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Intertextuality could be argued as being the a principle behind the emergence of post-structuralism, in that the writings of authors such as Barthes or Kristeva (although obviously their work drew upon many other thinkers’ works, an appropriate observation) marked the movement of analysis from being limited to the confines of the text itself into the “more complex conception of the interactions between texts, producers of texts, and their readers’ lifeworlds.” (Meinhof & Smith, 2000, p.2).  This concept does not relate solely to a simpler definition of intertextuality, which could be illustrated, for example by interviewing any educated viewer of The Simpsons, and examining the explicit and implicit references within the cartoon to other shows, films, literature, etc.  The resulting data could then be interpreted to discern which other works, styles or genres were parodied, and the individual’s unique reading of the cartoon, which would obviously vary from subject to subject dependent on their prior knowledge of the texts parodied, examined to show the various constructed links between texts, media, authors, and viewers.  From the point of view of the author, this view demonstrates merely ‘conscious’ use of intertextuality (Berger, 1991, p.21), as opposed to what could be termed ‘unconscious’ use (although that in itself is problematic, as will be examined).

Although it seems obvious that intertextuality as practice has been around almost as long as humans have told stories, the seeds of intertextuality as a concept can be said to lie alongside the origins of semiotics in the work of Ferdinand de Saussure.  Firstly, the distinction of signifier and signified demonstrated the arbitrary nature of language. Secondly, the definition between langue and parole was an important step towards the notion of modern intertextuality – as separating individual instances of communication (parole) from the system of communication (langue) provides a platform for analysis of each.  The idea of the pre-existing ‘langue’ system was taken up by Barthes in 1984, when he said “It [la langue] is the social part of language, the individual cannot himself either create or modify it” (cited in Allen, 2000, p. 9) providing a step towards his notion of no text being truly original, the famously quoted ‘death of the author’, and “the impossibility of living outside the infinite text” (Barthes 1977, cited in Worton & Still 1990, p.18).  Semiotics in general has been the area in which intertextuality is generally examined, for example intertextuality depends on Saussure’s notion of codes, “This is an important semiotic concept, the idea of a code, a code which we are aware of, which we make use of in interpreting particular examples of signs, to which that code applies.” (Chandler, WWW)1 This statement, from an Australian radio learning programme, demonstrates the same concept as can be seen in intertextuality – when we read a text, we construct our own individual interpretation through, amongst other means, an awareness of existing codes gleaned from experience and importantly here, other texts.  To take it one step further, the various codes which we use to interpret texts within various media are themselves organised hierarchically, “Thus, a veritable system of intercodical relations is generated, which is itself, in some sort, another code” (Metz 1974, cited in Chandler, WWW) 2
The first person to use the phrase “intertextuality” was Julia Kristeva, and it was she who proposed the notion that a text should be studied not on what is written on the paper (limiting here to print media), but on which other works it is essentially an adaptation of.  Kristeva introduced the western world to the Russian writings of M. M. Bakhtin.  Bakhtin departed from Saussure in that his work was concerned with the social aspects of communication, using the term ‘utterance’ in place of ‘language’ “in the same way as does that which is social to that which is individual” (Bakhtin / Volosinov 3 1986, cited in Allen, 2000, p.16).  His diachronic view on language is based upon the idea that it is impossible to conceive of one moment where a synchronic snapshot could be taken of language (Allen 2000, p.18), and even if one were to do so, the picture would still contain no detail on the various “class, institutional, national and group interests” (ibid.) Thus, the post-structuralists were able to argue for the polysemous nature of texts, and reject the Saussurean restriction to within the boundaries of the text. 

Gunther Kress expands on this notion from his social semiotic viewpoint, arguing that in creating any sentence “from the beginning, I use materials which I have encountered before, which bear the meanings of their social contexts, to weave a new text which, because it is woven from materials of other texts, everywhere and always connects with those other texts”.  (Kress, 2000, p. 134) This “ceaseless semiosis” (ibid. p.135) is a catch-all term for “meaning-making” not limited to the boundaries of the text – the text “provides a punctuation only” (ibid.) and thus renders the concept of intertextuality as almost redundant.

For the purposes of this essay, a definition of intertextuality is needed that combines the social aspect with what has been termed above ‘conscious’ intertextuality.  I will argue that the nature of the web medium, intertextual in itself, provides the viewer (or, perhaps the more appropriate term would be surfer) with the ability to participate in Kress’ ‘ceaseless semiosis’ through both the application of existing knowledge and the creation of their own text based exclusively on the texts of others – a definition of intertextuality more in line with the Kristevan formulation.  

The comparison I will begin with is the two forms of the text Semiotics – The Basics (print) and Semiotics for Beginners (web) by Daniel Chandler.  The original online format is widely dispersed, aligned horizontally beneath a subject index page (fig a), whereas the print version is aligned vertically, a progression from topic to topic in a defined order.  It is important to note the author’s caveat that the online text is not the same, clearly a straight cut and paste would leave out some logical links between chapters and more importantly, the notion that when reading a book, especially an introductory academic work, it is expected (or the dominant code is) that the reader will progress through the book, learning concepts as they go which will be needed for comprehension of the later stages.  Intertextuality then becomes important here, for with the print medium, comprehension is obtained through two means.  Firstly, the existing knowledge of the reader, perhaps gleaned from other texts, or in a corruption of Kress’ formulation, the ongoing semiosis of things we have learnt applied to things we are learning.  Secondly, the intratextual links to what we have already read.  Unlike a simple syntagmatic intratextual link such as the relation to a picture of its caption (Chandler, WWW2), there is in existence a complicated system of codes akin to Metz’s system of intercodical relations discussed above, which works in one direction only as the reader progresses through, until the book is completed, at which point any sentence taken at random will be interpreted with reference to later conclusions or discussions of related topics. Of course, there is no obligation on the reader to begin at page one and read through to the end, in fact many will only read extracts, and the constructed meaning will be different for each reader. 
When examining the online version, there is no real concept of a logical progression through the text, for a surfer can arrive at any point within the text, having been at any other text, and can navigate their own way through it, perhaps onto another text.  The structure of the printed text is immediately redundant, for “hypertexts destroy the notion of the linearity of a text” (Allen, 2000, p.202).  Allen contends that the idea of the text in isolation, which is what the original intertextual theorists were attacking, has finally been buried by the advent of the internet and in particular the World Wide Web.  “What to many may seem counterintuitive in Barthes’ treatment of literary books becomes obvious, inevitable, and even ‘natural’ when dealing with hypertext systems” (Allen, 2000 p. 200)  The surfer is in effect constructing his or her own book each time a path is created through the web.  

