Roland Barthes 

S/Z

S/Z, published in 1970, is Roland Barthes's structuralist analysis of "Sarrasine", the short story by Honoré de Balzac. Barthes methodically moves through the text of the story, denoting where and how different codes of meaning function. Barthes's study has had a major impact on literary criticism and is historically located at the crossroads of structuralism and post-structuralism.

Relation to structuralism

Barthes's analysis is influenced by the structuralist linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure; both Barthes and Saussure aim to explore and demystify the link between a sign and its meaning. But, Barthes moves beyond structuralism in that he criticises the propensity of narratology to establish the overall system out of which all individual narratives are created, which makes the text lose its specificity (différance)(I). Barthes uses five specific "codes" that thematically, semiotically, and otherwise make a literary text reflect structures that are interwoven, but not in a definite way that closes the meaning of the text (XII). Therefore, Barthes insists on the (different degrees of) plurality of a text - a plurality that should not be reduced by any privileged interpretation. Barthes also flags the way in which the reader is an active producer of interpretations of the text, rather than a passive consumer. (II).

Codes

Barthes defines five codes that define a network (or a topos) that form a space of meaning that the text runs through. But, these codes and their mutual relations are not clear structures, because it would close the multivariance of the text. Thus, Barthes defines the code in a vague way: Each of the units of the text marks a virtual digression toward a catalogue of other units. Each code also appears as voices that altogether weave the text, though each of them for a while may dominate the text. (XII)

Two of the codes are sequential and structure the text in an irreversible way (XV): The hermeneutic code (HER) denotes an enigma that moves the narrative forward; it sets up delays and obstacles that maintain suspense. The proairetic (ACT) code organises (small) intertwined sequences of behaviors. Each such sequence has its own regularity that does not follow the logic of the narrative (though it is used in it). (XI)

The rest of the codes are reversible (XV). The two of them structure the text: The semic code (SEM) designates a special kind of signifiers (e.g. person, a place, an object) to which adhere unstable meanings and that enable the development of a theme through the story. (XI, LXXXI) The symbolic code (SYM) are meanings that are constitutive (stemming from the fields of rhetoric, sexuality, or economy), but cannot be represented in the text, except in metonymies, which renders the text open to different interpretations (XI, XCII).

The last code refers to meanings that are external to the text: The cultural code (REF) is the references to science or wisdom (sagesse). (XI)

Barthes does not provide an overall structure for how the codes are integrated because he wants to preserve the plurality (multivalence) of the text. Since reading is plural (IX), a different reading (reader) might invoke the codes differently and combine them differently ending up with a different understanding. Moreover, whereas the classical text tends to enforce a particular model of integrating the codes, the modern plural text does not. (XII)

As Barthes guides the reader through the entirety of Balzac’s text, he systematically notes and explains the usage of each of these codes as they occur. But, he also offers a more academic outline of the text in Annex 3.

Hermeneutic Code: the voice of the truth

The hermeneutic code is associated with enigmas of the text. It is entities or elements that articulate a question and its answer, as well as events that prepare the question or delay its answer. (X-1) When Barthes identifies an enigma in the text he marks it HER. The process of revealing truth by solving enigmas is further broken down in the following sequence (LXXXXIX):

1.Thematisation. What in the narrative is an enigma?

2. Positioning. Additional confirmations of the enigma.

3. Formulation of the enigma.

4. Promise of an answer of the enigma.

5. Fraud. Circumvention of the true answer.

6. Equivocation. Mixture of fraud and truth.

7. Blocking. The enigma cannot be solved.

8. Suspended answer. Stopping the answering after having begun.

9.Partial answer. Some facets of the truth are revealed.

10. Disclosure of the truth.

Because the hermeneutic code involves a move from a question to an answer it is one of the two codes (the other being the proairetic or action code) which Barthes calls “irreversible” (XV): Once a secret is revealed, it cannot be unrevealed—the moment of cognition is permanent for the reader. Compared to the detailed sequential actions of the proairetic code, the hermeneutic code encompasses the entire narrative, or at least large parts of it.

Proairetic Code: empirical voice

The proairetic code encompasses the actions or small sequences of the narrative (Annex 2). That is, it is not the overall narrative structure, which is associated with the HER. The basis of the proairetic is the dependency of the lexias upon both sequence and content to impart meaning. Barthes says that “setting up a sequence of actions is to name it.” (261) This notion is connected with Barthes' notion of the “readerly” text. The actions of the novel are created by the reader, who assimilates distinct pieces of information in a prescribed order. The reader grouping these pieces of data turns them into events. Even acts of introspection are classified by the reader in terms of the occurrence of movements or activities. Thus, the proairetic code pictures the text as a location with spatial and temporal dimensions through which the reader moves.

Semic Code: the voice of the person

The semic code is the connotations of the character (a person, a place or an object). The character has not only characteristics, but also unstable connotations because the person has an existence (a name proper) which is external to the characteristics, the fixed meanings. Barthes says that “the seme is the unit of the signifier.” (17) This code focuses upon the pieces of data the text provides in order to suggest abstract concepts. For example, the mention of “party,” “Faubourg,” and “mansion” are all semes for the abstract concept “Wealth.” The semic code allows the text to “show” instead of “tell” by describing material things in order to suggest immaterial ones.

