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MICHEL FOUCAULT "WHAT IS [NOT WAS] AN AUTHOR"

In this essay, the initial title of which indicates that he was  �writing back � to Barthes �s  �The Death of the

Author, � Foucault is concerned with the discourse of authorship.  That is, his focus is on the endless

statements/discussions which have occurred within the discipline of literary criticism since at least Plato on

the author. Historically, the author has been privileged by being viewed as the source  of the meaning of a

literary work from  �Longinus, � through the Romantics (the poem qua the  �spontaneous overflow of the

powerful feeling � of the poet) and into the Twentieth century where, for example, Hermeneuticists such as

E.D. Hirs ch con tend very s trongly that the  author o ught to be  the foca l point of all acts  of interpre tation. 

More recently, in the wake of Benveniste �s critique of  �self-expression, � the author has been dethroned from

his privileged position resulting in views such as Barthes �s that the author is less the  �cause � than the

 �effect � of the text.  Foucault �s thesis is that the  �author � is anything but  �dead � in that it (rather than he or

she) is a concept fabricated by the various discourses w hich emanate from  the discipline of literary

criticism.  Foucault �s concern is with the discursive construction of authorship in the ways briefly alluded

above, that is, with the  � �author � as a function of discourse � (142) and, equally importantly, with the

func tions  which the  author ha s hist orica lly served (h ence, his  frequen t refe renc es to  the  �auth or-fu nctio n � in

the essay rather than simply the  �author �).

What Foucault offers here is a  �genealogy � of the concept of author which has come to occupy

such an important place within the discursive practice of literary criticism.  Foucault �s point is that, like any

discipline, literary criticism has fashioned a  �knowledge � of authorship (a  �knowledge � that is not static but

which has changed over time).  His goal is to show that this discourse, like any discourse, serves the

interests of Power: assigning some texts (as opposed to others) to an author has the effect of making a

distin ction  betw een  certa in form s of d iscourse , privile ging s om e forms  and e xcluding o thers .  (Said

develops this point further in  �Secular Criticism. � )  Foucault �s point is that these privileged forms of

discourse (especially Literature with a capital  �L �) have enjoyed a special status in European civilisation

particularly in terms of their formative impact upon the subjectivity of their readers (Literature has often

been thought to be  �utile et dulce �) and that Europeans (as well as those they colonised) have internalised

profou nd con ceptions  of right and  wrong c onduc t and, thus , of hum an natur e from  these s ources . 

Foucault �s famous The Order of Things, he begins, was concerned with the analysis of  �verbal

clusters as discursive layers which fall outside the familiar categories of a book, a work, or an author � (138)

and the  � function al condition s of spe cific discu rsive prac tices �  (139).  H e adm its that he ne glected to

explore the discursive construction of the notion of the author even as he naively employed the  �names of

authors � (138).  Foucault admits that this was an oversight in that the author is a "privileged moment of

individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, and literature, or in the history of philosophy and

science � (139).  In this paper, however, Foucault wants to put to one side for the moment the important

questions surrounding a  �socio-historical analysis of the author as an individual � (139): to wit,  �how the

author was individualized � (139) in our culture, the  �status we have given the author � (139) in our quest for

 �authenticity and attribution � (139), the  �conditions that fostered the formulation of the critical category of

 �the man and his work � �  (139).  These are all important genealogical questions but Foucault desires to deal

here  instead w ith the  "sing ular re lationship  betw een  author an d tex t" (139 ), to be  prec ise, th e "m anner in

which a text apparently points to this figure which is outside and precedes it" (139).

In recen t years, the p rivileged po sition acc orded to  the autho r has co me u nder atta ck. 

