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Abstract:

This paper examines the evolution of structuralist theory from the linguistic model
of Ferdinand de Saussure to the semiotic and cultural analyses of Roland Barthes,
highlighting the transformation of structuralism from a method of linguistic inquiry into a
broader framework for interpreting literature, culture, and ideology. The study explores
Saussure’s foundational concepts such as langue and parole, signifier and signified,
arbitrariness of the sign, and synchronic analysis, which established language as a system of
relations rather than isolated meanings. Building upon these principles, the paper investigates
how Barthes extended structuralist methodology beyond linguistics into literary criticism,
myth, mass culture, and textual interpretation. Particular attention is given to Barthes’
notions of myth, codes, intertextuality, and the “death of the author,” which challenged fixed
meanings and emphasized the active role of readers in the production of meaning. Through
a comparative analytical approach, this research identifies both continuity and divergence
between Saussurean linguistics and Barthesian semiotics, demonstrating how structuralism
evolved from scientific linguistic structures to complex cultural sign systems. The paper
further evaluates the significance of structuralist thought in shaping modern literary theory,
narratology, semiotics, and post-structuralist discourse. By tracing the intellectual transition
from Saussure to Barthes, the study underscores the enduring relevance of structuralist theory
in contemporary critical studies and interdisciplinary humanities research.

Introduction

Structuralism emerged in the twentieth century as one of the most influential
intellectual movements in linguistics, literary criticism, anthropology, and cultural studies.
It sought to understand human culture, language, and literature through underlying systems
and structures that govern meaning. The foundations of structuralist thought were laid by
Ferdinand de Saussure, whose revolutionary ideas transformed the study of language from a
historical and philological approach into a scientific analysis of signs and relationships.
Saussure argued that language functions as a structured system in which meaning arises not
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from isolated words but from differences and relations within the linguistic network. His
concepts of signifier and signified, langue and parole, arbitrariness of the sign, and
synchronic analysis became the theoretical basis for modern structuralism.

The influence of Saussurean linguistics extended far beyond language studies and
inspired several twentieth-century thinkers to apply structural principles to literature, culture,
mythology, and social institutions. Among these theorists, Roland Barthes played a crucial
role in expanding structuralism into the field of cultural and literary criticism. Barthes
adopted Saussure’s semiotic framework and demonstrated how cultural practices, literary
texts, advertisements, fashion, and myths operate as systems of signs. His works transformed
structuralism from a purely linguistic model into a broader method of interpreting cultural
meanings and ideological structures embedded within society.

This paper attempts to trace the intellectual journey from Saussurean linguistics to
Barthesian semiotics by comparatively examining their theories, methodologies, and
contributions to structuralist thought. While Saussure concentrated on the internal structure
of language as a stable system, Barthes explored the plurality of meanings generated through
cultural texts and reader interpretation. The study highlights how Barthes both inherited and
modified Saussure’s theories, particularly through concepts such as myth, codes, textuality,
and the “death of the author.” In doing so, Barthes paved the way for post-structuralist and
postmodern critical approaches.

The comparative analysis undertaken in this paper aims to demonstrate the continuity
and transformation within structuralist theory from its linguistic origins to its cultural and
literary applications. By examining the theoretical relationship between Saussure and
Barthes, the study seeks to evaluate the lasting significance of structuralism in contemporary
literary criticism, semiotics, narratology, and interdisciplinary humanities research.
Ultimately, the paper argues that the transition from Saussure to Barthes represents not
merely an extension of structuralism, but a major shift in the understanding of meaning,
interpretation, and textual analysis in modern critical theory.

Critical Expansion of Structuralist Theories: From Saussure to Barthes

The development of structuralist theory in the twentieth century marked a decisive
shift in the understanding of language, literature, and culture. Structuralism challenged
traditional humanistic criticism that focused primarily on authorial intention, historical
background, and moral interpretation. Instead, it emphasized the existence of underlying
systems, structures, and signifying practices that shape meaning. The intellectual transition
from Ferdinand de Saussure to Roland Barthes demonstrates how structuralism evolved from
linguistic science into a broader theory of cultural interpretation and semiotic analysis. Their
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theories not only transformed literary criticism but also influenced anthropology,
narratology, media studies, philosophy, and post-structuralist thought.
Saussure and the Foundations of Structural Linguistics

Saussure is regarded as the foundational figure of structuralism because he
reconceptualized language as a relational system rather than a collection of individual words.
His theory rejected the earlier philological emphasis on the historical evolution of language
and instead proposed a synchronic method that studies language as a functioning structure at
a particular moment in time.
At the center of Saussure’s theory lies the concept of the linguistic sign:
Sign = Signifier + Signified

The signifier refers to the sound-image or linguistic form, while the signified refers
to the concept associated with that form. Saussure argued that the relationship between
signifier and signified is arbitrary, meaning that language does not possess natural or inherent
meaning. Meaning emerges through differences between signs within the linguistic system.

This principle radically altered modern literary and linguistic studies because it
demonstrated that meaning is relational rather than absolute. Structuralist criticism therefore
shifted attention from individual expression to systems of signification. Saussure’s
distinction between langue (the structured system of language) and parole (individual speech
acts) further reinforced the idea that social and cultural structures determine communication
more than personal intention.

