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‘ŽůĂŶĚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ Travels in China: Writing A Diary of Dissidence within Dissidence? 

 
 

 

͚͞Il faut ġƚƌĞ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝƋƵĞ͛͟1
 

 
 
I doubt that the Journal has much interest, 
if reading the work has not awakened some  
initial curiosity as to the man. 
(Roland Barthes writing on Gide in 1942

2
) 

 
 
Throughout the 1960s and into the early 1970s, Roland Barthes was looking for a dialectical way of 
writing. In three separate essays ʹ ŽŶĞ ŝŶ ϭϵϲϬ͕ ͚AƵƚŚŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ WƌŝƚĞƌƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚ ŝŶ Arguments, 
another in 1965 on the dialectical writing of his colleague Edgar Morin in Combat, and a third in his 
ŵĂŐŝƐƚĞƌŝĂů ƉŝĞĐĞ ŽĨ ϭϵϳϭ ͚WƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕ TĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ͕ IŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůƐ͛ ŝŶ Tel Quel ʹ Barthes had come to the 
ƐĂŵĞ ĐŽŶĐůƵƐŝŽŶ͘ DĞƐƉŝƚĞ ƚŚĞ ŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐŝďůĞ ŝŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂů ͚͞ǁĞ must be ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů͕͛͟ 
ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ŝƚƐĞůĨ ŝƐ ŝŶĐĂƉĂďůĞ ŽĨ ďĞŝŶŐ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ͕ ŚĞ ĂƌŐƵĞĚ͕ ŝƚ ŝƐ ͚ŵŽŶŽĚŝĐ ĂŶĚ ůŝŶĞĂƌ͛͗ ŝƚ ĐĂŶ 
speak of more than one phenomenon not at once but only in series.3 Even Marx, Barthes suggested, 
could not get beyond being (merely) a writer of paradoxes, his analysis being dialectical but not his 
writing.4 GŝǀĞŶ ƚŚŝƐ͕ Ăůů ƚŚĞ ǁƌŝƚĞƌ ĐĂŶ ĚŽ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĐŽŶĐƵĚĞĚ͕ ŝƐ ͚ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝƐĞ ƚŚĞŵƐĞůĨ͛ ƌĂƚŚĞƌ ƚŚĂŶ 
͚ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝƐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ǁŽƌůĚ͛͘5 

Nevertheless, writing a review in Combat in 1965 on the work and writing of Edgar Morin, 
Barthes seemed to glimpse a way out.6 IŵƉƌĞƐƐĞĚ ďǇ MŽƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ĂŶ ͚ŽƉĞŶ͛ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ 
ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ƉƌĂŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŐŽŶŐŽƌŝƐŵ͛ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘ EǀĞŶ ƚŚŽƵŐŚ ͚Ă ǁƌŝƚĞƌ can declare the 
dialectic, bƵƚ ŶŽƚ ƌĞƉƌĞƐĞŶƚ ŝƚ͛ ʹ ƚŚĞ ͚monodic and linear͛ ƐƚƌƵĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ meant that analysis 
was ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͛Ɛ ĚŽŵĂŝŶ͕ ŶŽƚ ƐǇŶthesis or antagonism ʹ MŽƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ƵƐĞ ŽĨ ĂŶ ŽƉĞŶ ;ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ŶŽŶ-
synthesised) dialectic could get round this problem. Barthes held a particular view on the way in 
which MorŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ ǁĂƐ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ĚŽ ƚŚŝƐ͕ ĂŶĚ ǁĞ ǁŝůů ŶŽƚ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ Ăƚ ƚŚŝƐ ƐƚĂŐĞ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁŽƵůĚ ƐĞƚ 
out to copy it.7 HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ŽŶĞ ĂƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ MŽƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ͚ďĞŝŶŐ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů͛ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĞĚ͕ ƚŽ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ƚŽ ďĞ ƚŚĞ 
ability to mobilise and then manipulate facts in such a way as to show their plurality.8 It is precisely 
ƚŚŝƐ ĂƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů ƌĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ ƚŚĂƚ ǁĞ ǁŝůů ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌǇ-writing during his trip to 
China in 1974. 

BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ǀŝƐŝƚ ƚŽ MĂŽŝƐƚ CŚŝŶĂ ŝŶ ϭϵϳϰ͕ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ĚĞůĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ ůĞĚ ďǇ ŚŝƐ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚhe 
radical French journal Tel Quel, would seem then an obvious opportunity for him to try out his 
writing. Japan, during his trips there between 1966 and 1970, had acted as oriental(ist?) critique of 
WĞƐƚĞƌŶ ĚĞĐůŝŶĞ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ͚ŚĂƉƉǇ͛ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ǀŝƐŝt to Tokyo and elsewhere; Japan had also 
offered a Zen culture in which neither contradiction nor dialectic exists.9 Maoist China in 1974, by 
ĐŽŶƚƌĂƐƚ͕ ƉƌĞƐĞŶƚĞĚ͕ ĂůďĞŝƚ ŝŶ Ă ƐŝŵŝůĂƌ ŽƌŝĞŶƚĂů ĚŝƐƚĂŶĐĞ ĂƐ JĂƉĂŶ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ͚WĞƐƚ͕͛ Ă ƚŽƚĂůůǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ 
set of inverse relations with Europe. Claude Coste has shown how the much-touted visit of the 
radical Tel Quel group ʹ Maoist theorists in France since 1971 ʹ would become a terrible agony for 
the Barthes in tow, but that he used his article in Le Monde, on his return in May 1974, to demarcate 
himself from the pro-CŚŝŶĂ ĐĂŵƉ͘ IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ ƚŝƚůĞ ŽĨ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĞƐƐĂǇ ŝŶ Le Monde ʹ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ 
CŚŝŶĂ͍͛ ʹ used the voiced question from French polity to point to the self-irony of the intellectual 
being quizzed.10 

As well aƐ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ CŚŝŶĂ͍͕͛ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ƚǁŽ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƐŽƵƌĐĞƐ ŽĨ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁƐ ŽŶ ŚŝƐ ƚƌŝƉ͘ 
Firstly, Barthes gave an account of his visit to the postgraduate students in his seminar at the École 
Pratique des Hautes Études (EPHE) in Paris in May 1974.11 As part of the research for his 
experimental and humorous narrative of himself, Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes, Barthes was 
leading a project in this seminar during 1973 and 1974, called LĞ LĞǆŝƋƵĞ ĚĞ ů͛AƵƚĞƵƌ  [The Lexis of 
the Author], which took an author (himself, but in the third person); and, in front of his students, 



whilst re-reading all his own work over thirty years of publishing, he tried out a startling experiment: 
what does it look like to look at oneself through the eyes of others, of society?12 The visit to China 
was to become, therefore, an exemplary element in this experiment. 

The other source ʹ and published posthumously in 2009, at almost the same time as the 
1973-1974 seminar LĞ LĞǆŝƋƵĞ ĚĞ ů͛AƵƚĞƵƌ ʹ ŝƐ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚĞďŽŽŬƐ͕ Žƌ ͚ǁƌŝƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ kept 
during the three-week visit to China.13 Barthes never gave permission to publish Carnets du voyage 

en Chine [Travels in China ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞƌĞĨŽƌĞ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ƐĞŵŝ-ƚĞǆƚ͛ ʹ Žƌ ͚ĂǀĂŶƚ-texte͛ ;Žƌ ĨŽƌĞ-text) to give its 
critical-genetic name ʹ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƌĞĂůůǇ Ă ͚ƚĞǆƚ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĂŵĞ ǁĂǇ ĂƐ ǁĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝďĞ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ CŚŝŶĂ͍͛͘ 
Travels in China ĚŽĞƐ ŶŽƚ ŚĂǀĞ ƚŚĞ ĂƵƚŚŽƌ͛Ɛ imprimatur upon it; nor does it stand as part of a 
seminar paper destined for the ears (and no doubt, pens) of his select postgraduate students at the 
EPHE as is the case with the seminar notes we mentioned earlier.14 It is with these textual caveats in 
mind, coupled with the stipulation of dialectical research sketched out above, that we will consider 
BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ͘ 

 
͚AďǇƐƐĂů͛ WƌŝƚŝŶŐ 

 
TŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŽŶĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ĞĂƌůǇ ϭϵϳϬƐ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ͘ AůƚŚŽƵŐŚ ŶŽƚ 
Nietzschean ʹ ͚Je ne suis pas Nietzschéen͛, he declared in his seminar in 1974, ͚simplement je lis 
Nietzsche͛ ʹ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁĂƐ ĐůĞĂƌůǇ ǁŽƌŬŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ GĞƌŵĂŶ ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĂƉŚŽƌŝƐƚŝĐ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͘15 
DŝƐĐƵƐƐŝŶŐ ǁŝƚŚ ‘ĂǇŵŽŶĚ BĞůůŽƵƌ͕ ŝŶ ĂŶ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ŝŶ ϭϵϳϬ͕ ŚŝƐ Ăŝŵ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ Ă ͚ĚŝƐĐŽŶƚŝŶƵŽƵƐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͛ 
ĂŐĂŝŶƐƚ Ă ͚ĚŝƐƐĞƌƚĂƚŝŽŶĂů ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕͛ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ welcomed, on the one hand, a Lévi-Strauss who was 
ƚƌǇŝŶŐ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƉĂƐƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŽŶŽĚŝĐ͛ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚŝƐƐĞƌƚĂƚŝŽŶ ŝŶ ĨĂǀŽƵƌ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƉŽůǇƉŚŽŶŝĐ ĐŽŵƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ͖͛ 
ĂŶĚ͕ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ͕ LĂĐĂŶ ǁŚŽƐĞ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ƌĞƐŝƐƚĞĚ ͚ƐĞĐƵůĂƌ ĐĞŶƐŽƌƐŚŝƉ͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐƉĂƌŬ͛ Žƌ ĂďƌƵƉƚ 
formulation was excised from writing.16 IŶĚĞĞĚ͕ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞĚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ͚ƚŚĞƌĞ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ŶŽ ĞƋƵŝǀĂůĞŶƚ ŽĨ 
NŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ ŝŶ FƌĂŶĐĞ͕͛ ƐŽŵĞŽŶĞ ǁŚŽ ͚ĚĂƌĞƐ ƚŽ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ ĨƌŽŵ ƐƉĂƌŬ ƚŽ ƐƉĂƌŬ͕ ĂďǇƐƐ ƚŽ ĂďǇƐƐ͛͘17  

