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Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the Author”, an excerpt from The Pleasure of the 
Text and Wimsatt and Beardsley’s The Intentional Fallacy: A look at literary 

criticism and dismissal of authorial intentionality and the importance of the Author. 
 

 In the post-structuralist essay “The Death of the Author” French literary critic 

Roland Barthes argues that in order 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.”  In it he 

deconstructs the idea of the Author as source of authority and claims 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.” He states that to try and understand a text by 

regarding the history, biography, context, and ‘person’ of the author is faulty because the 

text and the author are disconnected.  

 In a very Marxist tone, Barthes states that 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 more nobly put, the ‘human person.” Thus this 

positivistic attachment of utmost importance to the “’person’ of the author” is logical. 

However, linguistically speaking he says, “the author is never more than the instance 

writing” and the “text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centers of 

culture” thus, the author is merely a medium through which text passes to get to the most 

important element in writing, the destination; the reader. 



 Barthes even goes so far as to rename the Author the scriptor in order to debunk 

the idea of author as authority. For each reader the ‘meaning’ or ‘interpretation’ of the 

text will be different, and according to the life experiences of the individual experiencing 

the text. For the author, “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 that language itself, language which ceaselessly calls into question all 

origins.” By this he means that the text cannot have a single, what Barthes would call 

“theological” (the ‘message’ of the Author-God) meaning, as it completely depends on 

the internalization of the combination of words by the reader, and how he or she 

understands it (the text).  

 Barthes also argues the futility of literary critics trying to decipher a text, since he 

says that “by refusing to assign a ‘secret’, an ultimate meaning, to the text (and to the 

world as text), [literature] liberates what may be called and 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.” By focusing on the author we limit the 

text, however by focusing on the reader we acknowledge the multiplicity of writings 

“drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, [and] 

contestation” and all of this comes together in a unity with the reader. 

 Concurrently with “The Death of the Author” which might as easily be named 

“The Birth of the Reader” since literary criticism previous to Barthes having written his 

essay never paid much attention to the reader, “The Pleasure of the Text” explores two 

different types of text; “The text of pleasure; the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria; 

the text that comes from culture and does not break with it, is linked to a comfortable 



practice of reading, [and] Text of bliss; the text that imposes a state of loss, the text that 

discomforts (perhaps to the point of a certain boredom), unsettles the reader’s historical, 

cultural, psychological assumptions, the consistency of his tastes, values, memories, 

brings to a crisis his relation with language”. Once again Barthes reiterates his idea about 

the author/reader relationship; “there is not, behind the text, someone active (the writer) 

and out front someone passive (reader); there is not a subject and an object”. 

  In essence, Barthes argues that there are two ways to experience a text; passively, 

where one skims, sometimes skips parts, and basically aims at the “articulations” where 

what might call the “juicy bits” take place, and on the other hand, actively, where one 

reads every word and participates in a deeper way, reading with “application and 

transport”. He most definitely advocates the latter or what he calls “applied reading” 

which he says is suited to modern text. He states, “Read slowly…and the book will drop 

from your hands; read fast, in snatches, some modern text, and it becomes opaque, 

inaccessible to your pleasure, you want something to happen and nothing does, for what 

happens to the language does not happen to the discourse…the interstice of bliss, occurs 

in the volume of languages, not in the sequence of utterances; not to devour, to gobble, 

but to graze, to browse scrupulously, to rediscover…the leisure of bygone readings; to be 

aristocratic readers”. 

 In line with “The Death of the Author” Barthes argues also that the author has 

nothing to do with whether or not the reader will skip over things or not; he cannot 

predict tmesis. As a reader, Barthes admits that what he enjoys in a narrative “is not 

directly its content or even its structure, but rather the abrasions I impose upon the fine 

surface”. Finally he asks how we can truly find bliss in reading, and answers it thus: “I 



must shift my position: instead of agreeing to be the confidant of this critical pleasure…I 

can make myself its voyeur: I observe clandestinely the pleasure of others, I enter 

perversion; the commentary then becomes in my eyes a text, a fiction, a fissured 

envelope”. This last statement refers to the opening paragraph of the essay excerpted 

from The Pleasure of the Text where he posits that what really intrigues us is the 

intermittence of eroticism, and the suggestion that, and knowledge of the fact that there is 

more. Both physically and intellectually bliss can only be achieved if we explore deep 

beneath the surface. 

 In The Intentional Fallacy Wimsatt and Beardsley explore the concept of 

intentionality of the author in his or her writing. The fallacy to which the article refers is 

that the meaning that the author intends is of utmost importance. In reference to poetry, 

and a clear example of their philosophy about the origins of a text, Wimsatt and 

Beardsley state, “the poem is … not the author’s (it is detached from the author at birth 

and goes about the world beyond his power to intend about it or control it).” This 

statement essentially sums up the arguments put forth in the essay.  

 Supporting this argument is the statement “For all the objects of our manifold 

experience, for every unity, there is an action of the mind which cuts off roots, melts 

away context…” Thus regardless of the intentions of the author to elicit specific feelings 

or associations from the reader, the reader will make his or her own ideas about the text, 

and have an individual or “private” experience of the text.  

 The authors distinguish between internal, external, and contextual evidence for 

interpreting  a literary text and explain the paradoxes associated with them: “Internal is 

also public; it is discovered through the semantics and syntax of a poem, through our 



habitual knowledge of the language, through grammars, dictionaries, and …in general 

through all that makes language and culture; while what is external is private or 

idiosyncratic; not a part of the work as a linguistic fact: it consists of revelations about 

how or why the poet wrote the poem…There is an intermediate kind of evidence about 

the character of the author or about private or semiprivate meanings attached to words or 

topics by the author...”. They argue that what is internal about a text, the words 

themselves and their meanings, are fairly subject to literary criticism; what is external; 

i.e. anything about the author’s life, should be biographical criticism, not literary 

criticism, and finally, critics using contextual evidence to evaluate a literary work run up 

against greater chances of confusing the two and focusing on the external rather than the 

internal evidence.  

 In sum, like Barthes, Wimsatt and Beardsley argue that “the design or intention of 

the author is neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging the success of a 

work of literary art”. 

 


