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Post-structuralism.
Term given to critical movement that formed in succession to the structuralist theories of the 1960s
(see STRUCTURALISM), in some cases propounded by the same, mostly French, philosophers, but in
which some of the basic hypotheses challenge those of structuralism. Essentially concerned with
language, in particular the literary analysis of JACQUES DERRIDA and the critical process of
DECONSTRUCTION, post-structuralist thought has also been applied to the interpretation of art and art
history since the early 1970s.

Early in the 20th century HEINRICH WÖLFFLIN defined classical art by contrast to what was for him the
opposite, the baroque. His analysis treated individual classical and baroque works of art as
elements of a larger system. Gombrich pointed to a problem in that account in 1966: Caravaggio
rejected the techniques of Raphael, whose works he knew, but Raphael could not reject the style of
Caravaggio. Gombrich recognized that such a structural analysis cannot respect these artists’
intentions, but he was wrong to conclude that such an analysis is therefore illegitimate. Most
art-historical interpretation goes beyond a reconstruction of the artists’ own account of their goals.

Traditionally, art history involves such a structural analysis. A book about an individual artist
assumes the artist’s works are naturally connected and, furthermore, are expressions of a particular
personality. A book dealing with the style of a period or place supposes that works created then and
there are related. Structuralism presupposes that there is some unambiguously identifiable structure
within which to place individual works of art. Wölfflin linked the classical with the baroque because
his aim was to explain how that historical development of European art took place. What seems
problematic to post-structuralists is the idea that such large-scale historical change can be explained
in this way. Derrida observed that the historical structures within which works of art are interpreted
really depend upon conventions of writers. The structures are narrative fictions and therefore have
the potential for modification. Once it is recognized that at some level the choice of framework within
which to place the work of art is arbitrary, then it is possible to abandon, or at least rethink, many of
the traditions of art-historical writing.

Various seminal works specifically concerned with the arbitrary nature of such frameworks in art
contributed to the application of post-structuralist thinking to art history. The belief that a work of art
possesses an organic unity simply because it is created by one individual was contested by ROLAND

BARTHES in S/Z (1970). He treated the work of art as an artefact braiding together the expressive
codes available in the artist’s culture. The traditional view that a work of art should necessarily be an
organic unit at all, that is, every part necessary and no part superfluous, is thus also rejected.
JACQUES LACAN criticized the claim that a work of art expresses the unconscious ideas of an
individual. He treated the unconscious as a language using publicly available concepts. The idea
that one natural unit of discussion is the body of an individual’s work was challenged by Barthes in
1971, when he devoted a book to Ignatius Loyola, Charles Fourier and the Marquis de Sade, finding
similar structures in the writings of three such different figures as a saint, a utopian thinker and a
pornographer. MICHEL FOUCAULT criticized Wölfflin’s framework of historical progress. The belief that
earlier and later works comprise a system supposes more continuity in the historical record than
may really exist.

In much art-historical literature the unit of discussion is the body of works of an individual or the
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various works created by an individual or works of a particular time or region is abandoned, the
narrative of such literature may also be abandoned. If the traditional ways of understanding
historical development and the view of the self are both discarded, what remains is a structure that
the writer chooses. The unit of narration is the art historian’s creation. This can be a very liberating
idea. Furthermore, although historians have tended to think of art as the creation of gifted
individuals, structuralism was correct to have pointed out how the development of a style is always a
collective enterprise. Once it has been allowed that a historian may usefully interpret an artist’s
works in ways that the artist could not have intended, then some of the claims of post-structuralism
have been accepted.

It would be misleading to suggest that these post-structuralist ideas are absolutely alien to traditional
art history. Mahon’s account of the early development of Poussin employed an idea of artistic style
similar, in part, to that of Barthes. Mahon did not use the vocabulary of post-structuralism, but he
recognized that an individual style is a synthesis of diverse sources. Bryson’s post-structuralist art
history, though critical of Gombrich (1961), was concerned with the same problems. Like Gombrich,
Bryson linked a theory of representation to an analysis of the development of art. He rejected
Gombrich’s claim that visual representations are illusionistic equivalents to what they depict. Bryson
denied that art progresses, but he must still explain why many people held that belief and provide an
alternative theory of that development.

The radical claims of the post-structuralists are easier to understand when it is observed, as Danto
did, that they are not entirely novel. Philosophy has often been concerned with the relationship
between the subject, the world and the representations that give the subject knowledge of the world.
Post-structuralism claims that the subject is a fiction and that representations may not be true to the
world, but those claims have been made earlier. What is most original in post-structuralism is the
focus on the analysis of texts.

The potential problems with post-structuralism appeared in Bois’s account of Daniel-Henry
Kahnweiler’s discussion of Cubism. Bois regretted that Kahnweiler did not know the linguistic theory
of Ferdinand de Saussure, which had just been developed. It is hard to see why this should be a
problem once the claim that art history must make reference to the artist’s intentions is abandoned.
That Kahnweiler, Saussure and the Cubist painters worked at the same time does not link their
work. Mere simultaneity does not establish any connections. But if post-structuralism is not
concerned with intentions, why should Bois seek such a link? If Saussure’s linguistics can explain
Cubist painting, then art history should use that theory. It is irrelevant that the Cubists and Saussure
worked simultaneously.

The late 20th century was the golden age for the study of texts, but by the early 1990s this material
had not been applied in a systematic way to art history. The post-structuralists influenced some
contemporary artists, and their ideas were used by Krauss in her study of modernism. Carrier
pointed to ways in which the procedures of much traditional art history can be analysed by a
post-structuralist. However, because art critics are faced with the immediate problem of innovative
understanding of works of art, post-structuralism initially had more impact on their writing than on
that of art historians. Post-structuralism makes it possible to take as the unit of discourse neither the
life of an artist nor the history of a culture or period style. Bann described representations of the
grape, the role of the self, and artists’ conceptions of East–West relations and showed how
post-structuralist theorizing may be applied to Old Masters as well as contemporary art. A book
organized using these untraditional structures allows a new respect for traditional art history while
also opening non-traditional approaches presenting entirely fresh discoveries.
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