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INTRODUCTION

A Single Line Divided

Early in Le Rouge et le n oir, when Julien Sorel enters the
church at Verrieres which will later be the scene of his at
tempted assassination of Mme de Renal, the narrator explains
that Julien "thought it might be useful to his hypocrisy to stop
off in the church. " 1 The excuse of the hero's hypocrisy is a
clever one since it both names and camouflages the hypocritical
agency of the narrative, which is-like Julien, we might say
interested only in its own advancement beneath the cover of
some higher or at least different purpose. This brief interlude in
the church is constructed entirely out of elements prefiguring
Julien's arrivisme, crime and punishment. The novel thereby
parades its foreknowledge that where it is going is where it has
been, and it invites the reader to share in the irony that Julien
alone remains ignorant of the fate prepared for him. Since,
however, Julien's ignorance is a pretext for the narrative to
unfold this twice-told tale,2 the hypocritical detour needs to
establish it in the clearest way. And what better way could
there be than to show Julien as a failed reader of his own name
on a death sentence?
1 Stendhal, Red and Black, trans. Robert M. Adams ! New York, 1 9 6 9 )1 1 8 .
2The crime and execution o f Antoine Berthet, which had supplied the general
outlines of Stendhal's plot, was a well-discussed scandal by the time the novel
was published in 1830.
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All alone in the church, he took a seat in the finest pew. It bore M.
de Renal's coat of arms.
On the lectern, Julien noted a scrap of printed paper, set out
there as if for him to read. He glanced at it and saw:
Details of the execu tion and the last momen ts of Louis fenrel,
executed at Besam;on, on theThe paper was torn. On the other side were the first words of a
line : The first step . . . .
Who could have left this paper here ? thought Julien. Poor fel
low, he added with a sigh, his name has the same ending as
mine . . . . He crumpled up the paper.
As he went out, Julien imagined he saw a pool of blood by the
baptismal font; it was merely some holy water which had been
spilled; the red curtains covering the windows made it look like
blood.
At last, Julien grew ashamed of his secret terrors.
Am I going to be a coward? he said. To arms!3

