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MYTH TODAY

Roland Barthes

What is a myth, today? I shall give at the outset a first, very simple answer, which 1s
perlectly consistent with etvmology: myth is a type of speech.!

Myth is a Type of Speech

O course, it 1s not any type: language needs special conditions in order to become
anth: we shall see them in a minute. Bur what must be firmly established at the start
» that myth is a system of communication, that it is a message. This allows one to
perceive that myth cannot possibly be an object, a concept, or an idea; it 1s a mode
o signification, a form. Later, we shall have to assign to this form historical limits,
-onditions of use, and reintroduce society into it: we must nevertheless first describe
it as o form.

It can be seen that to purport to discriminate among mythical objects according to
their substance would be entirely illusory: since myth is a type of speech, everyvthing
«an be a myth provided it is conveved by a discourse. Myth is not defined by the object
of 11s message, but by the way in which it utters this message: there are formal limits
fo mth, there are no ‘substantal’ ones. Evervthing, then, can be a myth? Yes, I believe
this, for the universe is infinitely fertile in suggestions. Fvery object in the world can
pass from a closed, silent existence to an oral state, open to appropriation by society,
for there is no law, whether natural or not, which forbids talking about things.

“aturally, evervthing is not expressed at the same time: some objects become the prey
of myvthical speech tor a while, then they disappear, others take their place and attain
the status of myth. [ .. . | for it is human history which converts reality into speech,
aud it alone rules the life and the death of mythical language. Ancient or not, mythology
«an only have an historical toundation, for myth is a type of speech chosen by historv:
it cannot possibly evolve trom the ‘nature’ of things.

Speech of this kind is a message. It is therefore by no means confined to oral speech.
It can consist of modes of writing or of representations; not only written discourse,

trom Barthes, R., 1973, Mythologies, London: Jonathan Cape, pp. 117-42, 154-7.
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but also photography, cinema, reporting, sport, shows, publicity, all these can serve as
a support to anvthical speech. Myth can be detined neither by its object nor by 1ty
material, for any material can arbitrarily be endowed with meaning: the arrow which
is brought in order 10 signify a chatlenge is also a kind of speech.

Vivihical speech is made of a matertal which has a/ready been worked on so as o
make 1t suitable for communication: it is because all the materials of myth (whether
pictorial or written) presuppose a signifving consctousniess, that one can reason
about them while discounting their substance. This substance is not uniportant:
pictures, to be sure, are more imperative than weining, they impose meaning at one
stroke, without analvsing or diluting 1. But this s no longer a constirutive ditference.
Pictures become a hind of swriting as soon as they are meanimelul: Tthe wrinng, they
call for a fes.

We shall therctore ke fanguave, disconrse, speceh, ete., to mean any significant unit
or synthesis, whether verbal or visual: a photograph will be a kind of speech for us in
the same way as a newspaper articles even objects will become speech, il they mean
something. 1] This does not mean that one must treat msthical speech like
lanuage: mavth i fact belones to the provinee of a general science, coestensive with

linguistics, which is seniology.

Myih as a Semiological System

FFor mivthology, sinee it s the study of a type ol speech,y s but one fragment of

this vast science of signs which Saussure postulated some fosts vears ago under
the mame of senuology. |} Now 1o postulate a signification s 1o have recourse to

scmiology.

Semitology is ascience of Torms, sinee 1t studies sigmifications apart from ther content,
| should like 1o sy one word abowr the necessity wnd the Timus ot sueh o formal
science. ..o Less terrorized by the spectre of “formalism’, historical ervicism might
have been Tess sterites it would have understood that the specitic stady of torms does
not i oam wan contradict the necessary principle of tothity and Thstors. On the
contrary: the more a system s speailically defined in s forms, the more amenable it
is to historical criticism. To parody a wetl-known saving, T shall sav that o hide for-
malism turns one away from 1 listory, but that a Jot brings once back o 1t

Semiology, once its limits are settled, s not a metaphysical trap: it is a science among

others, necessary but not sutheient. 'Fhe important thing is to see that the unity ofan
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explanation cannot be based on the amputation of one or other of its approaches, but,
 Engels said, on the dialectical co-ordination of the particular sciences it makes use
ul. This 1s the case with mythology: it is a part both of semiology inasmuch as it is
& formal science, and of ideology inasmuch as it is an historical science: it studies
ileas-in-form.’

