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Abstract: This paper revisits “The Death of the Author” (1967), a seminal essay by Roland
Barthes, in light of the literary and philosophical implications of Artificial Intelligence as a
writer. Al systems are increasingly participating in the production of texts, from poetry and
fiction to journalism and criticism. This article argues that Barthes’ idea of the decentering of
the author is not only still relevant but also significant. Through a close reading of Barthes’
theory alongside recent developments in Al authorship, posthumanism, and reader-response
theory, the paper explores how distributed machinic systems are reconfiguring authorship. The
study examines how the role of the reader is further empowered in this new regime of
algorithmic literature, how meaning is shaped without human intention, and how the future of
literary theory may be guided by hybrid, decentralised models of creation. Eventually, the
essay situates Al writing within a broader posthuman literary ecology and concludes that
Barthes’ pronouncement was not an end to authorship, but the beginning of a more radically
pluralistic vision of literature.
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Meaning Without a Master: Barthes, Al, and the Rise of Algorithmic Literature

Introduction

When Roland Barthes declared the “Death of the Author” in 1967, he did not merely
reject biographical criticism or individual genius; he undermined the entire foundation of
Western literary theory. The author was a historically constructed figure who falsely
guaranteed meaning and coherence for himself. He then proposed a radical liberation of the
text from the constraints of singular intention, opening it to a multiplicity of readings and
readerly interpretations. Generative Artificial Intelligence has now taken that proposition from
theory to reality after half a century. Al models like GPT, Claude, and Gemini produce poems,
stories, essays, and dialogue at scales and speeds unthinkable by human writers. These systems
write without experience, emotion, or intent and produce texts without authors in the
conventional sense. Thus, they reify Barthes’ vision, turning metaphor into a mechanism. This
article engages with three interrelated questions: First, how does Barthes’ decentering of the
author illuminate our understanding of Al-generated literature? Second, how is the role of the
reader transformed when authorship is automated? And third, what theoretical frameworks are
necessary to confront a posthuman literary future? Structured around the foundational insight
of Barthes, the paper traces the implications of Al authorship through three thematic lenses:
the death of intention, the rise of the reader, and the emergence of posthuman textuality.
Drawing on scholarly works from poststructuralism, posthumanism, and digital literary
theories, the article presents Al literature not as an anomaly, but as the natural evolution of
ideas already seeded in twentieth-century theory.
Al as Scriptor: Decentering Intention in Machine-Made Texts

In “The Death of the Author,” Barthes declares that it is language which speaks, not the
author (Barthes, Image—Music—Text 143). This striking claim reorients the source of literary
meaning from the individual writer to the broader, impersonal system of language. According
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to Barthes, the “Author-God” has been mythologised for too long as the origin of meaning,
rather than merely one node in the vast field of intertextual discourse. His insistence on
avoiding the attribution of a hidden or final meaning to the text was more than just a theoretical
stance (147). It represented a bold challenge to the modern literary tradition that idolises the
idea of a lone, authoritative creator.

Barthes redefines the writer as a “scriptor”, a figure who no longer bears within him
passions, humours, feelings, impressions, but rather this immense dictionary from which he
draws a writing that can know no halt (146). This vision of authorship as non-originating,
mechanical, and fundamentally intertextual is strikingly prescient of how contemporary Al
systems compose texts. Al-generated literature built on massive datasets and probabilistic
models enacts the Barthesian principle that a text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the
innumerable centres of culture (146). The figure of the scriptor is not merely a metaphor for
the human writer under poststructuralism; it is a description of how generative Al systems
function as machinic writers.

Al language models, such as GPT-4 or Claude, generate text without intention,
consciousness, or autobiographical voice. They exhibit Barthes’s reimagined authorial role
precisely. As Hayles observes in her influential study of posthumanism, conscious agency has
never been ‘in control,” even in human cognition (How We Became Posthuman 288). In this
setting, what Al reveals is not merely a technological novelty but the long-standing fallacy of
the autonomous author. Rather than expressing an original viewpoint, the Al scriptor functions
by assembling and recombining vast existing discourses, lacking personal identity, life
experience, or a singular intent. The rise of machine writing makes literal Barthes’s declaration
that “the text is not a line of words releasing a single ‘theological’ meaning... but a multi-
dimensional space” (Image—Music—Text 146). In the digital age, this multi-dimensional space
is generated by nonhuman agents trained on massive cultural bodies, including literary works,
forums, academic writing, and online discourse. These bodies represent the innumerable
centres of culture that Barthes refers to. As Floridi emphasises, we now live in an “infosphere”
where informational entities like Al agents participate in producing knowledge (Floridi 8). Al
authorship thus brings into sharp focus what Barthes theorised: that texts are produced within
structures and systems larger than any individual. What changes in the Al context is not the
decentering of the human author; it is the literalization of that displacement through algorithmic
processes.

