
Death of the Author is a concept introduced in 1967 by a French literary critic and theorist 
Roland Barthes.  The concept has to do with how we analyse and critique literature.  It had been 
a long standing tradition of literary critics to try to incorporate an author’s life,  experiences, and 
beliefs into a definitive explanation of the meaning of the text, and the exact meaning of any 
symbolism or motifs within a given story.  The objective of ‘Death of the Author’ is to assume 
that the author of the work that you are reading has died, all records of their existence expunged 
and therefore any questions you may have had about the story cannot be answered by anyone 
but yourself.  Death of the Author introduced us to the practice of separating art from the artist. 
This concept has since grown to include mediums beyond books to include movies, online 
content, video games, philosophy, the accomplishments of historical figures, and beyond. 
 
This is going to be a concept that we are going to come back to again and again from here on 
out because I find, in this day and age, we come across this dilemma again and again.  So let’s 
dive in! 
 
We have met many philosophers in Sophie’s World, from Democritus to Sartre. They have said 
so many amazing things and introduced us to so many thought provoking ideas, but the book 
glosses over most of their lives, effectively separating the art from the artist. While I believe 
Sophie’s World is a great primer and introduction to philosophy, I  (and I am sure you as well) 
was struck by one single fact while reading it: every philosopher mentioned was a white man. 
I’m not trying to say that this somehow invalidates the book or philosophy as a whole, but 
lacking the insights that people of color and women could have brought to the field really works 
against the whole of philosophy.  Female and philosophers of color philosophers have existed 
through the ages, but their words were routinely swept aside or co-opted by a white man.  There 
are getting to be more authored and studied philosophers in both of these camps, which is 
amazing, but there’s still a lot of catching up to do.  
 
In general, I am a fan of the idea of Death of the Author. I feel that when I read a book, or watch 
a movie or play, I am finding bits and pieces of myself within the content, finding my own 
interpretations and insights.  But there are many times I feel it is unethical to separate the art 
from the artist, and I am wholly unable to consume their art because of the author’s personal 
beliefs or behaviors.  I realize, though, that this varies from person to person, that some people 
will boycott anything from a person who has done unethical or terrible things while others will 
just shrug their shoulders and say “Ya gotta separate the art from the artist.”  
 
When should we apply Death of the Author?  Are there hard fast rules?  Are there certain 
criteria a person must meet in order to be affected by it?  Are we casting too large of a net?  If 
we look hard enough at anyone or anything we like, we’re going to find unsavory elements. 
Where do we draw the line?  There is a big movement that has been going on for quite some 
time that has been dubbed “cancel culture” in which authors, comedians, companies, etc. are 
being called out for things they have done or said that are seen as generally unsavory with 
some manner of boycott called for shortly thereafter.  Examples include Michael Jackson, Bill 
Cosby, Louis C.K., and J.K. Rowling.  Is it okay to separate the art from the artist in these 



scenarios and continue to enjoy them, even glean some positive insight from their work, or have 
their words and/or deeds sullied any message they might have had and forever tainted them? 
 
The same goes for many of the philosophers covered in Sophie’s World.  As I mentioned earlier, 
most of the philosophers commonly known and studied are white men throughout history.  This 
doesn’t disqualify them from being worth studying, though.  However, you may remember the 
lesson from early last month in which I talked about some of the problematic views held by 
some of the biggest philosophers in our history.  In case you don’t, here’s a quick refresher: 
Plato and Aristotle were down with slavery; Aristotle actively procalimed that women were 
naturally inferior to men; Hegel felt that letting women into government would be disastrous; 
Kant, famous for his ethical philosophy, felt that women were weak and needed to be controlled 
by men, and that the white race was perfect and all others were savages that may be able to be 
educated enough to be useful; Nietzsche felt that, while women are wonderful, they are simply 
weaker than men and being deceivers is their natural state.  There are other examples out 
there, but I think you get the point.  
 
These are clearly terrible views coming from supposedly respectful people.  Does this, however, 
make their works null and void?  Does knowing that Kant was a racist, misogynist jerk make his 
philosophical views worthless?  According to Death of the Author, it does not.  Regardless of 
what Kant said, thought, or taught (yes, he taught this kind of stuff when he became a college 
professor), we have to completely remove the man from his words and judge them on their own 
merits.  That seems to make sense - if a smoker tells you not to start smoking, you don’t 
completely dismiss what they told you because they’re a smoker.  But what about when we ask 
women or people of color to ignore Kant’s mindset and just pay attention to his words?  Doesn’t 
that seem a bit insensitive?  So does that mean that everyone needs to disregard Kant because 
legitimizing his words also, to a degree, legitimizes those views?  If someone was taught Kant 
and had their life changed by it, is that now illegitimate?  I once again ask - how do we apply 
Death of the Author?  Is it just a subjective thing, asking each person to guage for themselves 
whether or not they can still feel comfortable enjoying a person’s work after a dark or 
uncomfortable fact about them comes to light?  As we move into more modern philosophy, 
we’re going to have to make some hard decisions over whether or not to effectively kill the 
author in order to study them.  The people behind these philosophies may have some pretty 
uncomfortable views or have said some awful things, so we’ll have to decide whether we can 
separate them from their work enough to study the philosophy they bring forward or if they, 
themselves, are too big of an issue to get around.  
 
This is quite the sticky wicket, I know.  We all want to enjoy the things we enjoy without the 
creator’s baggage weighing us down, but we also don’t want to ignore or even reward 
someone’s awful behavior.  Where do we draw the line?  Where do YOU guys draw the line? 
This is an important thing to think about as we get further into the information age and a brighter 
and brighter light is getting shone on our public figures to see just what their shadows are 
hiding, so this issue isn’t going away any time soon.  How much are we willing to put up with? 
Here’s another, somewhat-related thing to go along with that - are we comfortable using our 



phones, laptops, and other electronics knowing that massively underpaid, exploited people, 
even children, are the ones assembling them in other countries?  Our world is so dependent on 
them, what other choices might we have?  This is a big issue, and big, thought-provoking issues 
are what we will be looking at going forward, and I can’t wait.  Take care, guys, and have your 
brains do some stretches and warmups so we can give them a workout going forward. 
 
  


