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Structure, meaning and function

1.Meaning is not identification of the sign with object in the real world or with some pre-existent concept or essential reality; rather it is generated by difference among signs in a signifying system.  

‘Language is a system of differences without positive terms’ Ferdinand de Saussure Course in General Linguistics 1916.

Why ‘cat’ for cat?

2. The world is structured of, and by, binary oppositions (being/ nothingness, hot/cold, culture/nature);  fields of cultural thought, or topoi (topos),  described the binary sets which compose them. 

Binary set for the monstrous: control / wildness  beauty / grotesqueness  education / ignorance  speech / silence   sanity / madness  civilization / nature, barbarity  science / magic,supernatural  orthodoxy / heresy
community / exile (see much of the other material on the module)

3. Function: see Roland Barthes ‘What is Criticism’. Also Propp: fairy tales not as neutral but as series of (ideologically?) determined functions.

4. Structuralism forms the basis for semiotics, the study of signs: a sign is a union of signifier and signified, and is anything that stands for anything else: sign: signifier/signified (arbitrary connection). 

5. Central to semiotics is the idea of codes, which give signs context (the paradigmatic axis). (see comic codes – football ‘real life’ into comic)

Structuralism is a study of the cultural construction or identification of meaning    according to the relations of signs that constitute the meaning-spectrum of the culture. Gennette Figures of Literary Discourse  (Function)

6. Some signs carry with them larger cultural meanings:Roland Barthes, myths, --- (see also Archetypalism and Myth Criticism)  

7. ‘Reality' is not only coded but also structured by and through conventions, made up of signs and signifying practices. This is known as ‘the social construction of reality’. (ways in which we read people, situations) 

8. Everything that can be known because it belongs to a signifying system; everything can be spoken of as being textual. All documents can be studied as texts --  history or sociology can be analyzed the way literature can be. All of culture can be studied as text. Anthropology is revolutionized through ethnography (Levi Strauss). Belief-systems can be studied textually (James Fraser) and their role in constructing the nature of the self understood.

9. The thesis that what seems real to us is coded and conventional leads to a consideration of how 'reality' is represented in art -- what we get is a 'reality effect'; the signs which represent reality are 'naturalized': made to seem as if we could see reality through them. 

'vraisemblance', truth-seeming, or 'naturalization'.  (Culler, Structuralist Poetics). See the Realist novel; Black hats/ White hats; codes of comic presentation

10. Structuralism is oriented toward the reader insofar as it says that the reader  constructs literature, that is, reads the text with certain conventions and expectations in mind. Some post-structural theorists, Fish for instance, hold that the reader constructs the text entirely, through the conventions of reading of her interpretive community. (Reader Response/Positioning) (Narratology)

11. Through structuralism, literature is seen as a whole: it functions as a system of meaning and reference. Thus any work becomes the parole, the individual articulation, of a cultural langue, or system of signification. As literature is a system, no work of literature is an autonomous whole; similarly, literature itself is not autonomous but is part of the larger structures of signification of the culture. 
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