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Objective: The theories of the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure regarding
signs and semiotics have had a profound impact on the intellectual landscape of
the twentieth century. Among the various intellectual currents influenced by
Saussure's approach, modern literary theories have perhaps been the most deeply
affected. Indeed, Saussurean linguistics has played a pivotal role in shaping the
methods of literary criticism in the contemporary era. Within these modern
literary theories, structuralism and post-structuralism stand out as the most
prominent manifestations of Saussure's ideas.

Method: This article seeks to clarify the direct and indirect influences of
Saussure on these two major currents in modern literary theory, thereby
demonstrating the transformative effects that new theoretical movements have
on those seeking to engage with a sense of novelty and change.

Results: Through a critical re-examination of Saussurean linguistics, this study
shows that just as Saussurean linguistics was formed by focusing on the process
of signification within the nature of language, the modernist approaches of
contemporary literary theory and criticism, following Saussure's lead, turned
away from extratextual matters and instead turned toward the examination of the
very mechanism of meaning-creation within literary texts.
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Introduction

The modern linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure, the Swiss linguist, is regarded as one of the
most significant theoretical developments in twentieth-century studies of language, semiotics,
and literary theory. By proposing that language is not a collection of independent words
representing external reality, but rather a system of interrelated and mutually differentiated
signs, Saussure introduced a fundamentally different perspective on the nature of language and
the process of meaning production. This theoretical shift gradually extended beyond the
boundaries of linguistics and provided the foundations for the emergence of new approaches to
literary criticism. In this regard, structuralism and poststructuralism are two major intellectual
movements that, despite their fundamental differences in their conceptions of the nature of
structure and the stability of meaning, have both been influenced, directly or indirectly, by
Saussure’s ideas. Aiming to offer a critical reassessment of this influence, the present study
examines how Saussure’s linguistic concepts were transferred, developed, and rethought within
literary theory, from the emergence of the structuralist approach to the advent of
poststructuralist criticism. The central research question is: How were the fundamental concepts
of Saussurean linguistics employed in literary structuralism, and how were they subsequently
reconsidered and critiqued in poststructuralist thought?

A brief note on previous work

Previous studies on the relationship between Saussurean linguistics and literary theory can be
classified into three main areas: research on the theoretical and philosophical foundations of
Saussure’s linguistics; studies concerning the application of structuralist concepts to the
analysis of literary texts; and research addressing poststructuralist critiques of the stability of
meaning and textual structure. In Persian-language scholarship, Khabazi and Kenari (1401)
have examined the relationship between the ideas of Kant and Saussure, while Shakeri and
Mirzaei (1394) have explored immanent linguistic epistemology in the works of Saussure and
Hjelmslev. Furthermore, Balu and Taheri (1400), Akbari et al. (1404), and Bahadori and
Sadeghi Naqdali-Olya (1403) have investigated various aspects of the application of
Saussurean, structuralist, and poststructuralist approaches to the analysis of literary texts. In
English-language scholarship, Fabb (1988), Trifonas (1993), and Joseph (2022) have addressed
different dimensions of the relationship between Saussurean linguistics, semiotics, and literary
theory. Despite the significance of these studies, the distinctive contribution of the present
research lies in its simultaneous examination of three levels of this theoretical development: the
linguistic foundations of Saussure’s thought, their application in structuralist literary criticism,
and their critical reconsideration in poststructuralism. Accordingly, the aim of this study is not
merely to examine Saussure’s influence on each of these intellectual movements separately, but
rather to explain the continuities, ruptures, and conceptual transformations that characterize the
relationships among them.

