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Structuralism, Post-structuralism and
the Production of Culture
ANTHONY GIDDENS

Structuralisoi, and post-structuralism also, are dead traditions of thought,
Notwithstanding the promise they held in the fresh bloom of youth, they
have ultimately failed 1o gencrate the revolution in philosophical under-
standing and social theory that was once their pledge. In this discussion, [
shall seck not so much to write thedr abituary as to indicate what they have
hequeathed to uys toeday in respect of intellectual possessions which still
might be put to good usc, For although they did not transform our intellec-
iual universe in the manner so often claimed, they none the less drew to
our attention some problems of considerable and durable significance,

Of course, many have doubted that there ever was a coherent encugh
body of thought to be designared hy the name ‘siructuralism’, let zlone the
even vaguer appellation “post-structuralism’ {sce Runciman: 1970), Afer
all, most of the leading Agures ordinarily lumped under these labels have
rejected these terms as applying meaningfully o their own cndeavours.
Saussure, commaonly regarded as the founder of suucturalist linguistics,
barely uses the term ‘structure’ at all in his work {Saussure: 1974), Lévi-
Strauss at one time actively promoted the cause of both ‘structural anthrope-
logy” and “structuralisr’ more generally, but has become more cautious in
characterizing his approach in these ways over the latter part of his carcer.
Barthes may have in his early writings drawn fairly heavily from Lévi-
Strauss, but later on any such connections became quite remote, Foucault,
Lacan, Althusser and Derrida diverge radically both from the main ideas
of Saussure and Lévi-Strauss and from one another. The homogeneity
needed to speak of a distinct tradition of thought might appear to be almost
completely lacking,

But for all their diversity there are a numboer of themes that crop up in
the works of all these authers. Moreover, with the exception of Sanssure,
all are French and have been involved in networks of mutual influence and
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contact. In using the terms ‘structuralism’ and ‘post-structuralism’ in wha
follows, 1 have in mind Saussurc and Lévi-Strauss as belonging to the fipg
catcgory, with the others in the second, ‘Post-structuralist’ is admittedly 5
tairly loosc label for a cluster of authors who, while reacting against somg
of the distinctive emphascs of carlier structuralist thought, at the same time
take over some of those very ideas in their own work. Thus while they
handle these themes in diverse ways, the following can be said to be persisteng,
and deflinitive, characteristics of structuralism and pas&stmctumlismf
the 'thcsis that linguistics, or more accurately, certain aspeets of particula;l
versions of linguistics, arc of key importance to philosophy and social theery
as a whole; an emphasis upon the refational nature of totalitics, f:::mncczes
with the thesis of the arbitrary character of the sign, together with a stress
upon the primacy of signifiers over what is signified; the decentring of the
subjeet; a peculiar concers with the nature of writing, and thercfore with
zexm{ll rr?atcrials; and an interest in the character of temnporality as somehow
constitutively involved with the nature of objocts and events. There is not
a smgi{: one of these themes which does not bear upon issues of importance
for social theory today. Equafly, howcever, there is not onc in respect of

which the views of any of the writers listed above could be said to be
acceptable,

Problems of Linguistics

Structuralism was of course originally both a movement within Enguistics
arzci‘zm endeavour to demonstrate the significance of concepts and methods
of linguistics for a wide varicry of issues in the humanities and social
sclences. Sanssure’s distinetion between lapgue and parole way justly be
regarded as the key idea in strncturalist linguistics. The distinction removes
the study of ‘language’ from the sphere of the contingent and the contextual,
As an overall struerural form, language is to be separated from the muli-
[arious uses to which particular speech acts may be put. Parale is what
Sanssurc calls the ‘executive side of language’, while /angue is *a system of
signs in which the only essential thing is the unien of meanings and acoustic
irmages’ (Saussure: 1974}, Language is thus an idealized syatermn, inferred
[rom but nevertheless independent of the particular uses to which specch is
put. The actual sound contents of language are in a way irrclevant to the
analysis of langue, because the conceen is with the formal relations between
sounc.is, or marks, not with their actual substance. Although in Saussure a
certain mentalism and reliance upon psychology remain, in principle linguis-
tics becomes clearly separable from other disciplines concerned with the
study ol human activity. Phonemics becomes also dearly dilferentiated from
phonetics, the latter being of relatively marginal importance to the main
core of linguistic analysis.

There is an inconsistency at the heart of Saussure’s conception of lergue.
On the one hand, language is regarded as ultimately a psychological
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phenemenon, organized in terms of mental properties, On the other — as
Saussure’s sceming indebtedness o Durkheim would indicate - language is
a collective product, a system of secial representations. As erities have
pointed out, if language is essentially a psychological reality, signs arc no
longer arbitrary. Since the rclations that censtitute language would be
patterned in terms of characteristics of mind, they would have a determinate
form controlled by mental processes. Thus i language is looked at as a
mental reality the sign is by ne means arbitrary and its meaning s by no
means defined by its relations with contemporaneous elements of the lan-
guage (Clarke: 1981, p. 123).

Broadly speaking, most forms of structuralist inguistics have opred for
the ‘psychological’ rather than the ‘social’ version of fangue. 1t was by
adopting this approach that Chomsky was able to effect a lusion of ideas
drawn from European linguistics with notiens taken from the ‘behaviourist
structuraiism’ of Bloomfield, Harris and others within linguistics in the
United States. Bloomfield and Harris sought to separaie linguistics com-
pletely from any kind of mentalisin or psychology {Bloomficld: 1957; Harris:
1951). For them the aim of linguistics is to analyse language so far as
possible solely as sequences of regularized sounds, Artention is not © be con-
centrated vpon the interpretative invelvemcents of speakers with language-
usc. While this standpoint at first sight scems substanually distinet from
Saussurian linguistes, and while indeed its leading advocates rejected the
diffcrentiation of lougue from parele, there are certainly some underlying
affinities, which Chermsky was able to bring out. Redefining the distinction
of langue and parsir as one of competence and performance, and dissociating
himsell in a radical way (rom the behaviourism of Bloomfield and Harris,
Chemsky was able to reconncet a mentalistic basis for language with an
elaborated model of formal linguistics, Given the differendation which is
made between competence and performance, Chomskyian Hinguistics necess-
arily accords a central significance to syntax (see, e.g., Chomsky: 1968),
Its objective is not to explicate all utterances of the speakers within a
partcular language commnunity, but only the syntacteal structures of an
idealized language speaker. Chomsky's theory reintroduces interpretation,
because the identification of syntactical correctness depends upon what is
decmed acceptable by language speakers, It also gives a certain priority to
the creative components of language, in the scnse that the competent speaker
ig able to generate an indefinite corpus of syntactically acceptable sentences.
It is arguable that the Chomskyian competence-performance distinetion is
in some respects superior to the langue—parsle differentianion, because Chom-
sky at least has a model of the lnguistic agent. As Chomsky poeints out,
critivizing Saussure, the latter treated fongue mainly as a repository of ‘word-
like clements” and *fixed phrases’, contrasting it to the more fexible characier
of parels, What is missing is an account of the ‘mediating term” between
langur and parole. The agent is for Chomsky the locus of what he regards as
the “rule-governed creativity’ of language as a system (Chomsky: 1964,
p. 23).

AT oo
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Chomsky’s transformational grammar is one approach influenced by some
of the emphases of Saussure; another is the lnguistics of the Prague Schon)

. 3
which through Jakobson was (he main influence upon Lévi-Strauss. Broadly
speaking one can say that the Prague group follows the *social’ conception
of langue rather than the “psychological’ one. Whereas Chormnsky’s linguistics
[ocuses upon the competeace of the individual speaker, the linguistics of the
Prague School concenirates above all upon language as a communicative
medium. Thus semantics is nof completely severed lrom syntacties, and the
nature of langue cxpresses relations of meaning. As Trubetzkoy claims,
linguistics should investigate ‘which phonic differcnces are linked, in the
language under consideration, with differences of meaning, how these differ.
entiating elements or marks are related to one another, and according to
whal rules they combine to form words and phrases’ (Trubetzkoy: 1968,
p. 12}, Stress upon the use of language as communication, combined with
an emphasis on meaning, would seem 1o compromise the antoncmouns
character of linguistics as specified by Saussure {and Chomsky}, For it would
appear that language would then have to be analysed in the lostilutions of
social life. Certainly the Prague linguists dissociated themselves from the
inflexible distinetion between fongue and parole drawn by Saussure and from
the associated division between the synchronic and tbe diachronic. In spite
of this, the distinctive emphasis of the Prague group tended to he upon
phonology, where the sound system of language can be studied without
attention o the external connotations of meaning. fakobson’s early work in
particular pursued the idea that a ‘phonological revoludon” (Lévi-Strauss’s
term} could be produced by analysing phonemes in terms of oppositions
which are the constituent features of language as a whole. Although this
was justificd on methodological rather than epistemological grounds, the
result was again to return linguistics to the study of the interpal structurcs
of lengue {Jakobson: 1971},

