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Preface

In the 20" century, the modern semiology, in the aspects of
discipline-setting, theoretical constructions and application
studies, has experienced a rapid development. Among all the key
figures promoting the development of modern semiology, the
famous French semiologist Roland Barthes, as the pioneer of
literary semiological study and the pathfinder of cultural
semiological study, has made his great contribution. Barthes’s
semiological thought, formed jointly by his construction of
semiological theories and his semiological application studies in
literary criticism and cultural studies, is, profound and
influential. Philosophically, Barthes’s semiological thought has
changed from the Structuralism to the Deconstruction. The
diversity and variability of Barthes’s semiological thought are
shown by his sharply different philosophical positions, variable
study interests, his “fragment” writing style and the strong
semiological shade of his study. All these make it difficult for the
scholars to reach agreement on Barthes’s academic orientation,
the division of his career and the construction of his theoretical
system. All in all, the studies of Barthes and his thought have
become an attractive academic maze.

Based on Barthes’s writings and thought, this book tries to

have a systematic, logical and complete study of his thought. It
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consists of his construction of semiological theories and his
literary criticism and cultural studies in the perspective of
semiology. Therefore, this is a study of Roland Barthes’s
thought from the semiological point of view. It aims to explore its
academic background, its unique characteristics, its rich thought
and its profound academic significance, and finally to achieve a
complete study of Roland Barthes’s semiological thought. This
dissertation is an effort to develop the present study of Barthes
and his thought, and it will hopefully be enlightening to the
Western semiological study, the literary study and the cultural
study in the 20" century.

Bearing the characteristics of Roland Barthes’s thought and
the purposes of this study in mind, I divide this dissertation into
three parts. They are the Introduction, the body part and the
Conclusion respectively. The Introduction gives a literary review
of the previous studies about Roland Barthes and his thought,
defines the study object, and introduces the research methods
and the major content of this study. The body of this dissertation
is composed of six chapters. The first chapter is a historical study
of Barthes’s semiological thought and its major theoretical
resources. It briefly introduces Barthes’s life and his academic
career to show the development process of his semiological
thought. Then, it explores the relationship between Barthes’s
semiological thought and the modern linguistic study of European
continent especially that of Saussure and Hjelmslev, and it
studies the interactive influence among Barthes’s thought and
those of the dominating members of the academic groups around
him. This chapter reconstructs the academic background in which
Roland Barthes’s semiological thought is developed at both the

practical and the theoretical levels.
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The second chapter studies Barthes’s construction of
semiological theories in four parts. They are the theory of the
componential elements of a sign, that of the multiple levels of a
sign, that of the double levels of sign groups and that of the two
developing directions of sign groups. These four branches
collectively form the theoretical part of Barthes’s semiological
thought and lay down the theoretical basis of modern semiology.
According to this chapter, it can be found that Barthes’s
semiological theories have experienced the development from
modern linguistics to modern semiology. And this development
process also can be found in Barthes’s literary study. In the
earlier time, Barthes is deeply attracted by modern linguistic
theories and mainly focuses his attention on the study of literary
form. But later, guided by the semiological theories, he
develops a study of literary meaning, and gradually has a re-
thought and re-orientation of other literary elements. They are
the two stages of Barthes’s literary study in the view of
semiology.

The third chapter studies Barthes’s “writing” view formed
under the influence of the linguistic sign theories. It is subdivided
into the study of Barthes’s “writing” view and that of the
influence of the linguistic sign theories exerted upon this view.

2

Barthes’s “ writing” view is composed of the definition of
“writing”, its types, the construction of “writing” history of
French literature, and the terms of “writing degree zero” and
“intransitive writing”. In the discussion of the influence of the
linguistic sign theories exerted upon Barthes’s view, it attentively
studies that the relationship of the “writing” view to “langue-

parole”, to the sign theories and to other linguistic thought.

Obviously, Barthes’s “writing” view is deeply influenced by the
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modern linguistic thoughts. However, it can be found easily that
Barthes hasn’t formed independent semiological views or theories
at that time. With the development of his thought, Barthes
gradually begins to think about the “meaning” of literature from
which he develops a literary semiological study mode. And he
also tries to examine and interpret other elements of literary
system from the semiological point of view. All these studies
collectively form Barthes’s literary semiological study.