Symbolic Code: the voice of symbols

The symbolic code is due to the fact that the human body as narrator enables the text to transgress 'taboos', not least as metonymies. The entrances into the symbolic are (1) rhetorical (transgression of the rhetorical figure: antitheses), (2) sexual (transgression of the sex: castration), and (3) economic (transgression of the origin of wealth). (XCII) Thus, threatening to remove crucial differences, such transgressions create an “unrestrained metonomy” (XCII) within the text. An unrestrained metonymy is, however, close to the dissolution of meaning because it “abolishes the power of legal [according to the linguistic, etc. codes] substitution on which meaning is based”, and therefore, close to annihilation of representation. (XCII) Consequently, the symbolic code is the point where different blocked meanings merge into the same lexia, thus accentuating the plurality of the meaning of the text.

Referential Code: the voice of science

The referential code is constituted by the points at which the text refers to common bodies of knowledge.

Voices

The five codes together constitute a way of interpreting the text which suggests that textuality is interpretive; that the codes are not superimposed upon the text, but, rather, approximate something that is intrinsic to the text. The analogy Barthes uses to clarify the relationship of codes to text is to the relationship between a performance and the commentary that can be heard off-stage. In the “stereographic space” created by the codes, each code becomes associated with a voice. To the proairetic code Barthes assigns the Voice of Empirics; to the semic the Voice of the Person; to the cultural the Voice of Science; to the hermeneutic the Voice of Truth; and to the symbolic the Voice of Symbol.

Critique

Barthes endeavors to set up a primary structure of character relations in "Sarrasine" along the lines of gender. However, he subsequently defines the characters not in relation to biological gender, but rather along what he calls the “axis of castration.” The initial categorization of the characters in phallic terms (the men who are the phallus, the women who have the phallus, and the ambiguous group of the androgynous and the castrated) gives way to the division he later constructs between the castrated and castrating, the passive and active. Furthermore, Barthes’s structuralist analysis exposes the fact that Balzac’s text has multiple signifiers that do not refer to one fixed signified. For example, Barthes is fascinated by the nuance of the double entendre, which most clearly fractures the traditional conception of signification: this play on words proffers two distinct and incompatible meanings that must be entertained simultaneously by the reader. The title S/Z refers to the clash between the ‘S’ of ‘Sarrasine,’ the male protagonist of the work, and the ‘Z’ of ‘La Zambinella,’ the castrato with whom Sarrasine falls in love. Sarrasine is an artist who, functioning under the assumption that all beauty is feminine, regards La Zambinella as the epitome of beauty, and therefore as the paradigm of femininity. Sarrasine’s Pygmalion-like sculpted image of the “female” La Zambinella accordingly represents the “complete woman.” This “masterpiece,” however, is highly problematic given its original starting point as a male body—and its refashioning into a female one through the psychological projections and artistic expertise of a man. What ultimately grounds the text is the fundamental destabilization caused by La Zambinella’s anatomy, which is perceived by Sarrasine as masterpiece, origin, and referent: in La Zambinella, therefore, lies Sarrasine’s own potential for castration.

Katkend, mida hakkame analüüsima

· Ilmselt austusest kohalolevate kardinalide, piiskoppide ja abeede vastu, — küsis Sarrazin, — kannab ta /naissoost/ täna mehe kostüümi ja mõõka, ning tema juuksed on lokkis ja seotud taga patsikesse?

· Tema! Missugune tema? — küsis imestunult vanamees, kelle poole Sarrazin pöördus.

· Zambinella!

· Zambinella! — hüüatas vana rooma aristokraat. — Nalja teete! Kuu pealt olete kukkunud või? Kas siis naine on kunagi seisnud rooma teatrilaval? Kas te tõesti ei tea, missugused olendid täidavad naise rolli rooma paavsti valdustes? Mina, austatud härra, kinkisid Zambinellale selle hääle! Ma maksin kõik selle vennikese arved. Isegi lauluõpetajale maksin.  Ja kujutage ette, ta osutus nii tänamatuks, et ei nõustunud kordagi astuma üle minu kodu läve. Ja samal ajal, kui ta saab rikkaks, siis on ta selle eest mulle tänu võlgu.  — Vürst Chigi oleks võinud veel kaua rääkida, Sarrazin ei kuulanud teda. Hirmus tõde tungis talle hinge, haavates seda välguna. Ta tardus liikumatuses, pöörates pilgu võltslauljale. Tema põletav pilk justkui magnetiseeris Zambinellat: il musico pööras tahtmatult pilgu Sarrazinile ja tema taevalik hääl värahtas kergelt. Sosin, mis kandus mööda tema huultele vangistatud publiku ridu, kohmetas teda lõplikult. Katkestades laulmise, vajus ta toolile. Kardinal Cicognara, kes jälgis oma lemmiku pilgu suunda, märkas prantslast ja, pöördudes ühe oma adjutantide poole, küsis skulptori järele.  Saanud vajalikud andmed, vaatas ta kunstniku tähelepanelikult üle ja andis mingi käsu teda saatvale abeele, mille järel see kiiruga lahkus. Samal ajal Zambinella, kogunud end mingil määral, hakkas jälle laulma nii ootamatult katkestatud aariat.  Kuid esitas ta selle viletsalt ja vaatamata kõigile palvetele keeldus otsustavalt esitamast midagi veel. See äraütlemine oli esimeseks omalaadse türannia ilminguks, mis hiljem aitas tema kuulsusele mitte vähem kaasa kui tema anne ja suur varandus, mille eest, nagu räägiti, oli ta oma ilule võlgu veel rohkem, kui oma häälele.  