Lévi-Strauss and Barihes have cach at various tdmes scen the main hasis
for structuralism as consisting of the applieation of precedures of linguisdcs
to other areas of analysis. Lévi-Strauss regards structuralist linguisties as
both supplying modes of analysis that are applicable elsewhere and provid-
ing substantive clues to the nature of the human mind. In The Elementary
Structures he cxplicitly compares his objectives with those of phonological
linguisdcs, and adds that linguists and social scientists *do not merely apply
the same methods, but are sindying the same thing’ {1969 p. 493}, For
structural Hngustics allows o (o discern what he later came to vegard as
‘fundamental and objective realities consisting of systems of relations which
are the products of unconscious thought processey’ (Lévi-Strauss: 1968,
p- 88}, As Guller points out, regarding hinguistics as of central importance
to structuralism generally carries several implications. First, linguistics
seems 10 provide a rigour lacking elsewhere in the humanities and social
sciences. Second, linguistics offers a number of basic eoncepts which seem
to be capablc of much wider application than that invelved in the framework
of their origin — longue and parely in particular, perhaps, but also he
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associated distinetions of the syntagmatic from the paradigmatic, sigmifier
from signified, the idea of the arbitrary nalure of the sigr, 'emd 50 O
Third, linguistics appears t provide a series ef“ general g};xdehﬂes for the
formulation ol scmictic programmes, Such a I?Oimﬁ Was Of‘(}éﬁ%}i‘s{? skagched
sut hy Saussure and developed in some detail by Jakehson and others.
Because of the connections between structuralist li{lgﬁ;siics and ‘si‘r‘i}ciuﬁ%l-
ism more generally, it is often beld that structuralism ?135 participated n
the gencral ‘linguistic tuen’ (:hargeterigtie of n}odem philosophy and social
theory. However, this is a specious conclusion, f{:rr reasons [ sl}aé‘i now
indicate. On the one hand, the hopes that were pinned on linguistics for
providing general models of procedure that could be appi{;e‘d very w1c§e§:y
now quite plainly appear io be misplaced. On tlhe other, the ‘inguistic wurm’,
at least in its most valuabie forms, does not involve an extension {)f ideas
caken [rom the study of language to other aspects of human activity, but
rather cxplores the intersection butween language and the constitution of
social practices. The relevant considerations here concern both the erinque
of structuralist linguistics as an approach to the analysis of langunage ztsel}}
and the critical appraisal of the importation of notions taken from this
version of linguistics into other areas of the cxpiicanonﬁof huma,n behaviour.
Many criticisms, of course, havc been rqade pf Saussure’s version 0{‘
linguistics — or at any rate, that portray'al of it which has come down to us
through the medium of his students — including t.hf}SQ offered cogently by
Cthomsky. There is no point in rebearsing these in any c%ctm{ bere., Pﬂf)st
significant for the lines of argument to be devcloped later in this ?issm,]bs?on
are the shortcomings shared by virtually all forms of stmct'uraiig linguistics,
including that of Chomsky. These concern above all the isolation of langu-
age, or of certain features taken to be fqndamental to the structure ;ﬁd
propertics of language, ftom the social environments of Iangu‘agt-usc. T us,
while Chomsky recognizes, and even accentuales, the creative capabilities
of humzn subjects, this creative quality is attributed to characteristics of
the buman mind, not to conscious agents carrying out their day—_to—cday
activities in the context of social institutions. As onc ébSCWﬁ{‘ puts it, “the
creative power of the subject has to be taken away as soon as it is ‘ask‘nowl‘f
edged and given o a mechanism inscribed in th.(: If;;{)}egleai constitution ©
the mind’ {Clarke: 1980, p. 171}, Although it is In many ways ihﬁ: most
developed and sophisticated form of st;‘uciur:ﬂ‘sl linguistics, Chomsky’s tbc?ry
of language has proved essentially defective in respect of the understanding
of quite clementary leatures of language. Ethfzs‘ﬁ defects do not cenire S{}.iﬂutijh
upon the unsatisfactory naiure of the division drawn betwcen syntactics
and semantics as upon the identification (}’{ the corc features of llqgulstlﬂ
competence. In Chomsky’s view, the icicz;ﬁzzcé language ;spz:aker is able
unconsciously fo grasp rules making possibic the production aﬁd‘ under-
standing of any or all grammatical sentences in a language. 3@;5 this is not
really an appropriate model of competence, Someone who.'mxgh% in any
given context produce any sentence at all, however syntaeﬂcgﬁy correct,
would be treated as distinctly aberrant. Linguistic competence involves not
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onty t%lf: syntgctica] mastery of sentences, but mastery of the errcumsg;
in which particular types of sentence are appropriate. In Hym;:s.’s’
he or she acquires competence as 1o when to speak, when not, o

what to talk about with whom, when, where, in w;mi n;ianne;’ ?

all{:{{'s
Wordy,
d ag g,

-4 17 . - H :
1972, p. 2773, In other words, mastery of the language is ins&parahfey[{g;

mz};}zﬂr}’ of tiﬁe'vaxiery of contexts in which language is used.
e works of authors as diverse ag Wittgenstein and Garfinkel have mad,
; e

us aware of wiflzat this involves, both for undersianding the nature of lan
and for grasping the character of social life. Knowing a language certaini
means lknowmg syntactical rules but, equally imp&rgantiy to kgmw,aalmiy
EUEEC 18 Lo mequire a range of methadological devices im:olve{i hoth i
the prcfz:iu?{mn of utlcrances themscives and with the constitution o
Feconstitution of social life in the daily contexts of social Activii (Giédand
1984, ch. 1}, It is not just that to know a language is 1o knoxz a fo oo
Mei or rather a multiplicity of interweaving forms of life: to know ar?‘ o
of life is to be able to deploy certain methodical strategies geared to inde el
gualities of the contexts in which social practices arc carried out En'xtgfu
z.zndetjstandlzzg of language, linguistics ncither has the degrec . of §]f§
suﬂ%c:ency which Saussure, the Prague School, Chomsky and others hS(? .
claimed, nor does it make much scnse to hold, as Lévi-Strauss hag sc-mLe,LE e
asserted, that social life is ‘like a language’. Linguistics cannos mg'dmﬁs
{n{?de} for ana{ysing the nature of either agency or social in;s.:zitlutions‘zzj beéaﬁ o
it is in a %za§1c sense only explicable through an understandin "oi" the Sfe
The linguistic turn’ can he scen as a turn away Irom linguistics gmnceivsii
as an independently-formed discipline, towards cxamining the ;nuzual »

ordination of language and Praxis, . , -

guage

‘The Relational Nature of Totaltties

Ii’li Saussure’s daoctrines, the relational character of langue is closely connected
with the t!}eS{s of the arbitrary character of the sign, and w?th a stc ;
upon the S}gﬁiﬁc_aﬁse of signifiers as compared with the more tradit ws?
Preoccupation with signifieds. It is often remarked that Szussure’s diffeonaw
tiation of Eangﬁz'fmm parvle, according priori ty to the f{;rmm:ovc;" the Ja;f .
reflects Durkheim’s assertion thai the qualities of social wholes are e
than 1}1; sum ::zf their parts. But this is surely wrong, and undcwcstiz;a?re
the §ubt}ety with which Saussure designates the syst-c;nic torm of lan a{ea f X
g}?@?g&ﬁﬁ za:’;mizze as Ia s,]yi;ifzm 02 <tiifie:rcncesj Saussure reformulates iheia;zzrz
e whole is and what its ‘parts’ are, indicating that cach |
only defined in terms of the ather. T say that jan, 1,;a clsasg gstam vithout
g:sztwt: terms, that is, formed through the diffﬁf%ncis res:og?;lizﬁd ‘t’:;ltiﬁgz
ween sounds or marks, shows that the ‘parts’ arc only such in virtue of
the sclt-same characteristics that tompose the ‘whole’, Th[; insight '(:-Oa
fundamental one in so far as it demonstrates that the inguistie t(}taﬁty {ii}ﬁs
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ot ‘exist’ in the contexts of the use of language. The totalicy is not ‘prescar’
in the instantiations which are its traccs.

The tie botween this view and the notion of the arbitrary character of
the sign is casily specified. The assertion of the arhitrary nature of the aign
can be read as a critique of object theories ol meaning and of theorics of
astensive reference, But this critigoe does not stermn from the kinds of
demonstratior: which Witigenstein, Quine and ¢ther later philosophers were
to make that the use of lexical items cannot be said to ‘correspond’ to ohiecis
gr events in the world, Saussure’s criticism is based wholly upon the idea
of the constitution of langue through difference, Because a word only derdves
its meaning from the dilferences established between i¢ and other words,
words cannot ‘mean’ their objects. Language is form, not substance, and is
only able to generate mearding by the interpal play of differences. This is
therefore just as much the case with the relation between words — or
sentences — and the mental states which might accompany them, as it is of
the relation between words and cxternal objects and events,

The emphasis upon the constitution of the totality through difference
might appear to lead away from signifiers rather than toward them. For
what matters is not whatever is used to signify, but only the diflercnces that
create the ‘spacing’” between them, However, a concentration on the proper-
tics of signifiers tends to Qow rather readily from Saussure’s views, hecause
ol the rejection that there is anything ‘underneath’ language which explaing
its character (apart from the vague presumption of some kind of innate
mental qualitics}, While the actual substance comprising signifiers is un-
important, without the differcnces which sounds, marks or other material
differentiations create no meanings of any kind could exist. The programme
of scmiotics 18 hence certainly not just an adjunct to linguistics in the
Saussurian formulation, but 13 necessarily cocxtensive with the exploration
of langue itsclf

