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O ABSTRACT 0O

The research work deals with the approaches of Barthes and Saussure to literature.
Barthes and Saussure view literature as "self-contained autonomous body", consisting of
a set of syntactical and linguistic components, such as the phonemes, morphemes,
allophones, morphs, hyponyms and antonyms.

Other considerations, as components of literature, such as author, the historical
context of the text, the various social, religious or cultural truths implicit in the text, are
all to be ignored. This is because literature is an autonomous body, independent of any
other factors alien to its linguistic nature: the writer accordingly, has no role to play or
anything to do in the text except assembling or redeploying a set of already existing
linguistic and cultural structures into a unified whole .

The work highlights those views of Barthes and Saussure which dehumanize
literature, and claim the death of the author, pointing out the dangers of breaking up the
text's "logocentrism”. It also questions their concepts about stretching the text's
interpretive limits endlessly and the ability of the reader to assimilate the infinite
processes of the interpretations. The work, however, concludes that the practice of
literary criticism cannot be said to be, according to a Barthean or Saussurean formula,
"iconoclastic”, or "monolithic”, but rather it should be concrete, "because it is the
concentration of many determinations”, the least of which can never be ignored.

* Associate Professor-Department of English- Faculty of Humanities and Social Sciences-Tishreen
University-Lattakia, Syria
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Linguistics has recently provided the destruction of the Author with a valuable
analytical tool by showing that the whole of the enunciation is an empty
process, functioning perfectly without there being any need for it to be filled
with the 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, that is to say, to
exhaust it*

The central idea in the above passage revolves about the author who is stripped of
all metaphysical status to the extent of becoming a location where language properties,
including echoes, references etc., combine and contend. He echoes Roman Jackobson’s
contention that language is the mould by which messages in literature are usually
produced, particularly Jacobson’s idea about the poetic as “a set to the message” to be
conveyed in the poem? This is in spite of the fact that Barthes stresses the process of
signification which produces the meaning and not this meaning itself.®

Barthes’ concentration on language of the text as an inexhaustible source of
signification, regardless of the author, creates in my view, a dilemma, not less
troublesome and problematic than the Platonic dilemma. Plato brings literature to a
deadlock when he declares that all poetical imitations are ruinous to the understanding of
the heroes, and that “the knowledge of their true nature is the only antidote to them.”
Accordingly, Plato doesn’t assign a great significance to poetry. For him, poetry as the
only vehicle by which the artist had to express Man’s deeper sentiments, had to be
relegated to a dark footnote in history. Hence, poetry, or literature, in the broader sense
of the word, was held to be valueless, and had no true function.

Plato strikes a note of rebellion for the structuralists who found out that literary
discourse, in Raman Selden’s terms, “has no truth function.” This contention arose from
structuralists’ belief that “the text” is a self-contained autonomous body open to all types
of interpretation on the part of the individual reader. Language, on the other hand, is the
source from which literary meanings may be derived. The author usually draws on the
accumulated heap of language and culture bringing into light nothing new. He makes use
of writing technique which depend on redeployment, or assembling tactics to formulate
his ideas “which are always written.”® Barthes puts his critical confidence in the
presupposed fact that “language ceaselessly calls into question all origins” of meaning.
In my view the fact he refers to above fails him, because it is ultimately illogical or at
least insufficiently convincing to claim that the author and the meaning have nothing to
do with the producer. Structuralists argue that to give a text an author is to impose a limit
on the text, to finish it with a final signified, to close the writing.’

Hence, the literary text (or in Barthes’ terms “writing”)® is not more than a
formula, the constituents of which are cultural codes accumulated down the ages, and
that the author is no more than a decipherer of those codes who brings together the
deciphered parts into a unified whole. He is a passive decoder whose synthetic potency
is confined to his intellectual potentials by putting together the already existing parts.
Systems of expression or meaning extend, according to Barthes, to all other human
practices: Kinship, haute cuisine, totems, narrative discourse, rites, rituals, or myths.
Each form of human practices has its own system or pattern of expression which marks
its distinction from other social practices. In this case, the inventor of the code has
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nothing to do with it, since the whole social practice is referred back to already existing
models always ready to draw upon. In other words, a general social practice is an
amalgamation of individual social practices of the constituent members of a particular
community. These practices represent what Barthes calls “sign systems” operating on
the model of language.