Contemporary opposition to the idea of the author is based on a rejection of the idea of writing as

tantamount to self-expression.  Today, the  �task of criticism is not to reestablish the ties between an author

and  his wo rk or  to rec ons titute a n author �s though t and  expe rienc e thro ugh  his wo rks  � (140 ), Fou cau lt

writes.  Indeed, the predominant sense today is that writing does not derive from the "exalted emotions

related to the act of composition or the insertion of the subject into language" (139).  The text is viewed

toda y, rathe r, as a n "opening  whe re the  writing  subj ect endles sly disa ppears" ( 139 ) prec isely be cause all

writing is viewed as  �interplay of signs, regulated less by the content it signifies than by the very nature of

the signifier �  (139).  H oweve r, the notion  of the so -called  �death of  the autho r � has m erely, in Fouc ault �s

view, substituted other  �themes destined to replace the privileged position accorded the author � (140).  The

mos t importa nt conc ept which  has rep laced the  notion of th e author  is the Der ridean co ncept o f  �écriture. � 

The quest for an author's meaning has been replaced by the  �attempt to elaborate the conditions of any

text, both the conditions of its spatial dispersion and its temporal deployment � (140-1).  Has all this not

merely transposed, Foucault asks, an author's  �empirical characteristics � (141) into a "transcendental
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anonymity" (141)?  In granting  �writing � a  �primordial status � (141), Foucault argues, we merely  �reinscribe

in transcendental terms �  (141) the  �theological � (141) notion of a  �sacred origin � (141).  Even the

Psyc hoanalytic  notion tha t there  is a repres sed  me aning  to all wr iting m erely re introd uces, Fo ucault

contends, in equally  �transcendental terms �  (141) the  �religious principle of hidden meanings (which require

interpretation) and the critical assumption of implicit significations � (141).  Écriture, in short, has not

escaped the  �transcendental tradition of the nineteenth century � (141) in that it  �sustains the privileges of

the author through the safeguard of the a p riori � (141).

Foucault �s goal is to  �reexamine the empty space left by the author �s disappearance � (141) by

observin g the   �new  dem arca tions , and  the re apportion me nt of th is void  � (141 ).  In oth er wo rds, h is

objective is to show that the author has historically served and continues to perform several important

functions, notwithstanding his/her alleged death.  Foucault is particularly interested in the functions

performed by the author �s name.  Firstly, an author �s name is m ore than a mere refe rence to or a

designation of a particular individual in that it is linked less to an individual than to his credited

achievements.  To say Aristotle or Shakespeare, for example, is less to point towards a specific individual

than to gesture towards a whole body of work of a specific kind, an entire discursive construction of the

world.  Secondly, an author �s name  � serves as a m eans of classification � (142), grouping together a

number of texts and differentiating them from others.  By attaching a number of texts to a single name,

 �relationships of homogeneity, filiation, reciprocal explanation, authentification � (142) are established

among them.  Thirdly, an author �s name also indicates a "particular manner of existence of discourse"

(142) because its "status and its manner of reception are regulated by the culture in which it circulates"

(142).  Any kind of discourse that "possesses an author's name is not to be immediately consumed and

forgotten " (142) (by c ontrast to th e "mo men tary attention �  [142] paid to   �ordinary, flee ting words " [142]). 

Fourthly, the author's name serves less to link a text to the person writing it than to distinguish between

texts.  It does not move, as is the case with a proper name, from the "interior of a discourse to the real

person  outside w ho prod uced it" (14 2).  It rem ains, rathe r, 

at the contours of texts, separating one from the other, defining their form and

characterising their mode of existence.  It points to the existence of certain groups of

discourse and refers to the status of this discourse w ithin a society and culture.  (142)  

In short, the "name of an author is a variable that accompanies only certain texts to the exclusion of others"

(142 ).  Th us, th e "fun ction  of an  author is to  char acte rise th e exis tenc e, circ ulation, and ope ration  of ce rtain

discourses within a society" (142).

