The Great Family of Man
[plus excerpts from Myth Today]
From Mythologies, Roland Barthes 1957

A big exhibition of photographs has been held in
Paris, the aim of which was to show the
universality of human actions in the daily life of all
the countries of the world: birth, death, work,
knowledge, play, always impose the same types
of behaviour; there is a family of Man.
The Family of Man, such at any rate was the
original title of the exhibition which came here
from the United States. The French have
translated it as: The Great Family of Man. So
what could originally pass for a phrase belonging
to zoology, keeping only the similarity in
behaviour, the unity of a species, is here amply
moralized and sentimentalized. We are at the
outset directed to this ambiguous myth of the
human 'community', which serves as an alibi to a
large part of our humanism.
This myth functions in two stages: first the
difference between human morphologies is
asserted, exoticism is insistently stressed, the
infinite variations of the species, the diversity in
skins, skulls and customs are made manifest, the
image of Babel is complacently projected over
that of the world. Then, from this pluralism, a
type of unity is magically produced: man is born,
works, laughs and dies everywhere in the same
way; and if there still remains in these actions
some ethnic peculiarity, at least one hints that
there is underlying each one an identical 'nature',
that their diversity is only formal and does not
belie the existence of a common mould. Of course
this means postulating a human essence, and
here is God re-introduced into our Exhibition: the
diversity of men proclaims his power, his
richness; the unity of their gestures demonstrates
his will. This is what the introductory leaflet
confides to us when it states, by the pen of M.
Andre Chamson, that 'this look over the human
condition must somewhat resemble the
benevolent gaze of God on our absurd and
sublime ant-hill'. The pietistic intention is
underlined by the quotations which accompany
each chapter of the Exhibition: these quotations
often are 'primitive' proverbs or verses from the
Old Testament. They all define an eternal wisdom,
a class of assertions which escape History: 'The
Earth is a Mother who never dies, Eat bread and
salt and speak the truth, etc.' This is the reign of
gnomic truths, the meeting of all the ages of
humanity at the most neutral point of their
nature, the point where the obviousness of the
truism has no longer any value except in the

realm of a purely 'poetic' language. Everything
here, the content and appeal of the pictures, the
discourse which justifies them, aims to suppress
the
determining weight of History: we are held back at
the surface of an identity, prevented precisely by
sentimentality from penetrating into this ulterior
zone of human behaviour where historical
alienation introduces some 'differences' which we
shall here quite simply call 'injustices'.
This myth of the human 'condition' rests on a
very old mystification, which always consists in
placing Nature at the bottom of History. Any classic
humanism postulates that in scratching the history
of men a little, the relativity of their
institutions or the superficial diversity of their
skins (but why not ask the parents of Emmet Till,
the young Negro assassinated by the Whites what
they think of The Great Family of Man ?), one very
quickly reaches the solid rock of a universal
human nature. Progrcssive humanism, on the
contrary, must always remember to reverse the
terms of this very old imposture, constantly to
scour nature, its 'laws' and its 'limits' in order to
discover History there, and at last to establish
Nature itself as historical.
Examples? Here they are: those of our
Exhibition. Birth, death?
Yes, these are facts of nature, universal facts. But
if one removes History from them, there is nothing
more to be said about them; any comment about
them becomes purely tautological. The failure of
photography seems to me to be flagrant in this
connection: to reproduce death or birth tells us,
literally, nothing. For these natural facts to gain
access to a true language, they must be inserted
into a category of knowledge which means
postulating that one can transform them, and
precisely subject their naturalness to our human
criticism. For however universal, they are the signs
of an historical writing. True, children are always
born, but in the whole mass of the human
problem, what does the 'essence' of this process
matter to us, compared to its modes which, as for
them, are perfectly historical? Whether or not the
child is born with ease or difficulty, whether or not
his birth causes suffering to his mother, whether
or not he is threatened by a high mortality rate,
whether or not such and such a type of future is
open to him: this is what your Exhibitions should
be telling people, instead of an eternal lyricism of
birth. The same goes for death: must we really
celebrate its essence once more, and thus risk
forgetting that there is still so much we can do to
fight it? It is this very young, far too young power
that we must exalt, and not the sterile identity of
'natural' death.
And what can be said about work, which the
Exhibition places among great universal facts,
putting it on the same plane as birth and death, as
if it was quite evident that it belongs to the same

order of fate? That work is an age-old fact does
not in the least prevent it from remaining a
perfectly historical fact. Firstly, and evidently,
because of its modes, its motivations, its ends
and its benefits, which matter to such an extent
that it will never be fair to confuse in a purely
gestural identity the colonial and the Western
worker (let us also ask the North African workers
of the Goutte d'Or district in Paris what they think
of The Great Family of Man). Secondly, because
of the very differences in its inevitability: we
know very well that work is 'natural' just as long
as it is 'profitable', and that in modifying the
inevitability of the profit, we shall perhaps one
day modify the inevitability of labour. It is this
entirely historified work which we should be told
about, instead of an eternal aesthetics of
laborious gestures.
So that I rather fear that the final justification of
all this Adamism is to give to the immobility of
the world the alibi of a 'wisdom' and a 'lyricism'
which only make the gestures of man look eternal
the better to defuse them.