Interestingly, it was precisely this worĚ ͚ĂďǇƐƐĂůĞ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŶŽǁŶĞĚ ƐĐĞƉƚŝĐĂů ƐŝŶŽůŽŐŝƐƚ 
“ŝŵŽŶ LĞǇƐ ;ƚŚĞ ƉĞŶŶĂŵĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ BĞůŐŝĂŶ PŝĞƌƌĞ ‘ǇŬŵĂŶƐͿ ƵƐĞĚ ƚŽ ĐƌŝƚŝĐŝƐĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ ŝŶ Le 

Monde͕ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ CŚŝŶĂ͍͕͛ ĂĐĐƵƐŝŶŐ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŽĨ ĞŵďĂƌƌĂƐƐĞĚ ͚ũĞƐƵŝƚŝƐŵ͛͘18 But, as Coste hints, this 
ǁĂƐ Ă ͚ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĨĂĐĞ ŽĨ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ ĂŶĚ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ 
who were pro-China, especially the coterie at Tel Quel, mainly Philippe Sollers and Julia Kristeva, as 
well as the poet Marcelin Pleynet, who all travelled with him in April 1974. However, keen to show 
how Barthes felt constrained from different and contradictory directions to say the right thing about 
China, Coste does not underline that, between 1970 and 1974, Barthes made a number of asides 
that suggested a sympathy with Tel Quel͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ƚŚĂƚ CŚŝŶĂ ǁĂƐ ƐŽŵĞŚŽǁ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ͕ 
both from the West and totalitarian Soviet Union, and was , since the Cultural Revolution which had 
begun in 1966, more advanced even; and though not involved in the political cheerleading of a 
Antonietta Macciocchi in her 1971 book De la Chine (and who initiated the Tel Quel visit to China), 
Barthes was clearly curious about the claims made for the progressive nature of Maoism and the 
China which resulted from it.19 Indeed, what is touching in the Travels in China diary, according to 
ŽŶĞ ĐƌŝƚŝĐ͕ ŝƐ ƉƌĞĐŝƐĞůǇ ƚŚĞ ͚ŐƌŽǁŝŶŐ ĚŝƐŝůůƵƐŝŽŶŵĞŶƚ ŽĨ Ă ŐƌŽƵƉ ŽĨ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ͛ ǁŚŽ ǁĞƌĞ ŽŶĐĞ ͚ƌĞĂĚǇ ƚŽ 
ďĞůŝĞǀĞ ƚŚĞ ƚƌƵĞ ůĞĨƚ ŚĂƐ ƌŝƐĞŶ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ EĂƐƚ͛͘20 

Though Kristeva and Sollers would both later claim that their revolutionary sinophilia 
between 1971 and 1976 had been, above all, a way of distancing themselves from the betrayals of 
the French Communist Party in the wake of May 68, it is difficult to ignore the obsessive way in 
which they led Tel Quel, through resignation after resignation from its editorial board, into its Maoist 
fervour, illustrated by the numerous dazibaos ʹ Chinese revolutionary slogans as posters that 
Barthes describes in Travels in China ʹ that apparently adorned the Paris office of Tel Quel.21 

On the other hand, Barthes could not but be aware of the political critique at the time of 
CŚŝŶĂ ĂŶĚ MĂŽŝƐŵ͘ IŶ MĂƵƌŝĐĞ NĂĚĞĂƵ͛Ɛ Quinzaine littéraire for example, there were highly critical 
ƌĞŵĂƌŬƐ ŝŶ Ă ƌĞǀŝĞǁ ŽĨ JĞĂŶ PĂƐƋƵĂůŝŶŝ͛Ɛ Prisonnier de Mao.22 This, however, I wish to argue in this 
ĂƌƚŝĐůĞ͕ ŝƐ ƚŽ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĐƌĞĚŝƚ͘ He went to China on a fact-finding mission, partly also out of solidarity 



ǁŝƚŚ “ŽůůĞƌƐ ĂŶĚ KƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ͘ “Ž͕ ŐŝǀĞŶ ƚŚĞ ƐƉĞĞĚ ǁŝƚŚ ǁŚŝĐŚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ƚŝƌĞĚ ŽĨ “ŽůůĞƌƐ͛Ɛ ďĞŚĂǀŝŽƵƌ ŝŶ 
Maoist mode and the subsequent dispute between Sollers and Wahl over China, not to mention the 
ĞŶƚŚƵƐŝĂƐŵ ŽĨ KƌŝƐƚĞǀĂ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ ŶĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ǁŽŵĞŶ͛Ɛ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ͕ ƚŚĞ ǁŚŽůĞ ǀŝƐŝƚ ǁĂƐ Ă 
sensitive one.23 Iƚ ŝƐ ƚŚŝƐ ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ Ă ͚ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ͛ ŵŝƐƐŝŽŶ ĂŶĚ a personal investment in an anti-
Occidental project with Tel Quel that defines the diaries that Barthes subsequently kept during the 
three-week visit. 

It is important to stress that Barthes was particularly sensitive at the time of his visit to China 
to issues of self-presentation in the diary. As part of the ͚Lexique ĚĞ ů͛ĂƵƚĞƵƌ͛ project that he was 
leading in the EPHE seminar with his students in 1974, Barthes seemed acutely aware of the self, as 
it appeared in Gide͛Ɛ Journal and Proust͛Ɛ ĨŝĐƚŝŽŶĂů ĂĐĐŽƵŶt of how to start writing A La Recherche du 

Temps Perdu, and also in the historicised ways in which Barthes himself had considered both of 
these texts at earlier stages of his own writing career (in 1942 and 1966 respectively).24 Barthes 
might have held ambŝǀĂůĞŶƚ ǀŝĞǁƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǁƌŝƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌǇ͕ ďƵƚ ŚĞ ŚĂĚ ĐĞƌƚĂŝŶůǇ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚ ĐĂƌĞĨƵůůǇ ĂďŽƵƚ 
the self that emerges from them.25 Indeed, the 1973-ϭϵϳϰ ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ŝŶǀĞƐƚŝŐĂƚĞĚ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ ͚ůŝĨĞ ĂƐ ƚĞǆƚ͛ 
ʹ clearly a gesture towards the diary form ʹ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŽƵďůĞĚ͛ ĨŝŐƵƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǁƌŝƚĞƌ͕ ͚‘B I͛ ;ƚŚĞ 
ǁƌŝƚĞƌ ǁŚŽ ŚĂƐ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶͿ ĂŶĚ ͚‘B II͛ ;ƚŚĞ ǁƌŝƚĞƌ ǁŚŽ ǁŝůů ǁƌŝƚĞͿ͕ ǁŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĐĂůůĞĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶĨŝŶŝƚĞ 
ĚƵƉůŝĐŝƚǇ͛ ŽĨ Ă ǁƌŝƚĞƌ͘26 TŚŽƵŐŚ ŝƚ ƐŚŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ ďĞ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ǁĞƌĞ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ŚŝƐ 
seminar in preparation, it is ŶŽ ĐŽŝŶĐŝĚĞŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ͚ƉĞƌĨŽƌŵƐ͛ ŚŝƐ ǀŝƐŝƚ ƚŽ CŚŝŶĂ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ŽŶĐĞ 
back in Paris. Indeed ʹ ĂƐ AŶŶĞ HĞƌƐĐŚďĞƌŐ PŝĞƌƌŽƚ ƉŽŝŶƚƐ ŽƵƚ ŝŶ Ă ĨŽŽƚŶŽƚĞ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ƐƚĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚“Ƶƌ ůĂ 
CŚŝŶĞ ƉŽƉƵůĂŝƌĞ͛ ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŐĂǀĞ ŽŶ ϴ MĂǇ ϭϵϳϰ ;ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ͕ ŽŶůǇ ĨŽƵƌ ĚĂys after his return) ʹ 
Barthes used the three carnets that make up his China travel-diary, as well as the fourth book which 
systematises these three carnets, to write an analysis for his students.27 

My aim in this article then is to consider the way in whicŚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ ĨŝŐƵƌĞ 
the tension between political project and the social expectations of the writing self; in short, we will 
ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂďǇƐƐĂů͛ ǁĂǇ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƚ ŝƐ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ͘ JĞĂŶ BŝƌŶďĂƵŵ ŵĂŝŶƚĂŝŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ŵƵĐŚ ŽĨ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ 
writing in the diĂƌŝĞƐ ƌĞǀŽůǀĞƐ ĂƌŽƵŶĚ ƚŚĞ ͚ǁĂƌ͛ ďĞƚǁĞĞŶ͕ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽŶĞ ŚĂŶĚ͕ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ĂƐ ͚ďŽƵĨĨĠĞ͛ ʹ a 
positive form of free human-speech acts ʹ ĂŶĚ͕ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ͕ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ ĂƐ ͚ďƌŝƋƵĞ͛ ĂŶ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐŝĐĂůůǇ-
ĨŝǆĞĚ ͚ůƵŵƉ͛ ŽĨ ƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉĞĚ ůĂŶŐƵĂŐĞ͘28 WĞ ǁŝůů ƐĞĞ ŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂďǇƐƐ͛ ŝƐ Ŷot just a way to address this 
͚ǁĂƌ͕͛ ďƵƚ ĂůƐŽ ƚŽ ĂĚĚ ĂŶŽƚŚĞƌ ĚĞƚĞƌŵŝŶĂŶƚ ;ŝŶĐůƵĚŝŶŐ͕ ďƵƚ ŐŽŝŶŐ ďĞǇŽŶĚ͕ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĞƚĂů ĂŶĚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů 
ŶĞĞĚ ƚŽ ƌĞƐƉŽŶĚ ƚŽ ĨƌŝĞŶĚƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ĐŽůůĞĂŐƵĞƐ͛ ĚĞŵĂŶĚƐ ĨŽƌ Ă ͚ƌĞƐƉŽŶƐĞ͛ ƚŽ CŚŝŶĂͿ ƚŚĂƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐ 
as a search for facts, subjectively interpreted, but not (purely) impressionistic nor superficial.  