Julien taking the place of M. de Renal, signaled by his coat of
arms, then rushing from the church with the cry of "To arms ! "
as he executes the first step toward what will be his last mo
ments in Besanc;on : the irony accumulated with each of these
traits sets the scene apart, lifts it out of the successive narra
tion, or rather forms a loop in that narration, a point where the
two ends of its thread cross and draw up in a circle. At the center
of the circle, the fate of a name, torn from its reference, frag
mented, left for anyone to read, a collection of letters that
submits to the arbitrary principles of resemblance, repetition,
combination. The name ends in -rel, but also it ends up by
ending in -rel: its fate is to end up providing a rhyming syllable
for Sorel. Julien decapitates the name and appropriates what is
left : "his name has the same ending as mine. " The irony is that
Julien recognizes a resemblance between the names as a succes
sion of letters but cannot see the resemblance between the fates
of the names, their ending in decapitation. The Louis Jenrel
named in the fragment has ended up as the name of someone
decapitated; saying his name ends like mine, Julien says also
3Stendhal, 20.
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without realizing it : his name ends as mine will end, detached
from its bearer, naming finally only that detachment.
This fragment of text about a fragment of text is also about
the fragmentation of names as arbitrary signifiers that, at any
moment, can be cut off from their referent-the bearer of the
name-and left to their fate, floating in the currents of chance
encounters with readers who are free to associate a meaning
with the name. Of course, Julien Sorel's encounter with the
name of Louis Jenrel is one of chance only within the frame of
the fiction. Stepping outside that frame, one finds a ready an
swer to his question "Who could have left this paper here ? " in
the other name-Stendhal-that floats over this scene and cal
culates the placing of the exact anagram, "left there as if for him
to read. "
This loop in the narrative i s what may b e called a signature
piece jas one says a signature tune), that is, a device repeatedly
associated with a subject. The encrypting of proper names is
such a device for Henri Beyle, who never signed with his proper
proper name and who invented hundreds of pseudonyms or
cryptonyms for himself and his relations. Because Beyle always
signs by signing not "Beyle" but some other name, it is not so
much his signature that is encrypted as an encrypting that is his
signature. "Louis Jenrel, " as one such anagrammatic encrypt
ing, is also a barely disguised signature of Henri Beyle.
But the name(s) of the author-Stendhal/ Henri Beyle-does
not simply point to someone behind the scenes, pulling the
strings. It too is displayed in the scene like a fragment of text set
out in order to be read. The assonance or near rhyme of those
two names-Louis Jenrel/Henri Beyle-signals that the proper
name of the signatory has not simply been left out of the loop to
be replaced or protected by the device of encrypting. What is
more, the name Renal, which is also circulating in the scene,
ends like Stendhal. Both pairs of names-Jenrel/Beyle, Stend
hal / Renal-are paired in their final syllables according to the
principle of resemblance that Julien remarks. This effect, one
suspects, can no longer be read simply within the calculation of
Beyle's signature, its deliberate veiling, or its disrespect for
orthography that makes possible the ironic distance installed in
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the narration. The name Beyle/ Stendhal has itself gotten
caught up in the textual network through a fragmentation that
can always divide any name from itself and associate it with
fragments of other names which spell the end of proper refer
ence to an integral subject. The name functions already as the
subj ect of a death sentence. No less than Julien Sorel, the name
Henri Beyle/ Stendhal ends by prefiguring its own end in the
text it cannot sign from any safe distance. The signature piece,
then, when inserted in the field of fragmenting forces which is a
text, leaves the signature in pieces.
These pieces of the signature Beyle/ Stendhal can serve to
introduce what has been "left there as if to be read" in the
following essays. In particular, they point to the necessary de
tachment of the signature from the signatory, of the sign from
any singular, historical referent. The process by which Henri
Beyle can take Stendhal, the proper name of a place,4 as signa
ture is the same process that has to allow " Stendhal" to become
detached again from the signatory. It is already detached and the
signatory is already outlived by the signature even when, at the
moment he signs, his death is only announced or prefigured as a
still future event. The structure of this already, or, in another
idiom, of this deja, marks every signature, as Jacques Derrida
observes, taking the example of his own abbreviated name : s
4From Stendal, now a town i n East Germany.
5Derrida, facques is already deja. Once remarked, the dissemination of this
proper name through the temporal adverb (or the spatial adverb derriere) seems
to have as well the effect of appropriating the common use, diverting public
funds for private benefit. Derrida elsewhere has commented on this effect:
"playing with one's own name, putting it in play, is, in effect, what is always
going on . . . . But obviously this is not something one can decide: one doesn't
disseminate or play with one 's name. The very structure of the proper name sets
this process in motion. That's what the proper name is for. At work, naturally,
in the desire-the apparent desire-to lose one's name by disarticulating it,
disseminating it, is the inverse movement. By disseminating or losing my own
name, I make it more and more intrusive; I occupy the whole site, and as a
result my name gains more ground. The more I lose, the more I gain. " The Ear of
the Other, ed. Christie McDonald ( New York, 1 9 8 5 ), 7 6 . As I make clear later
on, Glas is concerned with precisely this uncertain economy of loss and gain
which it would be illusory to think could somehow balance out for the signa
tory, or make any difference, finally, in the structure of signing. Perhaps less
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read the de;a [already] as an abbreviation. When I sign, I am
already dead. I hardly have the time to sign than I am already dead,
that I am already dead. I have to abridge the writing, hence the
siglum, because the structure of the "signature " event carries my
death in that event. Which means it is not an "event" and perhaps
signifies nothing, written out of a past that has never been present
and on the basis of [depuis] the death of someone who has never
been alive.6