Despite these theoretical alignments, Al authorship generates unease among readers. In
empirical studies, readers rate Al writing less favourably when told of its machine origin
(Proksch et al.). This suggests a lingering cultural attachment to human agency and the aura of
authorial intention. McGurl captures this tension in Everything and Less, noting that the rise of
algorithmic writing coincides with literature’s commodification under neoliberalism. McGurl
contends that the “programmatic novel” is not opposed to literature but represents its logical
evolution within the context of a digital economy (145). What we are witnessing is not the
death of literature, but the death of a particular fantasy that literature is the pure, unmediated
voice of a sovereign human subject. As Braidotti writes, “the human has always been a
composite, internally differentiated and externally networked” (The Posthuman 2). Thus, Al
merely reveals what theory has long insisted that authorship is already collective,
computational, and constructed. Moreover, Haraway’s notion of the cyborg provides a useful
metaphor that literature written by Al is not alien but hybrid, which is entangled with human
inputs, cultural archives, editorial prompts, and computational logics. As she puts it, “we are
all chimaeras, theorised and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism” (Haraway 150).
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Denying Al a role in authorship reflects a refusal to move beyond obsolete, humanist notions
of essentialism.
The Reader as Author in an Age of Algorithmic Texts

In an era where Al-generated texts span genres from journalism to poetry and fiction,
authorship no longer centres on a singular human origin but shifts to the reader as the primary
site of meaning-making. Narrativity varies depending on the interpretive stance of the reader
(Ryan 8), reflecting a shift from authorial creation to reader construction. Barthes anticipated
this change, arguing that a text’s unity is found not in its origin but in its destination (/mage—
Music—Text 148). His concept of the death of the author redistributes creative agency from the
author to the reader, emphasising that a text is made of multiple writings, engaging in dialogue,
parody, and contestation across cultures (148). Iser’s theory of the “implied reader” further
illuminates this dynamic by mentioning that the gaps in a literary work, which are left to the
reader’s imagination, are its most productive aspect (Iser 279). Al-generated literature
intensifies these gaps structurally, as it lacks conscious intent, leaving readers to construct
coherence amid ambiguities and non-linearities.

The reader-centric model aligns with Fish’s idea of “interpretive communities,” which
shape meaning through collective reading rather than authorial intent (Fish 14). Al texts, devoid
of human authorship, extend this collective act into the realm of authorship itself, with meaning
emerging from interactions within online forums, classrooms, and critical discourse. The
absence of an authorial subject renders interpretive debates about intention fundamentally moot
(Pepp 28), compelling critics to focus on surface elements like structure and tone as sources of
meaning, not the expressions of hidden agency. Consequently, Al literature serves as an ideal
case for new critical practices of close reading, where meaning is immanent and autonomous.
Brooks argued that the poem is not a statement about the world but a world itself (19), a
perspective revitalised by AI’s return to formalist modes, evaluating texts based on internal
coherence rather than biographical origins.

Barthes’ division of texts into “readerly” and “writerly” forms in S/Z provides a useful
framework for understanding Al literature. The writerly text, which makes the reader no longer
a consumer but a producer (4), resists closure and demands co-creation, qualities inherent in
Al-generated works marked by open-endedness and surreal ruptures. Computational literature
is often an invitation for co-authorship and play (Marino 47), which emphasises the
collaborative nature of Al texts across interactive fiction, procedurally generated poetry, and
remixable narratives. Murray’s notion of the “cyberbard” extends this further, describing
authorship in digital media as a collaborative process, deeply shaped by reader interaction
(153). Here, texts become dynamic events co-constructed by machine outputs and human
engagement.