The relational character of wholes, the arbitrary nature of the sign, and
the notion of difference are concepts which run through structuralist and
post-structuralist perspectives as a whole. Ar the same tme they are the
source of the main features that separate the structuralist authors from their
post-structuralist successors, Jakohson and Lévi-Strauss provide clear cases
of the direct utilization of the Saussurian idea of the relational characier of
totalities, For the former, structuralism is defined in terms of the study of
phenomena ‘treated nol as a mechanical agglomeration, but as a structurat
whole’ (Jakobson: 1971, p, 711}, Lévi-Strauss writes even morc emphati-
cally when he claims: ‘authentic strueturalism secks ... above all to grasp
the intringic properties of certain kinds of arder. The propertics express
nothing which would be external to them’ (Lévi-Strauss: 1971, pp. 561-2}.
However, Jakabson’s own eriticisms of Saussure make it clear that the
prineiple of the identification of relations throngh difference is separable
from the assertion that lengue is a clearly definable whole. The boundarics
of the "'whole' that s Saussure’s langse, or that is Chomsky's Bnguistic corpus
known to a competent speaker, are exceedingly diffienli to draw, It can
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therefore be argued that more important than the principle of establishing
the coherence of the totality is the endeavour to examine the nature of
difference irself, Within linguistics, Jakobson cstablished ihe heginning of
such an cadeavour in his attempt o focus upon the basic structuﬁng
properties of codes rather than on the parameters of these codes themselves,

Prerrida’s philosophy radicalizes this much hrther, His disavowal of the

‘metaphysics of presence’ derives direetly [rom his treatment of the idea of
difference as constitutive, not only of modes of signification, but of existence
i general {Derrida: 1976, 1878}, Derrida will have nothing of the scarch
for universal properties of mind, or udeed ol any atiempt to construct a
systematic philosophy atall. In bis discussion of Lévi-Strauss and structural-
ism in the social seiences, Derrida emphasizes the unrealizable character of
Lévi-Srrauss’s programme, deriving this from contradictions supposedly
imphicit in Lévi-Strauss’s own text. Lévi-Strauss’s exploration of oral eultures
is paradoxically itsell & Torm of Western “logocentrism’. Derrida’s eritique
of the metaphysics of prescnee is derived mare or less direcdy from an
exploration of the implications of the idea of difference as first indicared by
Saussure and contrasted with notions of negation involved in the work of
Hegel, Freud and others. Because of his distincbon between langue and
parofe, Saussure was able to treal the idea of difference as involved with a
‘virtual system’ out of time. The transmutation of the Saussurian version of
difference into Derrida’s différance is made by introducing the temporal
element. To differ is also to deler, 1’ this s so, Perrida asks, how can
anything, such as forms of signification, be considered as presences? Saus-
sure’s writings already contain the notion of the ‘abscnt totality’ which is
language. In this idea of totality, howcever, there is still in Derrida’s view a
lingering nostalgia for prescnce. All signification operates through traces:
memary traces in the brain, the {ading of sounds as they are uttercd, and
the traces chat writing leaves.

Derrida’s reversal of the ususl priority accorded 10 speaking over writing
vigorously pursues a preoceupation with significrs at the expense of the
signified, This is also In some part derived from an immancnt critique of
Saussure. Speech, Derrida claims, seems to represent a moment in which
form and meaning are present simulancously. Once we sec, however, as
Saussure himself demonstrates, that this cannot be so, then we are led o
question the presumption that speech is the most elemental expression of
langnage. As I hear myself speak, it secens as though the words uttered are
simply vehicles for my thoughts, consciousness being clothed in and given
expression by language. Access to the inner contents of consciousness s
regarded as the real basis of the meanings inherent in language, which
writing can only hope indirectly to recapture. At key paris in his argumenis
about the structuring of language through difference, however, Saussure
abandons sound units in lavour of examples from writing. Thus, for instance,
any parteular letter of the alphabet, he poines out, may be written in
varying ways; all that matters is that it is distinct from other letters that
could potentially be confused with 1t. Writing emerges as the best illustration
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of difference. ‘The characteristics of absence and dﬁfflfff}(lz’lt involved in the
nature of written texts indicate the C()néét?(}ﬁsof szigmﬁa:a{mn in general.
speech ‘personalizes’ language by connecting it with the thoughts of the
gpeaker. In fact language 15 esscnmal}y anonymous, acver 1’,§:§€ property of
individual speakers and depends for its form upon it8 recursive propertics.
Of course, Derrida does not intend by this to acc:{s'g“é a primacy lo actual
writing over instances of speech, which would make ‘hztk: sensc, if only for the
venson that wrtting is in histomical terms such a relatively recent ée;vckegpme‘nt
compared with the prevalence of oral culturcs. Rathcr,‘ianguagc is anps:mo%
writing’ {archi-derilure}, 8 process ii}g the temgaral Spacmg“anfi reg)eimim.}(}
signifying phenomena. Proto-wridng, Derrida argues, is zﬁff&fa:fé by E“l:".‘-
themes of the arbitrariness of the sign ai’%# of diflerence’, but it ‘can ii(*‘?(,{
be recognized as the ohject of scienes’ ® That is to say, it is not io be the object
of investigation of a sort ol pon-logocentric }mgt‘nsu‘cs. ‘

The notion of the arbitrary character of the sign s responsihle not only
for some of the strengths but also for the enduring weaknesses thal run
through structuratist and post-siructuralist .tradlimns of thought, Asiforrg?:-
lated by Saussure, the doctrine of the arbn::.'ary'chariu%tcr of the sign has
itsell a somewhat arbitrary aspect, The term ‘arbitrary” 1s pot a partlcuiari{y
happy onc for the phenomenon at issue, As Saussure himself fully accepted,
the conventions involved in language-use arc certainly not arbitrary in the
sense that the language uscr is free to choose whatever uiterances he or shc
might carc to make. On the contrary, acccp‘ted usage ha§ a stronply binding
force. But more important is that the thesis pf the arbitrary nature of the
sign is in the end rather obscure, cspecially in so far as it bears upon the
nature of the signified rather than upon that of the 'mgmﬁcr, I S:aussa}rﬁ
mercly meant to claim that words have (mlw:.f a conventional connection wit
whatever abjects they might be used to designate or refer to, it1s so vazmts
as to be uninteresting, Il — ax quite often scems o be the case 10 bfa.ussur(is
argument — the arbitrary nature of the ségxf is the same as f;}}c 1{?:% j&idt
Janguage is constituted through difference, it 18 true that this hasimplications
for the nature of meaning, but these implications are not pu‘rsucd because
the nature of significds is left largely unexplicated. $z§ussgt‘e ewldcntiy wished
i claim that the meaning of a word is not the object to which that word
might be used to refer, but since he nowherc %naf%yxz:s ih{f nature of reference,
this claim remains essentially unelucidated philosophically. The result is
the confusion noted by Benveniste, As Benveniste observes:

even though Saussure said that the idea of ‘sister’ is not cagﬂeé:f;e_{i te the
signifier s-O-r {sweur], he was oot thinking any less of the reafity of the rotwn.
When he spoke of the difference b-6-f [boewf] and o-k-s lox], was
reforring in spite of himself to the fact that these Lwo (erms apply (© the same
reality. Here, then, is the thing, expressly excluded at ﬁrfév. Erurgm;he definition
of the sign, now creeping into it by a detour. {Benveniste: 1971, p. 44]

? Cpuoted in Culler: 1973,
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Saussure’s writings promoted a ‘retreat nto the code’ which has ever
since been characieristic both of storucturalist and post-structuralist avthors,
That is to say, the discovery that the component elements of langue only
have identity through their diffcrendation within the overall system serveg
to drag language away from whatever connections of reference it might have
with the object world. Structuralist and post-structuralist thought alike have
consistently failed to generate an account of reference, and it is surely not
by chance that these traditions of thought have concentrated their attention
so much upon the internal organization of texts, in which the play of
signifiers can be analysed as an inside affair (see Giddens: 1979, chs 1),
It is important to see that while the ‘retreat into the code’ was promoted by
the Saussurian emphases, as these were modified and adapted by subscquent
authors, thig ‘retreat’ was pever really cstablished by philosophical argo-
ment, It detived from the assimilation of the doctrine of the arbitrary nature
of the sign and of that of the role of difference.

Derrida’s writings are in some ways the moest sophisticated outcome of
the transition from structuralism to post-structuralism. Although Derrida’s
works secrm on first contact 6 be quite alien to Anglo-Saxon eyes, there are
some rather close aflinities between them and views expressed by the later
Wittgenstein. Derrida’s disavowal of the ‘metaphysies of presence’ is by no
means entirely dissimilar, ecither in its objecuves or in s methods, from
Wittgenstein'’s attempt to puncture the aspirations of mctaphysics in Phil.
sopfical Investigations (1953). For both authors the goals of metaphysics
cannot simply be re-examined or updated; they have to be ‘deconstructed’
rather than ‘reconstructed’ because they rest ypon mistaken premisses. In
both cases it is sugeested that this bs beeause of 2 misapprehension about
the nature of reality, There are no cssences to be capiured by appropriate
linguistie formulations, Wittgenstein is as firm as Derrida that neither woreds
nor sentences nvolve some sort of corresponding mental images which
supply thelr meaning, any more than de the objects or events in the external
world tc which words can be uscd to refer, While Wittgenstcin would no
doubt protest against Derrida’s ambitious extension ol the concept of writing,
he would agrec with the latter that language is not (o be interpreted in terms
of the subjective meanings of individual agents. Wittgenstein’s rejection of
the “private language’ argument is obviously not directly an analogue of
Derrida’s embrace of the idea of writing, but in both instances language is
necessanly an ‘anonymous’ production and ¢hus in an important sensc
‘subjectlesy’.