When I sign, I am already dead because, according to the inexo
rable logic of the deictic or shifter, its singular referent-me
will have already submitted to the requirement of its general
ization in order to signify itself. I cannot say-or sign-what I
mean, and I say precisely what I do not mean.7 By the same
token, "I" spells the death of me; it is already the effacement of
a singular nature in a common sig-nature.
The phrase "the death of the author" ought to come to mind
here. And indeed, the pages that follow will frequently encoun
ter that figure, although not always in the same guise. The
phrase has gained a certain currency among literary theorists
both as a shorthand for a nonhermeneutic thinking about texts
and as a label against which to react in the name of the histor
ical subject. The brandishing of the phrase as a token in some
struggle has not helped to illuminate its possible import be
cause the question of whether one is for or against the "death of
the author" obviously makes little sense in itself. For this rea
son, it may be helpful to review one of the sources of the
controversial slogan: the brief essay by Roland Barthes titled,
precisely, "The Death of the Author."8
clear i s what happens when that signature is cited, as i t i s here, t o back up
claims being made about signatures in general.
6Derrida, Glas, trans. John P. Leavey, Jr. and Richard Rand ! Lincoln, Nebr.,
1 9 8 6 ) 1 1 9, right col.; translation modified; further references will be included in
the text.
7See Paul de Man's reading of the phrase from Hegel's Encyclopedia "so kann
ich nicht sagen was ich nur meine" as first "I cannot say what I make mine, "
then "I cannot say what I think, " and finally "I cannot say I. 11 "Sign and Symbol
in Hegel's A esthetics," Critical Inquiry 8 ! Summer 1 9 8 2 ), 7 6 8 .
8Barthes, " L a Mort de l'auteur, " i n L e Bruissemen t d e l a langue ! Paris, 1 9 84);
English translation by Stephen Heath in the collection Image-Music- Text ! New
York, 1 9 7 7 ) . Page references will be to this translation.
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First published in 1 9 681 this essay bears the stamp of
Barthes's association with the "avant-garde" journal Tel Que]
through its notion of a break that divides literature 's modern
history between the age of the author and the age of the text, or,
in Barthes's terms, between the ages of the writer and the scrip
tor. In particular, the name Mallarme, whose "entire poetics
consists in suppressing the author in the interests of writing, "
situates the break. While Barthes characterizes this break in
several ways, there is also a recognition at the outset that "in
ordinary culture" the image of literature remains "tyrannically
centred on the author . . . . The explana tion of a work is always
sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were
always in the end, through the more or less transparent allegory
of the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author 'confiding'
in us" ( 1 4 3 ) . Seeing in the positivism "which has attached the
greatest importance to the 'person' of the author" "the epitome
and culmination of capitalist ideology, " the telquelien argu
ment advances "nonordinary" culture's role as an avant-garde
overturning the ideological supports that have made authors
into the owners of their texts. The analogy with property is
itself closely linked to an analogy with filiation, as Barthes
reminds us:
The Author, when believed in, i s always conceived o f a s the past
of his own book: book and author stand automatically on a single
line divided into a before and an after. The Author is thought to
nourish th e book, which is to say that he exists before it, thinks,
suffers, lives for it, is in the same relation of antecedence to his
work as a father to his child. In complete contrast, the modem
scriptor is born simultaneously with the text, is in no way
equipped with a being preceding or exceeding the writing, is not
the subject with the book as predicate. (145)

Rather than the romantic expression of an Author, the modern
text's mode is inscription of "a field without origin-or which,
at least has no other origin than language itself." Barthes goes to
,
Flaubert and to the "profound ridiculousness.. of Bouvard and
Pecuchet for a confirmation that the "text is a tissue of quota
tions drawn from the innumberable centres of culture [in
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which] the writer can only imitate a gesture that is always
anterior, never original" ( 1 46 ) .
This brief essay concludes by a shift that replaces the distinc
tion Author I scriptor with its parallel distinction Critic/reader.
The shift is motivated when Barthes observes that the ideology
supporting the position of the Author has had one clear bene
ficiary: the Critic.
To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to
furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing. Such a
conception suits criticism very well, the latter then allotting
itself the important task of discovering the Author ( or its hypo
stases : society, history, psyche, liberty) beneath the work: when
the Author has been found, the text is "explained"-victory to
the critic. ( 1 47)

The Critic's "victory, " if it could ever be won, would operate a
check on the text's "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 . " The
scriptor/ text's counterpart cannot, therefore, be a Critic.
Rather, it is "simply that som eone" called "the reader" :
a text i s made o f multiple writings, drawn from many cultures
and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contesta
tion, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and
that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author. The
reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a
writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text's
unity lies not in its origin but in its destination. Yet this destina
tion cannot any longer be personal : the reader is without history,
biograph y, psychology; h e is simply th at someone who holds
together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is
constituted. ( 1 4 8 )

The final sentence of the essay places the future of writing in
the balance between "the death of the author" and the "birth of
the reader. "
There is not far to go from "The Death of the Author, " the
essay, to the quotation of that title as a polemical slogan.
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Barthes is already writing in a polemical style, favoring reduc
tive summary and rapid judgments to any more patient pro
cedure. His stance here is somewhat that of spokesman repre
senting to a broader readership (broader, that is, than the
readership of Tel Quel ) the results of the more patient work that
he and others were carrying out elsewhere. (The essay begins, in
fact, with a reflection on a passage from Sarrasine which would
later be expanded into the line-by-line reading of that story in
SIZ. ) Once this situation of address is recognized or admitted,
and there is no reason it should not be admitted, then any
dispute with its accepted limitations would be misplaced. Yet,
to the extent the essay also represents or anticipates the polem
ical form that was to develop as an accompaniment to certain
changes taking place in the practice of literary criticism, and
because that accompaniment has tended to grab center stage,9
there may be reason to go back over some of this ground more
slowly.
Barthes deploys two seemingly contradictory senses of his
title in the essay. On the one hand, the "death of the author"
would refer to the eidetic law of any writing:
Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space where our sub
ject slips away, the negative where all identity is lost, starting
with the very identity of the body writing. No doubt it has always
been that way [italics added] . As soon as a fact is narrated no
longer with a view to acting directly on reality but intransitively,
that is to say, finally outside of any function other than that of the
9The role of this polemical accompaniment may have assumed the particular
shape it has in the United States because literary critical practice is there more
confined within the single institution of the university and consequently more
apt to mistake institutional effects for criteria of critical evaluation. For a
discussion of some effects of "market" on American literary theory, see Jona
than Culler, "Criticism and Institutions: The American University, " in Post
Structuralism an d the Question of History, ed. Derek Attridge, Geoffrey Ben
nington, and Robert Young ( Cambridge, 1 9 8 7 ) . On the other hand, in France, for
example, precisely because "literature" is less institutionalized, fundamentally
the same polemic has been taken up by the "mass media" to a far greater extent,
but with even less circumspection. Barthes's essay bears the stamp of this
journalistic mode.