It is worth noting briefly here that the original design of the web by Tim Berners-Lee was for providing information as importantly as receiving information, and indeed for its first few years there was parity.  The evolution of the web into a mass medium, with centralised sources and a massive viewer : producer ratio is traced by Roscoe (1999), and is relevant due to the concept of figuring the audience into the equation, and the possible future of the web emerging into a more organised, commercial enterprise with less inherent ‘free-linking’ around such a wide variety of sites.

The intertextual nature of the web can be seen more clearly when looking at sites that have become prevalent during the expansion of the ‘E/N’ – Everything/Nothing era.  Now mostly considered a dying form, this sort of website existed merely to link to other sites.  Often, the page was presented as a brief article, usually regarding the life of the writer or webmaster. The site stileproject.com, generally considered one of the most revolting sites on the internet, and partially infamous due to the webmaster’s apparent attempt to commit suicide live on the web several years ago still provides an example of this. (fig 2) 5 The text is on the surface a straight story about his (terrible) life, but almost every sentence has parts coloured blue.  Through knowledge of the HTML code (both in its semiotic and technical sense) the reader is aware that each instance of blue text will open another browser window with generally a sickening image or pornography or a link to another site, story or video / audio clip.  The most obvious link is in the sentence “[brushing my teeth] made my gums bleed something awful” – which contains a link to the somethingawful.com website, clicking on some other links is a dangerous business.  Another example of this scene, the website SomeIdiot.com is named after the usual reaction of the original content provider, on discovering that his work had been made part of a link on the site, “Some Idiot ripped me off” 6 In this way then, we have moved away from the Kristevan concept of any text being a reworking of other existing texts, for there is no need here to present content as one’s own, merely to have discovered it and provide it to the readers is sufficient, and in any case the informing texts are there for all to see.
One of the most famous parody sites on the internet is the Onion, (fig 3) which demonstrates classic conscious intertextuality, satirizing all forms of media, and well known figures, but conversely deliberately ensures that the only links to other sites are those to paid advertisers, and has absolutely no form of interactivity, for example from their FAQ:

 “It is The Onion's editorial policy that the readers should have no voice whatsoever and that The Onion newspaper shall be solely a one-way conduit of information. The editorial page is reserved for the exclusive use of the newspaper staff to advance whatever opinion or agenda it sees fit, or, in certain cases, for paid advertorials by the business community." —Passed by a majority of the editorial board, March 17, 1873. 

(WWW, http://www.theonion.com/onion_help/faq_editorial.html)

The two examples above, that of the E/N site, which is purely intertextual in a modern sense, and the parody site, intertextual only in its implicit references to the object of its mockery provide a demonstration of the difference in degree of intertextuality evident on the World Wide Web.

In an article featured in the Scotsman in 1997, Ian Bell examines the intertextual nature of the web and its implication for print journalism.  The only technological hurdle remaining, he claims, is our dislike of reading on screen, and preference for paper.  “Nevertheless, when the problem is solved – as it will be – all this ink and paper will crumble and fade. Caxton’s little toy will have had its day” (Bell, 1997) This may seem a little technologically deterministic, especially considering his major argument for the superiority of the web is quantative, not qualitative, but the part of real interest here is that in reporting a news story – the example he uses here is of a rail accident. The distinction, he claims is that whilst a newspaper would claim their one version as the definitive account, on the web the reader constructs their own definitive account through exposure to the multiple sources available – “it allows an assiduous user to compose his or her own current affairs journal”.  Once again, we can see the notions of Barthes and Bakhtin about the impossibility of the text in isolation and the construction of our own text whilst reading in quite obvious action.

To conclude, Allen, in his analysis of the workings of intertextuality on the web, compares the information network to the medieval ideal of the total library, and while this is an honourable intention, the huge diversity and essential commerciality of sites on the internet has progressed from the simple information sharing HTML system originally designed by Berners-Lee.  The web now is more akin to an entertainment system than a library, although intertextuality in its various incarnations can still be seen in action on every site, and every time we click a link.

This essay is available online with embedded links at http://members.lycos.co.uk/edsoc/media/inter.html 

NOTES

1
http://www.abc.net.au/comms/lines/programs/prog05.htm

2
http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem09.html

3 For the debated authorship of Marxism and the philosophy of language see Morris (1994) cited on Chandler, WWW (2)

4
http://www.amazon.co.uk/exec/obidos/ASIN/0415265940/ref=sr_aps_books


_1_1/026-3996742-7368422

5
This site contains pornography, shocking images and expletives, obviously not ‘safe for work’ it is however, the only immediate apparent example of this sort of link-text, and also illustrates the degeneration of the E/N sites generally into the area that sadly pays most revenue – pornography.

6
See http://www.paulkatcher.com/fulldisclosure/someidiot.shtml
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