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Chapter 15 

Michel Foucault 

WHAT IS AN AUTHOR? 

The coming into being of the notion of 'author' constitutes the privileged moment of 

individualization in the history of ideas, knowledge, literature, philosophy, and the sciences. Even 

today, when we reconstruct the history of a concept, literary genre, or school of philosophy, such 

categories seem relatively weak, secondary, and superimposed scansions in comparison with the 

solid and fundamental unit of the author and the work. 

I shall not offer here a sociohistorical analysis of the author's persona. Certainly it would 

be worth examining how the author became individualized in a culture like ours, what status he 

has been given, at what moment studies of authenticity and attribution began, in what kind of 

system of valorization the author was involved, at what point we began to recount the lives 

of authors rather than of heroes, and how this fundamental category of 'the-man-and-his-work 

criticism' began. For the moment, however, I want to deal solely with the relationship between 

text and author and with the manner in which the text points to this 'figure' that, at least in 

appearance, is outside it and antecedes it. 

Beckett nicely formulates the theme with which I would like to begin: '"What does it matter 

who is speaking," someone said, "what does it matter who is speaking".' In this indifTerence appears 

one of the fundamental ethical principles of contemporary writing ( ecriture). I say' ethical' because 

this indifference is not really a trait characterizing the manner in which one speaks and writes, 

but rather a kind of immanent rule, taken up over and over again, never fully applied, not 

designating writing as something completed, but dominating it as a practice. Since it is too familiar 

to require a lengthy analysis, this immanent rule can be adequately illustrated here by tracing two 

of its major themes. 

First of all, we can say that today's writing has freed itself from the dimension of expression. 

Referring only to itself, but without being restricted to the confines of its interiority, writing is 

identified with its own unfolded exteriority. This means that it is an interplay of signs arranged less 

according to its signified content than according to the very nature of the signifier. Writing unfolds 

like a game (jeu) that invariably goes beyond its own rules and transgresses its limits. In writing, 

the point is not to manifest or exalt the act of writing, nor is it to pin a subject within language; it 

is, rather, a question of creating a space into which the writing subject constantly disappears. 

The second theme, writing's relationship with death, is even more familiar. This link subverts 

an old tradition exemplified by the Greek epic, which was intended to perpetuate the immortality 
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of the hero: if he was willing to die young, it was so that his life, consecrated and magnified by 

death, might pass into immortality; the narrative then redeemed this accepted death. In another 

way, the motivation, as well as the theme and the pretext of Arabian narrative such as The Thousand 

and One Nights- was also the eluding of death: one spoke, telling stories into the early morning, 

in order to forestall death, to postpone the day of reckoning that would silence the narrator. 

Scheherazade's narrative is an effort, renewed each night, to keep death outside the circle of life. 

Our culture has metamorphosed this idea of narrative, or writing, as something designed 

to ward off death. Writing has become linked to sacrifice, even to the sacrifice of life: it is now a 

voluntary effacement which does not need to be represented in books, since it is brought about 

in the writer's very existence. The work, which once had the duty of providing immortality, now 

possesses the right to kill, to be its author's murderer, as in the cases of Flaubert, Proust, and 

Kafka. That is not all, however: this relationship between writing and death is also manifested in 

the effacement of the writing subject's individual characteristics. Using all the contrivances that 

he sets up between himself and what he writes, the writing subject cancels out the signs of his 

particular individuality. As a result, the mark of the writer is reduced to nothing more than the 

singularity of his absence; he must assume the role of the dead man in the game of writing. 

None of this is recent; criticism and philosophy took note of the disappearance- or death 

of the author some time ago. But the consequences of their discovery of it have not been 

sufficiently examined, nor has its import been accurately measured. A certain number of notions 

that are intended to replace the privileged position of the author actually seem to preserve that 

privilege and suppress the real meaning of his disappearance. I shall examine two of these notions, 

both of great importance today. 

The first is the idea of the work. It is a very familiar thesis that the task of criticism is not 

to bring out the work's relationships with the author, nor to reconstruct through the text a thought 

or experience, but rather to analyze the work through its structure, its architecture, its intrinsic 

form, and the play of its internal relationships. At this point, however, a problem arises: What is 

a work?What is this curious unity which we designate as a work? Of what elements is it composed? 

Is it not what an author has written? Difficulties appear immediately. if an individual were not an 

author, could we say that what he wrote, said, left behind in his papers, or what has been collected 

of his remarks, could be called a 'work'?When Sade was not considered an author, what was the 

status of his papers?Were they simply rolls of paper onto which he ceaselessly uncoiled his fantasies 

during his imprisonment? 

Even when an individual has been accepted as an author, we must still ask whether everything 

that he wrote, said, or left behind is part of his work. The problem is both theoretical and technical. 

When undertaking the publication of Nietzsche's works, for example, where should one stop? 