Whether Wittgenstein would have had much regard for the idea of
difference i3, to say the least, debatable. None the less, in his elaboration
of the notion of language games the ‘spacing” of utterances and activities is
plainly central, Both the recursive and the relational character of language
are stressed. However, it scoms indisputable that the main lines of develop-
ment of Wittgensteinian philosophy are more defensible than those worked
out within post-structuralism. Rather than promoting a ‘retreat into the
code’ Witigenstein sccks to understand the relational character of signifi-
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cation in the conlext of social practices. His resolute preoccupation with
ordinary language tends to inhibit a concern with poctics, art or literature,
But there do not scem to be any distinctively logical barriers to cxtending
Wittgenstein's ideas into these domains, while the account of language and
mcaning which can be gencrated from Wittgenstein’s philosophy {or at least
fromm certain basic notions contained within it} are more sophisticated than
those available within structuralism and post-structuralism (a matter 1 shall
develop further below). ‘

The unsatisfactory character of the thesis of the arbltrary form of the
sign, as diffused into structuralist and pest-structuralist traditions, has
radically impoverished the accounts of meaning such traditions have been
able 1o offer, A preoccupation with significrs at the cxpense of the significd
is in large part an emphasis enforced by this circumstance. }?’s;‘)r Witigensicin
the meaning of lexical items is to be found in the in&ergnes?zmg of lanpuage
and practice, within the complex of language games involved in forms of
tife. While no doubt this vicw, as formulated by Wittgenstein himself, leaves
aside certain f[undamental problems of meaning — in particular in what
sense, if at all, the understanding of meaning implics a grasp of the ’zruth-'
conditions of certain classes of agsertions — it 1s surely a perspective of
considerable fruitfulness.

The Decentring of the Subject

Although the phrase ‘the decentring of the subject” has come to be peculiarly
associated with structuralism and post-structuralism, the ideas involved
derive from wider sources. As structuralist and post-seructuralist authors
themselves are fond of pointing out, psychoanalysis !?ad already shown the
ego not to be master in its own home, its charactensucs sszziy’bemg revealed
by way of a detour through the unconscious. Although this was not ‘ilhc
interpretation which Sartre made, Heidegger’s writings from Being {171(! Time
onwards can be taken to assert the primacy of being over consclousness
(Heidegger: 1978). Morcover, there is more than a diffuse connection
between Freud, Heidegger and Nietzsche. Indeed the writings of each of
these authors tend to figure prominently in the work of those associared
with post-structuralisre, This having been said, it is E:vicif:pt that we can
discern the origins of the notion of the ‘deeentred subject” in Saussure.
According to Saussure, language is a system of signs, constituted by
differences, with an arbitrary relation to objects. If this includes objects in
the external world, it must also embrace the characteristics of the ;g(}é ucer
of language, the speaker. Just as the meaning of ‘tree’ s not the ab;(?ct tree,
s0 the meaning of terms that refer o human subjectivity, most particularly
the *I* of the thinking or acting subject, cannot be the states of consciousness
of that subjcct. Like any other term in a language, ‘I” is only mr_nsmuied as
a sign by virtue of its differences from ‘you’, “we’, “they’, cte. Since the 1
has sense only by virtue of being an eclement in an ‘anonymous’ toality,

s
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there can be no question of according it some distinctive philosophical
privifege. In Baussure this idea is not developed in a direct way; morcover

Saussure’s own views are somewhat confusing in light of the porsistence of

a certain mentalism in his writings. It was thereforc lcft to others to develop
what Saussurce lelt largely implicit, and they did not hesitate to do so: there
is probably no theme which appears morc persistently in the litcrature of
structurahsm and post-strueturalism.

Lévi-Strauss has written loss explicitly about the decentring of the subject
than have most of his successors. None the less in certain respects his
writings have been ihe main mediating link between Saussure and criticisms
of ‘bumanism’ in posi-structuralist philosophy. Referring to his analysis of
myths, Lévi-Strauss observes in a celebrated stalement that be claims to
show ‘not how men think in myths, but how myths operate in men’s minds
without their being aware of the fact’; or again, ‘myths signify the mind
which evolves them by making use of thc world of which it is itsell a
part’ (Lévi-Strauss: 1968b, pp. 12, 341), There is no ‘1 think’ in this
characterization of the human rnmcl. The unconsclous categories of mind
are the constitutive backdrop against which sentiments of sellhood exist,
Consciousness is made possible by structures of mind that are not immedi-
ately available to it

The decentring of the subject emerges in various guiscs in the post.
structuralist Hterature. In Foucault’s discussion of the beginnings and end
of the ‘age of man® it is primarily a set of historical chservations about the
development of Western philosophy and of Western culture as a whole, In
Barthes, it is a series of claims ahout the nature of authors in relation to
their texts, In Lacan, it is part of an aticmpt to rework the main concepts
of psychoanalysis, giving ol course especial attention to the idea that the
unconscious exemplifies certain features of language. All these clearly share
a critical attitude toward Cartesianism and to every philosophy {such as
certain versions of phenomenclogy) that treats consciousness as a datum
upon which the foundations of claims to knowledge may be establisbed. °1
think, therefore | am’ is disqualificd on a number of grounds. The *I is not
inmediately available to itsell, deriving its identity as it does from s
nvolvement in a system of signification. The ‘T’ is not the expression of
some core of continuous selthood that is its basis. The *being’ suggested in
the 'I am’ is not given through the capability of the subject to usc the
concept ‘17, What Lacan calls the ‘diseourse of the Other’ is taken to be
source both of the capability of the subject to employ ‘I” and of the assertion
of existence in °T am’. As Lacan puws it “the (ther is, therefore, the locus
in which s constituted the 1 who speaks to him who hears, that which i
said by the one being already the reply, the other deciding to hear it whether
the one has or has not spoken’ (Lacan: 1977, p, 45%),

All the above authors agree upon the irrclevance of the author w the
interpretation of texts, The writer is not a presence somchow 1o be uncovered
behind che text, Just as the primacy accorded to the author is a historical
expression of the individualism of the Age of Man, se the *1* of the author
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is a grammatical form rather than a fesh-and-bleod agent. Since the text
is organized in terms of the internal play of signifiers, what its originator
or originators intended to put into it is more or less irrclevant (o our
understanding of it. Authors are 1o be found cverywhere in their texts and
consequently nowhere: as Barthes puts it, "a text is ... & mult-dumonsional
space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash’
{Barthes; 1977, p. 146}, Once more, of coursc, this is not a conclusion
which i specifically the provinee of structuralism or post-structuralism. The
view of the ‘antonomy’ of texts reached by Gadamer, drawing primarily
upon Heidegger, is in some respects directly comparable with that reached
within the French traditions of thoupht (Gadamert 1975}, In necither case
is it belicved that the author has some kind of privileged relaifon to his or
her text. Both textual analysis and literary eriticlsm therefore must break
in a clear-cut fashion with ‘intentionalist’ perspectives.

The theme of the decentring of the subject is without doubt one which
must be taken seriously by anyone interested in modern pbilosophy or
soctal theory. But while the basic perspective surely must be acecpted, the
particular mode in which it is elaborated within structuralism and post-
structuralism remains defective, To reject the idea that consciousncss,
whether consciousness of self or the sensory registering of the external world,
can provide a foundation for knowledge, is to participate in one of the major
gransitions in modern philosephy. Those forms of philosophy, and therefore
modes of social analysis based on them, which presume an unmediated
access to consciousness are by now thoroughly discredited. Since some
schools of philogophical thought, most notably phenomenciogy, have been
closely associated with such philosophical standpoints, the rejection of those
standpoints unaveidably compromises those schools of thought also. But
siructuralist and post-stracruralist accounts of the decentring of the subject
are incvitably closcly tied to the versions of language and the unconscious
associated with structuralist inguistics and its influcnce. The detour needed
to recover the ‘I” is not only taken very largely through langunage, bul is in
addition filiered through a particular theory of language as woll, If we regard
language as situated in sockal practices, and i we reject the structuralist and
post-stracturalise distinetion between consciousness and the unconscious,
we rcach a different conception of the human subject — as agenl. Again,
this is a4 theme to which 1 shall later return.

