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Abstract:
In his inaugural lecture at the Collège de France, Barthes introduced the fantasy
as an important epistemological tool for the reading strategy he would try to
develop in his lecture courses. The notion of fantasy oscillates between two
important, but apparently irreconcilable intertexts: Lacanian psychoanalysis
and Nietzschean philosophy. True to his desire for the Neutral, Barthes refused
to choose between them and instead searched for a third term which would
outplay the opposition. I argue that Barthes finally found this term in a
revaluation of the imaginary and a plea for a return of the repressed ‘ego’
in literary theory, a ‘romanesque’ ego, which ‘writes’ itself in the search for a
readable oeuvre.
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Last summer, I was fortunate enough to visit Urt. This quiet village
in the southwest of France is the place where Roland Barthes used to
spend his summer holidays, and where he also prepared the lectures
he was going to give at the Collège de France the next year. We went
to Barthes’s vacation home, which looked still very much the same
as on the photograph reproduced in Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes
(1975).1 Of course, there was no one home there. And then I had this
very uncanny experience: standing at the gate, I suddenly heard an
old phone ringing in the empty house. Nobody answered, and after
a while, quite a long while actually, the ringing stopped. Who was
calling? And would this person keep calling back, insisting on getting
an answer, even if the person who should answer this call had left the
house some time ago, never to come back?

The strange thing was that nobody else in our company seemed
to have heard a phone ringing, so I started to doubt. Was it not
rather unlikely that someone should call this seemingly uninhabited
house with shuttered windows? Maybe it was only a waking dream,
an auditory hallucination — and even if it were a real call, there would
have been a perfectly rational explanation. Wrong number, no doubt.
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Anyhow, it seemed of no importance. Still, this phone touched a nerve,
perhaps simply because I recognized in its persistent, yet futile ringing
my own fascination for the texts of Roland Barthes, in which there is
always somewhere a phone calling, collector’s call, of course, and then
this strange, unknown, long distance voice asking, in different ways,
the same personal question: Why should you write?

I could of course give an answer in bad faith. Like the grocer in
Sartre’s Being and Nothingness (1943), I can always try to convince
myself that I coincide completely with the role I have to play: ‘A grocer
who dreams is offensive to the buyer, because such a grocer is not
wholly a grocer.’2 So just like the grocer, I can pretend to be an
academic reader and make believe that I only write to serve science,
or, seemingly more honest, but still in bad faith, because I have
to increase my economic and symbolic capital. Publish or perish,
someone should mind the shop. But it is precisely this kind of bad
faith that Barthes denounces: a reader, even a professional one, is
always dreaming, whether it is the collective dream called ideology
or doxa, or the singular dream of his own ‘body of bliss’, as Barthes
calls it in The Pleasure of the Text (1973).3 Even his interest in the
most impersonal, objective form of literary theory, structuralism, is
exposed retrospectively by Barthes as ‘a minor scientific delirium’.4

This dreaming is inextricably bound up with the literary experience
and can in fact become an appeal, a call which turns the reader into
a writer, which forces him to rewrite the text, and with the text,
his own life. And it is for this call within the text, even if it is only
audible to him, even if he only dreamt it, that the reader should assume
the responsibility, as Barthes himself does in his inaugural lecture at
the Collège de France. Unlike Sartre’s grocer, Barthes did not try to
hide his dreaming. He explicitly stated that this new post gave him the
enormous privilege ‘to dream his research aloud’ (IL, 459).5 Barthes’s
research at the Collège de France was a critical, semiotic analysis of
literary texts, but most of all, as he stressed in an interview, it was an
ethical research, a research which tried to find an answer, by various
means, to this most fundamental of questions: how to lead one’s life?
(OC V, 740)6

