
Structuralism

A movement of thought in the humanities,
widespread in anthropology, linguistics, and literary
theory, and influential in the 1950s and ’60s. Based
primarily on the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de
Saussure, structuralism considered language as a
system of signs and signification, the elements of
which are understandable only in relation to each
other and to the system. In literary theory,
structuralism challenged the belief that a work of
literature reflected a given reality; instead, a text was
constituted of linguistic conventions and situated
among other texts. Structuralist critics analyzed
material by examining underlying structures, such as
characterization or plot, and attempted to show how
these patterns were universal and could thus be
used to develop general conclusions about both
individual works and the systems from which they
emerged. The anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss
was an important champion of structuralism, as was
Roman Jakobsen. Northrop Frye’s attempts to
categorize Western literature by archetype had
some basis in structuralist thought. Structuralism



regarded language as a closed, stable system, and
by the late 1960s it had given way to
poststructuralism.

General features of Structuralism

Structuralism is traced as a distinct movement
largely through the genealogy of its originating
theories. For example, it is often claimed that
Northop Frye’s Anatomy of Criticism (1957)
contributed to English-language literary
structuralism. But Frye is explicitly an Aristotelian;
his theory of determinate literary genres is largely
based on Aristotle’s conception of a biological
species applied to forms such as tragedy and related
genres that Frye believes fit the same scientific
analogy. Frye’s ‘structuralism’ cannot reasonably be
traced back to Saussure or Jakobson or to any
intermediary figures, and so it is rightly thought not
to be structuralist in the original sense of the term,
though it bears a remote resemblance to
structuralism. A similar argument may be mounted to
show that Noam Chomsky is not a structuralist.
There is little to be gained from such disputes.



Structuralism was originally motivated by a
repugnance for those fields of the human studies
that could not reasonably claim the status of a bona
fide science – that is, could not address what is
distinctive about the human world and at the same
time be capable of supporting a methodological
rigour comparable to that of the natural sciences.
Without ever proving it, the structuralists (notably,
Lévi-Strauss) believed that the ‘laws of thought’
(which supposedly determined the system
underlying the phenomena of the human world) were
ultimately the same as the laws of physical nature. In
fact, they could not provide a sustained account of
how the underlying structure could be confirmably
abstracted from or imposed a priori on the pertinent
phenomena.

The difficulty is deeper than it first appears. Consider
that distinctly human phenomena are formed,
entrenched and made legible to the apt members of
a human society through practices that enable new
cohorts both to share those practices and to discern
their significance. The aggregated body of such



practices is plainly collective, in the sense that no
single participating human can master all of them.
Oddly, on the one hand the structuralists tend not to
theorize about the causative conditions under which
system-like structures may be deemed to regularize
the variable phenomena of cultural life; on the other,
there are many theories that admit something like
the structuralist thesis but are palpably not
structuralist in the relevant sense. Almost any
account of societal life – Hegelian, Marxist,
Durkheimian, Weberian, Diltheyan,
phenomenological, neo-Kantian, hermeneutic,
Frankfurt Critical, Wittgensteinian and possibly even
Aristotelian – will bear some resemblance to the
structuralist emphasis; but that hardly warrants
marking them down as structuralists, in all but an
unacceptably vacuous sense. It is currently well-nigh
impossible to distinguish sharply between
structuralist or semiological analyses of literary
materials and, for instance, hermeneutic accounts –
except for differences in their theoretical lineage.

In this sense, both Barthes (1977) and Bloom (1973)
favour the imposition of interpretive codes on



canonical texts and canonical readings – codes that
claim no canonical validity of their own beyond the
power of their sheer plausibility and fresh force; and
yet, Barthes, but not Bloom, will be recognized as a
kind of structuralist despite his (welcome) liberties. In
fact, Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss’ analysis of
Baudelaire’s Les Chats (1962), which many claim to
be the very paradigm of a structuralist analysis of
poetry, has been seriously (and reasonably)
challenged – not so much for the details of its
analysis as for the mistaken picture of structuralist
analysis it affords (Riffaterre 1970).