The model of language gains grounds at the hands of Saussurre, who contends that
the universal human phenomenon of language of which narrative discourse is made up,
is no more than “a system of signs.” ° He refutes the previous contention that language is
“a word heap” of “symbols.”'® Such a clash between views relating to linguistic
criticism, as it came to be known later, and those relating to the traditional view of
language, a view initiated since time immemorial, brings us to the dilemma of
structuralism, on which Leonard Jackson rightly comments:

Saussure attempted to provide a scientific basis for the study of
language — and, more generally, of signs... This strategy had a fundamental
flaw, which arose from what | have called ‘the logical’ poverty of the
underlying model of language — its inadequacy to account even for the facts
of language, let alone those of literature or society.™*

Saussure’s argument that language is “a system of differences”, or a system of signs
which acquire their current status through social interaction, triggers the structuralist
controversy. His division of the linguistic sign into “a signifier”, and “a signified”, that
IS into a spoken or written sign and a concept, strikes a note of revolution in linguistics.
Structuralists who came after Saussure, like Roman Jakobson, David Lodge, Roland
Barthes, Jonathan Culler, and Claude-Levi-Strauss, carry the structuralist controversy
miles forward complicating the linguistic issue more and more. Richard Dutton in his An
Introduction to Literary Criticism sums up the structuralist dilemma by confirming that
“structuralism is concerned with theoretical attempts to explain and define itself, at the
expense of such items as the literary texts it offers to explicate.” This suspicion is only
reinforced by the existence of a variety of critical approaches, such as formalism,
phenomenology and deconstruction.*

There is no doubt that structuralism represented a major challenge to new
critical practices propounded by Leavis, Eliot and Hoggart. They all have assigned a
remarkable position to language, as the inexhaustible source of human knowledge and
understanding. Language has been seen in two ways: either as a reflection of the actual
world which the author depicts, or as a reflection of the author’s intellectual tendencies.
In essence, language is part and parcel of the author’s personality. However, the
Saussurean perspective posits the new challenge to the classical critical assumptions by
alluding to the pre-existence of language. Thus, the word is given precedence over the
text and not vice versa. Instead of confirming that language of the text reflects reality,
Saussure contends that structures underlying the text represent the presupposed reality.
Hence, structuralists tend to “demystify”, and “dehumanize” literature, by depriving it of
its human aspects.™®

The question which posits itself at this stage summarizes the whole
structuralist dilemma: if literature is already linguistically oriented, what is the point of
using linguistic models to decode its syntactical and grammatical components? What is
the use of exerting such a massive effort in extracting the lowest-level elements of
language in a literary text, including phonemes, morphemes, allophones, morphs,
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hyponyms, and homonyms ... etc.? Would the discovery of these elements lead to true
representation of reality? The answers to these questions may reach at a certain
conclusion which appear to be, at the first glance, convincing. We may suggest that the
discovery of the lowest-level elements of language, and the use of linguistic models may
lead to a relative representation of reality. But soon after this, fragility and temporariness
of the argument comes to surface: the Saussurian models for analysis and dissection of a
literary text call implicitly for the death of the author, as he is no longer the source of
literary meaning. Moreover, language becomes one of the sign-systems used by people
to communicate with each other, other systems of communication being, as C.S. Pierce
contends, the indexical, the symbolic, and the iconic.** Hence comes the birth of
semiotics, that sign system which represents human, social, cultural and linguistic
practices.