Foucault turns his attention next to the four distinguishing characteristics of those forms of

discours e attrib uted  to an   �auth or. �  Firstly,  all suc h tex ts are  cons idere d to be the  priva te pro perty o f their

auth or.  T oday, the a utho r function s to designate  texts  as pr ope rty whe reas  a disc ours e was not  origin ally a

thing, a product or a possession of an individual.  Discourse became the property of an individual at the

moment when the possibilities of its politically transgressive possibilities came to be considered and thus

the a ttribut ion of  texts  to specific  individ uals  beca me  a nec ess ity.  Sec ond ly, in all su ch texts, th e author is

thought to be the source of the text �s meaning.  Th e author-function is not "universal or constant" (143):

historically, the ag e of a pa rticular disco urse wa s the gua rantor of v alidity and auth enticity rather th an its

auth orsh ip.  In fa ct, traditionally authors hip was the gua rante e of th e valid ity only of  scien tific tex ts bu t this

changed from th e sev ente enth  century on ward s.  Sc ientific  texts  cam e hen cefo rth to b e "position ed w ithin

an anonymous and coherent conceptual system of established truths and methods of verification" (143)

wherea s the m eaning a nd validity of literary tex ts bega n to be rela ted to the e xistence  of their auth ors.  

Thirdly, in all such texts, the term  �author � implies a set of psychological characteristics which

emphasise originality and genius.  The author-function is not formed through the spontaneous attribution of

a particular discourse to a specific individual.  We  �construct the rational entity � (143) called the  �author � by

assigning to particular names attributes of  � �profundity � or  �creative � power, . . . intentions, or . . . original

inspiration � (143) These qua lities have less to do with the real individual who wrote the texts than they are

psycho logical "proje ctions . . . of ou r way of ha ndling texts " (143) by the   �com parison s we m ake, the  traits

we extract as pertinent, the continuities we assign, or the exclusions we practise � (143).  These operations

vary according to the form of discourse and the period in question.  Philosophers and poets are not

constructed in the sam e manne r and there is a different between the construction of eighteenth century

and modern novelists, even though there are certain  �transhistorical constants in the rules that govern the

constru ction of an  author �  (143).  

Indeed, the  �traditional methods for defining an author--or, rather, for determining the configuration



3Dr. Richard Clarke E33D / E60B Seminar Notes #6C

of the author from existing texts � (143) are derived from the traditional hermeneutical methods practised

within the C hurch fo r authen ticating texts  within its pos sessio n by asce rtaining its au thor's  holine ss. 

Inde ed, th ere w ere four c riteria  by whic h, accord ing to  St. Je rom e, it co uld be  dete rm ined w heth er ce rtain

texts  belon g to th e sam e author- -a sta nda rd level of q uality, c onceptu al or th eore tical cohe renc e, stylis tic

uniformity, and the convergence of specific events in a definite historical personage, criteria that continue

to be followed by contemporary critical modes.

Fourthly, in all such texts, there is a disjuncture between the subject of enunciation and the subject

enunciated.  W hereas in speech, person al pronouns ma y refer directly to the speaker, such s hifters

perform a more complex function in a text (eg a poem or novel) to which an author is attributed-- they

stand for a  � �second self � whose similarity to � (144) and identity with the author  � is never fixed � (144).  What

Foucault terms the  �author-function � (144) arises out of the  �scission � (144) between the actual writer and

the fictional narrator/persona: it is  �as false to seek the author in relation to the actual writer as to the

fictional author � (144).  All discourse to which an author is attributed is characterised by a  �plurality of egos �

(144), a variety of  �subjective positions that individuals of any class may come to occup y � (144).

Fouca ult adm its that the  �author � may be  the autho r of not jus t a book , but of a the ory, a tradition, a

discipline: such writers as Homer, Aristotle and the Church fathers occupy what he terms a

" �transdis cursive � position" (14 5) in this reg ard.  Fou cault �s goal in turn ing his atten tion in this direc tion is to

underscore that the  � �author-function, � sufficiently complex at the level of a book or a series of texts that

bear a definite signature, has other determining factors when analysed in terms of larger entities--groups of

works or entire disciplines � (147).  For example, in the nineteenth century, he contends, a particular

variation of the  �author-function � emerged: there emerged the "initiators of discursive practices" (145) who