Writing and the Text

Comparing Witgenstein and Derrida, it is worth considering why the latter
gives such a fundamental priority to the theme of writing, whereas in the
fermer a concern with the significance of writing is largely absent. Dereida’s
precceupation with wridng is closely conmccted with his rejection of the
metaphysics of presence, In Derrida’s words:
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o eic?mem can function as a sign without relating to another element whi

iiself is not simply present. This linkage means that each ‘clement’ — phon o
or graphieme — is constituied with reference to ihe trace in it of the of'mﬁ
elements of the sequence .., Nothing, in cither the elements or the g 'C‘emm?r
anywhere ever simply present or absent (Derrida: 1981, p. 92) YR

Thus, in E?e.rrida’s vicw, it Is mistaken to suppose that wriling is a partiey]
mod%- of gIving cxpression 1o speech, Writing — in the extended sense wklll' +
Der;ﬁda attributes to the term — cxpresscs more clearly than speech Zﬁh
relatmxnai nature of signification as constituted both in s:pace and in tit ;
We might more accurately speak of the timing and spacing of signiﬁf‘aﬁm .
rather tkan of its ‘oceurrence’ in a given context, There are similarities gn};
what Wittgenstein has to say here, both in respect of the ‘decanstn;cz'm’
?f mci}apﬁyai’cal questions about time and space 20d in respece of ‘the mmgf
in which it is suggested that timc-space is constitutve of the idcmita{?‘
objeets or events. In commenting critically upon St Augustine’s re‘ﬂ(:{‘t?eo
on the nature of time, Witigenstein argues that the puzzles with v;ehiﬁ}g
Augustm{:‘ grappled arc empty of content because they rest upon the m‘CI
taken atiribution of am esscnce to tempotality, Tois actually the ‘gl'umm;j;
F? time that needs clucidating, Time has no essence, and there is o abstracy
ormulation that can therefore convey jts nature. We can only experiene
and ohserv,c temporality in the unfolding of cvents. It might he arggsd 3;]158
W:tﬁgen?tem does not in fact take the next step, and like Derrida fat;:jt
beforce h%m chdcgger) treat time-space as constitutive of events and ob';:ctcz
But T think there is no other way of making sensc of Witigenstein’s pgzila;
eph?' save by presuming this to be intrinsic to the analyses he develops
W;t?genstein’s struggles with form - his disinclination o write 11:1)"; 'a
narrative style, and the secmingly disorganived character of the Philosophical
3m:es{zggz£§f}m - h;wc a definite affinity with Derrida’s use of various sorts of
g‘r&phz:: Innovations. For both writers wish to give expression to views that
are refractory to being “described’. Both assert that it is not the presence of
some sort of reality, physical or mental, which serves to anchor the meanin
fal cormponents of systems of signification, &
T}?c limitations of Derrida's view of writing can be understood when we
801;131:%@}* what is invelved in his “timing’ and “spacing’, Derrida’s conception
of *writing’ i a direct development of Sanssure’s separation of the s,-igfiiﬁar
fra1n an external world of objects and events, Derrida participates in the
retreat into the text’, the universe of signifiers, characteristic ei’structumiist'
and post-structuralist traditions of thought as a whole. His “text’ is that of
the }.)lziy of differences intrinsic to signification as such. Although the notion
of différance makes it possible for Derrida to comprehend temporality, his
treatment of space is purely nominal. Or to put things another way alt}f(;u h
he talks of ‘timing’ and ‘spacing’, w all intents and purposcs thesc are E?&e
game, The ‘ﬁx,tending’ of writing is involved in the spacing of so'unds or
marks, bug this is the very same phenomenon as their temporal differen-
tiation. Wittgenstein's portrayal of the relational character of signification
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a5 cxpressed in the organization of social practices, however, does not involve
the collapsing of time into space. Time-space entcrs inio the structuring of
signification not through the “flat’ dimension of writing ~ even cunceptual-
jzed as proto-writing - but through the contextuality of social practices
chemselves. For a long while, philosophers influenced by Witlgenstein wert
misled by the idea that the meaning of words or utlerances consists in their
se. For from this it might seem to [ollow that we simply substitute ‘use’
for the objects to which words were held te correspond in previous theorics
of meaning, But what is at issue is not ‘use’, but the process of using words
and phrases in contexts of social conduct. Meaning is not constructed by
the play of signifiers, but by the intersection of the production of sigmficrs
with objcets and cvents in the world, focused and organized through the
zcting individual, 17 this view s basically correct, as I hold it to be, the
priority which Derrida gives to writing over specch has to be questioned.
For speech — or rather talk — recovers a priority over other media of
sigrification, Talk, carried on in day-to-day contexts of actvity, is the
fundamental ‘carrier’ of signification, because 1t operates in saturated
hehavioural and conceptual contexts, Writing {in its more narrow convet-
tional sense) has certain distinctive propertics that can be preeisely expli-
cated only by contrasting them with the character of day-to-day talk, The
congtitution of meaning in such talk is the condition, morcover, of the
signifying properties of writing and rexis.

Derrida’s emphasis upon writing informs a whole philosophy. But there
are three other, more modest, scnses in which a preoccupation with writing
tends to be generated by structuralise and post-structuralist traditions. One
concerns the Hnk between writing and power. In both Lévi-Strauss and
Foucault, this theme is cxplored through the relation between orality and
writing. Lévi-Strauss’s structuralist method is supposed to apply only to
oral cultures. Societics without writing are ‘cold cultures’ because they exist
within a framework of rciterated tradition, passed on by cxample and by
word of mouth. Civilizations presume the existence of writing, which is first
and foremost a medium of administrative power, not stnply a novel way of
expressing what was previously formulated in speech, Writing not only
generates ‘history’, it demands new modes of adjustment © both the social
and tbe material world. Society and nature come to be scen in terms of
dynamism and transformation, ne lenger in terms of the saturation of the
present by the past. In Lévi-Strauss’s work, this theme is never developed
in any detail, since he does not offer an analysis of civilizations. Rather,
societies with writing form a backdrop against which the distinciive charac-
teristics of oral culturcs can more easily be pin-pointed.

In Foucault, a concern with the links between writing, orality and power
is more direct and more extensively spelled out. Foucault shows that the
discourse of the social sciences and psychiatry does not simply form a set
of theories and findings about a ‘given’ subject-matter. On the contrary,
the concepts and generalizations devcloped in these disciplincs come to
constitute new fields for the operation of power. Such fields of power are
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codified through and dependent upon writing, The keeping of written
records — as for cxample in the recording of the proceedings of law courty
or of psychiatric case histories — is integral to the forms of disciplinary
organization which Foucaull sceks to analyse, )

At the same time as, through the recording of events, writing “makes
history’, thosc whose activities do not come to the attention of the record-
keepers are excluded from ‘history’. That is to say, that while of course their
aclivitics comprise ‘history’ in the sensc of the elapsing of events, neither
their actions nor their ideas form part of that reflexive appropriation of the
past that is written history. Thus as Foucault points out in f, Paul Rivitre
{1978}, the case record of the criminal or the vagranl is onc of the fow
means that those not ordinarily written into history have of figuring in its
field of discourse.

A second sense in which the theme of writing constanily recurs in structur-
alism and post-structuralism is simply in the guise of a fascination with
texts gencrally, In formulating the outhnes of a programme for semiology,
Saussure initiated the possibility of a study of sign systems that goes well
beyond textual materials. The call for the development of semiology was
not ignored, and many subsequent works developed the idea that any
cultural difference can provide a means of signification. But although the
idea of a ynified discipline of semiclopy, or sewiotics, has its advocates, on
the whole it has 0 be said that the study of cultural signs romains 2 rather
stunted enwrprise. Those influenced by structuralism and post-structuralism
continue to return to the text as their main preoccupation. It is surcly not
by chanece that thesc traditfons of thought have had more influence in the
ficld of literature thas in any other domain.

The absorption with texts symbolizes some of the greatest strengihs, and
at the same time the most consistent weaknesses, ol structuralist and post-
structuralist traditions, On the one band, it has allowed authors within
these traditions to develop analyses that have ne rivals in Anglo-Saxon
philosaphy. ‘The theory of the text is both made central o certain elementary
philosophical issues and elucidated through consideration of those issues,
Apart [rom those within the relatively-specialized field of litcrary criticism,
English-speaking philosophers and social theorists have made very litde
contribution to such diseussion, On the other hand, the overriding concern
with texts refleets limitations in accounts of the nature of signification that
can be traced from Saussure onwards. The thesis of the arbivary character
of the sign, as Saussure developed it, tends to elide the difference between
texts which claim to deliver some veridical deseripdon of the world and
those that are fictional, The positive value of such an elision is readily
demonstrated, for cxample, in the subtle treatments of the use of figurative
mechanisms in scientific texts, Iis weakanesscs are apparcnt in respect of the
basic issuc that has haunted these traditions: how to relate the text back to
an exterior workd, Not only have suweturalist and post-strueturalise tra-
ditions failed to generate sadsfactory accounts of refercnce that would make
sense of scientific achievements, they have become more or less completely

Structuralizm, Posi-structuvalism 211

cut ol from the study of ordinary talk. Ovdinary walk is precisely that
‘medium of living in the world’ in which reference and meaning interlace,
[ believe such to be the case, at least, and I think that pursuing this igsue
allows us to come to terms with some of the most deep-seated deficiencies
of structuralism and post-structurahism,

A third sense in which these traditions of thought tend 1o produce a
concern with writing is in respect of writing as an active process. The term
‘wriling” is amblguous, since it can refer ¢o what is actually recorded in 2
given medium or to the actual process of bringing about that recording. In
respect of the sccond of these meanings, writing has also come (o take on
a particular significance #s the penning of books of imagination or invention.
The “writer’, or literary author, tends o be accorded a special esteem n
modern culture. In fastening upon the there of the ‘author®, structuralists
and post-siructuralisty have been able to make major contributions o our
understanding of cultural produciion, Here, obviously, therc is 2 major
averlap with the more general theme of the deeentring of the subject. The
source of the ‘ercativiey’ displayed in texts is not to be discovered in the
individual or individuals who wrote them. The text generates its own free
play of signifiers, constantly open 1o appropriation and re-appropriation by
dilferent gencrations of readers. There are interesting conncctions here also
hetween structoralism, post-structuralism and the lavier-day development
of hermenecutics. In the work of Gadamer and others, as [ have mengoned
previously, we also find an affirmation of the autonomy of the text from its
author and an cmphasis on the muliiplicity of readings that texts can
generate. The processes of writing and reading become closely interiwined,
with reading viewed as the temporary stabilization ol the indefinite range of
meanings generated by processes of writing. Butagain we find characeeristic
weaknesses. Writing 1s somctimes portrayed as though texts wrote thom-
sclves; the relegation of the author {o the role of 4 shadowy adjunct to
writing is manifestly unsatisfactory, We can accept the significance of the
theme of the decentring of the subject, and therefore the need o construct
what an ‘author’ is. But we shall have no proper grasp of the process of
writing unless we manage to recombine satisfactorily the elements that have
heen decentred. Structuralism and post-structuralism have In my view been
unable Lo generate salisfactory accounts of human agency, in large part
because of shortcomings that have already heen noted, and this weakness
reappears in the shape of the tendency to equate the production of texts
with their inner ‘productiviey’.

