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The study of meaning—semiotics—represents one of the most rigorous intellectual endeavors of the 20th century.
While Ferdinand de Saussure laid the foundation by defining the sign, it was Algirdas Julien Greimas (A.J.
Greimas) who propelled the field into the realm of structural semantics, seeking to uncover the deep, underlying
grammars that govern all human discourse. In his seminal work, often interpreted and contextualized by scholars
like Ronald Schleifer in A.J. Greimas and the Nature of Meaning, Greimas moved beyond the mere analysis of
words to investigate the generative processes of meaning itself. This article provides an exhaustive technical
analysis of Greimasian semiotics, the actantial model, the semiotic square, and their implications for modern
linguistics and discourse theory.

The Saussurean Foundation and the Structuralist Shift

To understand Greimas, one must first understand the Saussurean paradigm. Ferdinand de Saussure’s Course in
General Linguistics established the distinction between Langue (the abstract system of language) and Parole (the
individual act of speaking). Saussure proposed that meaning is not inherent in objects but is created through a
system of differences within the linguistic structure. The sign is composed of a Signifier (the sound-image) and a
Signified (the concept).

Greimas took these concepts and applied them to the level of the text and narrative. Where Saussure was
concerned with the mechanics of the sign, Greimas was concerned with the structure of signification. He argued
that meaning is only graspable when it is manifested through a narrative structure. This shift from linguistics to
semiotics allowed for the analysis of non-linguistic phenomena—such as film, fashion, and social rituals—as if they
were languages with their own internal grammars.

Core Concepts in Greimasian Semantics

Greimas introduced several technical terms that remain central to semiotic analysis today:

e Seme: The smallest unit of meaning (e.g., the concept of "femininity" or "masculinity").

Isotopy: The repetition of semes throughout a text that ensures its coherence and allows for a unified reading.
¢ Sememe: A combination of semes that constitutes the meaning of a word in a specific context.

e Narrative Grammar: The set of rules that govern the production and transformation of meaning within a story.

The Semiotic Square: The Logic of Signification

The most famous tool in the Greimasian arsenal is the Semiotic Square(also known as the Greimas Square). It is
a logical map used to visualize the relationships between semantic concepts. Greimas posited that meaning is not
just based on simple binary oppositions (like White vs. Black) but on a four-term system of relations.

The square maps four positions based on three types of relationships:

1. Contrariety (Opposition): S1 vs. S2 (e.g., Life vs. Death).
2. Contradiction: S1 vs. Not-S1 (e.qg., Life vs. Non-Life).
3. Complementarity (Implication): Not-S2 implies S1 (e.g., Non-Death implies Life).



Mathematical Representation of the Square

If we define a semantic axis (S), it is composed of two contrary terms: S1 and S2. To fully exhaust the logical
possibilities of this axis, we must introduce their contradictory terms ~S1 and ~S2. This creates a matrix of
meaning that allows for "middle" or "neutral" positions, such as the "ambiguous" or the "paradoxical.”



Relationship Type

Logical Definition

Example (Nature vs. Culture)

Contrary S1 S2 Nature vs. Culture
Contradictory S1 Non-S1 Nature vs. Non-Nature
Contradictory S2 Non-S2 Culture vs. Non-Culture
Complementary Non-S2 -> S1 Non-Culture implies Nature
Complementary Non-S1 -> S2 Non-Nature implies Culture

The Semiotic Square is essential for researchers because it reveals the "hidden" terms in a discourse. For
instance, in an advertisement for a car, the square might reveal that the brand is not just selling "speed" (S1)
versus “"safety” (S2), but is navigating the space of "non-danger" (~S2) and "non-slowness" (~S1) to create a
complex consumer identity.

The Actantial Model: Narrative Functionalism

Beyond the logic of terms, Greimas developed a model for the logic of action. The Actantial Modelbreaks down
every narrative into six functional roles, or "actants." Unlike traditional characters, actants are abstract roles that
can be filled by people, objects, ideas, or even collective entities.

The Six Actants

e Subject: The entity pursuing a goal or object.

e Object: That which is desired by the subject.

e Sender (Addresser): The power or entity that motivates the subject to act or defines the value of the object.
¢ Receiver (Addressee): The entity that benefits from the success of the subject.

e Helper: Provides assistance to the subject in their quest.

¢ Opponent: Creates obstacles for the subject.

These actants operate along three axes:

1. The Axis of Desire: Subject Object. This defines the core motivation of the narrative.

2. The Axis of Communication (Transmission): Sender Receiver. This defines the social or ideological context
of the quest.

3. The Axis of Power: Helper Opponent. This defines the conflict and the tactical resolution of the story.

Technical Breakdown of Narrative Trajectory
Greimas suggested that every narrative follows a Narrative Schema consisting of four stages:
1. Contract (Manipulation): The Sender convinces the Subject to take on the mission.
2. Competence: The Subject acquires the necessary tools, knowledge, or strength (Helper interaction).