Furthermore, Barthes develops Saussure’s strategies for analysis of literature
and human communicative practices. He sees in the sign-system which Saussure
identifies as “a system of differences” a reliable ground upon which other “sign
systems” of human communicative practices may be built. He applies this understanding
to the lowest-level elements which constitute sound-system including phonemes,
morphemes, words, and sentence formations. Sounds like “p”, “s”, “b”, “m”, “n”, “h”,
etc., may be pronounced in a greatly different range of ways: the phonemes “m” and “n”
may be read differently in words like “government” (gfvLm9nt), “mouth” (maug), and
“nose” (nfluz). Moreover, the “p” sound in “paper” is evidently different from “p” sound
in “speak.” Even if we say “sbeak”, we would probably hear it as “speak”. The example
cited by Barthes himself in his S/Z is the liveliest example on the Barthian analyses in
this concern. Barthes takes Balzac’s Sarrasine as an example to illustrate in depth his
stucruralist theory. He differentiates between the two sibilants in the word “Sarrasine”,
as voiced ‘z’ and unvoiced ‘s’. He concludes that the social human phenomenon of
language is covertly built upon a binary system of paired opposites which underlie all
human linguistic practices. At the level of phonemes, these categories fall into four
groups, namely, nasalised/non-nasalised, vocalic/non-vocalic, voiced/unvoiced, and
tense/lax ™

Barthes applies his approach to virtually all social practices including rites,
rituals, garments ...etc. He finds in those practices structures similar to language
structures, which Saussure classifies as two dimensions of language, ‘langue’ and
‘parole.”*® Barthes makes a similar division of other human systems of meaning other
than language on the basis of two levels. He uses ‘system’, which is similar to ‘langue’,
and ‘syntagm’, which is similar to ‘parole’ or ‘speech.” *’

What is paradoxical about Saussure’s and Barthes’ critical assumptions is that
they try to fit literature into hard moulds. | believe that they fail in their endeavor,
because the moulds are too tight for their proposal. Saussure discovers a presupposed set
of syntactical rules underlying the human phenomenon of language hoping to neutralize
the author who has nothing to contribute to the already existing structures of meaning.
He unwittingly paves the way for post-structuralists. In his Contemporary Literary
theory Raman Selden describes the critical assumptions of both Saussure and Barthes as
follows: “They are structuralists who suddenly see the error of their ways.”*®

Barthes’ involvement in the process of ‘demystification” of human social
practices is no less mysterious than Saussure’s assumptions in this concern. In his
attempt to solve the Saussurean dilemma, which considers language as a sign system of
differences, Barthes complicates things more when he tries to press the linguistic rules
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into moulds of literature. In his S/Z he argues: “the more indeterminate the origin of the
statement, the more plural the text.”'® Barthes reverses the traditional viewpoint which
had presupposed that plurality of the text is determinate and inclusive of the author’s
intuitions as the origin and source of meaning in literary texts. Structuralists argued
earlier that “paroles” are the products of personal systems (langues). It is an argument
which suggests that the author’s role in deciding the meaning and structures of his
literary works seems to be virtually insignificant. What is new in Barthes is that he gives
utter freedom and pleasure to the reader to discover all those underlying systems within
the text. He leaves doors of the signifying process open to the reader. They are always
ready for modification and formulation without respect for the signified.

Barthes’ ambiguity lies in his metaphysical assumptions which presuppose that the
signifier always slides under the signified, breaking up its repressive insistence on one
meaning. He claims: “the text is a galaxy of signifiers, not a structure of signifieds;”? he
wants to strip the author from all potentialities of participation in formulating its system
of meanings He wishes the reader to do the task without respect to the author. By doing
so, the reader is likely to be lost in the wasteland of signification that has no “beginning,
as the codes it mobilizes extend as far as the eye can reach.” 2! He classifies such codes
into five ones, namely, the ‘hermeneutic’, the ‘semic’, the ‘symbolic’, the ‘proairetic’,
and the ‘cultural.” This division that marks the climax of Barthes’ theorizing in the
science of semiology was applied to Balzac’s short novella Sarrasine. The process of
decoding the novella was held to be a great success for Barthes. He could unfold the
layers of the unconscious on the part of the reader, by allowing “polarities and antitheses
which allow multivalence and ‘reversibility.””*?