Let me therefore restate that any semiology postulates a relation between two terms,
s signifier and a signified. This relation concerns objects which belong to different cat-
egories, and this why it is not one of equality but one of equivalence. We must here
be on our guard, for despite common parlance which simply says that the signifier
expresses the signified, we are dealing, in any semiological system, not with two, but
with three different terms. For what we grasp is not at all one term after the other, but
the correlation which unites them: there are, therefore, the signifier, the signified and

~ the sign, which is the associative total of the first two terms. Take a bunch of roses: 1

‘use it to signify my passion. Do we have here, then, only a signifier and a signified, the
roses and my passion? Not even that: to put it accurately, there are here only ‘passionified’
roses. But on the plane of analysis, we do have three terms; for these roses weighted
with passion perfectly and correctly allow themselves to be decomposed into roses

_and passion: the former and the latter existed before uniting and forming this third
- object, which is the sign. It is as true to say that on the plane of experience I cannot
_ dissociate the roses from the message they carry, as to say that on the plane of analysis
| cannot confuse the roses as signifier and the roses as sign: the signifier is empty,

the sign is full, it is 2 meaning. Or take a black pebble: I can make it signify in several
ways, it is a mere signifier; but if I weigh it with a definite signified (a death sentence,
for instance, in an anonymous vote), it will become a sign. Naturally, there are between
the signifier, the signified and the sign, functional implications (such as that of the part
to the whole) which are so close that to analyse them may seem futile; but we shall see
in a moment that this distinction has a capital importance tor the study of myth as
semiological schema.

Naturally these three terms are purely formal, and different contents can be given
to them. Here are a few examples: for Saussure, who worked on a particular but methodo-
logically exemplary semiological system — the language or langue — the signified is the
concept, the signifier is the acoustic image (which is mental) and the relation between
concept and image is the sign (the word, for instance), which is a concrete entity.”

In myth, we find again the tri-dimensional pattern which I have just described: the
signifier, the signified and the sign. But myth is a peculiar system, in that it is con-
structed from a semiological chain which existed before it: it is @ second-order semio-
logical system. That which is a sign (namely the associative total of a concept and an
image) in the first system, becomes a mere signifier in the second. We must here recall
that the materials of mythical speech (the language itself, photography, painting,
posters, rituals, objects, etc.), however different at the start, are reduced to a pure sig-
nifving function as soon as they are caught by myth. Myth sees in them only the same
raw material; their unity is that they all come down to the status of a mere language.




!
z
i
E
:
!
?

26+ Roland Barthes

Whether it deals with alphabetical or pictortal writing, mvih wants to see in them on:
A sum of signs, a global sign, the final term of a first semsological chamn. And 1t s pe
cisely this final term which will become the first term of the greater system which

builds and of which it is only a part. Byersthimg happens as ifmyih shifted the forn:
svstem of the first significations sidewayvs. \s this Tateral shifioas essential for th
analvsis of myvih, T shall represent it in the following way, 1t beng understood, -
course, that the spatialization of the patiern is heve only a metaphor:

o ) | ]
L . Signifier 2. Sienihied I
Fanguage 1 | 3. Sign <
VY T | l I STGNHTTER i I SHGNTFTED
1 | 1 SIGN

HCean be seen that inomath there are two semiological systems, one ol which s stae
ocred morelation 1o the others a lmguistic systemy the fanaaage (or the modes of rep
resentation which are assimilated 1o 10, which shall call the Jamsnase object, becats
it is the Tangtage which myth cets hold of meorder 1o build ies own systemeand myil
el which Tshall call metadanguaee, hecause i s asecond language, orndndi one speal
ahout the first, When he retlects ona metalanguage, the seniologist no longer need:
o ash el questions about the composition of the Tanauaze object, he no lonea
has 10 Githe o account the detnls of the Tmguistic schemas he wall onhyv need 1o know
its total termy or slobal sign, and onlv iasmuch as this ternn fends iselt o myveh. Fhie
s owhn the semiologist is entitled 1o treat e the same way writing and pretures: wha
e retains from them is (he fact that they are both ses, that they both reach the thresh
old of myith endowed with the same signifvane funcion, that they constituie, one jus
as much as the other, a Tanguage oject,