Birnbaum argues that the Travels in China diaries and the Journal de deuil of three years 
later have one thing in common: they show that writing can emerge from the stereotype, the 
͚ďƌŝƋƵĞƐ͛ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ ĂŶĚ ͚ůĞ ƉĂƚŚĠƚŝƋƵĞ͛ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ŚŝƐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĚĞŵŝƐĞ͘ BŝƌŶďĂƵŵ͛Ɛ ǀŝĞǁ ŝƐ ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ 
ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ƚǁŽ ǀĞƌǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ƐĞĞŵ ƚŽ ĐŽŶƐŝĚĞƌ ƚŚĂƚ ďŽƚŚ ƉŚĞŶŽŵĞŶĂ ʹa 
propaganda trip to China and deep sorrow at his maternal loss ʹ stymie writing. Unlike his 
experience of Japan, the experience of China seems to offer him no writerly opportunities: 
 

All these notes will probably attest to the failure, in this country, of my writing (in 
ĐŽŵƉĂƌŝƐŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ JĂƉĂŶͿ͘ IŶ ĨĂĐƚ͕ I ĐĂŶ͛ƚ ĨŝŶĚ ĂŶǇthing to note down, to enumerate,  
to classify. (TiC 57). 
 

Yet Barthes transforms this ͚ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ͛ into writing, for Le Monde (and for his seminar), just as his 
mourning Ăƚ ŚŝƐ ŵŽƚŚĞƌ͛Ɛ ĚĞŵŝƐĞ will lead to his treatise on Photography, Camera Lucida! But also it 
would seem that both diaries ŚĂǀĞ ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ ƉƌĞƚĞŶƐŝŽŶƐ͕ ǁŚĂƚ MĂƌŝĞůůĞ MĂĐĠ ĐĂůůƐ ͚ƵŶĞ ĠĐƌŝƚƵƌĞ ă 
ŵġŵĞ ůĂ ǀŝĞ͛ [a form of writing at the level of living].29 What Macé ƐĞĞƐ ĂƐ ͚ĞůůŝƉƚŝcal͛ and ͚ŵŝŶŝŵĂů͛ in 
BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ŝƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŐƌĂŶĚ Ăƌƚ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ŶŽƚĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŝƐ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ ĂŶǇ ͚ƐƵƌƉůŽŵď͛ 
(overhang or revision ʹ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ŽǀĞƌŚĂŶŐ͛ ǁŝůů ĐŽŵĞ ŝŶƚŽ ƉůĂǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ƉŝĞĐĞƐ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ CŚŝŶĂ͍͛ 
and Camera Lucida respectively); for Macé, the Travels in China diaries show a Barthes as a good 
͚ƐĐŚŽŽů ďŽǇ͛ ƚĂŬŝŶŐ ŶŽƚĞƐ͕ ďƵƚ ŽĨƚĞŶ ĐŽŶĐĞŶƚƌĂƚŝŶŐ͕ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ŶŽƚĂƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ŽŶ ;ƐĞĞŵŝŶŐůǇ ŝƌƌĞůĞǀĂŶƚͿ 
incongruities found in his surroundings ʹ a shirt that is too long, for example (a detail that clearly 



ƉƌĞĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ƐĞŶƐŝƚŝǀŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ punctum in Camera Lucida) ʹ as part of a resistance to the 
͚ĐŚĂƉĞ ŝĚĠŽůŽŐŝƋƵĞ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ŽƌŐĂŶŝƐĞĚ͕ “ƚĂƚĞ-sponsored visit. It is this dialectical mix of the objective 
search for the realities of Maoist China and the subjective experience of being there in its daily 
reaůŝƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ ǁŝůů ŐƵŝĚĞ ŽƵƌ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ͘ 

 
 
͚NŽ CŽŵŵĞŶƚ͍͛ 

 

In Travels in China ǁĞ ƐĞĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŶŽƚ ƐŝŵƉůǇ ƚŝƌŝŶŐ ŽĨ “ŽůůĞƌƐ͛Ɛ ŚǇƉĞƌ-enthusiasm for Maoist China, 
but also offering patient and searching questions about the true nature of China in 1974. Listening to 
ƚŚĞ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ U““‘͛Ɛ ƵŶĚĞƌŵŝŶŝŶŐ ŽĨ CŚŝŶĂ͛Ɛ ĚĞǀĞůŽƉŵĞŶƚ ĨŽůůŽǁŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ “ŝŶŽ-Russian 
ƐƉůŝƚ ŽĨ ϭϵϲϬ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ ƐƵďƐĞƋƵĞŶƚ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ůĂƵŶĐŚĞĚ ďǇ MĂŽ ŽĨ ͚IŶĚĞƉĞŶĚĞŶĐĞ ĂŶĚ AƵƚŽŶŽŵǇ͕͛ 
BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĐƌŝƚŝƋƵĞ ŽĨ “ƚĂůŝŶŝƐŵ ʹ also experienced in Romania in the late 1940s during the Communist 
takeover ʹ ŝƐ ŝŶ ĞǀŝĚĞŶĐĞ͕ ŝĨ ŽŶůǇ ŝŶ ĂŶ ͚ĂƐŝĚĞ͛ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ;ƐŝŐŶĂůůĞĚ ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƐƋƵĂƌĞ ďƌĂĐŬĞƚƐ ƚŚĂƚ ĂƌĞ 
interjected between his note-taking): 
 

[More and more this strikes me as obvious: searchlight on the national problem (counting on 
ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ŽǁŶ ƐƚƌĞŶŐƚŚͿ͕ ƚŽƚĂů ŽƉĂĐŝƚǇ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƐŽĐŝĂů-revolutionary ʹ which means that, at the 
present stage of the journey, nothing really sets China apart from a Stalinist state.] (TiC 60)30 

  
In what wĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĐĂůů ĂŶ ĞǆĂŵƉůĞ ŽĨ ͚ĚŝƐƐŝĚĞŶĐĞ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ ĚŝƐƐŝĚĞŶĐĞ͛ ʹ MĂŽŝƐŵ ŝƐ ŚŝŐŚůǇ ͚ĚŝƐƐŝĚĞŶƚ͛ ŝŶ 
early 1970s France ʹ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŝƐ ŶŽƚ ƌĞƚŝĐĞŶƚ ĂďŽƵƚ ƐĞĞŝŶŐ MĂŽŝƐƚ CŚŝŶĂ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƉĞƌŝŽĚ ĂƐ ͚“ƚĂůŝŶŝƐƚ͕͛ Ă 
claim that is refuted by Sollers in the special number of Tel Quel on China.31 Gradually, in his diaries, 
we see Barthes beginning to be suspicious of the claims made in the interminable speeches of 
welcome and historical explanation, if only because of the gaps in the information given. In another 
interesting aside ʹ again signalled by the square brackets ʹ Barthes breaks off from the description 
ŽĨ ͚ǀĞƌǇ ĨŝŶĞ͛ ĐĂůůŝŐƌĂƉŚǇ ƚŽ ƐƵŐŐĞƐƚ ŚŽǁ CŚŝŶĂ ŵŝŐŚƚ ďĞ ƉĞƌĐĞŝǀĞĚ͗ 
 

[Three levels of perception: 
1) Phenomenology: what I see. Western manner 
2) Structural: how it works: description of the operational apparatus. Stalinist level. 
3) Politics: socio-revolutionary struggles. For which Revolution. Struggles between lines, etc.] 

(TiC 62-3) 
 
The rub for Barthes, as the diaries go on, is that the French visitors in the Tel Quel delegation are not 
being shown anything but generalities ʹ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƌĞŐƵůĂƌ ͚ďƌŝĐŬƐ͛ ŽĨ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂů ƐƚĂƚĞ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ʹ 
generalities that doing nothing but hide the true social realities of China. At the end of a long list of 
ĨŝŐƵƌĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨŽƌŵĂƚŝŽŶ ŽŶ CŚŝŶĂ͛Ɛ ƉƌŽŵĞƚŚĞĂŶ ĞǆƉĂŶƐŝŽŶ built on self-reliance ʹ ͚ǀĂŐƵĞ ĂŶĚ ďĂŶĂů 
͕͘͘͘ Ă ďŝƚ ůŝŬĞ Ă ĐŚŝůĚ͛Ɛ ŐĂŵĞ͕ ǀĞƌǇ FŽƵƌŝĞƌŝƐƚ ͛ ʹ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĚĞůŝǀĞƌƐ ŚŝƐ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ũƵĚŐŵĞŶƚ͗ ͚NĞǀĞƌ 
ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ǁĂŐĞƐ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ƚŚĞ ƉƌŽƉĞƌůǇ ƐŽĐŝĂů͕ ŽǁŶĞƌƐ͛ ;TŝC ϴϴͿ͘   