for there is no law, whether natural or not, which
forbids talking about things. A tree is a tree. Yes,
of course. But a tree as expressed by Minou
Drouet is no longer quite a tree, it is a tree which
is decorated, adapted to a certain type of
consumption, laden with literary self-indulgence,
revolt, images, in short with: a type of social
usage which is added ,to pure matter.
Naturally, everything is not expressed at the same
time: some objects become the prey of mythical
speech for a while, then they disappear, others
take their place and attain. the status of myth.
Are there objects which are inevitably a source of
suggestiveness, as Baudelaire suggested about
Woman? Certainly not: one can conceive of very
ancient myths, but there are no eternal ones; for it
is human history which converts reality into
speech, and it alone rules the life and the death of
mythical language. Ancient or not, mythology can
only have an historical foundation, for myth is a
type of speech chosen by history: it cannot

Myth Today
What is a myth, today? I shall give at the outset
a first, very simple answer, which is perfectly
consistent with etymology: myth is a type of
speech.*
[*Innumerable other meanings of the word' 'myth' can
be cited against this. But I have tried to define things,
not words.]

Myth is a type of speech
Of course, it is not any type: language needs
special conditions in order to become myth: we
shall see them in a minute. But what must be
firmly established at the start is 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 is
a mode of signification, a form. Later, we shall
have to assign to this form historical limits,
conditions of use, and reintroduce society into it:
we must nevertheless first describe it as a 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, everything can be a myth
provided it is conveyed by a discourse. Myth is
not defined by the object of its message, but by
the way in which it utters this message: there
are formal limits to myth, there are no
'substantial' ones. Everything, then, can be a
myth? Yes, I believe this, for the universe is
infinitely fertile in suggestions. Every object in
the world can pass from a closed, silent existence
to an oral state, open to appropriation by society,

possibly evolve from 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, but also photography, cinema,
reporting, sport, shows, publicity, all these can
serve as a support to mythical speech. Myth can
be defined neither by its object nor by its material,
for any material can arbitrarily be endowed with
meaning: the arrow which is brought in order to
signify a challenge is also a kind of speech. True,
as far as perception is concerned, writing and
pictures, for instance, do not call upon the same
type of consciousness; and even with pictures, one
can use many kinds of reading: a diagram lends
itself to signification more than a drawing, a copy
more than an original, and a caricature more than
a portrait. But this is the point: we are no longer
dealing here with a theoretical mode of
representation: we are dealing with this particular
image, which is given for this particular
signification. Mythical speech is made of a material
which has already been worked on so as to make it
suitable for communication: it is because all the
materials of myth (whether pictorial or written)
presuppose a signifying consciousness, that one
can reason about them while discounting their
substance. This substance is not unimportant:
pictures, to be sure, are more imperative than
writing, they impose meaning at one stroke,
without analysing or diluting it. But this is no

longer a constitutive difference. Pictures become
a kind of writing as soon as they are meaningful:
like writing, they call for alexis.
We shall therefore take language, discourse,
speech, etc., 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 article; even objects will become
speech, if they mean something. This generic way
of conceiving language is in fact justified by the
very history of writing: long before the invention
of our alphabet, objects like the Inca quipu, or
drawings, as in pictographs, have been accepted
as speech. This does not mean that one must
treat mythical speech like language; myth in fact
belongs to the province of a general science,
coextensive with linguistics, which is semiology.
Myth as a semiological system
For mythology, since it is the study of a type of
speech, is but one fragment of this vast science of
signs which Saussure postulated some forty years
ago under the name of semiology. Semiology has
not yet come into being. But since Saussure
himself, and sometimes independently of him, a
whole section of contemporary research has
constantly been referred to the problem of
meaning: psycho-analysis, structuralism, eidetic
psychology, some new types of literary criticism
of which Bachelard has given the first examples,
are no longer concerned with facts except
inasmuch as they are endowed with significance.
Now to postulate a signification is to have
recourse to semiology. I do not mean that
semiology could account for all these aspects of
research equally well: they have different
contents. But they have a common status: they
are all sciences dealing with values. They are not
content with meeting the facts: they define and
explore them as tokens for something else.
.
Semiology is a science of forms, since it studies
significations apart from their content.