[ is now Hime o eive one or two examples of mvehieal speech | p Famea pupil
i the second form i a French Aeece. Eopen my atm gvammuar, and Fread a sentencee.
horrowed Trom Nesop or Phacdvus: g czo nonnoer feo. U stop and think. Phere s some
thing ambivuous about this statement: on the one hand, the words moae do have
simple meaning: becanse nny mante s fon. And on the other hand, the sentence s evid
enthy there i order to signity something else to mes Inasmuoch as s addressed 1o me,
4 pupil i the second tormy it tells me clearb: Tama arammatical cxample meant to
ilustrate the rule about the agreement of the predicate. Lam even foreed to realize that
the sentence in no way senzfies s meaning to me that i ries very Tinde o tell me
something about the lion and what sort of name he hass s orue and fundamental
CEItICAtion 1s to impose sell on me as the presence ol acertam agreement of the
predicate. T eonclude that Tam faced with a particular, greater, senmiological system,
since it is co-entensive with the language: there is, mdeed, asignifier, but this signifier
is ftselt tormed by asum of signs, 10 s inisett a st senvological system Gy e 1

Loy, Thereafter, the formal pattern s correctly unfolded: there s a signtfied (1w a
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grammatical example) and there is a global signification, which is none other than the
worrelation of the signifier and the signified; for neither the naming of the lion nor the
grammatical example are given separately.

And here is now another example: I am at the barber’s, and a copy of Paris-Match
w offered to me. On the cover, a young Negro in a French uniform is saluting, with
his eyes uplifted, probably fixed on a fold of the tricolour. All this is the meaning of
the picture. But, whether naively or not, I see very well what it signifies to me: that
France is a great Empire, that all her sons, without any colour discrimination, faith-
fully serve under her flag, and that there is no better answer to the detractors of
in alleged colonialism than the zeal shown by this Negro in serving his so-called
oppressors. [ am therefore again faced with a greater semiological system: there is a
signifier, itself already formed with a previous system (a black soldier is giving the
French salute); there is a signified (it 1s here a purposeful mixture of Frenchness and
militariness); finally, there is a presence of the signified through the signifier.

Before tackling the analysis of each term of the mythical system, one must agree on
terminology. We now know that the signifier can be looked at, in myth, from two points
of view: as the final term of the linguistic system, or as the first term of the mythical
system. We therefore need two names. On the plane of language, that is, as the final
term of the first system, I shall call the signifier: meaning (my name is lion, a Negro is
groing the French salute); on the plane of myth, I shall call it: form. In the case of the
signified, no ambiguity is possible: we shall retain the name concept. The third term
is the correlation of the first two: in the linguistic system, it is the sign; but it is not
possible to use this word again without ambiguity, since in myth (and this is the chief
peculiarity of the latter), the signifier is already formed by the signs of the language. I
shall call the third term of myth the signsfication. This word is here all the better justified
‘since myth has in fact a double function: it points out and it notifies, it makes us under-
stand something and it imposes it on us.

The Signification

We now know that myth is a type of speech defined by its intention (/ am a grammatical
example) much more than by its literal sense (my name is lion); and that in spite of this,
. its intention is somehow frozen, purified, eternalized, made absent by this literal sense
(The French Empire? It’s just a fact: look at this good Negro who salutes like one of our own
~ boys). This constituent ambiguity of mythical speech has two consequences for the sign-
ification, which henceforth appears both like a notification and like a statement of fact.

Myth has an imperative, buttonholing character: stemming from an historical con-
cept, directly springing from contingency (a Latin class, a threatened Empire), it is /
whom it has come to seek. It is turned towards me, I am subjected to its intentional
force, it summons me to receive its expansive ambiguity.
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[T1his interpellant speech is at the same time a frozen speech: at the moment of reach-
ing me, it suspends itself, turns away and assumes the look of a generality: it stiffens,

it makes itself look neutral and innocent. The appropriation of the concept is suddenly-
driven away once more by the literalness of the meaning. This is a kind of arrest, in-
both the physical and the legal sense of the term: French imperiality condemns the

saluting Negro to be nothing more than an instrumental signifier, the Negro suddenly
hails me in the name of French imperiality; but at the same moment the Negro’s salute
thickens, becomes vitrified, freezes into an eternal reference meant to establish French

imperiality. On the surface of language something has stopped moving: the use of the_
signification is here, hiding behind the fact, and conferring on it a notitying look; -
but at the same time, the fact paralyses the intention, gives it something like a malaise -

producing immobility: in order to make it innocent, it freezes it.

One last element of the signification remains to be examined: its motivation. We know
that in a language, the sign is arbitrary: nothing compels the acoustic image tree ‘nat-
urally’ to mean the concept tree: the sign, here, is unmotivated. Yet this arbitrariness
has limits, which come from the associative relations of the word: the language can pro-
duce a whole fragment of the sign by analogy with other signs (for instance one says
aimable in French, and not amable, by analogy with aime). The mythical signification,
on the other hand, is never arbitrary; it is always in part motivated, and unavoidably
contains some analogy. For Latin exemplarity to meet the naming of the lion, there
must be an analogy, which is the agreement of the predicate; for French imperiality
to get hold of the saluting Negro, there must be identity between the Negro’s salute
and that of the French soldier. Motivation is necessary to the very duplicity of myth:
myth plays on the analogy between meaning and form, there is no myth without
motivated form.