The fourth chapter studies Barthes’s literary semiological
thought, which consists of his “narrative” view, his “text” view
and his “author” view. This chapter defines Barthes’s three
literary views one by one and then deeply explores their respective
relationship to Barthes’s semiological theory. This chapter aims
to systematically construct Barthes’s literary semiological
thought. Besides that, Barthes examined closely the meaning
activities of various cultural phenomena. And he forms unique
cultural semiological thought, which are studied in Chapter Five.

The fifth chapter studies Barthes’s cultural semiological
thought. It analyzes Barthes’s mass culture study. his popular
culture study and his Japanese culture study one by one. By
analyzing these cultural studies of Barthes, this part sheds light
on the tight link between Barthes’s cultural studies and his
semiological theories, and then tries to construct his cultural
semiological thought systematically.

Based on the studies of the above chapters, Chapter Six
further analyzes the academic influences and limitations of
Barthes’s semiological thought. According to the acceptance in
and the responses from the academic circle, this chapter tries to
show the academic value and deep influence of Barthes’s

semiological thought, mainly in the fields of modern semiology,
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literary criticism and cultural studies. In addition, it still points

out the limitations of this thought, analyzes their causes and tries

to put forward some improving suggestion.

Finally comes the Conclusion. The Conclusion briefly goes
over the whole study of Barthes’s semiological thought, draws
the conclusions and discusses its research significance and the
possible academic influence. After that, it also points out the
limitations of this study and the improvement in the future.

After the whole study, this dissertation tries to put forward
the following opinions. Firstly, semiology, as a theory, a
method, a thinking way and maybe only a kind of perspective,
goes through Barthes’s whole academic career. Therefore,
Barthes’s whole thought is semiological by nature, and the study
of Barthes and his thought are some kind of semiological study.
This study of Barthes’s semiological thought is the study of
Barthes’s thought in the perspective of semiology. It consists of
two aspects. One is the study of Barthes’s construction of
semiological theories; the other is the study of his literary and
cultural thought formed from the vantage point of semiology.

Secondly, it can be found that the term of Barthes’s
semiological thought can be used in both a broad and a narrow
sense. Broadly., it consists of his construction of semiological
theories, his semiological literary criticism and his semiological
cultural studies. We used this term in the broad sense in this
dissertation. Usually, it is used in the narrow sense. For
example, some people hold the view that his study of
semiological theories is confined to the so-called “semiological
stage”, which lasts roughly from 1957 to 1968. These opinions
just use “Barthes’s semiological thought” in its narrow sense,

which is similar to Barthes’s construction of semiological theories
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of this study.

Thirdly, the literary criticism and cultural studies co-exist in
Barthes’s semiological thought. Because, in Barthes’s eyes,
literature and culture are two kinds of meaning activities, and
therefore literary criticism and cultural studies are just different
types of semiological studies. The studies of Barthes’s literary
and cultural semiological thought are helpful to find the inner
relationship in their own field and useful to bridge the gap
separating the researches among Barthes’s semiological, literary
and cultural studies. In addition, because of the deep influence
that Barthes’s researches and thoughts have exerted upon the
modern semiological, literary and cultural studies, this
dissertation surely will make its contribution to these studies
which have been mentioned above.

Fourthly, it is the change of Barthes’s semiological study
from the inner side to the outer side of a sign and the development
of his theories of a sign that jointly promote Barthes’s shift from a
Structuralist to a Deconstructionist. This study shows that it is
likely to study the development of the Western academic field in
the 20™ century and to analyze its inner motivation and developing
process in the view of semiology. Therefore, the study of
Barthes’s semiological thought, as a typical case, will be a new
observing point for us to explore and understand the philosophical
shift from the Structuralism to the Deconstruction.

Fifthly, the most outstanding feature of Barthes’s
semiological thought is the co-existence and combination of his
construction of semiological theories and his semiological literary
criticism and cultural studies. It makes Barthes’s semiological
thought gain the major features of French semiological study and

be a miniature of modern semiology. Barthes’s construction of
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A
semiological theories lay down the theoretical basis of modern
semiology. And Barthes’s semiologically literary criticism and
cultural studies enliven and enrich this new discipline. Therefore,
the study of Barthes’s semiological thought will be enlightening to

the French and modern semiological studies.

Key Words: Roland Barthes, the construction of semiological

theories, literary criticism, cultural studies
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