Structuralism:

The Frameworks in which We Speak/Write
Structuralist Keywords

Language

Sign

Signifier/Signified

Synchronic/Diachronic

La Langue/La Parole

Syntagmatic/Paradigmatic

What is “Language” (in a Structuralist sense)?

Language is a well-defined object in the heterogeneous mass of speech acts. […] Whereas speech is heterogeneous, language, as defined, is homogenous. It is a system of signs in which the only essential thing is the union of meanings and sound-images, and in which both parts of the sign are psychological. (Ferdinand de Saussure, “Course in General Linguistics,” 59)

What is a “Sign”?

Sign (Lat. “mark”) An action, noise, gesture or object that is intended to convey information. (Martin Gray, A Dictionary of Literary Terms)
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Figure 1: A “tree” sign

I call the combination of a concept and a sound-image a sign, but in current usage the term generally designates only a sound-image, a word, for example (arbor, etc.) One tends to forget that arbor is called a sign only because it carries the concept “tree,” with the result that the idea of the sensory part implies the idea of the whole. (Saussure, 61)


Figure 2: A pure “sign”

The bond between signifier and signified is arbitrary. Since I mean by sign the whole that results from the associating of signifier with the signified, I can simply say: the linguistic sign is arbitrary. […] The word arbitrary also calls for comment. The term should not imply that the choice of the signifier is left entirely to the speaker (we shall see below that the individual does not have the power to change a sign in any way once it has been established in a literary community). (Saussure, 62)

What are “Synchronic/Diachronic”?

Everything that relates to the static side of our science is synchronic; everything that has to do with evolution is diachronic. (Saussure, 64)

What are “La Langue/La Parole”?

The basic distinction on which modern linguistics rests, and which is equally crucial to the structuralist enterprise in other fields, is Saussure’s isolation of langue from parole. The former is a system, an institution, a set of interpersonal rules and norms, while the latter comprises the actual manifestations of the system in speech and writing. […To] learn English is not to memorize a set of utterances; it is to master a system of rules and norms which make it possible to produce and understand utterances. (Jonathan Culler, “The Linguistic Foundation,” 57).

Narratology (loosely, the “science of narratives”) is defined as “the effort to discover the langue of narrative, the underlying system of rules and possibilities of which any narrative parole (text) is the realisation.” (David Lodge, “Analysis and Interpretation of the Realist Text” in Modern Literary Theory: A Reader, ed. Rice and Waugh, 3rd edition, 25)

What are “Syntagmatic/Paradigmatic”?

In contrast to visual signifiers (nautical signals, etc.) which can offer simultaneous groupings in several dimensions, auditory signifiers have at their command only the dimension of time. Their elements are presented in succession; they form a chain. This feature becomes readily apparent when they are represented in writing and the spatial line of graphic marks is substituted for succession in time. (Saussure, 63)

	Subject
	Verb
	Preposition
	Object

	The jaguar
	laid
	on
	the branch

	The cat
	sat
	on
	the mat

	The dog
	slept
	in
	the basket


Figure 3: Examples of syntagmatic and paradigmatic structures

Everything that has been said up to this point boils down to this: in language there are only differences. Even more important: a difference generally implies positive terms between which the difference is set up; but in language there are only differences without positive terms. Whether we take the signified or the signifier, language has neither ideas nor sounds that existed before the linguistic system, but only conceptual and phonic differences that have issued from the system. The idea or phonic substance that a sign contains is of less importance than the other signs that surround it. (Saussure, 70)


Figure 4: Syntagmatic and paradigmatic meaning

Structuralist Literary Criticism

Structuralist literary criticism concentrates on the language of the text and, unsurprisingly, on its structure. It is closely allied with formalism. It studies particular usages of language, especially through metaphor, metonymy, and synecdoche, that appear in the text. As structuralism might be said to cut language off from its referent, it equally cuts the reader off from what is “behind” the text – we no longer look for the “meaning” of the text but instead study its structure and use of language as an example of a parole of a given langue. That is, the text reveals something of the structure of language and/or narratives through its specific form.

Concept/


“Signified”





Sound  image/


“Signifier”





?





“Tree”





Referent





Paradigmatic/


“Difference”





Syntagmatic/


“Chain”