AƐ ǁĞůů ĂƐ ŝƌŽŶŝĐĂůůǇ ǀŽŝĐŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ͚ďƌŝĐŬƐ͛ ŽĨ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ŐƵŝĚĞƐ ĂŶĚ ŽĨĨŝĐŝĂůƐ ǁĞůĐŽŵŝŶŐ 
the Tel Quel ŐƌŽƵƉ ƌĞŐƵůĂƌůǇ ƵƐĞ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ ĂůƐŽ ƵƐĞ Ă ŵŽƌĞ ĚƌĂŵĂƚŝĐ ƚĞĐŚŶŝƋƵĞ ƚŽ 
chip away at the dis- and mis-information that is being meted out. On a number of occasions in the 
diaries Barthes describes how Sollers and others try to get the main guide, Zhao, to hand over the 
ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŽƌƐ͛ ůŝƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǀĂƌŝŽƵƐ ͚ďƌŝĐŬƐ͛ ŽĨ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞǇ ŶĞĞĚĞĚ ŝŶ ŽƌĚĞƌ ƚŽ ŚĞůƉ ǁŝƚŚ FƌĞŶĐŚ 
ĐŽŵŵƵŶŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ͘ TŚŝƐ ͚ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ ƐĞŵŝŽƚŝĐ ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚ͛ ĂƐ BĂƌthes calls it (TiC 75), is, according to 
MĂƌĐĞůŝŶ PůĞǇŶĞƚ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌǇ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ǀŝƐŝƚ ;ĐŝƚĞĚ ŝŶ TŝC ϮϬϱ Ŷ͘ϭͿ͕ ŶĞǀĞƌ ĨŽƌƚŚĐŽŵŝŶŐ͕ ĂƐ )ŚĂŽ ƌĞĨƵƐĞƐ ƚŽ ŚĂŶĚ 
this list over to the Tel Quel ŐƌŽƵƉ͖ ŶĞǀĞƌƚŚĞůĞƐƐ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŝƐ ŬĞĞŶ ƚŽ ƐǇƐƚĞŵĂƚŝǌĞ ƚŚĞƐĞ ͚ďƌŝĐŬƐ͛͗ 
͚MĂŬĞ Ă ůŝƐƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ X ƐƚĞƌĞŽƚǇƉĞƐ ;ďƌŝĐŬƐͿ ƚŚĂƚ I ŚĂǀĞ ŐĂƚŚĞƌĞĚ͛ ;TŝC ϵϴͿ͕ ŚĞ ŵƵƐĞƐ ƐŽŽŶ ĂĨƚĞƌ ƚŚĞ 
incident of not handing over the list. It would seem that from this point on in the diaries Barthes 
begins, slowly but inexorably, to lose heart in finding out about ƚŚĞ ͚ƌĞĂů͛ CŚŝŶĂ͘ ‘ĞŵĞŵďĞƌŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ 



“ƚĂƚĞ ǀĞƌĚŝĐƚ ŽŶ MŝĐŚĞůĂŶŐĞůŽ AŶƚŽŶŝŽŶŝ͛Ɛ ĚŝƐƉĂƌĂŐŝŶŐ ĚŽĐƵŵĞŶƚĂƌǇ ŽŶ CŚŝŶĂ͕ Chung Kuo China 
;ϭϵϳϮͿ͕ ĂƐ ͚͘͘͘ ͞CŽŶƚĞŵƉƚŝďůĞ ŵĞƚŚŽĚ ĂŶĚ ƚƌĞĂĐŚĞƌŽƵƐ ŝŶƚĞŶƚ͕͛͟ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁƌŝƚĞƐ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ĚŝĂƌǇ ƚŚĂƚ 
presented with a visit to the MiŶŐ ƚŽŵď͕ ŚĞ ŚĂƐ ůŽƐƚ ŝŶƚĞƌĞƐƚ͗ ͚I ƐƚĂǇ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ĐĂƌ ǁŚŝůĞ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌƐ ŐĞƚ 
ŽƵƚ͕ ƚĂŬĞ ƉŚŽƚŽƐ͘ CĂŶ͛ƚ ďĞ ďŽƚŚĞƌĞĚ͛ ;TŝC ϳϵͿ͘ A ďŝƚ ůĂƚĞƌ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ďĞŐŝŶƐ ƚŽ ƚŝƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞŶĚůĞƐƐ ĂŶĚ 
ƵŶĞŶĚŝŶŐ ĂĚĚƌĞƐƐĞƐ͗ ͚TŚĞ ůŽŶŐǁŝŶĚĞĚ ƐƉĞĞĐŚĞƐ ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ͘ “ĐŚŽŽů͕ FĂŵŝůǇ͕ “ŽĐŝĞƚǇ͕ Ğƚc. but my 
ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ ĚƌŝĨƚ͛͘ ;TŝC ϴϱͿ͘  

Iƚ ŝƐ ŚĞƌĞ ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ƌĞĂů ƚĞŶƐŝŽŶ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌǇ ĞŵĞƌŐĞƐ͘ KĞĞŶ ƚŽ ĨŝŶĚ ŽƵƚ ĂďŽƵƚ 
contemporary China ʹ as the lengthy and dutiful notes taken in the diary attest ʹ but mindful, at the 
same time, of the ideological control that the presentation of Chinese society under Mao entails, 
Barthes is also sensitive to the need to present accurately, ethnographically, the Chinese people. It is 
ŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĂďǇƐƐĂů͛ ǁĂǇ ŽĨ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĂƌǇ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĂĚŽƉƚĞĚ ʹ be it directly Nietzschean, 
͚ĨƌŽŵ ƐƉĂƌŬ ƚŽ ƐƉĂƌŬ͛ ĂƐ ŚĞ ƉƵƚ ŝƚ͕ Žƌ ͚ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ǁĂǇ ƚŚĂƚ MŽƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ǁĂƐ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ƐŚŽǁ Ă 
͚ƉůƵƌĂůŝƚǇ͛ ŽĨ ŵĞĂŶŝŶŐƐ ʹ was at its most intense, if not its most fruitful. 

BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĨĂƐĐŝŶĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ŵŝŶƵƚĞ͛ ĚĞƚĂŝů ŽĨ Japanese culture in his 1970 essay Empire of 

Signs is now redirected to the vastly different situation of Maoist China. Indeed, following a 
throwaway line (from Zhao, presumably, who has just been described as hoping to see to every wish 
of the Tel Quel visŝƚŽƌƐ͕ ďĞ ŝƚ ƉĞŽŶŝĞƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŚŽƚĞů ƌŽŽŵ Žƌ Ă ƐƉŝĐǇ ĚŝƐŚ ŝŶ LƵŽǇĂŶŐͿ͕ ͚MĂŽ ůŝŬĞƐ ƌĞĚ 
ĐŚŝůůŝ͖ ŚĞ ƉŽǁĚĞƌƐ ŚŝƐ ĚŝƐŚ ǁŝƚŚ ŝƚ͕͛ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŚŝŶƚƐ Ăƚ ŶŽƚ ŽŶůǇ Ă ĨƵƚƵƌĞ ƚĞǆƚ ŽŶ CŚŝŶĂ ďƵƚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ǀĞƌǇ 
writing of these diaries: 

 
One possibility for a text on China would be to sweep across it, from the most serious, the 
most structured (the burning political issues) to the subtlest, most futile things (chilli, 
peonies). (TiC 95) 

 
TŚŝƐ ͚ƚĞǆƚ͛ ŝƐ ŶĞǀĞƌ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞƚŝŵĞ͘ It certainly is hinƚĞĚ Ăƚ ŝŶ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ China͍͛, but 
this article in Le Monde is concerned with his return to Paris and moreover with the expectations of 
Śŝŵ͕ ŽŶ Ăůů ƐŝĚĞƐ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ĚŝǀŝĚĞ͘ Iƚ ƉŽƐƐŝďůǇ ĞǆŝƐƚƐ ĂƐ Ă ͚ƚĞǆƚ͛ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ŐŝǀĞƐ ĨŽƵƌ 
days after his return, but which iƐ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ŽŶůǇ ƉŽƐƚŚƵŵŽƵƐůǇ ;ĂŶĚ͕ ĂŐĂŝŶ͕ ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ 
imprimatur).32 But before this stage of the journey, indeed whilst waiting at Orly airport at the very 
start of the first diary, Barthes sets the stylistic tone for the rest of the diaries. Following the slightly 
humorous opening of Travels in China ʹ ͚ϭϭ AƉƌŝů͘ DĞƉĂƌƚƵƌĞ͕ ǁĂƐŚĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ ŚĞĂĚ ƚŽ ƚŽĞ͘ FŽƌŐŽƚ ƚŽ 
wash my ears. (TiC 5) ʹ Barthes moves straight to one of the key issues surrounding his (and Tel 

Quel͛s) views on China, namely what is expected of them on their return and what might actually get 
reported to French society: 
 

Echo in Le Quotidien de Paris. TŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ĞǆƉĞĐƚŝŶŐ Ă Return from China and Afterthoughts on 

China. But what if they really got: Afterthoughts on My Return to France?  (TiC 5) 
 
BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁĂƐ ĨĂƌ ƚŽŽ ĂǁĂƌĞ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞƉŝƐŽĚĞ ŝŶ AŶĚƌĠ GŝĚĞ͛Ɛ ůŝĨĞ ǁŚĞŶ͕ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŵŝĚ-1930s, he made a 
similar visit to the Soviet Union and wrote ‘ĞƚŽƵƌ ĚĞ ů͛U͘‘͘S͘S͘ with the subtitle that Barthes has in 
mind, And Afterthoughts on My Return, for Barthes to actually carry out his threat ʹ though it would 
be wrong to say that Travels in China does not contain occasional elements of this type of reflection 
on France.33 More important to Barthes is the desire to get to know China, Chinese people and the 
Chinese way of life. In order to record his impressions, Barthes adopts, from the very start of the 
diaries, an elliptical form of notation, in which, firstly (and as we have seen above), voices and 
voicing are detached and abstracted from the body speaking, in what wĞ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĐĂůů BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ 
͚ƉƌŽƐŽƉŽƉŽĞŝĂ͕͛ Žƌ ŝƌŽŶŝĐ ͚ǀŽŝĐĞ-ŽĨĨ͛34; and, secondly, the frames of reference of the notation are 
swiftly overturned by a change of subject or a change in perception. For example, in the following 
BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ŵŝŶĚ ƐĞĞŵƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ĨůŝƚƚŝŶŐ, butterfly-like, between very different topics: 
 

Go back over the echo in the Quotidien de Paris͕ ƐŚŽǁ ƚŚĞ ůŽƵƐǇ ĞƚŚŝĐƐ ŝƚ͛Ɛ ďĂƐĞĚ ŽŶ͘ 



How boring! To have the downsides of fame (the echo of a private trip) and none of the 
(financial) advantages. 
 
If I werĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ĞǆĞĐƵƚĞĚ͕ I͛Ě ĂƐŬ ƉĞŽƉůĞ ŶŽƚ ƚŽ ďĂŶŬ ŽŶ ŵǇ ĐŽƵƌĂŐĞ͘ I͛Ě ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ďĞ ĂďůĞ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ 
slightly drunk beforehand (on Champagne and food). 
 
TŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ŚƵĚĚůĞĚ Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ďĂĐŬ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƉůĂŶĞ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ĞǇĞƐ ĐůŽƐĞĚ ůŝŬĞ ʹ might I say this 
affectionately ʹ little pigs, pluŵƉ ůŝƚƚůĞ ĂŶŝŵĂůƐ͖ ƚŚĞǇ͛ƌĞ ƉĞŶŶĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŽŽ͕ ŝŶ Ă ƐĞŶƐĞ͘ 
 
I͛Ě ůŝŬĞ ƚŽ ƐĂǇ͕ ƚŽ J͘ L͕͘ ƚŽ ‘͕͘ ĐǇŶŝĐĂůůǇ ;ďƵƚ ƚŚĞǇ͛Ě ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚĂŶĚͿ͗ ďĞĐŽŵĞ͕ ŝŶ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͕ someone. 
(TiC 6) 

 
Rather than a pure stream of consciousness, this writing shows a mind in dialectical, abysmal 
ƚƵƌďƵůĞŶĐĞ͕ ĐŚƵƌŶŝŶŐ ŽǀĞƌ ĐƵƌƌĞŶƚ ŝŵƉƌĞƐƐŝŽŶƐ͕ ƉŽƚĞŶƚŝĂů ͚ŝŵĂŐĞƐ͛ ŽĨ ŚŝŵƐĞůĨ ƚŚĂƚ ŵŝŐŚƚ ĞŵĞƌŐĞ ĂĨƚĞƌ 
his return, and thoughts about those people in France that are close to him at this time ʹ 
presumably, Jean-Louis Bouttes and Roland Havas, both of whom weƌĞ ƐƚƵĚĞŶƚƐ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ EPHE 
seminar in 1974 and, possibly, (at different times) lovers of his. 
 Though it is not easy to fill in the ellipses between these very varied topics, the reader of 
BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ Travels in China learns very quickly that the ellipsis ʹ ƚŚĞ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ĨƌŽŵ ͚ƐƉĂƌŬ ƚŽ ƐƉĂƌŬ͕͛ ĨƌŽŵ 
͚ĂďǇƐƐ ƚŽ ĂďǇƐƐ͕͛ ďĞůŽǀĞĚ ŽĨ NŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ ʹ will be the dominant mode of notation for the rest of the 
diaries. More importantly perhaps is that, following this opening, the elliptical notation style shifts 
ground to brief interjections, usually between square brackets, in which Barthes breaks off from the 
speedy note-taking in which he is involved to record a seemingly insignificant common and daily 
phenomenon. However, whereas, at the very start of the trip, Barthes describes in minute detail the 
people he sees around him in Tiananmen Square (TiC 8-9), by the time the mini-lectures by Chinese 
officials have started, his observations are no longer the main prose of the diaries, but interjected in 
square brackets between the recording of salient facts about Chinese production: 
 

ʹ Vegetables: last year, 230 million pounds + apples, pears, grape, rice, maize, wheat; 
22,000 pigs + ducks. 
[Long table covered with light-green waxed cloth. People on both sides. Clean. At the far 
end, five huge painted thermoses (their samovar)] 
Stages: Mutual aid group [...]. (TiC 10) 

 
However, as the trip goes on, these elliptical interjections in square brackets begin to concentrate on 
a number of themes: the tastes of different teas, the weather, countryside, sexual mores and social 
customs, Chinese clothes, faces and overall morphology of the Chinese body. It is as if these ellipses 
ĂƌĞ ŵŽŵĞŶƚƐ ŽĨ ůŽŽŬŝŶŐ ƵƉ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĐĂŶ ƚƵƌŶ ĂǁĂǇ ĨƌŽŵ͕ ƌĞĨƵƐĞ ĞǀĞŶ͕ ƚŚĞ ͚ďƌŝĐŬƐ͛ ŽĨ CŚŝŶĞƐĞ 
state ideology with which he is being bombarded; but which are also notations of an ethnographic 
character, sometimes graphically reproduced by Barthes in his occasional, amusing sketches. It is the 
descriptions of the tastes of the various regional teas that remain iŶ ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞĂĚĞƌ͛Ɛ ŵŝŶĚ͕ ƐĞƌǀĞĚ ĨƌŽŵ 
the ubiquitous thermos flask.35 BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ƐĞŵŝŽůŽŐŝĐĂů ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ ƚĞĂ ǁĂƐ ǁĞůů-known since the 
publication in 1970 of his essay on Japan Empire of Signs, the ritual of which was placed (in a positive 
ŵĂŶŶĞƌͿ ǁŝƚŚŝŶ JĂƉĂŶ͛Ɛ codes of empty but significant social gestures. However, here in 1974, 
Barthes goes on to consider tea as one of the ideological phenomena that glue Chinese society 
together, when he gives his seminar on his return to Paris.36 Indeed, the culture of tea-drinking that 
ŚĞ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞƐ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ ďĞĐŽŵĞƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĞƚŚŶŽŐƌĂƉŚŝĐ ͚ďůŽĐŬŝŶŐ͛ ;͚ǀĞƌƌŽƵŝůůĂŐĞ͛Ϳ ŽĨ CŚŝŶĞƐĞ 
ƐŽĐŝĞƚǇ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ WĞƐƚĞƌŶ ǀŝƐŝƚŽƌ ŵŝŶĚĨƵů ŽĨ CŚŝŶĂ͛Ɛ ĐůĂŝŵƐ ƚŽ ďĞ Ă ͚ƉƌŽŐƌĞƐƐŝǀĞ͛ ĂŶĚ ĞǀĞŶ ͚ĂĚǀĂŶĐĞĚ͛ 
society. He describes the function of tea in the seminar, alongside the other themes mentioned 
above ʹ sexuality, countryside, social behaviour, lack of religion ʹ ĂƐ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĐĂůůƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ŝŶƐŝŐŶŝĨŝĐĂŶƚ 
non-ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂů͛͘37 This impenetrability of Chinese society ʹ ͚TŚŝƐ ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďŝůŝƚǇ ƚŽ ƌĞƉůǇ͛ ʹ then becomes 



ƚŚĞ ͚ĨĂĚĞƵƌ͛ ŽĨ CŚŝŶĂ ĨŽƌ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁŚĞŶ ŚĞ ǁƌŝƚĞƐ ƚŚĞ ĐŽŶƚƌŽǀĞƌƐŝĂů ĞƐƐĂǇ ŝŶ Le Monde͕ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ 
CŚŝŶĂ͍͛ ĂŶĚ ƚĂŬĞƐ ƵƉ ŚŝƐ ͚ƵŶĨĂƚŚŽŵĂďůĞ͛ ƐƚĂŶĐĞ ŽĨ ͚ƐƵƐƉĞŶĚŝŶŐ͛ ŚŝƐ ũƵĚŐŵĞŶƚ ĂďŽƵƚ CŚŝŶĂ ĨŽƌ ŚŝƐ 
French readers. 

  HŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ ŽŶĞ ŵŝƐƐŝŶŐ ůŝŶŬ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ŐĞŶĞƐŝƐ ŽĨ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ŶŽ ĐŽŵŵĞŶƚ͛ ƐƚĂŶĐĞ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ 
finally and publically adopts in Le Monde with respect to (his trip to) China, that is the theme of 
ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ĐĂůůƐ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƐĞŵŝŶĂƌ ŽŶ CŚŝŶĂ ͚TŚĞ PŽůŝƚŝĐĂů TĞǆƚ͛͘38 
 
 

Politics versus Politicisation 
 

The whole trip: behind the double-glazed  
window of language and the Agency. (TiC 150) 
 

 
As the trip goes ŽŶ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ĂƌĞ ŝŶĐƌĞĂƐŝŶŐůǇ ƐĐĞƉƚŝĐĂů ĂƐ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ĂĐĐƵƌĂƚĞ ƉŝĐƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ůŝĨĞ ĨŽƌ 
Chinese people that is emerging: 
 

[For this country, two sorts of pertinence: 1) Gaze of bourgeois democracy: Peyrefitte, 
admiration for the state, Efficiency, condemnation of indoctrination;39 this point of view can 
be adopted and maintained before ĐŽŵŝŶŐ ŚĞƌĞ͘ CŽŵŝŶŐ ŚĞƌĞ ĚŽĞƐŶ͛ƚ ĐŚĂŶŐĞ ĂŶǇƚŚŝŶŐ͖ ϮͿ 
Gaze from within socialism; debates: bureaucracy, Stalinism, power, class relations, etc. The 
opacity remains.] (TiC 111-2) 