The answer to my initial question for Barthes would thus be a moral
one: I should write in order to achieve a better life. For this purpose,
Barthes introduces in his inaugural lecture an epistemological tool, the
driving force behind every dream: le fantasme, the fantasy: ‘I sincerely
believe that at the origin of teaching such as this we must always locate
a fantasy, which can vary from year to year (. . .). It is to a fantasy,
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spoken or unspoken, that the professor must annually return, at the
moment of determining the direction of his journey.’ (IL, 477) It is
indeed by stirring up a fantasy that a text is able to fascinate its reader,
it is the insistent calling which a reader hears in a text and which always
echoes his own desire. But however interesting the concept of fantasy
may be, Barthes himself does not give us a straightforward definition of
what precisely he means by this concept, which is nonetheless essential
to understand what is really at stake in Barthes’s ethical research at the
Collège de France.

1. Maternal Fantasies

The most obvious place to look for a more elaborate discussion of the
concept of fantasy is no doubt psychoanalysis. According to Lacan,
our very experience of reality is only possible through the filter of a
fundamental fantasy which protects us from direct exposure to the
excessive jouissance of our organism in its reaction to internal and
external stimuli, unmediated by words or images, what Lacan in
The Ethics of Psychoanalysis (1986) calls ‘the intimate exteriority or
“extimacy”, that is the Thing’.7 At a certain moment in our infantile
development, our experience of this ‘extimacy’ gets attached — by
coincidence — to a grammatical phrase which keeps this Thing at a
safe distance, a distance from which our subjectivity can emerge. The
almost miraculous functioning of the fantasy consists in turning what
presents itself as a destructive excess on the level of the real into a
lacking object which sustains the desire of the subject on the level of
the symbolic. As the subject is merely the effect of the fantasy, rather
than its cause, we can neither choose our fundamental fantasy nor the
(by definition) unrealizable desire that unconsciously directs our life.

From a psychoanalytical perspective, Barthes’s reading strategy urges
us to become wary of every inexplicable hesitation, every strange
fascination which we encounter in our reading of a text. For it is then
that a fantasy can suddenly emerge, a fantasy which Barthes defined in
the introductory remarks of his first course, Comment vivre ensemble, as
‘a return of desires, of images, which wander, which search themselves
and each other inside you, sometimes during your whole life, and
often only crystallize through a word.’ (CVE, 36–7)8 This certainly
holds true for the three fantasies that Barthes explored in the four years
he taught at the Collège, of which one could retrospectively say that
they haunted, often unnoticed, his whole life and his entire oeuvre.
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The fantasy of the idiorrhythmic living together which is the point
of departure of Comment vivre ensemble can already be found in the
very first text Barthes wrote, a pastiche of Plato’s Crito, and afterwards
appears recurrently. The same applies to the fantasy of The Neutral, the
desire to outplay any paradigm, which forms the driving force behind
many Barthesian notions like delicacy, drift or the fragmentary. And
ultimately, the fantasy of writing a novel to which Barthes dedicated his
last two lecture courses crystallized his lifelong obsession with literary
language, and his desire to become a writer himself, which dated back
to when he was fascinated as an adolescent by the figure of André Gide,
by ‘the writer as fantasy’ as he called him in Roland Barthes by Roland
Barthes.9 At a closer look, all these different fantasies seem to circle
around the same fundamental desire for a kind of Empire before the
Sense, echoing the lost pre-oedipal paradise, a ‘maternal place’ as Diana
Knight terms it in her Barthes and Utopia (1997),10 a place before and
beyond the conflicts and arrogance of ordinary language, similar to the
play area between mother and child which the English psychoanalyst
D.W. Winnicott discusses in his Playing and Reality (1971).11 It was such
an idyllic play area that Barthes tried to evoke in his lecture courses:

I should therefore like the speaking and the listening that will be interwoven here
to resemble the comings and goings of a child playing beside his mother, leaving
her, returning to bring her a pebble, a piece of string, and thereby tracing around
a calm centre a whole locus of play within which the pebble, the string come to
matter less than the enthusiastic giving of them. (IL, 477)