Surely everything must be published, but what is 'everything'? Everything that Nietzsche himself 

published, certainly. And what about the rough drafts for his works? Obviously. The plans for his 

aphorisms?Yes. The deleted passages and the notes at the bottom of the page?Yes. What if, within 

a workbook filled with aphorisms, one finds a reference, the notation of a meeting or of an address, 

or a laundry list: Is it a work, or not? Why not? And so on, ad infinitum. How can one define a 

work amid the millions oftraces left by someone after his death? A theory of the work does not 

exist, and the empirical task of those who naively undertake the editing of works often suffers in 

the absence of such a theory. 

We could go even further: Does The Thousand and One Nights constitute a work? What about 

Clement of Alexandria's Miscellanies or Diogenes Laertius's Lives? A multitude of questions arises 

with regard to this notion of the work. Consequently, it is not enough to declare that we should 

do without the writer (the author) and study the work itself. The word work and the unity that it 

designates are probably as problematic as the status of the author's individuality .... 
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It is not enough, however, to repeat the empty affirmation that the author has disappeared. For 

the same reason, it is not enough to keep repeating (after Nietzsche) that God and man have died 

a common death. Instead, we must locate the space left empty by the author's disappearance, 

follow the distribution of gaps and breaches, and watch for the openings that this disappearance 

uncovers. 

First, we need to clarify briefly the problems arising from the use of the author's name. 

What is an author's name? How does it function? Far from offering a solution, I shall only indicate 

some of the difficulties that it presents. 

The author's name is a proper name, and therefore it raises the problems common to all 

proper names. (Here I refer to Searle's analyses, among others. 1) Obviously, one cannot turn a 

proper name into a pure and simple reference. It has other than indicative functions: more than 

an indication, a gesture, a finger pointed at someone, it is the equivalent of a description. When 

one says 'Aristotle', one employs a word that is the equivalent of one, or a series, of definite 

descriptions, such as 'the author of the Analytics', 'the founder of ontology', and so forth. One 

cannot stop there, however, because a proper name does not have just one signification. When we 

discover that Rimbaud did not write La Chasse spirituelle, we cannot pretend that the meaning of 

this proper name, or that of the author, has been altered. The proper name and the author's name 

are situated between the two poles of description and designation: they must have a certain link 

with what they name, but one that is neither entirely in the mode of designation nor in that of 

description; it must be a specific link. However and it is here that the particular difficulties of 

the author's name arise- the links between the proper name and the individual named and between 

the author's name and what it names are not isomorphic and do not function in the same way. 

There are several differences. 

If, for example, Pierre Dupont does not have blue eyes, or was not born in Paris, or is not 

a doctor, the name Pierre Dupont will still always refer to the same person; such things do not 

modify the link of designation. The problems raised by the author's name are much more complex, 

however. If I discover that Shakespeare was not born in the house that we visit today, this is a 

modification which, obviously, will not alter the functioning of the author's name. But if we proved 

that Shakespeare did not write those sonnets which pass for his, that would constitute a significant 

change and af1'ect the manner in which the author's name functions. If we proved that Shakespeare 

wrote Bacon's Organon by showing that the same author wrote both the works of Bacon and those 

of Shakespeare, that would be a third type of change which would entirely modify the functioning 

of the author's name. The author's name is not, therefore, just a proper name like the rest. 

Many other facts point out the paradoxical singularity of the author's name. To say that Pierre 

Dupont does not exist is not at all the same as saying that Homer or Hermes Trismegistus did not 

exist. In the first case, it means that no one has the name Pierre Dupont; in the second, it means 

that several people were mixed together under one name, or that the true author had none of the 

traits traditionally ascribed to the personae of Homer or Hermes. To say that X's real name is 

actually Jacques Durand instead of Pierre Dupont is not the same as saying that Stendhal's name 

was Henri Beyle. One could also question the meaning and functioning of propositions like 

'Bourbaki is so-and-so, so-and-so, etc.' and 'Victor Eremita, Climacus, Anticlimacus, Frater 

Taciturnus, Constantine Constantius, all of these are Kierkegaard.' 

These differences may result from the fact that an author's name is not simply an element 

in a discourse (capable of being either subject or object, of being replaced by a pronoun, and the 

like); it performs a certain role with regard to narrative discourse, assuring a classificatory function. 

Such a name permits one to group together a certain number of texts, define them, differentiate 

them from and contrast them to others. In addition, it establishes a relationship among the texts. 

Hermes Trismegistus did not exist, nor did Hippocrates- in the sense that Balzac existed- but 
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the fact that several texts have been placed under the same name indicates that there has been 

established among them a relationship of homogeneity, filiation, authentication of some texts by 

the use of others, reciprocal explication, or concomitant utilization. The author's name serves to 

characterize a certain mode of being of discourse: the fact that the discourse has an author's 

name, that one can say 'this was written by so-and-so' or 'so-and-so is its author', shows that this 

discourse is not ordinary everyday speech that merely comes and goes, not something that is 

immediately consumable. On the contrary, it is a speech that must be received in a certain mode 

and that, in a given culture, must receive a certain status. 