Mortivation is unavoidable. [t is none the less very fragmentarv. To start with, it 1s not
*natural’: it is history which supplies its analogies to the form. Then, the analogy between
the meaning and the concept is never anything but partial: the form drops many ana-
logous features and keeps only a few [.][ . . . | Finally, the motivation is chosen among
other possible ones: I can very well give to French imperiality many other signifiers
beside a Negro's salute: a French general pins a decoration on a one-armed Senegalese,
a nun hands a cup of tea to a bed-ridden Arab, a white schoolmaster teaches attentive
piccaninnies: the press undertakes every day to demonstrate that the store of mythical
signifiers is inexhaustible.
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Reading and Deciphering Myth

How is a myth received? We must here once more come back to the duplicity of its
wgnifier, which is at once meaning and form. I can produce three different types of
reading by focusing on the one, or the other, or both at the same time.*

I. If I focus on an empty signifier, [ let the concept fill the form of the myth
- without ambiguity, and I find myself before a simple system, where the
signification becomes literal again: the Negro who salutes is an evample of
- French imperiality, he is a symbol for it. This type of focusing is, for instance,

* that of the producer of myths, of the journalist who starts with a concept and

~ seeks a form for it}

2. If T focus on a full signifier, in which T clearly distinguish the meaning and the
form, and consequently the distortion which the one imposes on the other, [
undo the signification of the myth, and I receive the latter as an imposture: the
satuting Negro becomes the a/ibi of French imperiality. This type of focusing is
that of the mythologist: he deciphers the myth, he understands a distortion.

1. Finally, if I focus on the mythical signifier as on an inextricable whole made
of meaning and form, [ receive an ambiguous signification: I respond to the
constituting mechanism of myth, to its own dynamics, [ become a reader of
myths. The saluting Negro is no longer an example or a symbol, still less
an alibi: he is the very presence of French imperiality.

“The first two types of focusing are static, analytical; they destroy the myth, either by

- making its intention obvious, or by unmasking it: the former is cynical, the latter demys-
tifying. The third type of focusing is dynamic, it consumes the myth according to the
very ends built into its structure: the reader lives the myth as a story at once true and
unreal.

If one wishes to connect a mythical schema to a general history, to explain how it
corresponds to the interests of a definite society — in short, to pass from semiology to
ideology, it is obviously at the level of the third tvpe of focusing that one must place
oneself: it is the reader of myths himself who must reveal their essential function. How
does he receive this particular myth today? If he receives it in an innocent fashion, what
is the point of proposing it to him? And if he reads it using his powers of reflection,
like the mythologist, does it matter which alibi is presented? If the reader does not see
French imperiality in the saluting Negro, it was not worth weighting the latter with it;

- and if he sees it, the myth is nothing more than a political proposition, honestly expressed.
In one word, either the intention of the myth is too obscure to be efficacious, or it is
too clear to be believed. In either case, where is the ambiguity?

‘This is but a false dilemma. Myth hides nothing and flaunts nothing: it distorts;
myth is neither a lie nor a confession; it is an inflexion. Placed before the dilemma which
I mentioned a moment ago, myth finds a third way out. Threatened with disappear-
ance if it yields to either of the first two types of focusing, it gets out of this tight spot
thanks to a compromise — it ss this compromise. Entrusted with ‘glossing over’ an inten-
tional concept, myth encounters nothing but betrayal in language, for language can only
obliterate the concept if it hides it, or unmask it if it formulates it. The elaboration of




A —

%

268 Roland Barthes

a second-order semiological system will enable myth to escape this dilemma: driven ta

having either to unveil or to liquidate the concept, it will naturalize 1t. A

We reach here the very principle of myth: it transforms history into nature. We now
understand why, in the eyes of the myth-consumer, the intention, the adhomination ul
the concept can remain manifest without, however, appearing to have an interest in the
matter: what causes mythical speech to be uttered is perfectly explicit, but it is imme
diately frozen into something natural; it is not read as a motive, but as a reason. If |
read the Negro-saluting as symbol pure and simple of imperiality, I must renounce the
reality of the picture, it discredits itself in my eyes when it becomes an instrument,
Conversely, if I decipher the Negro’s salute as an alibi of coloniality, I shatter the myth
even more surely by the obviousness of its motivation. But for the myth-reader, the
outcome is quite different: everything happens as if the picture naturally conjured up
the concept, as if the signifier guve a foundation to the signified: the myth exists from
the precise moment when French imperiality achieves the natural state: myth is speech
justified in excess.