History and Temporality

In Saussurc’s writings, it might scem as though the theme of temporality is
thoroughly repressed. For after all, Saussure’s greatest innovation was o
treat langue as existing out of time. Whereas previous forms of linguistics
had concentrated upon tracing changes in the usage of linguistic items,
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- Saussure placed language as a system at the [orefront of Hnguistic analyg;
Langus does not exist in a time-space context: it is built up inferentially fms'
the actual practices of language users. Of course, Saussure did rccognizem
differentiation between the synchronic siudy involved in the analysig G
langue and the diachronic analysis involved in tracing out actual changes
linguistic usage. Whether or not Saussure himself intended Lo give Pl”it}ritz
to synchrony over diachrony, it is certainly true that much of the subsequen
attraction of his writings has concerned the diagnosis of properties of langy,
Paradoxically, however, it is just this emphasis which has tended to stimzzlm;,
& recurrent concern with temporality within structuralist and pOost-
structuralist thought, &

Some of the issues invalved here are brought out rather clearly in the
%:e(}rk of Lévi-Strauss, The methodological repression of time involved in
Saussure’s conception of langue is translated by Lévi-Strauss into the substan-
wve repression of time involved in the codes organized through myth, Myths
do not so much take temporality out of social life as prc;végiebf‘ar a particular
mobilization of time separating it from what is later understood as *history’
Lévi-Strauss’s notion of reversible dme is dehiberately contrasted to th(:;
movement of fime in history, where ‘history’ is undcerstood as the lineay
cﬁhartmg of social change (Lévi-Strauss: 1966}, As Lévi-Strauss has effee
tively emphasized in his debate with Sartre, » preoceupation with history
16 not necessarily the same thing as a concern with time. The Marxian
adage that ‘human beings make history’ actually expresses the dynamism
of ‘& partcular cnlture rather than representing a portrayal of the past
existence of humanity as a whole, “Hot’ cultures exist in dynamic interchange
with their environment, and mobilize themselves internally in the parsi;it
of social transformation. Modern culture very substantially accelerates this
d”}fﬁéfmiﬁﬁ( History for us thercfore becomes the linear unfolding of dates
within which certain forms of change are mapped out. Oral cultures ar{;
genuinely ‘prehistorie’ when contrasted to such dynamism. For them, time
1s mot mobilized as history. The writing of history is thus assacéatcd} with
that very historicity which scparates hot cultures from their oral forerunners.

While Lévi-Strauss’s conception of the structures of the human mind has
often been criticized for being unhistorical, it might be more accurate to sce
'hlm as sceking to pravide a subtle and nuanced account of what history is
in rclation to temporality. Lévi-Strauss has sometimes even been said to be
‘anti-historical’, but this surcly fails to discern the subtlety with which his
discussion contrasts time and history. Structuralism, in its Lévi-Straussian
form, has certainly not proved to be refractory to history as some have
claimed, Lévi-Swrauss is effectively carrying off what Foucault was later (o
call an ‘archacology’, digging below the historical consciousness of hot
cultures to unearth the ground of temporality characterizing those forms of
culture deminating human ‘history’,

In Derrida, temporality of course appcars ad fundamental to the critiue
of the metaphysics of presence. Tao differ is also o defer, and time is regarded
as nseparable from the nature of signification. |The sliding of presence into
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absence becomes the very medium of understanding temporality. Here the
concern is not so much with *history’, rcal or written, hut with the under-
standing of heing as becoming, Lime is for Derrida bound up with the very
pature of his appraisals of the limitations of structuralism as practised hy
1évi-Sirauss. It is intrinsically pare ol the process whereby signification
nerates a play of meanings [Culler: 1979}, In replacing, in Guller’s phrase,
the ‘anguish of infinite regress by the pleasure of infinite creation’, Derrida
afirms the evanescence of processes of meaning: everything should be
understood “as an active movement, a process of demotivating, rather than
the structure given once and for all” (Derrida: 1981, p. 103}, 1 have already
criticized this view, but would add chat the wendency to reduce time to the
spacing of signification effectively precludes a satisfactory treatment of the
dme-space relations within which the signifying practices occur,
- Foucault writes as a historian, and it is in his work above all that the
themes of temporality and structural analysis are explored. Foucault’s cri-
tique of “continucus history’ is in his view closely related to the necessity of
decentring the subject. Not oniy does history have no overall eleology, it
is in an important sense not the result of the action of human subjects.
Human beings do not make history; rather, history makes human beings.
That is, the nature of human subjectivity is formed in and through processes
of historieal development. Continuous history depends upon:

the certainiy that time will dispense nothing without restoriog it in a reconsti-
tnted unity; the promisc that one day the subjeet - in the form of historical
consciousness — will cnce again be able to appropriaic, to bring back under
its sway, zil those things that are kept 4t a distance by difference, and find
in them what might be called itg abode. {Foucault: 1973, p. 12)

Foucault’s style of wridng history, therefore, does not flow along with
chronclegical dme. Nor does it depend upon the narrative description of a
sequence of events. Reading Foucault is an uncomliortable experience for
those accustomed 1o more orthodox medes of writing history. Topics are
not discussed in a temporal order and there are breaks in the deseription
when the reader expects continuity. Very little indication is given of whai-
cver causal influences might be at work in the shills or changes which
Foucault analyses, Ohscure though hig epistemological reflections might
ofien be, Foucault makes it clear enough that this historical style derives
from a particular view both of time and of the historical nature of writing
about history. The past is not an area of study formed by the seeretion of
time, I the elapsing of past dme has any form at all, jt is that of the
interweaving of layers of eplstemic orgamization, layers which need to be
uncarthed by means of *archaeology’. There 1s more than an echo of Lévi-
Strauss in Foucanlt’s view that history is onc form of knowledge among
others — and of course, like other forms of knowledge, a mode of mobilizing

power,
To have separated time [rom history, to have shown that therc arc
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properties of sﬁgﬁiﬁcation systems that exist outside timic-space, and ¢
connccted thesc with a re-examination of the nature of the ha;maﬁ . h‘% v
- thse are major achievements of structuralism and post-structurali ot
in thesg fespeets, as in the others previously discussed. the resylt o B
completely satisfying. Foucault’s manner of writing hi;iafvlhlas as g.re e
shock ,vafue,‘ But in spite of his elaboraie methodaological discussio ke
m{%é(ﬁ i which he practises history remaing highly idiosyneratic ;;S} the
u%:zrﬁr:zzi;z@n 15 achieved between the diagnosis of cpisiem{;; as (in*;t}{IiQ —
S}E :éni ?d the icnt‘:mtzvc processcs involved in historical ez‘ganiz;iioi ;:;[
chan ge, &\img eﬁfmizz&é the subjcct, Foucault is no more abje to devely
0gent account of human agency than are other writers in StrUCtural)
gné post-strucruralist traditions, Thai ‘history has no subject’ can ;j;;?};{
; g: g{;{g};ﬁigél BH‘[ Foucauli’s history tends 1o have no active subjecis at ;1;
; is history with the agency removed. The individuals who appear i
aucavft s analysfas seem impotent to determine their own dﬁstizziez?h?{;rm
Ssﬁgf;at reflexive appropriation of history hasic o history in mOdC:[;
(0o re does not appear at the level of the agents themselves. The histori
is a zeﬂectxﬁvc i‘)amg, aware of the influence of the writing c;f histor apon
the {%{:iermmailen of the present. But this quality of selﬁundgrstaﬁz’ﬂpg‘ﬂ
seemingly not cxtended to historical agents themselves, e

Signification, Cultural Production and Writing

A theory of cultural production cannot be properly developed unless
g@{i;ess an adﬁquau? account of the nature of human agents. 1:1}2 deman%%ifg
unggtfj g;(c} :;?Jc;t in giam of the presumiption that subjectiviey is thg
e 1g ot expericnce, structufailfsm and post-structuralism have
@ major contribution, albeit one which s not uniquc to these traditi
oif: :}h@zfght, But it is cssendal to insise upon the need for an interpretat?éi
Zi{}n}; :%%;gg}{;;iﬁflzi;?i?i ;I;Z Sf‘Zi],m} igé of aglency rlathcr than subjectiviry
3 : 3 cmost agents. In explicating human seeney
two clements which tend o be cither lacking or d ; wraliv
accounts need to he brought to the forc, Ouf is wﬁéf?%iiziii%:ffgﬁg
tﬁ;‘féglc&i cozsczoasngssﬁ E:I}e other is the contextuality of action. Structuralst
h ag tends to operate i terms of a contrast between the conscious and
the unconscious, For Lévi-Strauss and Lacan, the unconscious is the “other
§°a,ce.cai" language. It is what cannot be said in words, but makes such savin
Pess:biz;, Now, we may agree that a concept of the unconscious is nce‘esé'lrg
in providing a comprehensive account of why human agents act as th ::l 4
E\zc may also accept that the relation botween what can and ;(vhat c?;an;t
ife pu}t‘ ;nto words is of elementary significance in human activity. However
 unlike structuralism and post-structuralism, we seek to grasp human Hife
within t“ra',m'eworks of practical action, we reach a different vifw from th EE
c?xar‘%fzzcrzsnc of these schosls of thought. What cannot be ?ﬁf; to werdi
as Witlgenstein proposes, is what has to be done. Human action docs not
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unfold as the result of programmed impulses. Rather, human beings reflex-
jvely monitor what they do as an intrinsic part of what it is that they do.
Yych menitoring i ordinarily not expressed discursively. It is carried on at
the level of practical consciousness. It is none the less exiraordinarily
efaborate and is a chronie feature of even the most trivial of human aciivitics.