 
By the end of the visit, on the day before the return to Paris, Barthes seemed to have come to some 
ŬŝŶĚ ŽĨ ƐŽůƵƚŝŽŶ ĨŽƌ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ŽƉĂĐŝƚǇ͛͘ DĞƐĐƌŝďŝŶŐ ŽŶĞ FƌĞŶĐŚ ƉĞƌƐŽŶ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŵƉƚƐ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ CŚŝŶĂ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ 
ŝŶƐŝĚĞ͕ ĂŶĚ ͚Ăƚ ƚŚĞ ŽƚŚĞƌ ĞŶĚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƐƉĞĐƚƌƵŵ͛ ƚŚŽƐĞ WĞƐƚĞƌŶĞƌƐ ǁŚŽ ͚ĐŽŶƚŝŶƵĞ ƚŽ ƐĞĞ CŚŝŶĂ from the 

point of view of the West͕͛ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŚĂƐ ĚĞĐŝĚĞĚ ƚŚĂƚ ďŽƚŚ ͚ŐĂǌĞƐ ĂƌĞ͕ ĨŽƌ ŵĞ ǁƌŽŶŐ͘ TŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ŐĂǌĞ ŝƐ 
a sideways gaze͛ ;TŝC ϭϳϳͿ͘ TŚĞŶ͕ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ůĂƐƚ ĚĂǇ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ƉƵƌƐƵĞƐ ŚŝƐ ƚŚŽƵŐŚƚƐ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ƐŝĚĞǁĂǇƐ 
ŐĂǌĞ͕͛ ŝŶ ŚŝƐ ƋƵĞƐƚ ƚŽ ĂĐĐŽƵŶƚ ĨŽƌ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ŚĂƐ ƐĞĞŶ͕ ĞǆƉĞƌŝĞŶĐĞĚ ĂŶĚ ƵŶĚĞƌƐƚŽŽĚ ŽĨ MĂŽŝƐƚ CŚŝŶĂ͗ ͚Iƚ 
will be necessary to distinguish what I have learned on the first level and on the second level ͛͘͘͘͘ 
;TŝC ϭϴϱͿ͘ AŶĚ ĂĨƚĞƌ Ă ďƌŝĞĨ ĂƐŝĚĞ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ͚ĞǆĐĞůůĞŶƚ͛ ŚĂŵ Ănd pork sandwiches and then on how it is 
ŝŵƉŽƐƐŝďůĞ ƚŽ ŐĞƚ ƚŚĞ CŚŝŶĞƐĞ ͚ƚŽ ĂĚŵŝƚ ƚŽ ƚŚĞ ůĞĂƐƚ ĂŶƚŝ-“ƚĂůŝŶŝƐŵ͕͛ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĞǆƉůĂŝŶƐ ǁŚĂƚ ŚĞ ŵĞĂŶƐ 
ďǇ ƚŚĞ ƚǁŽ ůĞǀĞůƐ ĂƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ Ă ͚ƐŝĚĞǁĂǇƐ ŐĂǌĞ͛͘ TŚĞ ĨŽƌŵƵůĂƚŝŽŶ ƐƚƌŝŬĞƐ ŵĞ ĂƐ ĐůĂƐƐŝĐĂůůǇ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů͗ 
 

[We would have: 
I Level of the Signifier 
II Level of the Signified (discourses produced) 
III Level of the Text making and unmaking itself (real politics, struggle between different 
lines, etc.)] (TiC 186) 

 
This is precisely the approach that is taken in the EPHE seminar on China that he gives four days after 
his return.  

HĞƌĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ƐƚƌŝŬĞƐ ŵĞ ĂƐ ƉĞƌĨĞĐƚůǇ OƌǁĞůůŝĂŶ͗ ͚ƉŽůŝƚŝĐƐ͛ ŝŶ CŚŝŶĂ ŝŶ ϭϵϳϰ ŝƐ ƚŚĞ ŽƉƉŽƐŝƚĞ ŽĨ 
the politicisation that Barthes wanted to enact in Mythologies (against the de-politicisation operated 
by bourgeois and petit-ďŽƵƌŐĞŽŝƐ ŝĚĞŽůŽŐǇ ǀŝĂ ŵǇƚŚͿ͘ HĞƌĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌǇ ůŽŽŬƐ ǀĞƌǇ ĚŝĨĨĞƌĞŶƚ ĨƌŽŵ 
that written by Simon Leys during the first years of the Cultural Revolution, 1967-1969.40 Though, in 
his diary, he becomes gradually more sceptical, Leys never engages in any politicised ethnography of 
CŚŝŶĂ͖ ǁŚĞƌĞĂƐ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ ƚƌǇ ƚŽ ĐŽŵďŝŶĞ ƌĞƉŽƌƚĂŐĞ ;ǁŝƚŶĞƐƐŝŶŐͿ ĂŶĚ ĚĞƐĐƌŝƉƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ĚĂŝůǇ 
Chinese life and social realities, with a political distance that implies scepticism, and all in order for 
him to be expected to say the right things on his (eagerly awaited) return to France. No wonder that 
Barthes suffered heavily from migraines during his visit! 



MƵƐƚ ǁĞ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚŝŶŬ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ͚ĨĂŝůƵƌĞ͛ ŽĨ ƚŚĞse travel diaries? Certainly, these notes in the form 
of a diary were, probably, not meant by Barthes to be published. He even underlines in the 1974 
seminar that China not being a country of the haiku ůŝŬĞ JĂƉĂŶ ŵĞĂŶƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƚŚĞƌĞ ŝƐ Ă ͚ƉŽǀĞƌƚǇ ŽĨ ŵǇ 
notes, of my own writing in ƚŚŝƐ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ͛͘ 41 Nevertheless, at the end of Travels in China, reading 
ƚŚƌŽƵŐŚ ŚŝƐ ͚ŶŽƚĞƐ ƚŽ ŵĂŬĞ ĂŶ ŝŶĚĞǆ͕͛ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁƌŝƚĞƐ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ŝĨ ŚĞ ǁĞƌĞ ƚŽ ƉƵďůŝƐŚ ƚŚĞŵ ĂƐ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ͕ ŝƚ 
ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞ ĞǆĂĐƚůǇ Ă ƉŝĞĐĞ ŽĨ AŶƚŽŶŝŽŶŝ͛ ;TŝC ϭϵϱͿ͘ HĞ ǁŽƵůĚ ďĞŐŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚĞǆƚ͕ ͚;ŝĨ I ǁƌŝƚĞ ŽŶĞͿ͕͛ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ 
contrast between the French and Chinese meals in the aeroplane; and he then ends notebook 3 with 
the following plan: 

 
Summary: three admirations, two resistances, one question. 
I 1. Satisfaction of needs 
 2. Intermixing of layers 
 3. Style, Ethics 
II 1. Stereotypes 
 2. Morality 
III Place of Power (TiC 196) 

 
It would take a further analysis of the seminar on China at the EPHE to establish the extent to which 
this dialectical formulation is implemented in his analysis. But one provisional suggestion is that 
Barthes, on his return to Paris, feels unable to achieve this. Indeed, the locking-away of Chinese life 
behind the uninterpretable practices of life such as tea-drinking, or the absence of sexualised 
interaction, seems to have led Barthes to see China as a society that was (for him) impossible to 
comment upon.  

But what Barthes has, possibly inadvertently, given us in his Travels in China, is the outline of 
a critique of totalitarianism and its ideological functions; but also a fascinating impression of China 
ƵŶĚĞƌ MĂŽ ƚŚĂƚ ĚĞƉůŽǇƐ ƚŚĞ ͚ǀoix off͛ ǀŽŝĐĞ-ŽĨĨ͕ ǁŚĂƚ ǁĞ ŚĂǀĞ ĐĂůůĞĚ ŚĞƌĞ ͚ƉƌŽƐŽƉŽƉŽĞŝĂ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ 
had used, at least, since his 1967 essay ͚TŚĞ Death of the Author͕͛ Žƌ ĞǀĞŶ ƐŝŶĐĞ ƚŚĞ ͚͞ǁĞ must be 
ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů͛͟ ŝŶũƵŶĐƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ ϭϵϲϬ, which, between inverted commas, says so much about how Barthes 
thought and wrote in relation to the views and expectations that others might have of him. And 
even though China offered little or none of the charm he had encountered in Japan ʹ ͚NŽ ƚƌĂĐĞ ŽĨ an 
incident, a fold, no trace of a haiku͛ ;TŝC ϳϱͿ ʹ ĂŶĚ ŝŶ Ă ͚ĐŽƵŶƚƌǇ ǁŚĞƌĞ ƚŚĞƌĞ͛Ɛ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ PŽůŝƚŝĐĂů ƚŚĂƚ͛Ɛ 
TĞǆƚ͕͛ ŝŶ ƚŚŝƐ ͚ƌĂĚŝĐĂůŝƐŵ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ĨĂŶĂƚŝĐĂů ŵŽŶŽůŽŐŝƐŵ͛ ŽĨ ͚ŵŽŶŽŵĂŶŝĂĐ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͕͛ Ă ͚fabric [or] text 
ǁŝƚŚŽƵƚ Ă ŐĂƉ͛ ƚŚĂƚ ͚ƐŚĂƌƉĞŶƐ ŽŶĞ͛Ɛ ǁŝƚƐ ƉŽůŝƚŝĐĂůůǇ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨĂŶƚŝůŝǌĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƌĞƐƚ͕͛ ŝŶ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŚĞ ĐŽƵůĚ ŶŽƚ 
ŝŵĂŐŝŶĞ ůŝǀŝŶŐ ;TŝC ϭϳϯ͕ ϭϵϮͿ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĂƚƚĞŶƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ ŵŝŶƵƚĞ ĚĞƚĂŝůƐ͕ ŚŝƐ ĚŝƐƚƌĂĐƚŝŽŶƐ ĨƌŽŵ ƚŚĞ ƐĐŝĞŶƚŝĨŝĐ 
task in hand and his elliptical writing style in his diaries in China, afford us a glimpse of what this 
͚ĨŽůĚ͛ ʹ intensely political ʹ might be. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
1
 See Roland Barthes, ͚AƵƚŚŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ WƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕͛ ŝŶ A Barthes Reader, ed. Susan Sontag (New York: Hill and Wang, 

1982), pp. 185-93 (p. 188 note 3)͗ ͚͞we must ďĞ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝĐĂů͖͛͟ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ EŶŐůŝƐŚ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚŝŽŶ ŝƐ ƐůŝŐŚƚůǇ 
modified here as the italics are not carried over from the original French; see Barthes, Essais critiques, (Paris: 
Seuil, 1964), p. 150 note 5. 
2
 BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ͚OŶ GŝĚĞ ĂŶĚ HŝƐ JŽƵƌŶĂů͕͛ ŝŶ A Barthes Reader, p. 3. 

3
 ͚LĂ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝƋƵĞ parlée͛ ǁƌŝƚĞs Barthes ʹ in a sentence which is, inexplicably, left out of the English translation 

ʹ ͚ĞƐƚ ƵŶ ǀƈƵ ƉŝĞƵǆ͛ ƚŚĞ spoken dialectic ŝƐ ǁŝƐŚĨƵů ƚŚŝŶŬŝŶŐ͖ ƐĞĞ ͚AƵƚŚŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ WƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕͛ ŝŶ A Barthes Reader, 
p. 188 note 3. 
4
 “ĞĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ͚WƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕ IŶƚĞůůĞĐƚƵĂůƐ͕ TĞĂĐŚĞƌƐ͕͛ ŝŶ A Barthes Reader, pp. 378-403 (p. 388). 