Introduction : A Single Line Divided

I

9

very practice of the symbol itself, this disconnection occurs, the
voice loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, writ
ing begins. ( 142)

On the other hand, the phrase has a specific historical reference
to the activity of certain late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
century writers ( Flaubert, Mallarme, Valery, de Quincey,
Proust, the Surrealists are mentioned) who sought to loosen the
hold of the Author, itself a concept with a specific history, on
writing.
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 dis
covered the prestige of the individual. . . . In France, Mallarme
was doubtless the first to see and to foresee in its full extent the
necessity to substitute language itself for the person who until
then had been supposed to be its owner. ( 142-4 3 )

Considered together, the two senses of the phrase imply a cer
tain narrative of truth in which the second, historical sense acts
to retrieve the first, nonhistorical sense that had been lost or
covered over through the aberrant historical invention of the
Author. The problem with such an implied narrative is that it
can easily come to resemble the theological narratives of the
very sort "the truly revolutionary" activity of writing is sup
posed to refuse. Furthermore, the problem is not just dormant
in the essay but fully awakened when Barthes closes on the
figure he calls the reader, described in the terms we have al
ready quoted :
The reader is the space o n which all the quotations that make u p a
writing are inscribed without any of them being lost [sans
qu 'aucune ne se perde]; a text's unity lies not in its origin but in
its destination. Yet this destination cannot any longer be per
sonal : the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is
simply that someone [italics in the original] who holds together in
a single field all the traces [dans un meme champ toutes Jes
traces] by which the written text is constituted. ( 14 8 )
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Nothing in the scheme of this description comes forward to
hold off the ultimate collapse of this unity of destination, the
single totalizing field, into the theological terms it is supposed
to refuse or defeat . I O The necessity that posits an original theo
logical principle is finally the same necessity that proj ects a
destination where "all the traces" of a text are gathered "with
out any of them being lost. "
How did this essay end up saying almost precisely what it
does not want to say, having perhaps done nothing else than
exchange the "tyranny" of the idea of the Author for that of the
reader? One answer lies in the form of the denegation that
dictates the notion of a space of inscription ( "the reader is the
space on which . . . are inscribed . . . "; "le lecteur est l 'espace
meme OU s 'inscriven t
") where there is no loss. To make
such an assertion, Barthes has to forget-lose track of-the loss
that he named at the outset of the essay and that he made
coincident with the beginning of writing: "Writing is that neu
tral, composite, oblique space where our subject slips away, the
negative where all iden tity is lost, starting with the very iden 
tity of the body writing . . the voice loses its origin, the author
enters into his own death, writing begins . " 1 1 When, at the end
of the essay, the reader is said to be a space of inscription
without loss, then either this inscription is not a writing (but
what could that mean ? ) or else there is indeed loss registered by
the assertion that nothing is lost in such an inscription for gone
is all trace of the loss of "the very identity of the body writing. "
Backtracking t o the divided sense of the title phrase, "the
death of the author, " we can perhaps isolate not the loss "itself"
.

.

.

.