In speaking of the contextuality of action, 1 mean to rewark the differen-
tiation between presence and absence, Human social life may be undersiond
in terms of relations between dadividuals ‘meoving’ in time-space, linking
hoth action and context, and differing contexts, with one another. Contexts
form ‘scitings’ of action, whose qualitics agents routinely draw upon in the
course of orienting what they do and what they say o one another {Giddens:
1984, ch. 1). Common awareness of these settings of acdon forms an
anchoring element in the ‘mutual knowledge® whereby agents make sense
of what others say and do. Context should not be identificd with what
makes a particufar segment of action idiosyncratic, Settings of action and
interaction, digtributed across tme-space and reproduced in the ‘reversible

" ume’ of day-to-day activities, arc integral to the structured form which both

social life and language possess.

In this view, signifieation 1s presumed to be satmrated in the sctiings of
practical action. The meanings engendered within Janguage would not exist
were il nat for the situated, yet reproduced, naturc of social practiees.
Timing and spacing are basic to the generation and sustaining of meaning,
botb in the ordering of setiings and in the reflexive use of such settings to
formulate verbal interchange, Rather than ‘speech’, which sounds formal,
we should refer here o “talk®, Talk, the casual exchange of conversation in
the sertings of day-to-day social life, is the grounding of 2l the more
elaborate and formalized aspects of language-use — or so [ want te argue
fiere. Taik, as Garfinke! has done more than anyene else to show, operates
through the indexicality of context and through the ‘methodological devices’
which ageats use to produce a ‘meaningful’ social world (Garfinkel: 1984).
Indexicality should not be identificd with context-dependence. Such an
wdentfication was one of the main problems facing the carly elaboration of
ethnomethodological studies. Indexicality refers just as much to the use of
setting in order to produce context-freedem as it does to the use of items
specific to a particular time and place in the generation of meaning. The
fact that meaning is produced and sustained chrough the use of methodolog-
ical devices is fundamental (o correcting the lapses of structuralism and
post-structuralism, Meaning is not built into the codes or sets of differences
assoclated with fangue. The use of ‘e cotera’ elauses, formulating and other
methodological devices, erganizes meaning contextually. A competent lan-
guage user has not merely mastered sets of syntactical and semantic rules,
but the gamut of cenventions involved in ‘going on’ in day-to-day contexts
of social activity.

Cultural analysis focuses on the relation between discourse and what 1
shall heneeforth call ‘cultural objects’. By eultural objects, T mean artifacts
which escape from contexts of presence/state but which are distinct from
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objects generally in so far as they incorporate ‘extended’ forms of signifi-
cation. Texts are the principal type of cultural object in this definition;
however in modern times we have to add media of electronic communication,
There are definite ways in which cultural objects contrast with the ‘carrying’
of language as talk, We can cnumerate thesc characteristics as follows,

1 Cultural objects invelve a distancing of ‘producer’ from ‘consumer’,
This quality is shared with all material artifacts. All artifacts, not just
cultural objeets, involve a process of ‘interpretation’ in some part distinct
from that implicd in the monitoring of talk in contexts of co-presence.
In ordinary talk, individuals routinely employ a diversity of aspects of
setting in order to understand others and to ‘gear’ what they themselves
say to such a process of understanding. The interpretation of cultural
objects occurs without eertain clements of the mutual knowledge involved
in co-presence within a setting, and without the coordinated monitoring
which co-present individuals carry out as part of ongoing talk.

2 As a consequence of this, the ‘consumer’ or receiver becomes more
important than the preducer in the intcrpretative process. In contexts of
co-presence, the production and interpretation of speech acts tend to be
closcly intertwined, as part of the serial and participatory nature of
conversation.

8 Gultural objects, as distinet from artifacts in general, involve the
following characteristics.

{a) A durable medium of transmission across contexts, ‘Medium’ should be
taken to rcfer both to the physical substance of the cultural object
and to the means of its dissemination across different contexts,

(b) A tmeans of storage. In the case of cultural objects this involves encoding.
‘Storage’ means here the leaving of traces whercby information can
he ‘rescued’ from the evancscence of talk. Information cannot be
storcd as material resourees can be stored. Information is stored -
just as structuralist and post-structuralists state — as the specification
of differences. ‘Encoding’ refers to the ordered properties of differences
between traces,

() A means of retrieval. To rctrieve information is to have a mastery of
the forms of encoding it incorporates. Retrieval presumes a human
agent who posscsses certain skills such as literacy. It may also, at
least in modern times, involve the use of mechanical devices without
which access to the encoded matcrial is unavailable.

The nature of cultural ohjects can only be undcrstood in relation to talk.
It is accepted by everyone that there is a close relation between culture,
language and communication. According to the forcgoing obscrvations, this
relation should be understood in terms of the basic role which talk, in
contexts of practical action and eo-presence, plays in the generation and
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sustaining of meaning. Languagc is a means of communication, but com-
munication is not the ‘objective’ of talk. Rather talk exprcsses, and is
expressed in, the variegated range of activities which it informs. The signifi-
cance of cultural or informational objects is that they introduce new
mediations hetween culture, language and communication. In talk, the
agent and the setting are the means whercby culture is linked to communi-
cation. In contexts of praetical aetion, communication through talk always
has to be ‘worked upon’ by participants, although most of such ‘work’ is
done routinely as part of the proccss of rcflexive monitoring in practical
monitoring., Gultural objects break this symmetry. Since language as ‘car-
ried’ by cultural objects is no longer talk, it loses its saturation in the
referential propertics which language-usc has in the contexts of day-to-day
action. As a visible or recoverable trace, separated from the immediacy
of contexts of talk, the signifier becomes of peculiar significance. The
preoccupation of structuralism and post-structuralism with writing and with
the signifier at the expense of the signified can surely be traced to this. The
differentiation of the signifier from practical contexts of action at the same
time places a new premium upon communication, as a result ol the greater
effort at interpretation that is necessary. Communication is no longer more
or less taken for granted as a result of the methodological processes involved
in the sustaining of conversations. More defined and explicit hermeneutic
tasks have to be undertaken in order to forge the communicative link
between the cultural object and its interpreter. Given that this is so, it is
not surprising that as a formal discipline hermeneutics arose from difficulties
involved in the interpretation of texts, I a hermeneutic element has never
been particularly pronouneed in structuralism or post-structuralism, it is
because signification has been primarily dealt with in terms of the internal
organization of codes, or as the play of significrs, rather than as the ‘recovery
of meaning’.

What is writing, and how far does writing itsell contribute to the autonomy
of texts? What relation, if any, do authors’ intentions in writing texts have
to the interpretation subsequently made of them? Should a ‘theory of text’
essentially be a theory of reading? These are all questions that have to be
confronted in the wake of the impact ol structuralism and post-siructuralism,
which has at a2 minimum eompelled us to look at them in a new way.

We cannot best explicate what language or signification are through
writing. In this, Derrida is wrong. We should assert the priority not of
speech, but of talk, over writing. But this should not lead us to suppose that
wriling is simply a ‘representation’ of talk. For reasons already mentioned, it
cannot be so. Just as the invention of writing introduced something new
into history, the production of texts involves qualities distinct from those
carried within day-to~day talk. The origins of writing are certainly relevant
to grasping its generic significance. Writing did not first of all cmerge as a
means of describing objects or events in the world. Writing was originally
purely a modc of recording — storage in its pure [orm. In the early agrarian
states, writing was an administrative device, making possible the eoordi-
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nation of material resources and human action across time and space,
Writing was never therefore a “translation’ of the verbal into the visual. [
signalled and expressed new modes of the coordination of activities in time-
space. The earliest texts — lists, collations of items — have no author. More
important than the people who produced them is who they were produced
Jar and what uses were made of them {Giddens: 19813,

This strongly suggests that writing diverges from talk not just in terms
of the intrinsic characteristics of each, but in terms of the broader forms of
social organization in which each s involved. Writing in a certaln sense
gives a primacy to ‘spacing’ over ‘dming’ that is absent in talk. This i
surely more important than the simple fact that writing is visual and talk
is auditory. Talk {contrary w Saussure’s view) 1s sequential and scrial, rather
than linear, Writing has no temporal dilferentiation, although cbvicusly such
differentiation is involved in any process of the reading of a text. The spatial
arder of writing, on the other hand, since it is ‘out of time' does not imposc
upon the reader the same constraints of sequencing which arc invalved in
talk. That is 1o say, the reader need not follow a text swraight through, but
can look at the cod before the beginning, and so on. i

