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“The most intellectually incisive, coherent and comprehensive meditation upon
the history and significance of postmodernism that | have yet encountered”
Patricia Waugh, University of Durham

“Easily the best introduction to postmodernism currently available”
Hans Bertens, Utrecht University
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What is Roland Barthes for us today? [...] what Barthes should we read and why?

(Preface)
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It would be a pity if this Barthes were forever lost in the image of the ‘unabashed

lover of language and of style’ promoted by Barthes’s modern admirers, who
want to forget the theorist for the writer (p. 129).
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The theorist, one should say rather, is the writer whose ideas one takes seriously
(ibid.).
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There is therefore a great contrast and tension between the postmodernism which
derived from French intellectuals and the main stream of Anglo-American liberal
philosophical thought in this period. The latter tradition had been very suspicious,
in a post-Orwellian manner, of jargon, of grandiose synthesis, and of Marxist-
derived ‘ideology’. In the 1960s and early 1970s it was much wedded to very
different methods, and most particularly to idea that philosophy should work

within an ‘ordinary language’ accessible to all, and even when technical aim at
maximum clarity (ibid: 10).
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The visual arts had also caught up to the paradoxical thought that everything was
potentially ‘text’. This textualizing view of the world, typical of Derrida and
Barthes, dominated on the assumption that all thinking was somehow in language.
And this left out a good part of our non-linguistic responses to previous art — such
as simply enjoying the texture of the paint, or the colour, or formal relationships —
either as a dismissible hangover from the hedonism of a decadent formalist
modernism, or as in need of salvation by the laying-on of some suitably
theoretical conceptual-verbal association (Butler, 2002: 105).
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These have been, grosso modo, the phases of the development: first an artisanal
conciousness of literary fabrication, refined to the point of painful scruple
(Flaubert); then, the heroic will to identify, in one and the same written matter,
literature and the theory of literature (Mallarmé); then, the hope of somehow
eluding literary tautology by ceaselessly postponing literature, by declaring that

one is going to write, and by making this declaration into literature itself (Proust)
[...] (Culler, 2001: 19).
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Voici quelles ont été, grosso modo, les phases de ce développement : d’abord,
une conscience artisanale de la fabrication littéraire, poussée jusqu’au scrupule
douloureux, au tourment de I’impossible (Flaubert); puis, la volonté héroique de
confondre dans une méme substance écrite la littérature et la pensée de la
littérature (Mallarmé); puis, I’espoir de parvenir a éluder la tautologie littéraire
en remettant sans cesse, pour ainsi dire, la littérature au lendemain, en déclarant

longuement qu’on va écrire, et en faisant de cette déclaration la littérature méme
(Proust) [...] (Barthes, 1959: 129).
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It would be a pity if this Barthes were forever lost in the image of the
‘unabashed lover of language and of style’ promoted by Barthes’s modern
admirers, who want to forget the theorist for the writer (Culler, 2001: 129).
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Foucault is deeply anti-progressive — he is an anti-Whig historian who chronicles

the rise of unfreedom (Butler, 2002: 46).
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Whig history (or Whig historiography) is the approach to historiography which
presents the past as an inevitable progression towards ever greater liberty and
enlightenment, culminating in modern forms of liberal democracy and
constitutional monarchy. In general, Whig historians emphasize the rise of
constitutional government, personal freedoms, and scientific progress. The term is

often applied generally (and pejoratively) to histories that present the past as the
inexorable march of progress towards enlightenment [...].
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[Whig history is] the tendency in many historians [...] to emphasise certain
principles of progress in the past and to produce a story which is the ratification if
not glorification of the present (Butterfield, 1931).
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