It is indeed to this idealized and almost mythical figure of the mother
that all of Barthes’s fantasies keep returning in one way or another:
she seems to symbolize the dream of the Sovereign Good, the ultimate
object of desire. Therefore, her death, during the preparation of The
Neutral, seriously changed the atmosphere of Barthes’s lectures; they
began to bathe in the melancholic light of mourning and grief.
However, the particularity of this personal suffering should not conceal
the fact that mourning is inherent in the structure of every fantasy.
Whatever the fantasy we explore, we finally discover that the object
of desire it creates does not exist, but is only an imaginary illusion
hiding an empty place in the symbolic, and shielding the excessive
presence of our ‘body of bliss’, this extimate ‘Thing’ which haunts
us. From a psychoanalytical viewpoint, an ethics based on fantasy
could therefore only be an ethics of failure. Therefore, all the lecture
courses disenchantingly confronted Barthes and his audience with
the impossibility of realizing the fantasy: he could not create his
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idiorrhythmic utopia, his delicate vision of The Neutral ended in
deadlock, and after two years of teaching about the ‘preparation of
the novel’ Barthes had to admit that he was unable finally to actually
write one. Although psychoanalysis summons us to assume our desire,
it nonetheless urges us lucidly to abandon every fantasmatic illusion
it produces while we read. But in his lecture courses, Barthes does
not seem very keen on following psychoanalysis in its disdain for
the imaginary fantasmatic scenarios as a mere misunderstanding of
the subject’s true desire: ‘personally, I always cling to, I favor (as the
pleasure of the trap, of the maya) what psychoanalysis aims to detach
us from, to shake loose’ (N, 97).12 Already in his inaugural lecture,
Barthes made clear that the ‘active semiology’ he practised in his
courses did not aim to undermine, let alone destroy the imaginary
aspect of reading. On the contrary, this imaginary is precisely what he
wants to elaborate upon:

this semiology (. . .) is not a hermeneutics: it paints more than it digs, via di porre
rather than via de levare. Its objects of predilection are texts of the Imaginary:
narratives, images, portraits, expressions, idiolects, passions, structures which play
simultaneously with an appearance of versimilitude and with an uncertainty of
truth. (IL, 475, translation slightly modified)

Contrary to the frequently used archaeological metaphors of
psychoanalysis, Barthes does not try to dig up the fundamental fantasy
buried under the rubble of all those different imaginary fantasies
which he chooses each year as a starting point. Barthes in fact takes
these fantasies at face value and exploits them at surface level, ‘like
an opencast mine’ (CVE, 37). Barthes has no intention of being an
archaeologist of desire: he wants to be a traveller, steering a course
which is determined by the direction his fantasy points to, like a
compass needle. And this desire does not lead him to a nostalgic
contemplation of a lost maternal paradise, but to the active attempt
to create such a paradise in the future, in the guise of what he called
in his inaugural lecture, referring to Michelet (and Dante), ‘a vita
nuova’ (IL, 478). A new life, a new style of existence that his dreaming
aloud, his fantasmatic reading should call into being. And so it becomes
quite clear that in order to understand Barthes’s theory of reading, a
psychoanalytical interpretation of the fantasy can only give us a partial
understanding of what he means by this important notion. It will
therefore be necessary to take a closer look at another very important
intertext in Barthes’s work since The Pleasure of the Text: Nietzschean
philosophy.
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2. The Return of the Imaginary

