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One of the paradoxes of the modern theoretical debate is that
French post-structuralist theorists, who strenuously deny that language
describes the "real" world, are themselves used to establish "true" and
correct ways of describing literature, language, and social myths.
Theories that assert the non-referentiality of language are treated as
ways of referring to texts and to social and political practices outside the
theorists' own work. But what happens when we consider theoretical
texts as text-objects in their own right? The issues I want to address are:
What kind of world and what kind of relation of subject to world does
Barthes's own work construct? What kinds of reading do his plural and
fragmentary texts invite? What are the political dimensions of the forms
he gives his texts?!

Posited in S/Z as the "image" of an "ideal text" which is not to be
found in any bookstore, and then produced in fully actualized form in
Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, the plural and fragmented text
makes a political statement both by "refusing to assign a 'secret', an
ultimate meaning to the text (and to the world as text)" (Image 147) and
by producing--exclusively through its structures--the experience of a
social and academic utopia where "no language has a hold over any
other" (Image 164) and where the subjects can be disalienated,
performative and free.

In his plural and fragmented texts, Barthes fictions a mode of
reading and writing in the academy which not only "deconstructs the
dissertation" (Le Grain 173) and the scholarly essay, but also figures
forth metonymically some as yet unrealized-and perhaps unrealizable--
possibilities of social interaction and subjective freedom in the world as
text. On this level, Barthes's plural and fragmented texts have no
external referent, no equivalent in reality; they do not represent or
imitate anything that really exists. They are clearly "a-topical” and
utopian. But this does not preclude them from making a political
statement or prevent them from making a political difference. In the
context of the belief which Barthes shared with Lacan and Foucault that
"words create reality" and that "practice follows speech and is absolutely
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