— See on naine! — lausus Sarrazin, arvates, et teda keegi ei kuule- — Siin on peidus mingi salajane intriig. Kardinal Cicognara petab paavsti ja Roomat!

Lahkudes saalist, kogus skulptor kokku oma sõbrad ja peitis nad maja õue- Samal ajal Zambinella, veendudes, et Sarrazin lahkus, justkui rahunes. Kesköö aegu, hiilides mööda lossisaale nagu inimene, kes otsib vaenlast, lahkus kastraat omakorda. Sel hetkel, kui ta astus üle lossiläve, haarasid temast kinni mingid inimesed, kes toppisid ta suu rätiga kinni ja surusid Sarrazini poolt tellitud kaarikusse. Hirmust kangestunult ja julgemata liigutada, surus Zambinella end kaariku nurka. Ta nägi enda ees haudvaikselt istuvat skulptorit.   Sõit kestis vähe aega. Sarrazini poolt röövitud Zambinella oli varsti kunstniku sünges ja peaaegu tühjas ateljees. Hirmust poolsurnuna istus ta toolil, julgemata vaadata tema ees seisvat naise kujule, milles ta tundis ära iseenda näojooned. Ta ei lausunud sõnagi, aga tema hambad plagisesid hirmust. Sarrazin sammus pikkade sammudega mööda tuba. Ootamatult jäi ta Zambinella ette seisma.  

· Ütle mulle tõtt, — ütles ta tuhmi ja surutud häälega- — Sa oled naine? Kardinal Cicognara… 
Zambinella, laskunud põlvili, langetas vastuse asemel pea.

· Ah, muidugi oled sa naine, — hüüatas kunstnik vihaselt. — Sest isegi…

Ta ei lõpetanud.

· Ei! — hakkas ta jälle rääkima. — Ei! Ta ei olnud võimeline selliseks alatuseks.

· Ah, ärge tapke mind! — hüüatas Zambinella nuttes. — Ma nõustusin teid petma ainult selleks, et teha heameelt sõpradele, kes tahtsid nalja saada.

· Nalja saada! — kostis skulptor vihast vabiseva häälega. — Nalja saada? Sa julgesid naerda mehe kire üle? Sina? 
· Halastage! — anus Zambinella.

· Ma peaksin su tapma, — karjus Sarrazin, haarates vihahoos mõõga. — Kuid, — jätkas ta külma põlgusega, — kui ma isegi torkan selle tera sinu südamesse, kas ma leian siis selles mingi hävitamist vääriva tunde, midagi, mis oleks võimeline kustutama minu kättemaksujanu? Sa oled eimiski! Oleks sa naine või mees, ma tapaks su, kuid…

Sarrazin tegi põlgliku zhesti, mis sundis teda pead pöörama ja siis vaatas ta kuju peale.

· Ja see on illusioon! hüüatas ta. 
Pöördunud Zambinella poole, hakkas ta jälle rääkima:

—  Naise süda võis minu jaoks saada varjupaigaks, kodumaaks. Kas sul on õdesid, kes sarnaneksid sinuga? Ei? Siis sure! Aga ei, sa jääd elama! Jätta sulle elu — kas ei tähenda see määrata sind millegi surmast hullema küüsi? Mul ei ole kahju ei minu verest ega elust, kuid mul on kahju minu tulevikust ja minu südame kaotatud rõõmust. Millised lootused ma võin sult võtta kõige selle eest, mis sa tapsid minus? Sa alandasid mind endani. Armastada, olla armastatud — nüüdsest on see minu jaoks sama tühjad sõnad nagu ka sinu jaoks. Alati kui ma vaatan tõelist naist, meenutan ma nüüdsest seda siin, kujuteldavat! — Ta osutas meeleheitliku žestiga kujule.   

KOODID

Empiiriline tegevuse kood     riietumine, lahkumine, röövimine, ähvardus, skulptuur, 

Hermeneutiline  saladus, müstifikatsioon 

Kultuuriline, teadmise, referentsiaalne   machiavellism, kõnekäänd, kirjanduslik kire kood

Seemid, isiksuse hääl    lihtsameelsus, ärahirmutatus, naiselikkus

Sümboolne    tabu, graafiline kesksoo näitaja, mehelik protest, õudus, kehade reproduktsioon, lahtiriietumine

