Critical and Cultural Theory CAH563
SEMINAR 4
Structuralism and Psychoanalysis I
Roland Barthes’ ‘Structural Portrait’ of a Lover

RB = Barthes, Roland, A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments, trans. R. Howard (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990)
CB = Belsey, Catherine, Critical Practice (London: Methuen, 1980; reprinted several times)

MB = Bowie, Malcolm, Lacan, Fontana Modern Masters series (London: Fontana, 1991)

TE = Eagleton, Terry, Literary Theory: An Introduction (Oxford: Blackwell, 1983; reprinted several times)

EW = Wright, Elizabeth, Psychoanalytic Criticism: Theory in Practice, New Accents series (London; New York: Routledge, 1984; reprinted with a new appendix 1987, and several times thereafter), Chapter 7
1. The structural theory of linguistics was developed by Ferdinand de Saussure. From this developed semiotics or semiology. This is the field or discipline whose object of study is sign systems. Some of the key features of structural theory of linguistics are:

· It arises out of the ‘continental tradition’ of philosophy, rather than the British ‘analytical’ tradition, yet moves towards scientific method

· Language is held to be a sign system. Each sign is composed of a signifier, which is the sound-image or graphic/written mark, and the signified, which is the concept or meaning associated with the signifier. What a sign refers to in the world is called its referent.
· But language is indirect, not a direct and transparent naming of things in the world which make up reality, either in our minds or in the world beyond us. There is one main reason for this: the connection between the signifier and the signified is fixed but essentially arbitrary. The consequences are profound:

· Meaning is an effect of the difference in sound or marks between words or terms in a linguistic system, i.e. meaning arises as a result of a term’s place in its contextual network. This network is built by its relations to other terms, other sounds and marks, e.g.

· As we read or listen to someone speaking, we find the boundaries of the meanings of a word by placing it among similar sounding words whereby we discern significant differences in sound (phonemes)

· The contextual network consists of other words at the same or at other levels of structure that are connected or proximate in meaning
· Some words or linguistic terms have their sense or meaning in opposition, e.g. ‘male’ has sense by contrast to ‘female’. These are binary oppositions which human beings arguably impose on a spectrum of differences
· Therefore a language is a system of elements which are wholly defined by their relations to one another within the system. Saussure: ‘… in language there are only differences without positive terms’; ‘Its [language’s] content is fixed only by the concurrence of everything that exists outside it.’

· The meanings of words do not map directly onto the world but are ‘created’ or ‘constructed’ in and by a language and they vary between languages, e.g. the difference in concept and reference between ‘stream’ and ‘river’ in English is not equivalent to the difference between ‘fleuve’ and ‘rivière’ in French.
· The effects of metaphor and metonymy in the language, on understanding or getting a handle on concepts or on reality
· There may be no reality or meaning beyond the level of the signifier: ‘Anyone who goes in search of meaning at its source, or in its essential forms, has no choice but to travel by way of language, and at every moment on this journey variously connected signifiers extend to the horizon in all directions. When the signified seems finally to be within reach, it dissolves at the explorer’s touch into yet more signifiers.’ – MB, 64
· If so, how do we manage to communicate meaning and refer to the world? We are able to do so because language is a social system and through use its signification and reference become conventional.
· Difference of pronunciation is accepted within the social convention

· Mispronunciation is accepted provided there is no different meaning attached to the sound, i.e. no significant difference in sound (phoneme)
· The language system or set of rules is langue. Speech, or more precisely social variations of speech, is parole. Langue is analogous to the underlying system or rules of football: the rules allow us to play football; every move is related to the rules. On this analogy parole is the infinite variable manifestations of the way people play football, e.g. at different levels of proficiency.  Some structuralists focus their linguistic analyses entirely on langue; they exclude entirely or are relatively unconcerned with parole. According to Roman Jakobson (Prague Linguistic Circle), however, the contextual network for communication and understanding includes:

· addresser

· addressee

· message

· shared code (not only the language by assumptions and notions)

· physical medium

· overall context

2. Structuralism is the name given to approaches to literature and to other aspects of culture, which are rooted in the structural theory of linguistics.
· In literature, the gap between the sign and the referent is enlarged

· Nevertheless conventional systems extend in literature to our recognition of symbols and the expectations created by genre
· If langue is the underlying system or rules of language and of literature, parole is the game of language, and though they must relate to the rules individual works of literature are an aspect of parole
· Our thoughts can only have expression in sign systems available to us. CB: ‘Far from expressing a unique perception of the world, authors produce meaning out of the available system of differences, and texts are intelligible in so far as they participate in it.’ Fredric Jameson refers to this as ‘the prison-house of language’.
· There can be defence of or opposition to conventions. – RB, pp. 87-92 (‘The World Thunderstruck’)
· According to the Prague Structuralists, like Roman Jakobson, poetry can:

· defamiliarise language and its conventions by using it in ‘novel’ contexts
· foreground and background language. But the reader may respond particularly to one line thereby foregrounding it, and so foregrounding and backgrounding may be more a matter of reader’s response in interpretation than a given in the text itself.
· draw attention to the material qualities of signs, rather than simply using them as counters in communication. – TE, 98
· In literature the sets of meanings signified by the signifiers of the text may undergo a change; words can take on meanings specific to a text or to the writings of a particular author, e.g. ‘tower’, ‘swan’, in the poetry of W.B. Yeats
· ‘As fiction [literature] stands in a peculiar relation to the world; its signs must be completed, reordered, brought into the realm of experience by the reader.’ (Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics)

 3. Classical Psychoanalysis on Love:
· Originally, in its early erotic development, especially in the Phallic Stage, the child finds its first object of love in one or other of its parents
· Castration anxiety and the Oedipus Complex give rise to repression – the child remains tied to parents by instincts that are inhibited in their aim (affection); the earlier sexual tendencies remain more or less strongly preserved in the unconscious

· At puberty, there set in new and strong impulsions towards directly sexual aims. In ‘unfavourable’ cases, these remain separate from the affectionate trends of feeling

· ‘The depth to which anyone is in love, as contrasted with his purely sensual desire, may be measured by the size of the share taken by the aim-inhibited instincts of affection’ (Freud, ‘Being in Love and Hypnosis’)
· Being in love is characterised by idealisation, that is, the object is treated in the same way as our own ego and narcissistic libido overflows onto the object. Infant self-love develops into narcissistic object-choices: ‘[…] the ego becomes more and more unassuming and modest, and the object more and more sublime and precious, until at last it gets possession of the entire self-love of the ego, whose self-sacrifice thus follows as a natural consequence’. ‘This happens most easily with love that is unhappy and cannot be satisfied; for in spite of everything each sexual satisfaction always involves a reduction in sexual overvaluation’ (Freud, ‘Being in Love and Hypnosis’).
· Compare this situation with that described as relating to Poe’s love of his wife Virginia, in Bonaparte’s chapter on ‘The Black Cat’, in The Life and Works of Edgar Allan Poe.
4. Roland Barthes’ ‘Structural Portrait’ of a Lover

· Read ‘How this book is constructed’ and note and reflect on the following:

· ‘[…] the lover is not to be reduced to a symptomal subject’ as s/he is in psychoanalysis. – RB, 3
· ‘[…] the choice of a “dramatic” method which renounces examples [case studies?] and rests on the single action of a primary language (no metalanguage [such a that of psychoanalysis])’. – RB, 3
· To the discourse of the lover ‘has been restored its fundamental person, the I, in order to stage an utterance, not an analysis’. – RB, 3
· ‘What is proposed, then, is a portrait – but not a psychological portrait; instead, a structural one which offers the reader a discursive site […]’. – RB, 3
· Under ‘Figures’, which is the name Barthes gives to the ‘fragments of discourse’ that make up the book, note that ‘Figures take shape insofar as we can recognize, in passing discourse, something that has been read, heard, felt. The figure is outlined (like a sign) and memorable (like an image or a tale). […] in order to constitute figures, we require neither more nor less than this guide: amorous feeling.’ – RB, 4
· All ‘he who utters this discourse and shapes its episodes’ knows ‘is that what passes through his mind at a certain moment is marked, like the printout of a code (in other times, this would have been the code of courtly love […]’. – RB, 4
· Take as examples any of the ‘figures’ and analyse them for the contribution of structuralism and for their simultaneous resistance to classical psychoanalysis and use of Lacanian, or structural, psychoanalysis. The following might be good examples to start with:
· ‘The Absent One’, - RB, 13-17. See particularly 5 and 6.

· ‘“Adorable!”’, RB, 18-21. Note particularly the similarities between the lover’s discourse at 2. and the representation of the beloved (Maud Gonne) in examples of Yeats’s poetry

· ‘Blue Coat and Yellow Vest’, - RB, 127-28. See particularly 3.
· ‘The Tip of the Nose’, - RB, 25-28. This is about the alteration of the image of the beloved, and bears comparison with the disillusioned images of Maud Gonne in Yeats’s poetry.

· ‘Catastrophe’, - RB, 48-49. See especially 2.

· ‘“I want to understand”’, - RB, 59-61. See particularly 3.

· ‘Images’, - RB, 132-33. Note particularly the similar conception of the image, in 1. and that in Yeats’s ‘Men Improve with the Years’.

· ‘Exiled from the Image-Repertoire’, - RB, 106-109. Note the several marginal references to Freud.

· ‘I love you’, - RB, 147-54. See particularly 2 and 10.
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