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Seminar 1.a. Discussion Framework
LITERATURE AND LANGUAGE

Structural Linguistics and Poetics
Preparatory Reading

Ferdinand de Saussure, ‘The Object of Study’, from Course in General Linguistics (Paris, 1915), trans. Roy Harris (c. 1983), repr. in Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, 3rd edn, ed. by David Lodge and Nigel Wood (London and New York: Routledge, 2008) http://online.vitalsource.co.uk/books/9781317868002/content/epub/oebps/04_contents.html#ch-2 Accessed 24.09.2015
Roman Jakobson, ‘Linguistics and Poetics’(originally ‘Closing statement: Linguistics and Poetics’), from Style in Language, ed. by Thomas A. Sebeok (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1960), repr. in Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, 3rd edn, ed. by David Lodge and Nigel Wood (London and New York: Routledge, 2008) http://online.vitalsource.co.uk/books/9781317868002/content/epub/oebps/04_contents.html#ch-8 Accessed 24.09.2015
Roman Jakobson, ‘The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles’, extract from ‘Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances’, originally in Jakobson and Morris Halle, Fundamentals of Language (1956), repr. in Jakobson, Selected Writings II (Mouton, 1971), repr. in Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader, 3rd edn, ed. by David Lodge and Nigel Wood (London and New York: Routledge, 2008) http://online.vitalsource.co.uk/books/9781317868002/content/epub/oebps/04_contents.html#ch-8 Accessed 24.09.2015
1. The structural theory of linguistics is presented in its complete and authoritative form in the Course in General Linguistics by Ferdinand de Saussure (published in Paris in 1915). In the course of this study is proposed also the field of semiotics or semiology to which structural linguistics is said to belong. This is the field or discipline whose object of study is sign systems. Language is considered the most important of these sign systems. However, ‘The Object of Study’, an extract from the Course in General Linguistics opens to door to the study of other sign systems, such as those pertaining to customs, rites and rituals, thereby inviting the work undertaken later by Claude Lévi-Strauss and others in anthropology.
Some of the key features of structural theory of linguistics are:

· It contributes significantly to the ‘continental tradition’ of philosophy and critical and cultural theory, rather than the British ‘analytical’ tradition, and approaches a scientific method of interpreting culture. This is evident in the opening paragraphs of ‘The Object of Study’, from the Course in General Linguistics. 
· According to Saussure, in ‘The Object of Study’, ‘Language in its entirety has many different and disparate aspects. It lies astride the boundaries separating various domains. It is at the same time physical, physiological and psychological. It belongs both to the individual and to society.’ Linguistic structure, that is, a language as a structured system, on the other hand is described as ‘independently definable’, ‘a self-contained whole and a principle of classification’. Consider Saussure’s justification for focussing on linguistic structure and his dismissal of the objection that our use of language depends on a faculty endowed by nature, whereas language systems are acquired and conventional, and so ought to be subordinated to our natural faculty (pp. 3-4 in the printed copy of ‘The Object of Study’).
· A language in this sense is held to be a verbal sign system. Each sign is composed of: (i) an acoustic image or sound pattern as a result of auditory impression and oral articulation (‘signifiant’, translated variously as signal or signifier), which is also equivalent in writing to the graphic/written mark or sequence of letters; (ii) a concept (signifié, translated variously as significance or signified). 
· What a sign refers to in the world is called its referent. But a language is not a nomenclature; it is indirect, not a direct and transparent naming of things in the world which exist independently of language and make up a reality that is unchanged by language, either in our minds or in the world beyond us. The meanings of words are created or constructed in and by a language and they vary between languages, e.g. the difference in concept and reference between ‘stream’ and ‘river’ in English is not equivalent to the difference between ‘fleuve’ and ‘rivière’ in French. There is one main reason for this: the connection between the signifier and the signified is fixed but essentially arbitrary. It is a convention accepted by all users of a given language, and is therefore social rather than natural. The consequences are profound:

· The arbitrariness of the verbal sign necessitates a systematic structure for language:

· Meaning is an effect of the difference in sound or marks between words or terms in a language system, i.e. meaning arises as a result of a term’s place in its contextual network. This network is built by its relations to other terms, other sounds and marks, e.g.
· As we read or listen to someone speaking, a faculty of association and co-ordination comes into operation as we find the boundaries of the meanings of a word by placing it among similar sounding words whereby we discern significant differences in sound (phonemes).
· The contextual network consists of other words at the same or at other levels of structure that are connected or proximate in meaning.
· In the structure of language some words or linguistic terms have their sense or meaning in opposition, e.g. ‘male’ has sense by contrast to ‘female’. These are binary oppositions which human beings arguably impose on a spectrum of differences
· In these ways language is a system of elements which are wholly defined by their relations to one another within the system. In language there are only differences without positive terms.
· If so, how do we manage to communicate meaning and refer to the world? We are able to do so because language is a social system and through use its signification and reference become conventional. For example:
· Difference of pronunciation is accepted within the social convention