It would seem that the author's name, unlike other proper names, does not pass from the 

interior of a discourse to the real and exterior individual who produced it; instead, the name seems 

always to be present, marking off the edges of the text, revealing, or at least characterizing, its 

mode of being. The author's name manifests the appearance of a certain discursive set and indicates 

the status of this discourse within a society and a culture. It has no legal status, nor is it located 

in the fiction of the work; rather, it is located in the break that founds a certain discursive construct 

and its very particular mode of being. As a result, we could say that in a civilization like our own 

there are a certain number of discourses that are endowed with the 'author function', while others 

are deprived of it. A private letter may well have a signer it does not have an author; a contract 

may well have a guarantor - it does not have an author. An anonymous text posted on a wall 

probably has a writer but not an author. The author function is therefore characteristic of the 

mode of existence, circulation, and functioning of certain discourses within a society .... 

Up to this point I have unjustifiably limited my subject. Certainly the author function in painting, 

music, and other arts should have been discussed, but even supposing that we remain within the 

world of discourse, as I want to do, I seem to have given the term 'author' much too narrow a 

meaning. I have discussed the author only in the limited sense of a person to whom the production 

of a text, a book, or a work can be legitimately attributed. It is easy to see that in the sphere of 

discourse one can be the author of much more than a book - one can be the author of a theory, 

tradition, or discipline in which other books and authors will in their turn find a place. These 

authors are in a position which we shall call 'transdiscursive'. This is a recurring phenomenon 

certainly as old as our civilization. Homer, Aristotle, and the Church Fathers, as well as the first 

mathematicians and the originators of the Hippocratic tradition, all played this role. 

Furthermore, in the course of the nineteenth century, there appeared in Europe another, 

more uncommon, kind of author, whom one should confuse with neither the 'great' literary 

authors, nor the authors of religious texts, nor the founders of science. In a somewhat arbitrary 

way we shall call those who belong in this last group 'founders of discursivity'. They are unique 

in that they are not just the authors of their own works. They have produced something else: the 

possibilities and the rules for the formation of other texts. In this sense, they are very different, 

for example, from a novelist, who is, in fact, nothing more than the author of his own text. Freud 

is not just the author of The Interpretation cif Dreams or jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious; 

Marx is not just the author of the Communist Manifesto or Das Kapital: they both have established 

an endless possibility of discourse. 

Obviously, it is easy to object. One might say that it is not true that the author of a novel 

is only the author of his own text; in a sense, he also, provided that he acquires some 'importance', 

governs and commands more than that. To take a very simple example, one could say that Ann 

Radcliffe not only wrote The Castles cif Athlin and Dunbayne and several other novels, but ~lso made 

possible the appearance of the Gothic horror novel at the beginning of the nineteenth century; in 

that respect, her author function exceeds her own work. But I think there is an answer to this 

objection. These founders of discursivity (I use Marx and Freud as examples, because I believe 
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them to be both the first and the most important cases) make possible something altogether 

different from what a novelist makes possible. Ann Radcliffe's texts opened the way for a certain 

number of resemblances and analogies which have their model or principle in her work. The 

latter contains characteristic signs, figures, relationships, and structures which could be reused 

by others. In other words, to say that Ann Radcliffe founded the Gothic horror novel means that 

in the nineteenth-century Gothic novel one will find, as in Ann Radcliffe's works, the theme of 

the heroine caught in the trap of her own innocence, the hidden castle, the character of the black, 

cursed hero devoted to making the world expiate the evil done to him, and all the rest of it. 

On the other hand, when I speak of Marx or Freud as founders of discursivity, I mean that 

they made possible not only a certain number of analogies, but also (and equally important) a 

certain number of differences. They have created a possibility for something other than their 

discourse, yet something belonging to what they founded.To say that Freud founded psychoanalysis 

does not (simply) mean that we find the concept of the libido or the technique of dream analysis 

in the works of Karl Abraham or Melanie Klein; it means that Freud made possible a certain number 

of divergences with respect to his own texts, concepts, and hypotheses that all arise from the 

psychoanalytic discourse itself. ... 

To conclude, I would like to review the reasons why I attach a certain importance to what I 

have said. 

First, there are theoretical reasons. On the one hand, an analysis in the direction that I have 

outlined might provide for an approach to a typology of discourse. It seems to me, at least at first 

glance, that such a typology cannot be constructed solely from the grammatical features, formal 

structures, and objects of discourse: more likely there exist properties or relationships peculiar 

to discourse (not reducible to the rules of grammar and logic), and one must use these to distinguish 

the major categories of discourse. The relationship (or nonrelationship) with an author, and the 

different forms this relationship takes, constitute - in a quite visible manner - one of these 

discursive properties. 