[TThe naturalization of the concept [is] the essential function of myth, [ ... ] This -
why myth is experienced as innocent speech: not because its intentions are hidden -
if they were hidden, they could not be efficacious - but because they are naturalized.

In fact, what allows the reader to consume myth innocently is that he does not see :

it as a semiological system but as an inductive one. Where there is only an equivalence,

he sees a kind of causal process: the signifier and the signified have, in his eves, a nat- .

ural relationship. This confusion can be expressed otherwise: any semiological system
is a system of values; now the myth-consumer takes the signification for a system of
facts: myth is read as a factual system, whereas it is but a semiological system.

Myth is Depoliticized Speech

And this is where we come back to myth. Semiology has taught us that myth has the
task of giving an historical intention a natural justification, and making contingency
appear eternal. Now this process is exactly that of bourgeois ideology. If our society is
objectively the privileged field of mythical significations, it is because formally myth
is the most appropriate instrument for the ideological inversion which defines this

society: at all the levels of human communication, myth operates the inversion of

anti-physts into pseudo-physis.

What the world supplies to myth is an historical reality, defined, even if this goes
back quite a while, by the way in which men have produced or used it; and what myth
gives in return is a natural image of this reality. And just as bourgeois ideology is defined
by the abandonment of the name ‘bourgeois’, myth is constituted by the loss of the
historical quality of things: in it, things lose the memory that they once were made.
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Phe world enters language as a dialectical relation between activities, between human
wtions: it comes out of myth as a harmonious display of essences. A conjuring trick
fas taken place; it has turned reality inside out, it has emptied it of history and has
tited it with nature, it has removed from things their human meaning so as to make
ihem signify a human insignificance. The function of myth is to empty reality: it 1s,
Werally, a ceaseless lowing out, a haemorrhage, or perhaps an evaporation, in short a
perceptible absence.

It is now possible to complete the semiological definition of myth in a bourgeois
wwicty: myth is depoliticized speech. One must naturally understand political in its
deeper meaning, as describing the whole of human relations in their real, social struc-
ture, in their power of making the world; one must above all give an active value to
the prefix de- here it represents an operational movement, it permanently embodies
4 defaulting. In the case of the soldier-Negro, for instance, what is got rid of is
certainly not French imperiality (on the contrary, since what must be actualized is its
presence); it is the contingent, historical, in one word: fabricated, quality of colonialism.
\ivth does not deny things, on the contrary, its function is to talk about them;
wmply, it purifies them, it makes them innocent, it gives them a natural and eternal
justification, it gives them a clarity which is not that of an explanation but that of a
statement of fact. If [ state the fact of French imperiality without explaining it, I am very
sear to finding that it is natural and goes without saying: 1 am reassured. In passing
from history to nature, myth acts cconomically: it abolishes the complexity of human
wts, it gives them the simplicity of essences, it does away with all dialectics, with any
going back bevond what is immediately visible, it organizes a world which is without
contradictions because it is without depth, a world wide open and wallowing in the evid-
ent, it establishes a blissful clarity; things appear to mean something by themselves.”

Notes

1. Innumerable other meanings of the word ‘myth’ can be cited against this. But I have tried
ro define things, not words.

The development of publicity, of a natural press, of radio, ot illustrated news, not to speak
of the survival of a myriad rites of communication which rule social appearances, makes the
development of a semiological science more urgent than ever. In a single day, how many
really non-signifving ficlds do we cross? Very few, sometimes none. Here I am, betore the
sea: it is true that it bears no message. But on the beach, what material for semiology! Flags,
slogans, signals, sign-boards, clothes, suntan even, which are so many messages to me.

3. The notion of werd is one of the most controversial in linguistics. [ keep it here for the sake
of simplicity.

1. The freedom in choosing what one focuses on is a problem which does not belong to the

province of semiofogy: it depends on the concrete situation of the subject.

We receive the naming of the lion as a pure example of Latin grammar because we are, as

grown-ps, in a creative position in relation to it. [ shall come back later to the value of the

"

context in this mythical schema.
6. To the pleasure-principle of Freudian man could be added the clarity-principle of mytho-
logical humanity. All the ambiguity of myth is there: its clarity is euphoric.




