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Abstract

Structuralism emerged in the twentieth century as one of the most influential
movements in the humanities and social sciences. It sought to explain how meaning is
generated not through isolated elements but through the relationships and structures
that govern them. Rooted in the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure,
structuralism revolutionized the study of language, literature, anthropology,
psychoanalysis, and culture by asserting that all human phenomena can be analysed as
systems of signs. This paper traces the development of structuralism from Saussure’s
semiotic model to its wide-ranging applications by Claude Lévi-Strauss in anthropology,
Roland Barthes and his contemporaries in literary theory, and Jacques Lacan in
psychoanalysis. It also explores the structuralist commitment to scientific objectivity, its
focus on synchronic systems, and the critical responses that led to post-structuralism.
While structuralism has been challenged for its limitations, it continues to influence
modern thought through its insistence that meaning arises from structure and relational

difference rather than from inherent essence.
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Structuralism stands as a defining intellectual current of the twentieth century,
reshaping disciplines from linguistics and anthropology to literature, philosophy, and
psychology. It offered a radical rethinking of meaning and interpretation, arguing that
human understanding is governed by underlying systems or structures rather than
individual experiences or intentions. In essence, structuralism proposes that to
comprehend human behaviour, language, and culture, one must look beneath surface

appearances to uncover the deep structures that organize them. Meaning, in this
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framework, does not exist inherently within things themselves but is produced through
their relationships within a system of differences. This shift from substance to structure

marked a profound transformation in intellectual history.

The roots of this movement lie in the pioneering work of the Swiss linguist
Ferdinand de Saussure, whose Course in General Linguistics (1916) laid the foundation for
modern structuralist thought. Saussure rejected the traditional notion that language is a
simple collection of names for objects. Instead, he argued that language is a self-
contained system of signs composed of two inseparable components: the signifier, which
is the sound or written form of a word, and the signified, which is the concept or meaning
that it represents (Saussure 67). Crucially, Saussure maintained that the relationship
between signifier and signified is arbitrary and there is no natural or inherent connection
between a word and the thing it denotes. A “tree” could as easily be called anything else;
what gives it meaning is the convention shared by speakers of a language. Meaning,
therefore, arises not from the intrinsic nature of words but from the differences and
oppositions that structure the linguistic system. A word signifies what it does only
because it is not another word. Thus, language functions as a network of interrelated

signs in which meaning is differential rather than absolute.

This linguistic model became the cornerstone of structuralism and inspired
scholars in diverse fields to investigate the hidden systems underlying human thought
and culture. In anthropology, Claude Lévi-Strauss applied Saussure’s ideas to myths,
kinship systems, and cultural practices. He argued that beneath the apparent diversity of
human societies lay a universal structure of thought organized around binary
oppositions such as life and death, nature and culture, or male and female (Lévi-Strauss
211). Just as a language has grammar that organizes meaning, so too do myths and social
customs follow unconscious structures that shape human perception. By mapping these
oppositions, Lévi-Strauss revealed that the human mind tends to order reality in terms of
contrast and relation, and that the meaning of cultural phenomena arises from their
position within this deep structure. His work thus expanded structuralism from the

study of language to the study of all symbolic systems.
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In the realm of literature, structuralism redefined the way texts were read and
interpreted. It rejected the romantic notion that a literary work is a unique expression of
an author’s genius and instead treated literature as part of a system governed by codes,
conventions, and structures. Roland Barthes, one of the key figures of French
structuralism, argued that meaning in literature and culture is not produced by the
author but by the systems of signs that the text participates in. In Writing Degree Zero,
Barthes suggested that language itself, not the individual writer, shapes the possibilities
of meaning (Barthes 45). His later work Mythologies (1957) extended structuralist analysis
to everyday culture—advertisements, fashion, photographs, even wrestling matches—
demonstrating that these seemingly trivial objects are also systems of signs that construct
and convey ideological messages (Barthes, Mythologies 109). For Barthes, myth operates
as a secondary system of signification: it transforms cultural products into naturalized

expressions of ideology, making historical values appear universal and timeless.

Other structuralist theorists such as Tzvetan Todorov, Gérard Genette, and
Vladimir Propp developed structuralist narratology, which sought to identify the
underlying patterns and rules that organize stories. Propp’s Morphology of the Folktale
(1928) was especially influential; through the analysis of Russian folktales, he identified a
limited set of narrative functions and character types—such as the hero, the villain, and
the helper—that recur across stories (Propp 25). Todorov and Genette refined this
method by studying narrative structures such as equilibrium and disruption, or
temporal relations like order, duration, and frequency (Todorov 123; Genette 34). Their
work implied that all narratives, regardless of culture or author, are governed by a finite
set of structural principles that determine how stories are told and understood. The
study of literature thus became a form of linguistic or scientific inquiry, uncovering the

grammar of narrative rather than interpreting the author’s intention.