On the other hand, I believe that one could find here an introduction to the historical analysis 

of discourse. Perhaps it is time to study discourses not only in terms of their expressive value or 

formal transformations, but according to their modes of existence. The modes of circulation, 

valorization, attribution, and appropriation of discourses vary with each culture and are modified 

within each. The manner in which they are articulated according to social relationships can be 

more readily understood, I believe, in the activity of the author function and in its modifications 

than in the themes or concepts that discourses set in motion. 

It would seem that one could also, beginning with analyses of this type, reexamine the 

privileges of the subject. I realize that in undertaking the internal and architectonic analysis of a 

work (be it a literary text, philosophical system, or scientific work), in setting aside biographical 

and psychological references, one has already called back into question the absolute character 

and founding role of the subject. Still, perhaps one must return to this question, not in order to 

reestablish the theme of an originating subject, but to grasp the subject's points of insertion, modes 

of functioning, and system of dependencies. Doing so means overturning the traditional problem, 

no longer raising the questions: How can a free subject penetrate the substance of things and give 

it meaning? How can it activate the rules of a language from within and thus give rise to the designs 

which are properly its own? Instead, these questions will be raised: How, under what conditions, 

and in what forms can something like a subject appear in the order of discourse? What place can 

it occupy in each type of discourse, what functions can it assume, and by obeying what rules? In 

short, it is a matter of depriving the subject (or its substitute) of its role as originator, and of 

analyzing the subject as a variable and complex function of discourse. 
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Second, there are reasons dealing with the 'ideological' status of the author. The question 

then becomes: How can one reduce the great peril, the great danger with which fiction threatens 

our world?The answer is: one can reduce it with the author. The author allows a limitation of the 

cancerous and dangerous proliferation of signification, within a world where one is thrifty not 

only with one's resources and riches, but also with one's discourses and their significations. The 

author is the principle of thrift in the proliferation of meaning. As a result, we must entirely reverse 

the traditional idea of the author. We are accustomed, as we have seen earlier, to saying that the 

author is the genial creator of a work in which he deposits, with infinite wealth and generosity, 

an inexhaustible world of significations. We are used to thinking that the author is so different from 

all other men, and so transcendent with regard to all languages that, as soon as he speaks, meaning 

begins to proliferate, to proliferate indefinitely. 

The truth is quite the contrary: the author is not an indefinite source of significations which 

fill a work; the author does not precede the works; he is a certain functional principle by which, 

in our culture, one limits, excludes, and chooses; in short, by which one impedes the free 

circulation, the free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition, and recomposition of 

fiction. In fact, if we are accustomed to presenting the author as a genius, as a perpetual surging 

of invention, it is because, in reality, we make him function in exactly the opposite fashion. One 

can say that the author is an ideological product, since we represent him as the opposite of his 

historically real function. (When a historically given function is represented in a figure that inverts 

it, one has an ideological production.) The author is therefore the ideological figure by which one 

marks the manner in which we fear the proliferation of meaning. 

In saying this, I seem to call for a form of culture in which fiction would not be limited by 

the figure of the author. It would be pure romanticism, however, to imagine a culture in which 

the fictive would operate in an absolut~ly free state, in which fiction would be put at the disposal 

of everyone and would develop without passing through something like a necessary or constraining 

figure. Although, since the eighteenth century, the author has played the role of the regulator of 

the fictive, a role quite characteristic of our era of industrial and bourgeois society, of individualism 

and private property, still, given the historical modifications that are taking place, it does not 

seem necessary that the author function remain constant in form, complexity, and even in existence. 

I think that, as our society changes, at the very moment when it is in the process of changing, the 

author function will disappear, and in such a manner that fiction and its polysemous texts will once 

again function according to another mode, but still with a system of constraint one which will 

no longer be the author, but which will have to be determined or, perhaps, experienced. 

All discourses, whatever their status, form, value, and whatever the treatment to which 

they will be subjected, would then develop in the anonymity of a murmur. We would no longer 

hear the questions that have been rehashed for so long: Who really spoke? Is it really he and not 

someone else? With what authenticity or originality? And what part of his deepest self did he 

express in his discourse? Instead, there would be other questions, like these: What are the modes 

of existence of this discourse?Where has it been used, how can it circulate, and who can appropriate 

it for himself? What are the places in it where there is room for possible subjects?Who can assume 

these various subject functions? And behind all these questions, we would hear hardly anything 

but the stirring of an indifference: What difference does it make who is speaking? 

Note 

Ed.: John Searle, Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language (Cambridge, Eng.: Cambridge 

University Press, 1969), pp. 162-74. 
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