10If we were concerned with the complexity of Roland Barthes's thinking,
rather than with the way in which this essay installs a more general polemic,
we would point out that this notion of the totalizing reader is activated by S/Z
only to be abandoned for the partialness and partiality of reading described in Le
Plaisir du texte. In other words, Barthes seems to have jettisoned the concept of
a totalizing "reader."
1 1 £lsewhere Barthes situates the beginning of writing and thus the death of
the author in the absence of the other to whom one addresses a "lover's dis
course" : "To know that writing compensates for nothing, sublimates nothing,
that it is precisely there where you are not-this is the beginning of writing. " A
Lover's Discourse: Fragm en ts, trans. Richard Howard ! New York, 1 9 7 8 ), rno.
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(for its loss is, precisely, irretrievable), but the loss of the loss,
the juncture at which one trace or track converges with an
other, larger path and disappears into the general direction-or
destination-of meaning. Recall that with that phrase Barthes
designates both a necessary condition and something like a
historical event, one that, however, tends to find itself inserted
in a timeless narrative of theological, teleological revelation.
This "event, " in other words, merges with a general structure.
But there is another event that the phrase is turning around
without ever naming as such : not the death of the author in
general, nor as an age in the history of either literature or a
theory of literature, but the death of this author or tha t author,
the one named ( Stendhal during the night of 22 March 1 842 ) or
the one who signs, who, nevertheless, even as s/he signs is
already dead before the event . The disappearance of this event,
of, that is, "the very identity of the body writing, " in the 11al
ways already" of its general occurrence is the loss that no writ
ing or reading can recuperate, for that is the condition of pos
sibility of those activities. 11I 11 cannot say what I mean. There
remains a remainder lost to the destination of sense.
It cannot be a question of whether one is for or against this
remainder. In either case, the remainder remains. Whatever the
apparent stakes of a polemic about "the death of the author, "
however welcome may seem a "return to the subject" ( even a
"changed" subj ect) or to history, the loss is not to be remedied,
just more or less buried beneath appeals to a radical break or to a
return.
The loss of the "very identity of the body writing, " Mal
larme's 11disparition elocutoire du poete, " does not disappear
without a trace, however. What is called a signature, its trait or
its contract, traces the disappearance and marks the division of
the proper name where it joins a text. Although Barthes's essay
never names the signature as such, it designates a certain line of
division between author and book where one might expect to
read a signature : 11The Author, when believed in, is always
conceived of as the past of his own book: book and author stand
automatically on a single line divided [italics added] into a
before and an after [ une mem e ligne, distribuee comme un
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a vant et un apres] " ( 1 45 ). It is this conception of a temporal
division or filial derivation which must succumb to the activity
of the "modern scriptor [who] is born simultaneously with the
text, [who] is in no way equipped with a being preceding or
exceeding the writing. " But already, one might say, before this
"event" in Barthes's implied narrative, there is the curiously
ambivalent image of "une meme ligne, distribuee, " an ambiva
lence that Stephen Heath accentuates by translating with the
phrase " a single line divided. " The logic of Barthes's description
requires one to think this singular division or distribution as
both an erroneous, past conception of the Author preceding
what comes after an d as the implied temporal frame of this
narrative which sets off premodern from modern writing,
which distinguishes between the filial concept of the work's
derivation from its author and the simultaneous birth of scrip
tor and text. This passage at the center of the polemic, from the
death of the author to the birth of the scriptor, depends, in other
words, on the erasure and reinscription of a "single line di
vided. " It is thus not a simple passage, but itself divided by the
traces of the author whose death it announces. The "single line
divided" n am es without n aming the signa ture. There where a
concept divides the line between writer and text, before and
after, outside and inside, at the point of division that Barthes's
essay supposes but elides in something like a syncope, a piece
( but a piece of what ? ) falls through the crack.

A signature is not a name; at most it is a piece of a name, its
citation according to certain rules . But neither is it simply a
piece of common language that can be picked up and used by
just anyone to any purpose. Like a dash or a hyphen-a trait
the signature spaces out, joins, and dissociates. It is not, how
ever, a line of division, nor a dividing line- unless one hears
that phrase as a line that is at every point dividing itself (but,
since a point is precisely the indivisible unit of this figure,
better not to try to measure the signature geometrically or to·
plot its position in this way in the textual space) . As a piece of
proper name, the signature points, at one extremity, to a prop
erly unnameable singularity; as a piece of language, the signa-
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ture touches, at its other extremity, on the space of free sub
stitution without proper reference. At the edge of the work, the
dividing trait of the signature pulls in both directions at once:
appropriating the text under the sign of the name, expropriating
the name into the play of the text. The undecidable trait of the
signature must fall into the crack of the historicist/formalist
opposition organizing most discourses about literature. Its case
is that of the rest, which remains unclassified by either determi
nations of agency ( biographical, historical, political, econom
ical) or determinations of formal, arbitrary structures of lan
guage.
Jacques Derrida's Glas, without doubt the most sustained
and intricate work yet undertaken on this case, must therefore
be of two minds in its approach to the question "What remains
of a signature ? "
First case : the signature belongs to the inside of that (picture,
relievo, discourse and so on) which it is presumed to sign. It is in
the text, no longer signs, operates as an effect within the object,
has its part to play within that which it claims to appropriate to
itself or lead back to its origin. Filiation is lost. The signature
[seing] deducts itself.
Second case: the signature holds itself, as is generally believed,
outside the text. It emancipates as well the product, that can get
along without the signature, from the name of the father or the
mother which it no longer needs in order to function. The filiation
again gives itself up, is still betrayed by what remarks it. (4R)