Omee it proceeds beyond sitple listing, writing opens itsell out to ‘art’ in
ways in which talk does not. Even the most trivial forms of day-to-day talk
involve irmmense skill and presume a great deal of learning. Talk can become
art in the sense in which particular forms of convention or contrivance may
be cmployed to sccure certain expressive or communicative ends. Story-
telling, displays of wit, rhetoric and drama exist in all types of society, The
‘success’ of these werbal forms, however, is direcdy involved with their
performance in contexts of co-presence. Conecived of as a process of pro-
duction, rather than as of a given form, writing as art has rather dillerent
characteristics, Writing is not a performance to an andience, The skills of
a writcr do not depend upon his or her capability to emplay the qualities
available in contexts of co-presence o mflucnce others in desired ways,
Talk is necessarily an individualized production, morcaver, in a manner in
which writing is not. Speech bas 3 serial characeter, because anly once speaker
can talk st any particular time in a given context of co-presence, In the
cage of writing, it is usually irrelevant to any of the terms in which the
‘suceess’ of & text might be judged whether one individual or many were
involved in its production, Texts of any length have to be produced across
periods of time, which may be very prolonged. While ‘work® goes into the
construction of meaning in cven the most casual of conversations, a text
tends to be a ‘work’ in a more protracied sense, It is a Ylabour’, in which
discipline and originality may commingte in the fashioning of the spacing
of writing.

Ordinary language is ‘open’ in an imporiant sease, Most of the words
and phrases used in everyday talk do not have precise lexical definitions.
Bui as Witigenstein showed, ordinary language is not thercby necessarily
vague or indefinite. What gives ordinary language its precision is its use in
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context, Settings of talk arc used by participants to define the nature of
what is said. The openness of writing is rather different — something which
may he obscared by the fact that similar linguistic forms, such as metaphor
and mctonymy, may be used in both talk and writing. The openness of
writing derives from the ‘suspension’ of reference involved in it. We have
to be careful to specify what this means. Writing can be and more often
than not is used to refer to objects and events in the world, This is very
chviocusly the case, for example, in respect of a list. The referential properties
of writing do not depend — although they are always parasitic upon - the
referential qualitics of talk. Meaning and reference are ordinarily closcly
combined i walk, not because talk is in any way primarily oriented toward
description, but because it is carried on and organized within practical
contexts of action. That is 10 say, meaning is suslained through the constant
connecting of talk with the modalides of day-to-day expericnee. The referen-
tial properties of writing cannot be connected with settings in this way.
Conscquently, cven the most bluntly and coldly referential of statements
can be read rhetorically or figuratively, and viee versa. As cxamples of
Japanese faiku demonstrate, if demonseradon s needed, a list may very
rcadily be read as a poem.

All these congiderations arc relevant 1o the question of the autonomy of
texts, The traditional issuc of how far a texi can be understood without
reference to the intentions of its author is onc which can be approached
both in the light of these considerations and in light of the account of agency
indicated carlier, Agents, as Schiitz puts it, have overall projects in terms
of which the intentionality of their activities is organized {Schiitz: 1972),
The writing of a text may involve just such a projeet or projects. That is,
an author will have a certain range of objectives in mind in producing a
given text. However, these are unlikely 1o be as relevant (o the understanding
of a text as to the process of reflexive monitoring involved in the labour
that goes into the ext’s construction. A text, to repeat, is a ‘work’ in the
scnse that itinvolves a chronic process of ‘monitored’ production. An ‘author
is therefore neither an amalgam of intendons, nor a series of deposits or
traces left in the text. Rather, the author is a produeer working in specific
settings of practical action,

This does ot resolve the issuc that has polarized discussion of the nature
of texts, the question of how far there is a ‘correct’ interpretation of a text
which can he fxed in relatdon o the intentons of its author, As against
‘textual relativism’, Hirsch and others have argued that the author’s inten-
ton provides a basis for recovering the original meaning of a text. Now
‘mtention’ here can only be understood as ‘projeet’ in Schiliz’s sense. But
we can easily see that Lhe projects which Icad an author to produce a text
arc likely to be only marginally relevant to anyone reading that text. Authors
may choose to write a given text for a range of particular motives to gain
fame, to make money, for selFsadsfaction, and so on. Moreover, it does nat
make much sense to ask what 2 text as a whole ‘means’. We are mueh more
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likely to ask what an author meant by a pariicular sentence or paragraph
or what arguments are threaded through a text, than we are to ask what 5
text a5 a whale means: this is entircly consonant with the way in which w
éepi{}}f the phrase ‘what did you mean?® in day-to-day talk. When wi
cxan,uﬁ{f'this type of question, as addressed to texts, it is fairly clear that
?Gihl{ig 1s being asked about the partcular producer, If one were to ask
what did Marx mean by such-and-such a section of Capital?, Marx’;
characteristics as an individual are unlikely te be invoked. We could iy
most eases replace this query with the more anonymous question, ‘what did
the author mean? In ordinary talk, when we ask *what did » mean by thae
probably we most usually mean ‘what did he or she mean o accorplish by
saying #?" That is, we address the issue of the ilecutionary force of what i%
said. Ehz’% the question might also imply ‘what did he or she mean 1o
communicate?” “Meaning' in this sense implies, as Grice says, that the
speaker ‘intended the utterance » to produce an cffeet upon another of
others by means of their recognising this to be his intention’ {Grice: 1957,
see also Grice: 1982). "Meaning’ here cquals communicative intent and i:
can be shown that such intent can be discerned only when participanis in
a given context of interaction share forms of mutual knowledge. In ordinary
talk, communicative intent can be checked by direct interrogation and by
reformulation on the part of the original speaker. There seems no rcason o
deny that we can interrogate a text in like manner. That is, we can ask
what was the communicative intent involved in a given section of a text.
Where i;h? author is unavailable, we can seek to answer such a question by
luvestigating the forms of mutnal knowledge implied in what the author
wrote. TE}%S entails in turn that there are criteria for the accuracy of
mterpretagions,

Egt these criteria, and the types of material that must be known to
confirm them, are complicated. They essentially involve endquiring icte the
sertings of production of the text as a work. They mean knowing a good
deal about the way in which the author set oui to produce the text and the
intelleetual respurces drawn upon in its production. But they alse invaolve
knowing ahout the audience to whom the text was primarily addressed.
Skinner and others bave quite rightly pointed to the significance of this
latter emphasis, which does not in any way deny the inherent autonomy of
texts (Skinner: 1869}, Texts are written within various conventions of form
style and readership, ‘How’ the reader is to take the text is ‘worked up(mi
by the auther in its production.

Structuralist and post-structuralist discussions of the ‘disappearance of
the author” have heen valuable in several respects. We are fed 1o recognize
that many texts do not have ‘authors’ in the sense in which most of the
works discussed in modern litcrary criticism do. This is not just true of texis
written in the pre-modern period ~ biblical texts, sapgas, archives, and so
on. It is also true of the vast majority of texts which circulate in modern
societies. Recards, files, case histories, bills — these characteristicallv do not
have authors, in the sense that they arc not attributed to one in{iividual,

Structuratism, Post-structaralism 221

may indeed be the product of several hands, and no one thinks it worthwhile
ordinarily to enguire into which specific individuals produced them, It is
obvious enough that the conditions of their production as texts have to be
grasped both in relation to characteristics shared with artefacts in general
and in terms of features of writing previously discussed. All artefacts which
have a durable character can become more or legs completely separated
both from the contexts of their inidal production and from the projects of
those who created them. All artifacts similarly may he put to purposes, or
gven ‘interpreted’, in ways of which thar producers may never have
dreamed. All texts turn the openness of language away from the modes in
which, in talk, closure and fxity are achieved. How open to mulidple
interpretations a text is probably has little to do with the intrinsic naturce
of the text itself. Here we have to make the transition to an account of the
readings which texts may help to engender. Most of the observations made
about understanding the production of texts in relation to the reflexive
monitoring of action also apply to reading. No text iz read in isolation; ail
reading occurs within framceworks of ‘intertextuality’ as well as in settings
that involve drawing upon mutual knowledge, Scveral recent approaches,
that anly pardy if at all derive from structuralism and post-structuralism,
are promising in respect of developing accounts of reading. An example is
Jausg's “reception aesthetics’ {Jauss: 1974). In this view, a reader approaches
a text with a ‘horizon of cxpectations’ without which the text would makc
no sense. According to Jauss, understanding the relation between works
and their readers involves answering several questions. We must know what
readcrs understand of the particular genre within which the work is written.
We have to know about the reader's knowledge of previous texts similar o
the one in questicn. And we must have a sense of the differentiation between
praciical talk and poetic language, something likely to shift between different
places and different cultural setiings. Since all authors are also presumably
readers, such discussion has to be closely integrated with explication of the
production of texis,

Conclusion

I make no claim in this analysis to have covered all the significant themes
raised by the traditions of structuralism and post-structuralism. There arce
many divergencies between the wdeas of the authors to whom L have referred
which T have simply ignored or glossed over. T have sought to portray ihe
contributions of structuralism and post-structuralism in broad strokes, in
crder to suggest some general quesiions which they raise for social theory
today. No doubt the assertion that these tradittions have proved incapable
of handling the wery issucs they have brought w the fore is contentious, [
hope, however, both to have justified this allegation and to have shown
how some of those issues might more satisfactorily be analysed.
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