attempt to redefine authorship should take into consideration at least 

two fundamental concepts: hybrids and absence through history the biography, psychology and 

the identity. As Barthes declares, “What matters who reads? “, this being an underlining question. 

 

“As translated into literary terms, the author can be identified with entirety of the work while being 

nowhere visible within the work” (Derrida)29 
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