                                                                                                                                                                      
5
 “ĞĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ͚AƵƚŚŽƌƐ ĂŶĚ WƌŝƚĞƌƐ͕͛ ŝŶ A Barthes Reader, p. 188 note 3. 

6
 BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ͚UŶĞ ĠĐƌŝƚƵƌĞ ĚŝĂůĞĐƚŝƋƵĞ͕͛ ĨŝƌƐƚ ƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ ŝŶ Combat 5 July 1965, p. 6, and republished in Barthes, 

ŒƵǀƌĞƐ ĐŽŵƉůğƚĞƐ ed. Eric Marty (Paris: Seuil, 2002), pp. 718-ϵ͖ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ CŽůůĞĐƚĞĚ WŽƌŬƐ ŝŶ FƌĞŶĐŚ ǁŝůů be 
henceforth referenced as OC with the volume number in Roman numerals, and any translations, where they 
do not exist in English, are my own. 
7
 BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁƌŽƚĞ ŽĨ MŽƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ͗ ͚As soon as an antinomy threatens to become fixed, Morin transports it 

͞ĞůƐĞǁŚĞƌĞ͕͟ ŐŝǀĞƐ ŝƚ ƐŽŵĞ ŶĞǁ ƚĞƌŵƐ ƚŚĂƚ ƐƵƌƌŽƵŶĚ ŝƚ ĂŶĚ ŵŽĚŝĨŝĞƐ ƚŚĞ ƐǇƐƚĞŵ ŽĨ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ Ă ƉĂƌƚ͖ ͙ ŚĞ 
thus operates a veritable enlarging of meaning͛ (OC ii 718-9). 
8
 IŶ MŽƌŝŶ͛Ɛ ǁŽƌŬ͕ ǁƌŽƚĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŝŶ ϭϵϲϱ͕ ͚ƚhe object of study is never given without its contradictory 

attributes, is only ever defined as a meeting-point [croisement], and which is falsely symmetrical, of a number 
of terms (this is the ancient notion of chiasma), whereby rhetoric becomes a veritable dialectical instrument; 
this is because only form is able, in the final instance, to correct the inability of language to make sense of the 
ŽďũĞĐƚ͛Ɛ ŵŽǀĞŵĞŶƚ͕ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ ĂůƚĞƌŶĂƚŝŶŐ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƌŝĠƚĠ ĂŶĚ ŐĞŶĞƌĂůůǇ ŽĨ ŝƚƐ ŽƚŚĞƌ ůŽŐŝĐ͛ (OC ii 719).  
9
 See R. Barthes, Empire of Signs, trans. Richard Howard (London: Jonathan Cape, 1983); in ͚LĞƐƐŽŶ ŝŶ WƌŝƚŝŶŐ͛,   

BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ǁƌŽƚĞ͗ ͚AŶƚŝƚŚĞƐŝƐ ŝƐ Ă ƉƌŝǀŝůĞŐĞĚ ĨĞĂƚƵƌĞ ŽĨ ŽƵƌ ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ ͘͘͘ BƵŶƌĂŬƵ ĐĂƌĞƐ ŶŽƚŚŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞƐĞ ĐŽŶƚƌĂƌŝĞƐ͕ 
ĨŽƌ ƚŚŝƐ ĂŶƚŽŶǇŵǇ ƚŚĂƚ ƌĞŐƵůĂƚĞƐ ŽƵƌ ǁŚŽůĞ ŵŽƌĂůŝƚǇ ŽĨ ĚŝƐĐŽƵƌƐĞ͖͛ ƐĞĞ A Barthes Reader, pp. 305-13 (p. 306).   
10

 BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ ͚AůŽƌƐ͕ ůĂ CŚŝŶĞ͍͕͛ ŝŶ Le Monde 24 May 1974 (OC iv 516-ϮϬͿ͖ ƐĞĞ CůĂƵĚĞ CŽƐƚĞ͕ ͚͞AůŽƌƐ LĂ CŚŝŶĞ͍͕͟ 
‘ŽůĂŶĚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕͛ ŝŶ MǇƌŝĂŵ BŽƵĐŚĂƌĞŶĐ ĂŶĚ JŽģůůĞ DĞůƵĐŚĞ ĞĚƐ͕ Littérature et reportage (Limoges : PULIM, 
2001), pp. 339-53 (p. 352). ͚AůŽƌƐ͕ ůĂ CŚŝŶĞ͍͛ ŚĂƐ ďĞĞŶ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚ ŝŶƚŽ EŶŐůŝƐŚ ĂƐ ͚WĞůů͕ ĂŶĚ CŚŝŶĂ͍͕͛ ƚƌĂŶƐ͘ Lee 
Hildreth, Discourse, 8 (1986-87), pp. 116-120. 
11

 Barthes, ͚CŽŵƉƚĞ ƌĞŶĚƵ ĚƵ ǀŽǇĂŐĞ ĞŶ CŚŝŶĞ͕͛ ŝŶ LĞ LĞǆŝƋƵĞ ĚĞ ů͛ĂƵƚĞƵƌ͘ SĠŵŝŶĂŝƌĞ ă ů͛ÉĐŽůĞ ƉƌĂƚŝƋƵĞ ĚĞƐ 
hautes études 1973-1974, ed. Anne Herschberg Pierrot (Paris: Seuil, 2010), pp. 227-45; all translations from 
this volume here are my own. 
12

 TŚŝƐ ŵĞƚŚŽĚ ǁĂƐ ƐŚĂƌƉůǇ ŝŶ ƚƵŶĞ ǁŝƚŚ ƚŚĞ ͚ĚŽƵďůĞ ĐŽŶƐĐŝŽƵƐŶĞƐƐ͛ ŽĨ BůĂĐŬ-American philosophy, though 
Barthes, I am sure, had never read Souls of Black Folk or even heard of W.E.B. Dubois. 
13

 Barthes, Travels in China, ed. Anne Herschberg Pierrot, trans. Andrew Brown (Cambridge: Polity, 2012), 
ŚĞŶĐĞĨŽƌƚŚ ƌĞĨĞƌĞŶĐĞĚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ ƚĞǆƚ ĂƐ ͚TŝC͛ ĨŽůůŽǁĞĚ ďǇ Ă ƉĂŐĞ ŶƵŵďĞƌ͘ IŶ ƚŚĞ ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŵĞŶƚŝŽŶƐ͕ ŽŶ Ă 
number of occasions (TiC 151, 154, 157-8, 176) meeting up with the China correspondent for Le Monde, Alain 
Bouc; this was doubtless the occasion for Barthes (and Wahl) to be invited to write something on China for the 
French daily on their return. 
14

 As well as a member of the Tel Quel ĚĞůĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ ƚŽ CŚŝŶĂ͕ FƌĂŶĕŽŝƐ WĂŚů ǁĂƐ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĞĚŝƚŽƌ Ăƚ LĞƐ EĚŝƚŝŽŶƐ 
du Seuil and he considered that it was a complĞƚĞ ďĞƚƌĂǇĂů ;ďǇ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ŚĂůĨ-brother Michel Salzedo) to 
authorise the publication of both the Mourning Diary and the Travels in China diaries. Wahl maintains that, if 
the publication of the former ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ͚ĚŝƐŐƵsted͛ Barthes ĚƵĞ ƚŽ ŝƚƐ ͚ǀŝŽůĂƚŝŽŶ͛ ŽĨ ŚŝƐ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ůŝĨĞ͕ ƚŚĞŶ ƚŚĞ 
ůĂƚƚĞƌ͛Ɛ ƉƵďůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ǁŽƵůĚ ŚĂǀĞ ďĞĞŶ ͚ƚĂďŽŽ͛ ďĞĐĂƵƐĞ ŝƚ ǁĂƐ ͚ŶŽƚ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ͛ ĂŶĚ ŝŶĨƌŝŶŐĞĚ ŚŝƐ ͚ĂďƐŽůƵƚĞ ƌĞƐƉĞĐƚ ŽĨ 
ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ĂŶĚ ŝƚƐ ŽǁŶ ůŽŐŝĐ͖͛ ŚŽǁĞǀĞƌ͕ ĂƐ ÉƌŝĐ MĂƌƚǇ ƉŽŝŶƚĞĚ ŽƵƚ͕ WĂŚů ŚĂĚ͕ ƐŽŽŶ ĂĨƚĞƌ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ĚĞĂƚŚ͕ 
ĂƵƚŚŽƌŝƐĞĚ ƚŚĞ ƉƵďůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ ŽĨ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ƉĞƌƐŽŶĂů ĚŝĂƌŝĞƐ͕ Paris Evenings,  that were much more personal; see 
JĞĂŶ BŝƌŶďĂƵŵ͕ ͚LĂ ƉƵďůŝĐĂƚŝŽŶ Ě͛ŝŶĠĚŝƚƐ ĚĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ĞŵďƌĂƐĞ ůĞ ĐĞƌĐůĞ ĚĞ ƐĞƐ ĚŝƐĐŝƉůĞƐ͕͛ ŝŶ Le Monde 22 January 
2009, p. 20. Parts of Barthes China diaries were published, in facsimile, in the catalogue for the 2002-2003 
exhibition on Barthes at the Centre Pompidou; see Marianne Alphant and Nathalie Léger eds, R/B. Roland 

Barthes. CĂƚĂůŽŐƵĞ ĚĞ ů͛ĞǆƉŽƐŝƚŝŽŶ CĞŶƚƌĞ-Pompidou (Paris: Seuil / Centre Pompidou / IMEC, 2002), pp. 208-25. 
15

 ͚I Ăŵ ŶŽƚ NŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞĂŶ͕ it is simply that I read NŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ͕͛ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ Le Discours amoureux. Séminaire à 

ů͛ÉĐŽůĞ Ɖratique des hautes études 1974-1976 (Paris: Seuil, 2007), p. 462. 
16

 ͚OŶ S/Z and Empire of Signs͕͛ ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ǁŝƚŚ ‘ĂǇŵŽŶĚ BĞůůŽƵƌ ŝŶ Les Lettres françaises, 20 May 1970, in The 

Grain of the Voice. Interviews 1962-1980, trans. Linda Coverdale (New York: Hill and Wang, 1985), p. 72. 
17

 FŽƌ ĂŶ ĂŶĂůǇƐŝƐ ŽĨ NŝĞƚǌƐĐŚĞ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝƚŝŶŐ ƐƚǇůĞ͕ ƐĞĞ AůĞǆĂŶĚĞƌ NĞŚĂŵĂƐ͕ ͚TŚĞ MŽƐƚ MƵůƚŝĨĂƌŝŽƵƐ Aƌƚ ŽĨ “ƚǇůĞ͕͛ ŝŶ 
Nietzsche. Life as Literature (Cambridge, Mass. / London: Harvard University Press, 1985), ch. 1 (pp. 13-41). 
18

 See Simon Leys, cited in Coste, ͚͞AůŽƌƐ LĂ CŚŝŶĞ͍͕͟ ‘ŽůĂŶĚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛, p. 352. In the English translation, 
͚ĂďǇƐƐĂůĞ͛ ŝƐ ƚƌĂŶƐůĂƚĞĚ ĂƐ ͚ƵŶĨĂƚŚŽŵĂďůĞ͖͛ ƐĞĞ ͚FŽŽƚŶŽƚĞ ƚŽ Ă BĂƌƚŚĞƐŝĂŶ OƉƵƐĐƵůĞ͕͛ ŝŶ “͘ LĞǇƐ͕ Broken Images. 

