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How do Formalism & Structuralism look at the text?

Formalism looks at the form of 
the text. Formalists doesn’t 
search inside texts for ideas 
from the outside world or about 
the authors themselves. 

It focus on the “literariness” of 
text.

Structuralism looks at holistic 
interpretation of the text. It 
looks at the structure beneath 
the world that can be seen and 
an acknowledgement that 
societies create structure.

it beliefs that a work of 
literature has reflected a given 
reality.



Formalism
Formalism emphasis on :

• Form of whole text and structure

• Form of each individual part of text( scenes or chapter)

• Style (language, figures of speech, diction, sentence structure, rhetorical 
devices,

• levels of usage)

• Literary devices and techniques

• Imagery and their types

• Plot (E.M. Forster’s distinction between plot and story in Aspects of the Novel)

• Characterization (character types)

• Irony, foreshadowing, etc.

• Ambiguity (William Empson’s Seven Types of Ambiguity)

• Point of view

• Suspense

• Symbolism

• Tone

• Themes and motifs

It de-emphasis on :

• The historical context of the text.

• The biographical context of the text

• The content of the text



Structuralism

• It founded by Saussure

• Language unites a concept with a sound image.

• Sound image + concept 

• Signifier  +   Signified    = Sign

• Apple      +                   = word

• Saussure says there is nothing behind the word, Ex. “tree” because we call it tree.

• Saussure argued that the process of sign is not Natural, it is learned by “repetition”.

• Signs (e.g. tree, love, table, child) all refer to concepts—not unrelated to the real world, 
but clearly the product of generalization and abstraction



Language is a system of signs rather than naming
process; each sign has 2 Binary Opposites BOs

Sign =

Signifier

Signified

Things that give 

meaning

Word, image

What is  evoked in 

the mind

Mental concept-

Meaning idea object

The 

relationship 

between them 

is arbitrary



Symbolic Indexical Iconic

Signifier

Signified

sign

Note: Signifiers could be words or symbols



In literary theory

• Literary texts are composed of a series of signs that make up their 
hidden logic.

• Structuralism analyzes narrative materials by examining 
underlying structures of a literary text; such as characterization or 
plot, which is based on the linguistic sign system. It also focuses 
on the conditions that make the meaning possible, rather than the 
meaning itself.

• Its essence is the belief that things could not be understood in 
isolation—they have to be seen in the context of the larger 
structures they are a part of. 



Formalist            vs.      Structuralism

• It analyze the text. 

• Logocentric , language       words         ideas

Without language no idea.

• How the idea form the text.

• Examine the meaning of work, what does 
the work say

• Literature focuses on the message rather 
than on the reader

• It focuses on text  as formal work of art

• It ignored the text’s historical, biographical 
and cultural context, and content

• It analyze underlying structures of the text.

• Signifier (idea) + Signified (words)           = Sign   ( language)

• How word create meaning it focuses on symbolism how word symbolize 
meaning

• Enables critics to study work from variety of cultures and historical period

• It expands the Formalist’s notion of “ function” it explains how literature 
is concerned with it self as it also is connected with outside world

• The context shapes words. The same word could mean different thing 
(same signifier but we have more signified)

• Find relationship between thing that seem separate

• The significance of each word within a text is determined by internal and 
external factors; historical and cultural contexts

• Structural linguistics attempts to classify all elements of the text at their 
different linguistic levels; phoneme, morpheme, sentence type, verb 
phrase, lexical categories
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