Regarding literary pleasure, Barthes’ theory in The Pleasure of the Text distinguishes
between “pleasure” and “bliss,” the latter marked by disruption and transformation: “Text of
pleasure: the text that contents, fills, grants euphoria... Text of bliss: the text that imposes a
state of loss, the text that discomforts” (14). Al-generated literature, with its unpredictable
juxtapositions and resistance to linearity, often produces this disruptive bliss, renewing the act
of reading. In a textual landscape where the writer is a stochastic process and the author’s voice
is simulated, the reader’s role is not only interpretive but also creative. Barthes concludes that
the birth of the reader must be ransomed by the death of the Author (/mage—Music—Text 148),
a principle now vividly enacted in the age of Al.

Literary Futures, Posthumanism, and the Decentered Text

Barthes’ pronouncement of the Author’s death was not a mere negation but an invitation

to rethink literature beyond the authority of individual genius. This intervention challenged
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longstanding assumptions about authorship as the ultimate source of meaning and authority
within a text. He asserts that “to give a text an Author... is to impose a limit on that text, to
furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing” (Image—Music—Text 147). By positing the
death of the author, Barthes opened up the possibility for texts to exist as open-ended sites of
meaning, liberated from the constraints of singular intention. In the contemporary era,
particularly with the rise of Al this critique attains structural reality as texts emerge not from
embodied minds but from distributed computational systems, neural networks trained on vast
bodies of language data, indifferent to personal expression or originality. This ontological shift
is profound, as it challenges the foundational humanist premise that authorship is inherently
tied to human consciousness and agency.

This shift resonates deeply with Braidotti’s conception of posthuman subjectivity,
which provides a valuable theoretical framework for understanding what literature might
become when the boundaries of the “human” are no longer stable or central. Braidotti asserts
that posthuman subjectivity arises from a complex web of human and non-human agents,
techno-scientific apparatuses, and information flows (58). In this light, Al is not merely a tool
that assists human writing but acts as a co-agent within a posthuman literary ecology. The
author, once perceived as an isolated originator of meaning, now functions as one node among
many within a sprawling assemblage of actors, both human and machine. This conception
disrupts the traditional notion of authorship as sovereign and centralised, emphasising its
distributed and networked character. Latour’s Actor-Network Theory complements this
perspective by proposing that agency is not a property of individuals but emerges from the
relations and interactions within a network: “No one acts alone. Each entity modifies a state of
affairs by making others do something” (75). Al-generated literature exemplifies this relational
model of agency, emerging from the complex interplay of training data, computational models,
user prompts, editorial framing, and reader engagement. Thus, authorship becomes a relational
effect rather than an intrinsic property of a single agent.

The challenge that Al authorship poses to the binary of human versus machine is vividly
captured in Haraway’s concept of the “cyborg”, a hybrid entity that blurs the boundaries
between organism and machine, reality and fiction, self and other. In her influential Cyborg
Manifesto, Haraway rejects essentialist and rigid definitions of identity, embracing instead “he
possibility of a world without gender, without genesis, but with cyborg writing (151). This
radical vision finds contemporary expression in literary practices involving Al co-writing,
procedural storytelling, and generative fiction, where authorship is shared and mutable rather
than fixed and exclusive. For example, Al-assisted poetry platforms such as Sudowrite and
DeepDreams do not seek to eliminate the human author. They transform the author’s role into
that of curator, prompt-designer, and editor. Thus, Al writing tools do not displace the writer
but rather multiply her modes of engagement, revealing authorship as a composite act (Lauro
102). The texts produced in this manner become palimpsests, the layered creations that are
neither entirely human nor entirely machine but rather fusions of collective language, remix
culture, and technological mediation. This hybrid authorship resonates with Barthes’ original
insight that the author is “a modern figure, a product of our society... emerging from the Middle
Ages with English empiricism, French rationalism and the personal faith of the Reformation”
(Image—Music—Text 142). In contrast, Al literature inaugurates a new paradigm, one that is not
centred on individual conscience or self-expression but on data, networks, and collective
linguistic flows. Where the traditional author emerged with modernity’s emphasis on
individualism, the Al scriptor belongs to what might be called a posthuman, post-authorial
approach.
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The emergence of Al authorship raises pressing ethical and aesthetic questions that
extend Barthes’ critique of authorship as a legal and moral construct. Who, indeed, owns an
Al-generated text? Who bears responsibility for its content, especially when it may reproduce
biases or harmful ideologies embedded in its training data? And how do we evaluate the literary
merit of a work produced through non-human agency? Barthes recognised that “The Author is
thought to nourish the book... his life is believed to be the book’s explanation” (Image—Music—
Text 145). This explanatory model, however, collapses when the “life”” behind the text is an
algorithm rather than a human biography. Boden cautions that although AI may simulate
creativity, it fundamentally lacks intentionality, emotion, and moral judgment (249). Yet
Hayles offers a counterpoint by arguing that machine cognition should not be judged solely on
its difference from human consciousness but on the new systems and discourses it enables
(Unthought 61). Rather than replicating the Romantic ideal of the expressive soul, Al
authorship produces novel aesthetic forms such as procedural surrealism, computational
realism, and algorithmic constraints, expanding the horizons of literary experimentation.