The two cases represent two modes of denegation of the re
mains of the signature. As attempts to bury these remains, they
describe a labor of monumentalization or memorialization, a
work that can never complete its task of mourning the "death
of the author. " The difference between the cases is topical, that
is, it depends on a spatial metonymy to situate the signature
either inside or outside the work. That difference, however, is
finally reabsorbed by the failure of either topographical trope to
dispense with the other. In the first case, which is that of
formalism, the signature is supposed to sign from within the
work; the text thus encloses it and erects it as monument. If,
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however, the signature belongs to the inside, it can no longer
appropriate the work, the monument remembers nothing out
side itself, filiation is lost, and the thread of memory cannot be
retraced. In the second case, which is that of historicism, the
signature is supposed to sign from outside, the work stands
apart and on its own, as if no singular, finite, or limiting exis
tence had had a hand in its realization. But the filiation that the
conceptual system must overcome if it is to stand as a truly
general one is betrayed by the mark of the signature it cannot
quite get out of its system. The first case represents the major
stakes of literary discourse: the monumentalizing transforma
tion of the proper name into things, into names of things ( r rR).
Derrida takes the name, the signature "Genet1" as an intrepid
guide to this work of nomination. The second case represents
the stakes of scientific or philosophical discourse for which the
name "Hegel" is at once the indispensable guide and the half
effaced remains of a patrilinear descent. Shuttling between the
pair of names (which are almost mirror images of each other:
twice -e-e-) and between their alternating cadences, Glas pro
poses itself not as a discourse, but as an instrument (a surgical
instrument but also a musical one, for example, a clanging
clapper ringing its knell ) with which to unnerve discourses
about textual authorship, to unsettle the institution of the au
thor's rights to some property:
to insinuate the delicate, barely visible stem, an almost impercep
tible cold lever, scalpel or stylus in order to unnerve [enerver:
literally, to remove the nerve, hence to deprive of force; more
colloquially, to get on someone's nerves, to annoy] then delapi
date enormous discourses that always end up, even though they
deny it more or less, by attributing an author's rights [droit d'au
teur]: "that comes (back) to me, " the signature [seing] belongs to
me. ( 3R)