3. Performance: The actual struggle where the Subject achieves or fails to achieve the Object (the climax).
4. Sanction (Recognition): The Sender evaluates the Subject’s performance, leading to reward or punishment.

Structuralism vs. Post-Structuralism: A Comparative Evaluation

Greimas represents the peak of structuralist thought. However, his work often faces criticism from post-
structuralists like Jacques Derrida. The following table compares the Greimasian structuralist approach with the



Deconstructive (Post-Structuralist) approach.



Feature Greimas (Structuralist) Derrida/Deleuze (Post-Structuralist)

Center of Meaning The Deep Structure / Grammar. None; meaning is constantly deferred
(Différance).

Binary Oppositions Stable and logical building blocks. Unstable; one term always dominates
the other.

Role of the Author Function of the system. The "Death of the Author" (Barthes/
Foucault).

Obijective To map the universal laws of meaning. To subvert and expose contradictions
in text.

Truth Scientific and structural. Contingent and linguistic.

Practical Implementation: Conducting a Semiotic Analysis

For technical writers, marketers, or literary critics, applying Greimasian theory requires a systematic workflow.
Below is a step-by-step guide to performing a semiotic audit of a text or cultural artifact.

Phase 1: Identification of Isotopies

Begin by listing the recurring themes, images, and keywords. If you are analyzing a corporate sustainability report,
you might find an isotopy of "Growth" (economic semes) clashing with an isotopy of "Preservation" (ecological
semes). ldentify where these semes overlap or conflict.

Phase 2: Mapping the Semiotic Square

Identify the core conflict. If the conflict is "Innovation” vs. "Tradition," plot these as S1 and S2. Then, search the text
for elements of "Non-Innovation" (stagnation) and "Non-Tradition" (disruption). This mapping reveals if the text is
attempting to reconcile these forces or if it is heavily biased toward one quadrant.

Phase 3: Actantial Mapping

Define the roles. In a technical manual, the Subject is the User, and the Object is the successful operation of the
machine. The Sender is the Manufacturer, and the Helperis the Troubleshooting Guide. If the manual is poorly
written, it is often because the "Opponent" (complexity or lack of clarity) has not been properly mitigated by the
"Helper."

Case Study: Analyzing the Search for the "Nature of Meaning"

In Ronald Schleifer’s critique of Greimas, he examines how Greimas attempts to turn the "Nature of Meaning" into
a scientific inquiry. Using Greimas’s own tools, we can analyze Schleifer’s book as a narrative:

e Subject: The Scholar (Schleifer/Greimas).

e Object: The scientific law governing meaning.

e Sender: The 20th-century intellectual tradition (Structuralism).

¢ Receiver: The academic community.

¢ Opponent: The inherent ambiguity and "slipperiness" of language (Post-Structuralism).
e Helper: Formal logic and Saussurean linguistics.

By applying this model, we see that the "Nature of Meaning" is not just a topic, but a Subject-Object questwhere



the scholar attempts to conquer the chaos of language through the order of structuralism.

Troubleshooting Common Errors in Semiotic Analysis

Semiotic analysis is often criticized for being overly subjective or "reading too much" into a text. To maintain
technical rigor, avoid these common pitfalls:

1. Confusing Actants with Characters: Remember that one character can be multiple actants. For example, a
hero (Subject) might also provide their own motivation (Sender).

2. Over-complicating the Square: If you cannot find a clear contrary relationship, your semantic axis is likely too
broad. Refine your terms until the S1-S2 opposition is sharp.

3. Ignoring the Context (Enunciation): Meaning changes based on who is speaking to whom. Always consider
the "Enunciator” and the "Enunciatee" as the framing device for the narrative.

The Broader Implications of Greimasian Thought

The work of A.J. Greimas extends far beyond the dusty halls of 1960s Parisian academia. His influence is felt today
in Artificial Intelligence (Al), where Natural Language Processing (NLP) researchers look for ways to map
semantic relationships and narrative structures into machine-readable logic. The actantial model is a precursor to
modern User Experience (UX) Design, where the user is the Subject on a journey toward an Object (completing a
task), supported by Helpers (interface cues) and hindered by Opponents (latency or poor Ul).

Furthermore, in the era of "fake news" and digital discourse, Greimasian semiotics provides the tools to
deconstruct political narratives. By identifying the "Senders" of certain ideologies and mapping the "Semiotic
Squares" of political rhetoric, we can uncover the underlying logic of persuasion that often operates beneath the
level of conscious awareness.

Ultimately, the nature of meaning, as Greimas envisioned it, is not a static definition found in a dictionary. It is a
dynamic, structural process. Meaning is produced through movement—the movement between terms on a square,
the movement of a subject toward an object, and the movement of semes through a discourse. By mastering these
structures, we do not just read the world; we understand the machinery that allows the world to make sense to us.
Structural semantics is the "physics" of the human sciences, providing the formulas and models necessary to
navigate the complex landscape of human communication.
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