"produced not only their own work but the possibility and the rules of formation of other texts" (145),

thereby establishing the possibility of an entire body of discourse to which others would contribute in turn

but under the aegis of their own name.  Freud and Marx are examples of such initiators.  It is not a matter

of au thoria l influe nce  base d on a nalog y or res em blanc e.  Ma rx an d Fre ud m ade  poss ible no t only a

num ber of im itations but a lso a num ber of diffe rences , and clea red the w ay for the intro duction o f elem ents

other than their own which nevertheless remain within the domain that they initiated.  They paved the way

in their own  work  fo r system s radica lly opposed  to their own  initial findings.  Su bsequ ent deve lopm ents

built upon their first steps which are sometimes viewed as inadequate when seen from a later vantage-

point.  The initiator's founding declarations are applied but the irrelevant or inadequate aspects are

subsequently neglected in favour of the more pertinent aspects.  In the natural sciences, subsequent

returns are made to unearth forgotten or obscure achievements in the work of the  �founding father � which

subsequent developments in the field of knowledge allow one to rediscover.  By contrast, within the human

sciences, a re turn to  the init iator is  char acte rised  by the  desir e to uncover a  decis ive om ission tha t is

revealed by a closer examination of the relevant texts: it is implicitly there for anyone to read who does so

closely enough.  This  �return to the initiator � (for example, Lacan �s proclaimed return to Freud) is a

discursive mechanism for introducing modifications, a means of transforming the discursive practice as a

whole.  A reexamination of such fundamental authors as Freud or Marx can transform our understanding

of Psychoanalysis or Marxism whereas a reappraisal of Gallileo may alter the history but not the science of

mechanics.  The applicability of Foucault �s comments in this respect to questions of literary history, to be

precise, the so-called process of  �writing-back � which links authors to their predecessors, ought to be

apparent.  Indeed, Foucault �s comm ents here mak e possible the whole notion of discourse/counter-

discours e wh ich Post-c olonia l theo rists in  partic ular h ave f ound use ful.

Fou cau lt sugges ts, by w ay of c onc lusion , that a  prop er un ders tand ing of  the autho r-fun ction  could

form the basis for a  �typology of discourse � (147).  His point is that there are specific  �properties or

relationships linking various discourses that are  �irreducible to the rules of grammar and logic and to the

laws that govern objects � (147).  The  �different forms of relationships (or nonrelationships) � (147) between

a discourse and its author is, he argues, one of these properties which we should consider.  Focusing on

thes e rela tions hips  betw een   �auth or � and d iscourse  wou ld fac ilitate, F oucault a rgue s, a  � histo rical a nalys is

of discourse � (147): the time has come to study, he writes,  �not only the expressive value and formal

transformations of discourse, but its mode of existence: the modifications and variations, within any culture,

of modes of circulation, valorization, attribution, and appropriation � (147) as well as the  �manner in which

discourse is articulated on the basis of social relationships � (147).  All this would be  �at the expense of

[focusin g on the] th eme s and c oncep ts that an a uthor plac es in his w ork �  (147).  

A logical extension of this sort of analysis involves continuing the decentering of the subject (the
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author-function being  �only one of the possible specifications of the subject � [148]).  He admits that

focusing on the structural analysis of a text or ignoring the author as the source of meaning does arouse

suspicions concerning the  �absolute nature and creative role of the subject � (148).  However, he advocates

thinking of the subject, as he did with reference to the author, not as  �dead � but as very much alive, the

 �complex and variable function � (148) of various forms of discourse.  His goal is not to "restore the theme

of an originating subject, but to seize its functions, its interventions in discourse, and its dependencies"

(148).  There is no question of asking questions such as  �how does a free subject penetrate the density of

things and endow them with meaning; how does it accomplish its design by animating the rules of

discourse from within? � (148).  Rather, we should ask:

under what conditions  and through what forms can an entity like the subject appear in the

order of discourse; what position does it occupy; what functions does it exhibit; and what

rules does it follow in each type of discourse.  (148)

The subject is henceforth stripped of its autonomy and creative role and analysed solely as a function of

discourse.  The old critical questions ( �Who is the real author? � [148]  What proofs of authenticity and

originality are there?   �What has he revealed of his self? � [148]) are henceforth replaced by new ones:

 �what are the modes of existence of this discourse? � (148).   �Where does it come from; how is it circulated;

who co ntrols it? �  (148). 