Mark Sample refers to this innovative practice as “critical codework,” wherein the
algorithm functions simultaneously as the means and message of literary production. He asserts
that “code becomes a mode of critique, a way of making meaning through structure, sequence,
and system” (33). In this paradigm, Al writing is not literature despite its artificial origins but
precisely because of its machinic difference, which opens new formal possibilities reminiscent
of avant-garde movements like Dada, Oulipo, and conceptual writing. Barthes’ theoretical
framework thus becomes indispensable for engaging with Al literature, demanding that critical
methodologies adapt to texts produced without a central subjectivity, yet still rich in meaning,
form, affect, and genre. Hayles advocates for “media-specific analysis,” a methodology that
attends to the materiality of texts—the medium, platform, and code—that shapes their
aesthetics and interpretation (Writing Machines 33). Here, code is not concealed or opaque but
foundational, with the training set, model architecture, and prompt all shaping the literary
output’s form and content. Similarly, Raley emphasises “code as writing” in digital poetics,
proposing that authorship becomes the orchestration of generative mechanisms rather than the
inscription of private meaning (62). Consequently, literary critics must pivot from attempts to
recover buried authorial intentions or biographical contexts to analysing textual mechanics,
interpretive effects, and the socio-technical frameworks underpinning composition.

Al writing reinforces Barthes’ assertion that literature is a space of many writings, none
of them original; the text is a tissue of quotations (/mage—Music—Text 146). Today’s literary
landscape is populated by human-Al collaborations, neural-network poets, and algorithmic
storytellers, the forms that dissolve traditional boundaries between author and reader, producer
and critic, human and machine. This challenges any lingering notion that literature is a solitary
human endeavour and instead foregrounds its inherently hybrid and collective nature. The
future of literature does not lie in choosing between human and Al authorship but in
recognising that all texts from the past, present, and future are hybrid products of multiple
influences. As Barthes aptly observes, “there is one place where this multiplicity is focused,
and that place is the reader” (148). Ultimately, the reader remains the final site of authorship,
the agent who brings a text, whether authored by flesh or code, into meaning.

In this sense, we write with ghosts, not merely the algorithmic phantoms of datasets
and code but the reverberations of countless prior texts, voices, and interpretations. Al makes
this spectral ecology visible, not by ending literature but by transforming it into something
more collective, distributed, and radically open. As the figure of the human author recedes, the
literary imagination expands, opening new horizons for creation, interpretation, and
engagement.
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Conclusion:

Barthes’ declaration of the Author’s death now takes on new life in a world of machine-
generated writing. Al systems do not possess intention, experience, or identity, yet they
produce texts that move, amuse, unsettle, and provoke. In doing so, they reveal what Barthes
long suspected: that literature has never truly been the product of individual genius, but a space
of multiplicity and interpretation. This article has argued that the emergence of Al writers does
not invalidate literature; it transforms our relationship to it. In the absence of an authorial
presence, the reader becomes central, not as a passive consumer but as an active maker of
meaning. Literary theory must likewise evolve, embracing models that are procedural, hybrid,
and collective. As we enter a new era of algorithmic writing, Barthes’ ghost lingers—not as a
prophet of doom, but as a visionary of possibility. The Author is dead; long live the text.
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