There is indeed something unnerving about a signature that
remains to return to no one.
The essays gathered here are not surgical instruments, nor do
they claim to apply the instrument that Glas has forged. The
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reference to texts on signature signed by Jacques Derrida is
more often than not a chagrined admission that there is much
more to be said than has been attempted. 1 2 At best, some pieces
of deconstructive levers have been inserted at diverse points
without any overall calculation of the best way to go about
shifting the weight of the critical monuments that support the
institution of authorship.
If, however, there is one concern that may be read as uniting
these various interventions, it would be the necessity, perhaps
more apparent now than ever, to redistribute the revenue or
returns of literary "property, " or of all that which is upheld by
the instance of signature. The institution of authorship has
shown a remarkable capacity to return even after being pro
nounced dead, and its resuscitated form may bear a remarkable
resemblance to the ideological construct whose epitaph Barthes
wrote too soon. The lesson should be that the authorial institu
tion and the critical attitudes it fosters are not to be simply
opposed or thrown over. Such oppositional "strategy" has
proved to some extent to be but an anticipation of its own
reversal in a new valorization of the "author, " the "historical
subject, " or a "new subject, " "intentionality, " and so forth. Nor
can simple opposition take into account the critic's necessary
inscription within the very institution she or he would oppose.
For these and other reasons, a deconstructive strategy is called
for and is in fact already at work wherever the logic of supposed
contraries or oppositions has been instituted on the ground of
the differences, contaminations, repetitions, and citations of
1 2Within Derrida's oeuv re to date, signature is one of its most constant
preoccupations . Bes ides Glas, Signepongel Signsponge, trans . Richard Rand
(New York, 1 984), The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoffrey Bennington and Ian
McLeod ( Chicago, 1 9 87 1) and The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud and
Beyond, trans. Alan Bass ( Chicago, 1 9 87 ) all work on the signature fromv arious
angles. While our own analyses remain altogether indebted to these works and
others, we will not propose here a reading of Derridean signature theory. Such
a reading, howev er, has been admirably undertaken by Gregory Ulmer in Ap
plied Grammatology: Post(e)-Pedagogy from facques Derrida to foseph Beuys
(Baltimore, l 98 5 J , especially in chaps . 4 and 51 and again in his ess ay "Sou nding
the Uncons cious , " included in John P. Leav ey, Jr. 's remarkable Glassary ( Lin
coln, Nebr., 1987 ).
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general textuality. The general text returns to no one; no signa
ture closes it off or gives it its coup d'envoi. Rather, it inscribes
and limits of what we call signatures; that is, it gives them at
once the law of their possibility and impossibility.
It is not a question here of proposing a theoretical program
with which to effect the redistribution of textual agencies. The
point is precisely that such a "program" is already in effect and
already makes its effects felt. While these effects may be struc
turally determined, there is nonetheless a marked historical
tendency for them to accelerate in the age no longer of mechan
ical, but of electronic, reproduction. Positive copyright law is
but one symptomatic area of the general incapacity of a concep
tual framework to support or contain the author function dis
seminated by computer-aided modeling and composition, video
reproduction, hypertext data banks, nanotechnology, and so
forth. 13 This too is not altogether new, but the institution of
authorship has been showing for some time now the strain from
the increased pressure on all the profound habits of thought
protected by that institution. The choice may seem to be be
tween tearing down its weakened structure to make way for
some new construct or patching its too-evident cracks with
new materials whose constructive virtues have been over
looked heretofore. Both of these projects, however, risk over
looking once again the nontotalizability of the structure which,
like the Tower of Babel, must fall before it can impose the name
of its authors, builders, or architects. 14 Thus, such structures
are already necessarily deconstructing themselves, displacing
iafor enthus ias tic predictions about the future ofs uch technology,s ee K. Eric
Drexler, Engines of Creation (New York, i 98 6 ) .
14"The 'tower o f Babel' does not merely figure the i rreducible multiplicity of
tongues ; it exhibits an incompletion, the imposs ibility of finis hing, of totaliz
ing, ofs aturating, of completings omething on the order of edification, architec
tural cons truction, s ys tem and architectonics . What the multiplicity of idioms
actually limits . . . is als o as tructural order, a coherence of cons truct. There is
then ( let us trans late) s omething like an internal limit to formalization, an
incompleteness of the cons tructure. It would be eas y and up to a certain point
jus tified to s ee there the trans lation of a s ys tem in decons truction. " Jacques
Derrida, "Des tours de Babel, " in Difference in Translation, ed. and trans .
Jos eph F. Graham ( Ithaca, N.Y., i 9 8 5 ), i 6 5 - 6 6 .
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themselves around certain pivots which, like levers, are at once
inside and outside the systems they fracture. Deconstruction,
as the word says, is not just a destruction of an old program, or
the putting in place of a new one. Its force is precisely not that of
a program or a proj ect, but of an unprogrammed newness that
arises there where the old has worn out without yet yielding the
ground to a stable and recognizable structure. Its form, if it has
one, is pieces that are at once fragments of a totality that never
was and parts of a whole that cannot cohere. That, at least, is
the wager of these signature pieces.is
We have touched on some of the deconstructive levers to be
applied in the form of denegations organizing a polemic around
the phrase "death of the author. " Other touchstones will come
into view as the shaping principles of the three sections that
make up the book.
Part I, "Rousseau and the Modern Signature, " proposes that
one historical phase of the " author" concept finds an emblem in
the problematic name Rousseau. To a great extent, the tyranny
of the Author that Barthes refers to has survived in the form
installed by the Rousseauian notion of the writer's expression
of "inner self. " This is not to say that the tyranny thus un
leashed should be traced to a tyrant-subject, for example, Rous
seau, who, if he was not exactly authorship's victim, was also
hardly its beneficiary. The signature "Rousseau" indicates
rather a spectacular encounter between the appropriation of the
1 50ne may find pieces of the signature visibly scattered by the effects of that