Theoretical framework
The theoretical framework of this study is based on the fundamental concepts of Saussurean
linguistics and their implications for the two intellectual movements of structuralism and
poststructuralism. Within Saussure’s theoretical system, language is examined as a synchronic
system of relations and differences in which each sign consists of two components: the signifier
and the signified. The relationship between these two components is arbitrary and conventional.
Meaning does not arise from a direct and natural correspondence between words and objects in
the external world; rather, it is produced through the differences and distinctions among signs
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within the linguistic system. Furthermore, Saussure’s distinction between langue (language)
and parole (speech) provides a basis for studying the underlying systems and meaning-
generating rules of language. These concepts laid the foundations for the emergence of
structuralism, an approach that sought to discover the underlying structures, codes, and relations
through which meaning is produced in texts by extending Saussure’s linguistic model to the
fields of cultural and literary studies. Theorists such as Tzvetan Todorov, Vladimir Propp, and
A. J. Greimas developed structural models for the analysis of narrative in an effort to identify
meaning-producing systems and the common rules governing literary texts. Nevertheless,
structuralism’s emphasis on the existence of a coherent and relatively stable system underlying
texts paved the way for the emergence of poststructuralist critiques. Poststructuralists,
particularly Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida, critically re-examined the theory of the sign
and questioned the relationship between signifier and signified, as well as the possibility of
attaining a final and stable meaning. Through concepts such as the “Death of the Author” and
the distinction between readerly and writerly texts, Barthes foregrounded the reader’s role in
the production of meaning and viewed the text as a space for the plurality and proliferation of
signification. Derrida, in turn, through the concept of deconstruction, demonstrated that binary
oppositions and structures that stabilize meaning are neither natural nor immutable, and that
meaning is always involved in a process of deferral and reciprocal reference. Thus, despite its
critique of the stability-oriented foundations of structuralism, poststructuralism continues to
draw upon Saussure’s fundamental concepts, particularly the sign, signifier, signified, and
differential relations.

Method

The present study adopts a qualitative approach and employs a descriptive-analytical method,
with a theoretical and library-based orientation. The research data have been collected through
the examination of Saussure’s seminal works, the theoretical writings of scholars in linguistics,
structuralism, and poststructuralism, as well as relevant academic sources. In the first stage, the
central concepts of Saussurean linguistics, including the sign, the relationship between signifier
and signified, the arbitrary nature of the sign, internal linguistic differences, and the distinction
between langue and parole, are identified and examined in terms of their role in the process of
meaning production. In the subsequent stage, drawing on a historical-critical and comparative
approach, the study analyzes how these concepts were transferred to and reflected in
structuralist literary criticism, and how they were subsequently transformed and problematized
in poststructuralist thought. To this end, the selected views of theorists such as Todorov, Propp,
Greimas, Barthes, and Derrida concerning structure, the sign, signification, and the stability of
meaning are compared with Saussure’s linguistic foundations. The purpose of this analysis is
neither to provide a comprehensive history of these intellectual movements nor to conduct a
quantitative evaluation of literary works. Rather, it seeks to clarify the conceptual and critical
relationships among them and to explain how conceptions of the process of meaning-making
evolved within modern literary theory.

Conclusion
The findings of this study demonstrate that Saussurean linguistics played a fundamental role in
shifting literary studies away from approaches centered on extratextual factors and toward the
examination of the internal mechanisms through which meaning is produced within texts. By
drawing on Saussurean concepts, structuralism made possible a systematic study of literary
texts and demonstrated that meaning emerges through the relationships among textual elements
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within underlying structures. In contrast, poststructuralism challenged the assumption that a
fixed structure and a center guaranteeing the unity of meaning exist, emphasizing instead the
plurality of signification, the instability of the relationship between signifier and signified, and
the reader’s active participation in the process of interpretation. An examination of the ideas of
Barthes and Derrida, alongside references to the approaches of Lacan and Foucault, reveals that
even the fundamental critiques advanced by poststructuralist thinkers developed through a
continued re-examination of Saussure’s linguistic concepts. Therefore, the relationship between
structuralism and poststructuralism cannot be understood merely as an opposition between two
entirely separate perspectives or as an absolute rupture in the history of literary theory. Rather,
these two movements should be understood in terms of a process of continuity, critical
rereading, and conceptual revision. Ultimately, this study demonstrates that the enduring
significance of Saussure’s thought lies not only in its provision of the theoretical foundations
of structuralism, but also in its creation of the conceptual possibilities for questioning and
rethinking those very structures within poststructuralist movements. From this perspective,
Saussurean linguistics can be regarded as one of the principal sources of transformation in
modern literary theory and criticism, its influence extending from the systematic study of
meaning-producing structures to the problematization of the very concepts of meaning and
interpretation.
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