Such a success carries the seeds of its failure, because the challenging question is:
how far can the text assimilate the reader’s imposed infinite processes of interpretation?
And if we continue to stretch the text’s interpretive limits endlessly, would the
presupposedly elastic ends of the text resist stretching limitlessly, without getting into
the danger of breaking up the text’s ‘logocentrisms’? 2 Barthes’ postulation concerning
the codes to be used in the process of interpretation seem to contrast with the Derridean
critical assumption which gives precedence to the spoken word over the written word.
He justifies his assumption by suggesting that the latter is always subject to
contamination and distortion by the readers’ invalid reinterpretations down the ages,
while the former gains its validity through its direct influence on the receiver.

The Saussurean assumptions at this level seem to be less vulnerable to criticism
than the Barthean postulations. Saussure speaks of the unified sign which has a natural
tendency of forming and preserving a certain identity of signification, while Barthes
speaks of an unstable process of signification: the unified sign of which Saussure speaks.
It is the one with two faces similar to those of a coin. It becomes, in Barthes’ view, a unit
of two moving layers always subject to modification.*

There is no doubt, therefore, that structuralism represents, in Selden’s terms, “a
major challenge to the dominant, Leavisite, and generally humanist types of critical
practice.””® Barthes gets himself more involved in abstract theorizing, as his linguistic
model is extended further to include ‘sign systems’ other than language: all social
practices become a target for his linguistic analyses. He finds in garments a particular
language similar to a sentence structure. Similarly, he finds in sports, for instance, a
language different in its syntactical structure from the language used to describe
‘culinary’ items, or the language implied in the ladies’ dressing fashions. Each of these
social practices constructs its synchronic and even, relatively speaking, its diachronic
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linguistic features in a mode different from the other. The language implied in dressing
fashions, sports, foodstuffs and other social practices might form a unique style at a
particular time in history. At a later stage these social practices might change creating
new ways and methods of social expression. Consequently, according to Barthes, the
language implied in these fashions and practices will change carrying with it the new
syntactic structures peculiar to them. The same process may be repeated at different
times down history constructing its diachronic linguistic features.

The mode which distinguishes one social practice from the other is grammatically
equivalent to a particular sentence to be uttered in the same context. Barthes gives an
example about ladies’ dressing fashions, such as a ‘toque’, a ‘bonnet’, and a ‘hood’, for
instance, which may be worn on the same part of the body at the same time. He points
out that any displacement of any item would result in a corresponding change in
meaning. As such, the elements usually fit together to evoke a particular unit of
meaning, or to create a particular kind of style. The same story applies to other social
practices stated above. This grouping of garment items forms, for Barthes, the system of
this type of language. But ‘syntagm’, the linguistic synonym for Saussure’s concept of
‘parole’, may be formulated from other garments’ ‘ensemblesa.’ In this case one item
may be replaced by the other: a ‘skirt’, a ‘blouse’, and a ‘jacket’ constitute one set of
pieces replaceable one by the other. The first example stands for ‘langue, ’ the language
underpinning system of pre-given structures, while the second example represents
‘parole, ’ individual speech utterances, to which Chomsky refers as “competence” and
“performance.” In Barthean terminology, the former represents “system” or language
underlying structures, while the latter represents ‘syntagm’ or “the speaker’s use of
language.””® Barthes® contention above is clearly antihumanistic, because it strips the
human subject of all the devices which it is likely to use in formulating the literary
meaning. Barthes powerfully holds that writers are helpless to express themselves, or to
create new writings away from “the already written.” Their powers are limited to that
extent which allows them to reassemble or redeploy the already existing writings:

The code is perspective of quotations, a mirage of structures ... They are
so many fragments of some thing that has always been read, seen, done,
experienced; the code is the work of that already. Referring to what has
been written, it makes the text into a prospectus of this book?’