other borderline, the one supposed to divide painting and writing, image and
meaning. In "Esquisse d'une typologie, " La Revue de l 'art 26 ( 1 974), Jean
Claude Lebensztejn concludes his typology of the "motivation or non-motiva
tion of signature in paintings" with the example of Paul Klee's Zerbrochener
Schliissel (Broken key), which puts this division of intentional from involun
tary signature radically in question: "The whole painting, including its title,
constitutes a signature-rebus: broken Klee. Broken key [clef] of broken Klee . .. .
Among the signs of the painting, one may read what look like exploded letters :
K, L, fragments of E
To reach this point, the semiotic opposition between
image and writing had to be canceled. They are no longer opposed, and need no
longer be isolated from or integrated with each other. A same space of non
representation merges them; and that space from then on engulfs the typology
of signature" ( 5 5 - 5 6 ) . See as well the rest of this issue of La Revue de ] 'art
devoted to signature in painting.
.
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text to the name and the expropriation of the name by the text.
The expropriating text, moreover, has to be read both in the
limited sense of the works Rousseau wrote and signed, but also
as the general text on which those works and that signature had
themselves to be inscribed. In particular, it is to the emerging
concepts of "literary property" and "droit d'auteur" (author's
rights) that the signature "Rousseau" must be referred by law, a
law that itself bears all sorts of signatures as so many marks of
appropriation/expropriation. The question arises (most perti
nently regarding Of the Social Contract) of the signature that
validates the law concerning signature in an analogy with prop
erty. By considering the establishment of the legal determina
tion of literary property, I am interested in questions not only of
historical or "historicist" significance. Rather, this consider
ation would constitute as well the prolegomenon to a necessary
reelaboration of the problematic "literary property" which
modern legal treatment continues to understand ( despite the
ever more obvious insufficiency of the model) according to the
conceptual apparatus of authorship as ownership guaranteed by
signature. 1 6
But i t i s a s well the condemnation of Emile and the issuing of
a warrant for its author's arrest that underscore the expropriated
condition of his signature. In its wake and with the breakup of
the name "Rousseau" which is that signature's ambiguous
legacy, it becomes possible to read, if not yet a Mallarmean
affirmation of the author's dispersal, then at least inescapable
intimations that signature occurs, if it occurs, in a difference
from itself and an address to the other.
These intimations are explored in terms of sexual difference
in part II, "No One Signs for the Other." The breakup affecting
the property of Rousseau's signature has already shown up the
system of exclusions which determine the name and the voice
of woman as outside the law, as outlaw. Two essays, on BaudelJ6Critical Legal Studies could provide an opening for such a reelaboration in
conjunction with the questioning already begun there of the legal models of
contract and property. For an overview of this mode of questioning, see Robert
Mangabeira Unger, The Critical Legal Studies Movemen t ( Cambridge, Mass.,
1 986).
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aire and Virginia Woolf, test further the necessary deconstruc
tion of this system by considering works that are themselves
shaped by its demands. For one and the other, the very pos
sibility of signature is its divisibility by the excluded outside : a
woman's voice in Baudelaire, a man's law in Woolf. The func
tions of address or apostrophe for Baudelaire and of interruption
for Woolf are, it is suggested, instances of signature where no
one signs, where singularity is traced in the encounter with the
finitude that already partitions it. Not far in the background of
both of these essays one may read certain questions posed to the
establishment of women's writing as determined by the iden
tity of signature, to "the explanation of a work . . . sought in the
man or woman who produced it" in Barthes's twenty-year-old
phrase. 1 7 The unnerving of a discourse that ( once again) identi
fies its major stakes with the subvention of property and the
classification of subj ects constitutes, therefore, something like
the horizon of these essays.
Part III, "Resistance Theories, " engages with that discourse
in a more direct attempt to unnerve it. It juxtaposes readings of
two essays whose titles announce a struggle : "Against Theory, "
by Robert Knapp and Walter Benn Michaels, and "The Resis
tance to Theory, " by Paul de Man. The openly oppositional or
polemical term of "against" in the first title is shifted by the
second title, which repositions the debate over theory on a
ground that is more like an underground, the unconscious un
derpinnings of "resistance. " The stakes in the struggle, how
ever, are situated precisely in the admission or denial of such an
underground as a force of meaning which does not necessarily
return to human agency. When it can be shown that the denial
of nonintentional meaning must construct its argument out of
all sorts of unintentional meanings, then an unnerving effect is
indeed the result. The effect is that of a discourse haunted by
the ghost of the author whose disappearance has been covered
over or denied.
1 71 have addressed these questions more directly in "Writing Like a Woman, "
in Women and Language in Literature and Society, ed. Sally McConnell-Ginet,
Ruth Borker, and Nelly Furman (New York, r 9 8 r ), and in "Replacing Feminist
Criticism, " Diacritics, Summer r 9 82.

20

I

Introduction : A Single Line Divided

While the author's ghost assumes several names here (Baudel
aire, Woolf, Wordsworth), one among others comes back and
insists: Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Having been "caught" in the
attempt, in part I, to engineer his own return and dispersed in
the remains of his signature, Rousseau returns in the final pages
like a ghost (in French, a revenant), having perhaps never really
left the scene of these readings. His specter resurfaces, precisely,
in the scene of reading, told allegorically (and retold by de Man)
as the specular scene of encounter between two intentional
subjects, two men. Perhaps Rousseau names the experience of
reading signatures, that is, he both describes the identificatory
mechanism that drives this reading act and puts his own name
to the figure of Author who appears in the mirror.
But is there not always something ghostly about a signature
written "on the basis of the death of someone who has never
been alive"? It is an unnerving remainder or reminder, a frag
ment that was never wholly of the whole, be it author or work.
Reading signature pieces cannot, therefore, offer a method of
exorcism, restitution, or any other rite performed in view of
some eternal life. The wager is of another order which puts on
the line not life and death but, precisely, the line of their separa
tion, the "single line divided. "