The influence of structuralism extended beyond linguistics and literature into
psychology and psychoanalysis. Jacques Lacan, a French psychoanalyst, reinterpreted
Freud’s theories through a structuralist lens, famously asserting that “the unconscious is
structured like a language” (Ecrits 203). According to Lacan, human identity and desire
are produced within the symbolic order of language; the self is not a fixed essence but a

construct shaped by the systems of signification into which one is born. In this view,

Volume XV Issue iv www.tjells.com ISSN 2249 -216X



Structuralism: The Architecture of Meaning in Language, Literature and Culture

- October - December 2025
even the most intimate dimensions of the psyche are governed by structures external to
the individual, such as language, culture, and law. Lacan’s structuralist reconfiguration
of psychoanalysis aligned with the broader movement’s emphasis on the primacy of
systems over subjects and contributed to a growing sense that human meaning is

mediated rather than immediate.

A central methodological principle of structuralism is its preference for synchronic
analysis —the study of structures as they exist at a particular moment— over diachronic
analysis, which traces historical change. Saussure distinguished between these two
approaches, arguing that to understand how language functions, one must study it as a
self-regulating system at a specific point in time rather than as an evolutionary sequence
(Saussure 81). Structuralists applied this principle broadly, focusing on the internal logic
and relational patterns of systems rather than their origins or historical transformations.
This approach brought a scientific rigor to the humanities, encouraging critics to identify
universal laws of structure akin to those in natural sciences. Structuralism, therefore,
offered a sense of intellectual unity across disciplines by suggesting that the same
underlying principles could explain phenomena as diverse as myth, literature, kinship,

and consciousness.

Yet structuralism has not been without its critics. Many scholars have argued that
it neglects history, individuality, and human creativity. By emphasizing the
determinative power of structures, it risks portraying human beings as passive products
of systems rather than active agents of change (Eagleton 95). This perceived rigidity led
to the rise of post-structuralism in the 1960s and 1970s, which sought both to extend and
to critique structuralist thought. Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology (1967) introduced
deconstruction, a method that exposes the internal contradictions and instabilities within
texts, demonstrating that meanings are never fixed but constantly deferred (Derrida 41).
Michel Foucault, another major post-structuralist thinker, explored how systems of
knowledge and power shape human subjectivity, emphasizing the historical and
political contingencies of structures rather than their timeless regularities (Foucault 56).
Even Roland Barthes, in his later essay “The Death of the Author,” departed from
structuralism’s formalism to assert that meaning resides not in authorial intention but in

the interaction between language and the reader (Barthes, “Death” 148). These critiques
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revealed the limitations of structuralism’s scientific ambition and its tendency to

suppress the fluidity of meaning.

Despite its decline as a dominant movement, structuralism continues to exert a
profound influence on contemporary theory. It provided the intellectual foundation for
later developments in semiotics, cultural studies, gender theory, and postcolonial
criticism. Its core insight —that meaning is relational, systemic, and structured —remains
indispensable to modern thought. The structuralist vision transformed the study of
literature and culture from the analysis of isolated texts to the investigation of the
underlying systems that make those texts possible. It replaced the question “What does
this mean?” with “How does meaning operate?” and, in doing so, opened up new ways
of understanding human expression. Structuralism taught generations of scholars to look
beyond the surface and to perceive the hidden architecture of meaning that underlies all
cultural forms. Though later thinkers dismantled its certainties, they continued to build
upon its insights, demonstrating that structuralism’s legacy endures not as a rigid
doctrine but as an enduring mode of inquiry into the structures that shape human

thought.

Works Cited

Barthes, Roland. Mythologies. Translated by Annette Lavers, Hill and Wang, 1972.
---. Writing Degree Zero. Translated by Annette Lavers and Colin Smith, Hill and
Wang, 1968.
---. “The Death of the Author.” Image-Music-Text, translated by Stephen Heath,
Hill and Wang, 1977, pp. 142-148.

Derrida, Jacques. Of Grammatology. Translated by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, Johns
Hopkins UP, 1976.

Eagleton, Terry. Literary Theory: An Introduction. 3rd ed., Blackwell, 2008.

Foucault, Michel. The Archaeology of Knowledge. Translated by A. M. Sheridan Smith,
Routledge, 2002.

Volume XV Issue iv www.tjells.com ISSN 2249 -216X



Structuralism: The Architecture of Meaning in Language, Literature and Culture
- October - December 2025

Genette, Gérard. Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method. Translated by Jane E. Lewin,

Cornell UP, 1980.
Lacan, Jacques. Ecrits: A Selection. Translated by Alan Sheridan, Norton, 1977.
Lévi-Strauss, Claude. The Elementary Structures of Kinship. Beacon Press, 1969.

Propp, Vladimir. Morphology of the Folktale. 2nd ed., revised and edited by Louis A.
Wagner, University of Texas Press, 1968.

Saussure, Ferdinand de. Course in General Linguistics. Edited by Charles Bally and Albert
Sechehaye, translated by Wade Baskin, McGraw-Hill, 1966.

Todorov, Tzvetan. The Poetics of Prose. Translated by Richard Howard, Cornell UP, 1977.

O 3 S e S o 30 3 3 o o S e S e 0 o 30 o e o e 3

Volume XV Issue iv www.tjells.com ISSN 2249 -216X