Essays on Chinese Culture and Politics, trans. Steve Cox (London: Allison and Busby, 1979), pp. 88-9, (p. 88). 
19

 BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ǁƌŝtings and interviews from the period 1970-1974 contain a number of asides that suggest his 
own illusions in the progressive nature of China during the Cultural Revolution; see, for example, the 1970 
ŝŶƚĞƌǀŝĞǁ ͚OŶ ƚŚĞŽƌǇ͛ ŝŶ VH 101, in ŒƵǀƌĞƐ ĐŽŵƉůğƚĞƐ III, p. 692; the conclusion of his radical 1971 essay 
(though not published in France till posthumously) in the Times Literary Supplement͕ ͚Languages at war in a 
culture at peace͕͛ ƌĞƚŝƚůĞĚ ͚Pax Culturalis͛ ŝŶ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕ The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1986), p. 105; and the 1972 interview in the pro-China weekly Politique-Hebdo͕ ͚FĂƚĂůŝƚĠ ĚĞ ůĂ 



                                                                                                                                                                      
culture, limites de la contre-ĐƵůƚƵƌĞ͕͛ ŝŶ ŒƵǀƌĞƐ ĐŽŵƉůğƚĞƐ IV, p. 195. Although these comments favourable to 
MĂŽŝƐƚ CŚŝŶĂ ĐŽŶƚĂŝŶ ͚ƉĞƌŚĂƉƐ͛ ĂŶĚ ͚ƉƌŽďĂďůǇ͕͛ ƚŚĞǇ ĂƌĞ ƐƚƌŝŬŝŶŐ ĨŽƌ ƚŚĞ ĐƵƌŝŽƐŝƚǇ ƚŚĂƚ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ŚĂĚ ĨŽƌ CŚŝŶĂ ŝŶ 
the years leading up to the trip in 1974. 
20

 MŝĐŚĂĞů WŽŽĚ͕ ͚PƌĞƐĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ MŝŶĚ͕͛ ŝŶ London Review of Books, 19 November 2009, pp. 11-12 (p. 12). 
21

 See Danielle Marx-Scouras, TŚĞ CƵůƚƵƌĂů PŽůŝƚŝĐƐ ŽĨ ͚TĞů QƵĞů͛͘ LŝƚĞƌĂƚƵƌĞ ĂŶĚ ƚŚĞ LĞĨƚ ŝŶ ƚŚĞ WĂŬĞ ŽĨ 
Engagement (Pennsylvania: Penn State Press, 1996), pp. 166-74. 
22

 See La Quinzaine littéraire 1-15 March 1975, pp, 22-3. Also, Barthes was a member of the editorial 
committee of the New-Left journal Arguments when, in 1961, it published a special number (no. 23, 3

rd
 term) 

ŽŶ CŚŝŶĂ͕ ͚CŚŝŶĞ ƐĂŶƐ ŵǇƚŚĞƐ͕͛ ǁŚŝĐŚ ŝŶĐůƵĚĞĚ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ĂŶĂůǇƐĞƐ ďǇ TƌŽƚƐŬǇŝƐƚƐ PŝĞƌƌĞ NĂǀŝůůĞ ĂŶĚ DĂǀŝĚ ‘ŽƵƐƐĞƚ͕ 
as well as an extract from the travel diary of R. H. S. Crossman. 
23

 In his chapter on the Tel Quel visit to China, Philippe Forest sets out the debate and then rupture between 
Wahl (and to a certain extent Barthes) on the one hand, and Sollers and Kristeva on the other; in response to 
WĂŚů͛Ɛ ƌĞƚŝĐĞŶƚ ĂŶĚ ŵŝůĚůǇ ĐƌŝƚŝĐĂů ƐĞƌŝĞƐ ŽĨ ĂƌƚŝĐůĞƐ ŝŶ Le Monde ĂŶĚ ǁŚŝĐŚ ĨŽůůŽǁƐ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͛Ɛ ʹ ͚LĂ CŚŝŶĞ ƐĂŶƐ 
ƵƚŽƉŝĞ͛ ;ϭϱ-19 June 1974) ʹ the subsequent numbers of Tel Quel (59, 60 and 61) are largely given over to the 
ũŽƵƌŶĂů͛Ɛ ŽŶŐŽŝŶŐ Ɛinophilia; see Forest, HistoŝƌĞ ĚĞ ͚TĞů QƵĞů͛, 1960-1982 (Paris: Seuil, 1995), pp. 475-85, and 
Patrick ffrench, The Time of Theory. A History of ͚Tel Quel͛ (1960-1983) (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), pp. 
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26

 See Barthes, LĞ LĞǆŝƋƵĞ ĚĞ ů͛ĂƵƚĞƵƌ, pp. 324-ϱ͖ ƚŚĞ ͚ǀŝĞ ĐŽŵŵĞ ƚĞǆƚĞ͛ ůŝĨĞ ĂƐ ƚĞǆƚ ŝƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ƵŶƉƵďůŝƐŚĞĚ 
sections not included in the final published version of Roland Barthes by Roland Barthes.   
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speaks as though he were a Chinese person as he castigates the Trotskyist Left Opposition in China during the 
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1927. 1929, creates Left opposition organization to Leninism. Trotskyists in China: in guise of the left, 
undermined the CPP, in collusion with the Kuomintang.) [...] Chen Duxiu: veered towards Trotskyism. Ultra 
RigŚƚ с UůƚƌĂ LĞĨƚ͊ ͗͘͘͘ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ůĞĨƚ ŝŶ ĂƉƉĞĂƌĂŶĐĞ͕ ŽŶ ƚŚĞ ƌŝŐŚƚ ŝŶ ĞƐƐĞŶĐĞ͘ TŚĞ ĞŶĚ͊͛ ;TŝC ϯϲ-7; on Stalin and 
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share a similar view), it was the Chinese Communist Party, under strict instructions from Stalin and Bukharin, 
that united with the Kuomintang, with the disastrous consequences thaƚ ĞŶƐƵĞĚ͖ ƐĞĞ L͘ TƌŽƚƐŬǇ͕ ͚TŚĞ “ĞĐŽŶĚ 
Chinese Revolution, 1925-ϭϵϮϳ͕͛ ŝŶ The Age of Permanent Revolution (New York: Dell, 1964), pp. 240-6. 
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 See “ŽůůĞƌƐ͛Ɛ ĞĚŝƚŽƌŝĂů͕ ͚A ƉƌŽƉŽƐ ĚĞ ͞La Chine sans utopie͕͛͟ Tel Quel no. 59 (Autumn 1974) p. 16.  
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from the start. This rough and ready talk plays on the over-turning of appearances, a dialectic of illusions, no 
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quoting ǁŚĂƚ I ƐĂǇ͖͛ ƐĞĞ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ͕  LĞ LĞǆŝƋƵĞ ĚĞ ů͛auteur, p. 230.   
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 See André Gide, Back from the USSR, trans. Dorothy Bussy (London: Secker and Warburg, 1939). Barthes 
returns to this idea a little later in the first diary in China, as he (inadvertently, it would seem) prefigures the 
title of his essay in Le Monde ƚŚĂƚ ŚĞ ǁŝůů ŐŽ ŽŶ ƚŽ ǁƌŝƚĞ ŽŶ ŚŝƐ ƌĞƚƵƌŶ͗ ͚“Ž͕ ǁŚĂƚ ŶĞĞĚƐ ƚŽ ďĞ ǁƌŝƚƚĞŶ ŝƐŶ͛ƚ So, 

what about China?, but So, what about France?͛ ;TŝC ϴͿ͘ IŶƚĞƌĞƐƚŝŶŐůǇ͕ BĂƌƚŚĞƐ ƐƵƉƉůŝĞƐ ƉĂƌƚ ŽĨ ƚŚĞ ĂŶƐǁĞƌ ƚŽ 
this when, on the first evening, he describes the questioning of the Tel Quel ĚĞůĞŐĂƚŝŽŶ ďǇ ͚ƚŚĞ WƌŝƚĞƌ͛ ĨƌŽŵ 
China in relatioŶ ƚŽ ƉŚŝůŽƐŽƉŚŝĐĂů ũŽƵƌŶĂůƐ ŝŶ FƌĂŶĐĞ͕ ƚŚĞŝƌ ͚OďũĞĐƚ ŽĨ ‘ĞƐĞĂƌĐŚ͕͛ ƚŚĞ ŝŶĨůƵĞŶĐĞ ŽĨ “ŽǀŝĞƚ 
philosophy and its revisionism, and records their very revealing views on these questions (TiC 46-8). See also 
the moment at the Xinhua Printing Works in Beijing, on the second day of the visit (Sunday 14 April 1974), 
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1981, was discovered to have participated, as the préfet in Bordeaux during the Nazi Occupation, in the 
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