Other post-structuralists, such as Roman Jakobson, speak of metaphor and metonymy. In
this concern he comes closer to Saussure’s interpretive critical strategies, rather than to
those of Barthes. He starts by pointing out the principal difference between the vertical
and the horizontal dimensions of language. It is a distinction made on the example of the
Saussurean division of language into ‘langue’ and ‘parole.” Jakobson’s remodeling of
the Saussurean strategies in analyzing literature results from the general tendency
prevailing among critics at that time. It is a tendency, in Selden’s terms, ready to “deflate
the scientific pretensions of structuralism”. %8

Jakobson’s later works on poetry confirm that the concentration on studying the
lowest-level elements of language including phonemes, morphemes, words, and
sentences may lead to reverse results. This postulation enhances the doubts about the
invalidity of Barthes’ argument, which gives precedence to the analysis of the
underpinning syntactic structures of sentences on the aesthetic function of the literary
text. Thus, such cultural forms as poetry and literature may lose their truth function and
even their aesthetic function.?® Saussure surveys the history of linguistics and concludes
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that it had failed to study language on a scientific basis, simply because it had “never
attempted to determine the nature of its object.”®® To explain a literary text in this way,
in Pierre Macherey’s view point, is to deny its real complexity®* by changing it into
another form of the already existing structure: “The result is a form of Platonic idealism
in which the text is represented as a mere shadow cast by an ideal essence, a variant
manifestation of some essential structure which is said to be visible through it.”*?
Another instance may be given here on Sasussure’s and Barthes’ critical
inadequacies and failure, particularly “the former’s inadequacy relating to the division
which he makes between the synchronic study of ‘la langue’ and the diachronic study of
the forces regulating ‘la langue.”” 3* Saussure drives a methodological wedge between
the synchronic and the diachronic levels of analysis to separate between the analogous
underpinning levels of language, namely, ‘langue’ and ‘parole’. But this division
between the synchronic and the diachronic levels of analysis, though it addresses the
systemic nature of language, it provides neither a means to describe the system of rules
comprising ‘langue’, nor a methodology to interpret the process of the historical change:
Bennett rightly observes:
Language hobbles on from one synchronic system of ‘la langue’ to another
without any adequate account being offered as to how it does so or as to why,
at a particular point of time, the particular system of rules which comprises
‘la langue’, takes the form that they do.”*

Barthes' complication of the process of signification to include all social practices makes
him more vulnerable to criticism. His reference to ‘sign systems’ comprising a wide
range of human practices without offering a satisfactory account of the means by which
the systems work, makes us conclude that his assumptions are fanciful.

The literary text, then, cannot be taken to be a self-contained autonomous body,
which is separable from the author’s intentions. The text always works according to
various determinations, none of which can be claimed to be authoritatively the final one.
All the particulars which go into the making of a text including the uses to which it is
put, the annotations which are attached to it, the biographical sketch of the author, the
historical context of the work, and even the design of the cover, must be placed under
critical analysis and investigation. When structuralists center their attention on one
component of the text, ignoring other constituents which go substantially into the
making of the text, they “challenge some of the most cherished beliefs of the ordinary
reader.”*® The ordinary reader, even the educated or specialist reader, may lose interest
in a text, when he/she will be asked to use ‘a reader guide’ to understand the underlying
structures of a particular text. Even if he finds some interest in looking for the details of
particulars of which the text is composed, he will find himself under obligation to look
for other components of the text, whether they are thematic, structural, motivational,
dominant, or biographical. If he did not do so, as a specialist, he would do so
unconsciously, as an amateur who would inevitably find pleasure in reading a text if it
had the potentials to open up new hopes for him. It follows then that the practice of
literary criticism cannot be said to be, according to a Barthean or a Saussurean formula,
‘iconoclastic’, or ‘monolithic.” The reader is thus free to enter the text from any direction
relating to its culture regardless of the importance of one method of analysis over the
other. What is concrete in the text remains the center of the text, “because it is the
concentration of many determinations” the least of which can never be ignored.®
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