However, Saussure’s theory has also been critically examined for its limitations. His
emphasis on stable structures tends to ignore historical change, ideological conflict, and
subjective interpretation. By privileging synchronic analysis over diachronic development,
Saussure reduced language to a closed system and underestimated the instability of meaning.
Critics later argued that meaning is never entirely fixed because signs continually shift
according to context, culture, and interpretation.

Despite these criticisms, Saussure’s contribution remains indispensable because his
ideas established the theoretical basis for semiotics, narratology, structural anthropology, and
literary structuralism. Thinkers such as Claude Lévi-Strauss, Roman Jakobson, and Barthes
expanded structural principles into broader cultural frameworks.

Roland Barthes and the Expansion of Semiotics

While Saussure focused primarily on linguistic systems, Barthes extended
structuralist principles into literature, culture, mythology, and mass media. Barthes
transformed structuralism into a method for decoding ideological meanings hidden within
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everyday cultural practices. His work demonstrated that culture itself operates like a
language composed of signs and codes.

One of Barthes’ most influential contributions is his theory of myth, developed in
Mythologies. Barthes argued that modern societies construct myths through advertisements,
media, fashion, cinema, and popular culture. These myths naturalize ideological values and
make socially constructed meanings appear universal and unquestionable.

Barthes expanded Saussurean semiotics into a second-order system of signification:
Myth = Sign \rightarrow Cultural Ideology

In this process, ordinary signs acquire ideological meanings that reinforce dominant
social values. Barthes therefore revealed how language and culture become instruments of
power and ideological control. This contribution remains highly significant in contemporary
media studies and cultural criticism because it exposes the mechanisms through which
ideology operates in everyday life.

Another major contribution of Barthes lies in his theory of textual plurality. In essays
such as The Death of the Author, Barthes challenged the traditional belief that the author is
the ultimate source of meaning. He argued that meaning is generated through the interaction
between text and reader rather than through authorial intention alone. According to Barthes,
a text is composed of multiple cultural codes and intertextual references that produce diverse
interpretations.

This theoretical shift represented a major challenge to conventional literary criticism
because it decentralized authority and emphasized reader participation. Barthes transformed
the literary text into an open field of signification where meaning remains fluid and unstable.
His distinction between “readerly” and “writerly” texts further highlighted the difference
between passive consumption and active interpretation.

Critically, however, Barthes’ theories have also been questioned. Some scholars
argue that the complete rejection of authorial intention may create interpretative instability
where texts lose historical specificity and social grounding. Others suggest that Barthes’
emphasis on textual plurality risks excessive relativism by allowing unlimited interpretations
without critical limits.

Nevertheless, Barthes’ contribution remains essential because he bridged
structuralism and post-structuralism. While Saussure emphasized systematic order and stable
structures, Barthes introduced multiplicity, ideological critique, and interpretative openness.
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In doing so, he transformed structuralism into a dynamic framework capable of addressing
literature, media, politics, and culture simultaneously.
Comparative Evaluation of Saussure and Barthes

The theoretical relationship between Saussure and Barthes reveals both continuity
and transformation within structuralist thought. Saussure provided the scientific and
linguistic foundation for structural analysis, whereas Barthes expanded these principles into
cultural and literary criticism. Both theorists emphasized that meaning emerges through
systems of relations rather than isolated entities. Yet their approaches differ significantly in
terms of scope, interpretation, and methodology.

Saussure viewed language as a relatively stable structure governed by internal
relations, while Barthes emphasized the ideological and cultural dimensions of signification.
Saussure concentrated on linguistic organization, whereas Barthes explored how cultural
texts produce meanings through myths, codes, and intertextuality. In this sense, Barthes both
inherits and critiques Saussurean structuralism.

Furthermore, the transition from Saussure to Barthes reflects the intellectual
movement from structuralism toward post-structuralism. Saussure’s theories sought
scientific stability and systematic order, while Barthes questioned fixed meaning and
emphasized textual plurality. This shift profoundly influenced later theorists such as Jacques
Derrida, Michel Foucault, and Julia Kristeva.

Conclusion

The comparative study of Saussure and Barthes demonstrates the intellectual
evolution of structuralist theory from linguistic formalism to cultural semiotics and
interpretative plurality. Saussure established the foundational principles of structural
linguistics by redefining language as a relational system of signs, while Barthes expanded
these ideas into broader analyses of literature, mythology, ideology, and mass culture.
Together, their theories revolutionized modern critical thought and reshaped the study of
meaning in the humanities.

Although structuralism has been criticized for its tendency toward abstraction and
determinism, its theoretical legacy remains profoundly influential. The movement from
Saussurean structuralism to Barthesian semiotics reflects a broader transformation in
twentieth-century theory—from stable structures to interpretative multiplicity, from
linguistic systems to cultural discourse, and from author-centered criticism to reader-oriented
analysis. Consequently, the intellectual dialogue between Saussure and Barthes continues to
provide valuable insights for literary criticism, semiotics, cultural studies, and
interdisciplinary humanities research.
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