· Mispronunciation is accepted provided there is no different meaning attached to the sound, i.e. no significant difference in sound (phoneme)
· The totality of word patterns of a language and its linguistic structure or the set of grammatical and other rules is langue. Discourse or speech, or more precisely social variations of speech, is parole. Langue is analogous to the underlying system or rules of football: the rules allow us to play football; every move is related to the rules. On this analogy parole is the infinite variable manifestations of the way people play football, e.g. at different levels of proficiency.  In ‘The Object of Study’ (pp. 3, 7), Saussure argues that the proper object for linguistics is langue. 
· Consider the way in which Saussure, in ‘The Object of Study’ regards the linguistic sign, both in terms of the signifier and the signified, as psychological, and the study of the systems of signs – Semiology – as a branch of social psychology. This will be significant when we look at structural psychoanalysis.
· Consider also the implications of the structural theory of linguistics for literary studies, which according to David Lodge and Nigel Wood, may be glimpsed in the brief extract from the Course in General Linguistics, entitled ‘The Object of Study’.
2. Structuralism is the name given to approaches to literature and to other aspects of culture, which are rooted in the structural theory of linguistics. Roman Jakobson helped to found the Prague Linguistic Circle, which was the source of important foundation work in Structuralist poetics. His ‘Linguistics and Poetics’ proposes poetics as an integral part of linguistics because it deals with verbal and more generally semiotic structure particularly, but not exclusively, in verbal arts. This essay also contends that ‘poetic features’ belong to the science of language and to the whole theory of signs (semiotics), and Jakobson’s essay ‘Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances’, of which an extract is ‘The Metaphoric and Metonymic Poles’, argues that the rhetorical figures, metaphor and metonymy, generally regarded as features of figurative, and hence poetic or literary, language, are actually models for two fundamental ways of organizing discourse. We should consider the significance of this for the structural theory of linguistics as well as the implications of Structuralism for literary studies.
· For Saussure, the proper object for linguistics is langue. According to Roman Jakobson (Moscow, and later Prague, Linguistic Circles), however, insistence on keeping poetics apart from linguistics is unwarranted and he argues that language must be investigated in all the variety of its functions. He is therefore concerned with discourse or speech (parole), as well as langue. The contextual network for communication and understanding includes (see ‘Linguistics and Poetics’ [p. 5]:

· addresser

· addressee

· message

· shared code (not only the language but also assumptions and notions)

· physical medium or contact
· overall context
· Note the way in which, in his essay, Jakobson emphasises the need for the observant linguist to analyse a range of functions of any given communication.

· In literature, the gap between the sign and the referent is enlarged.
· Nevertheless conventional systems extend in literature to our recognition of symbols and the expectations created by genre.
· If langue is the underlying system or rules of language and of literature, parole is the game of language, and though they must relate to the rules, individual works of literature are an aspect of parole.
· Our thoughts can only have expression in sign systems available to us. Authors do not express unique perceptions of the world, but rather produce meaning out of the available system of differences, the language system, and texts are intelligible only in so far as they participate in it. Fredric Jameson refers to this as the prison-house of language.
· However, according to the Prague Structuralists like Roman Jakobson, poetry and literature can:

· de-familiarise language and its conventions by using it in ‘novel’ contexts;
· foreground and background language. But the reader may respond particularly to one line thereby foregrounding it, and so foregrounding and backgrounding may be more a matter of reader’s response in interpretation than a given in the text itself;
· draw attention to the material qualities of signs, rather than simply using them as counters in communication.
· In literature the sets of meanings signified by the signifiers of the text may undergo a change; words can take on meanings specific to a text or to the writings of a particular author.
· As fiction, literature stands in a peculiar relation to the world, in that its signs must be completed, reordered, brought into the realm of experience by the reader; that is, experience of life and of previous reading.

Among possible problems of Structuralism are the following:

a) In structural theory a language is a system of elements which are wholly defined by their relations to one another within the system. Nevertheless the system is relatively stable, since according to Saussure in ‘The Object of Study’ (p. 6), all individuals linguistically linked establish a kind of mean, whereby ‘all of them will reproduce – doubtless not exactly, but approximately – the same signs linked to the same concepts’. Elsewhere Saussure maintains that language’s content is fixed only by the concurrence of everything that exists outside it. But such claims as these would invite the scepticism of Post-Structuralist thinkers for one implication of the structural theory of linguistics itself is that there may be no reality or meaning beyond the level of the signifier: ‘Anyone who goes in search of meaning at its source, or in its essential forms, has no choice but to travel by way of language, and at every moment on this journey variously connected signifiers extend to the horizon in all directions. When the signified seems finally to be within reach, it dissolves at the explorer’s touch into yet more signifiers.’ Malcolm Bowie, Lacan, Fontana Modern Masters series (London: Fontana, 1991), p. 64
b) By emphasising the synchronic structure of language systems, and hence literary and other cultural systems, Structuralism neglects diachronic and historical change. However, see Saussure’s comments on such aspects of language as its history (etymology, philology) in ‘The Object of Study’.
c) Structural theory of linguistics arguably does not consider deeply the effects of metaphor and metonymy in the language, on understanding or getting a handle on concepts or on reality. In ‘The Object of Study’ (p. 7), Saussure describes language as a structured system as follows: ‘It is the social part of language, external to the individual, who by himself is powerless either to create it or to modify it.’ What are the implications of this for an understanding of metaphor as creative of new meaning?

3. Post-structuralism is defined in relation to the structural theory of linguistics and Structuralism. Whereas some structural linguists and structuralists focused their linguistic analyses entirely on langue, the (grammatical) structure or system of language, excluding parole, Post-structuralism tends to be concerned with relations between addresser and addressee. In fact this concern was anticipated by Roman Jakobson (Prague Linguistic Circle), for whom the contextual network for communication and understanding includes not only addresser and addressee, but also considerations of shared codes, the physical medium and the overall context. But Post-structuralist theorists argue that the structure of communication between addresser and addressee is not a given; the conventions which structuralists claim secure communication do not necessarily hold. The several reasons for this will be explored in a later seminar on Post-structuralism and Deconstruction.
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