Barthes’s view on Nietzsche was strongly determined by the works of
Blanchot and Klossowski, but in particular by Deleuze, to the extent
that, in La Préparation du roman, he called Nietzsche a Deleuzian author
(PR, 78).13 For Deleuze, following Nietzsche, the real of our body is
not the inaccessible Thing that it is for psychoanalysis, but an amalgam
of countless different, fluctuating intensities and affects, which express
themselves in fantasies, which suddenly strike us like lightning. The
fantasy, for Deleuze, is therefore not a symbolic structure, but a unique
event, a physical sensation which confronts us with those active forces
which traverse our body. These forces, however, are usually suppressed
by the reactive force of our consciousness which strives for unity,
consistency and clarity and therefore tries to repress these unknown
fluctuating intensities; they are also ignored by language which lacks
the subtlety to express these sensations, these ‘nuances’ as Barthes
puts it in The Neutral. According to Barthes, only literature, with its
constant attempt to render subtle, singular events, is able to undo the
reactive generality of language: the fantasies that are activated while we
read literary texts, reveal to us these unknown affects and nuances our
body is capable of experiencing: ‘What I am looking for, during the
preparation of this course, is an introduction to living, a guide to life
(ethical project): I want to live according to nuance. Now there is a
teacher of nuance, literature; try to live according to the nuances that
literature teaches me’. (N, 11) This way, the fantasies help the reader
to develop a taste for what Nietzsche called ‘the pathos of distance’,
a notion which Barthes often refers to, and which Nietzsche in his
Beyond Good and Evil (1886) defined as

[a] longing for an ever-increasing widening of distance within the soul itself, the
formation of ever higher, rarer, more remote, tenser, more comprehensive states,
in short precisely the elevation of the type ‘man’, the continual ‘self-overcoming
of man’, to take a moral formula in a supra-moral sense.14

In this case, the fantasy is no longer a mere hermeneutic tool for
laying bare the structure of the subject’s desire, but an active pro-
gramme which makes it possible to follow this Nietzschean imperative
to ‘overcome’ oneself, to be carried away in a process of transfor-
mation, of ‘becoming’, to use a famous Deleuzian notion, which
eventually leads to the desired ‘vita nuova’. Likewise, every fantasy that
Barthes discusses in his lecture courses could be interpreted as such a
Deleuzian fantasy-programme, a process of becoming idiorrhythmic,
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becoming neutral and finally, becoming a writer. The fantasy appears
in the act of reading as a ‘body that I glimpse in a car taking a bend,
in the dark’ (CVE, 51) and it invites the reader to take a bend, to drift
from where one is expected, to be always on the run to the other side
of everything. It is this active fantasy which Barthes describes as:

the urge to leave the very moment a structure takes. (. . .) Similarly, when around
us — even if we have contributed to it — a language, a doctrine, a school of
thought, a set of positions begins to take, to crystallize, to solidify itself, to become
a dense mass of habits, of understandings, of inclinations (in linguistic terms: a
sociolect), we might experience an impulse of Xéniteia: to go elsewhere, to live in
a state of intellectual wandering. (CVE, 175)

The same desire fuels the fantasy of the Neutral: a desire to flee every
time a certain paradigm imposes itself and forces us to choose between
two opposites and therefore to betray the nuances and intensities
which go beyond such sterile oppositions. Perhaps the most telling
example of this desire for the Neutral is the very concept of fantasy
itself and Barthes’s refusal to choose between the psychoanalytical and
the Nietzschean intertext. This fundamental ambiguity was pointed
out by an attentive listener, Hervé Dubourjal, in a letter to Barthes:
‘You can’t be unaware that the positions of Jacques Lacan are in
conflict with those of Deleuze. Your discourse, despite that, explicitly
refers to the two of them. How can that be understood, or rather,
how do you deal with such a contradiction?’ (N, 66) True to his
desire for the Neutral, Barthes did not give a straightforward answer:
instead he replied to this theoretical paradox by trying to find a third
term which would outplay and thus elude the binary opposition
between both conflicting views. I would like to argue that he found
this term precisely in the illusions of the imaginary, denounced by
both Lacan and Deleuze, but reassessed by Barthes, who explicitly
pleaded for a return of the repressed ‘ego’ in literary theory: ‘The lures
of subjectivity are more valuable than the deceits of objectivity. The
Imaginary of the Subject is more valuable than its censure.’ (PR, 25)

This evolution in Barthes’s thinking runs parallel with a growing
preference for the outmoded charm of classical literature and for
writers like Chateaubriand, Goethe, Proust, Rousseau or Tolstoi. Or
as Barthes puts it in an interview from 1977:

I recognize myself as a subject of the imaginary: I have a vital relation to past
literature precisely because this literature provides me with images, with a good
relation to images. For example, the narrative, the novel, forms a dimension of
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the imaginary that existed in ‘readerly’ literature. In admitting my fondness for
this literature, I claim the rights of the subject of the imaginary.15

In a lecture at the Collège, published as ‘Longtemps je me suis couché
de bonne heure . . . ’ (1978), in which he introduced the theme of
La Préparation du roman, Barthes declared that he was going to talk
about himself, and emphasized:

‘myself ’ is to be understood here in the full sense: not the asepticized substitute of
a general reader (any substitution is an asepsis); I shall be speaking of the one for
whom no one else can be substituted, for better and for worse. It is the intimate
which seeks utterance in me, seeks to make its cry heard, confronting generality,
confronting science.16

Such a statement may come as a surprise from someone who in his
famous ‘The Death of the Author’ (1968) had defined the reader as
‘a man without history, without biography, without psychology’,17 yet
already in The Pleasure of the Text Barthes had suggested the possibility
that ‘a certain pleasure is derived from a way of imagining oneself
as individual, of inventing a final, rarest fiction: the fictive identity’.18

And it was indeed such a ‘final fiction’ which Barthes tried to invent
in his Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes and A Lover’s Discourse (1977):
from his reading of literary texts, he collected the necessary elements
to create a fictive identity, based on an imaginary of writing which
he described in a interview from 1975 as ‘an almost novelistic way
of experiencing oneself as an intellectual character, in fiction, illusion,
and by no means in truth’ (OC IV, 893).19 But the ego of the reader
which emerges from the interaction with literary texts is not a stable
mirror image: it is created by an active imaginary which is fragmented,
changeable and plural. This ‘romanesque’ ego is therefore no longer
a reactive resistance to the fantasies of the body: it becomes itself part
of a fantasy-programme, a virtual object which helps the reader to
stimulate the pathos of distance, this appeal to ‘overcome’ oneself and
to explore those ‘unknown states’, those nuances and delicate affects
that traverse the body and which are taught to us by literature. Who
we are is not pre-given: in order to ‘become what one is’, to use a
famous Nietzschean phrase, one has to become the artist of one’s own
life, which for Barthes in the first place means to become a writer:
‘There can only be a Vita Nova (or so it seems to me) by the discovery
a new practice of writing’ (PR, 29), he stated at the beginning of
La Préparation du roman. Therefore, all the practical problems of writing
a novel, which Barthes amply discusses in La Préparation, reflect on



46 Paragraph

another, more intimate level the hindrances Barthes encounters in his
effort to turn his life into an ‘oeuvre’:

There is a dialectic particular to literature (with, I think, potential for the future)
whereby the subject can be shown like a work of art; art can put itself into the
very making of an individual; man is less in opposition to the work if he makes
himself into a work. (PR, 229)

So when Barthes asks himself how to write, this question is
inextricably bound up with a personal problem: how to create
a versatile project of existence which is coherent and yet fully
acknowledges the fragmentary chaos of nuances and intensities which
make up this existence? The impasse is not technical, but ethical:
Barthes finds it impossible to lie, to create the imaginary illusion of
coherence which is required to change his fragmentary novelistic style
of writing and living into a real oeuvre:

To succeed in creating a novel (. . .) boils down to agreeing to lie, to succeed
in lying (. . .) — lying this secondary and perverse lie which consists in blending
the true and the false — finally, then, the resistance to the novel, the inability to
produce the novel (to write it) would be a moral resistance. (PR, 161, italics in
original)

It is this resistance, among others, which resulted in Barthes’s inability
actually to write his novel — at the end of his final lecture, delivered
only two days before the fatal traffic accident, Barthes announced that
he was still waiting for the miracle which could bring the imaginary
of classic literature back to life in a modern form of writing:

Doubtless the New Work (. . .) will not be possible, cannot really take off, unless
an ancient taste is transformed and a new taste appears. Then, perhaps, I might
accomplish the true dialectical becoming: ‘Becoming what I am’, as in Nietzsche’s
maxim: ‘Become who you are’, and Kafka’s maxim: ‘Destroy yourself . . . so as to
transform yourself into who you are.’ (PR, 384)

Perhaps we should recall here the psychoanalytical interpretation of
fantasy: just like any other fantasy, Barthes’s final fantasy, the desire
to change, to create a vita nuova, to turn oneself into an oeuvre, is
bound to run into its own impossibility. And yet, Barthes refused
to renounce this desire: literally till the very last unfinished pages
he wrote, an essay on Stendhal, he was looking for this ethical and
aesthetic transformation to which he aspired. It is clear that Barthes
identified with Stendhal, a writer who was not able to render his
fantasmatic fascination for all the different nuances and affects of a
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maternal Italy into his writing until he exchanged the diary for the
novel, or in other words, until he properly managed to lie:

When he was young (. . .) Stendhal could write: ‘. . . when I tell lies, I am like
M. De Goury, I am bored’; he did not know that there existed a lie, the lie of
novels, which would be — miraculously — both the detour of truth and the finally
triumphant expression of his Italian passion.20

Unfortunately, Barthes’s untimely death brought his quest for his own
‘novelistic lie’ to an abrupt end. Yet Barthes himself had strongly linked
this ideal oeuvre to his own mortality at the beginning of La Préparation
du roman. He argued there that the prospect of death was not opposed
to the ‘new life’. On the contrary, it made him realize that he had
no eternity to create it: only in the light of its own death can the
ego retroactively consider itself as a destiny, as a task, something which
Barthes already hinted at in Writing Degree Zero (1953): ‘The Novel is
a Death; it transforms life into destiny.’21

We could compare this with Foucault’s description of the
Stoic contemplation of death in the summary of his course on
The Hermeneutics of the Subject (1982):

[I]t offers the possibility of looking back, in advance so to speak, on one’s
life. By considering oneself as at the point of death, one can judge the proper
value of every action one is performing. Death, said Epictetus, takes the laborer
while he is working, the sailor while sailing. ‘And what activity would you like to
be engaged in when you are taken?’22

As the quote from Epictetus implicitly makes clear, the emphasis
should not be on the completion of the task, the destiny which the
oeuvre and the Novel reveal, but on the task itself, and the same goes
for Barthes’s fantasmatic reading strategy at the Collège de France. In
his lecture courses Barthes rejected any goal-oriented methodology,
because by posing a goal ‘the subject (. . .) renounces what he does
not know of himself, his irreducibility, his force (not to mention his
unconscious)’ (CVE, 33). Barthes’s way of reading as an autoanalysis,
which is, as I have argued, at the same time also an autopoesis, follows
instead a taoistic principle: ‘For the Tao is “simultaneously the path
to travel and the end of the travel, the method and the achievement.
There is no distinction between the means and the aim (. . .) scarcely
has one started on the path, than one has traversed it entirely” ’ (N,
10–11). So for Barthes, every book we read, every text we write
is another invitation to the voyage, a possibility of fantasizing, of
dreaming aloud the other self we want to become: it is up to us to
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take the call, or not, knowing very well that the essence of this task lies
in the fantasy itself, rather than in the completion, in the road taken,
rather than in the destination. Moreover it reminds us that we do not
have all the time in the world to undertake this journey, or as Barthes
states, quoting Saint John the Evangelist: ‘Walk while you have the
light, before darkness overtakes you.’ (PR, 26–7)

Perhaps that phone which I heard ringing in Barthes’s vacation
home, asking me why I should write, was nothing other than this
ancient figure of the memento mori, a barely audible voice that murmurs:
‘And what activity would you like to be engaged in when you are
taken?’
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