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CHAPTER 9

STRUCTURALIST
CRITICISM:

The Universals in the Text

Most of the methods we have considered in the preceding chapters are
primarily historical in orientation. They are employed as an aid in read-
ing and analyzing the text, as the means to understanding the author and
the author’s thought and intention in terms of the author’s time and place
or historical context. This is the case even if a text is not considered the
product of a particular author but rather the result of a communal effort
or process. The goal still remains the same, namely, the desire to under-
stand the text in light of the temporal process or historical/personal
developments that produced the text.

In terms of our diagram on page 25, these historical methods focus on
(1) the originator of the text, (2) the original audience, and (3) the uni-
verse of ideas and events (the historical conditions and circumstances)
the two shared. Exegesis is seen as the process through which the reader
reads, examines, and listens to the words of the text as a medium com-
municating the author’s message. The text serves as a conduit or vehicle
for the author’s thought. The exegete asks, “What did the author intend
to say to the reader(s) through the text?” The text serves as the means
through which the reader understands the author. However much the text
lies in the forefront, ultimately the reader’s task is to “get through” or
“get behind” the text to the author’s intended message. The text serves
not as an end in itself but the means to a “more important” end-under-
standing the author and the author’s intention. The various forms of his-
torical criticism tend to use the text as a window through which the
interpreter looks at other referents (the author, the author’s intention, the
setting, the context).

Within the last few decades, a method for studying texts in non-histor-
ical and atemporal fashion has developed. This approach is *‘structural-
ist criticism.”” The name derives from a methodology developed for
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analyzing any type of human and social phenomena and activities.
Structuralism has been applied in a wide variety of fields including gen-
eral anthropology, linguistics, and literature.

Several basic assumptions underlie all structuralist studies. Structural-
ist research assumes that all social activity is governed by abstract con-
ventions, convictions, and rules. These constitute the foundational
structures of all cultural systems and manifest themselves in all forms of
human social activity. Humans have an innate capacity both for structur-
ing existence and for creating patterns of meaning. Polarities and binary
oppositions play important roles in the structuring process. That is, pat-
terns and structures are conceived in such categories as left/right, good/
bad, up/down, subject/object, light/darkness, male/female, and so on.
These structures need not necessarily be perceived consciously but may
function at the unconscious or subconscious level. Some structures and
structural patterns are universal and thus are shared across diverse cul-
tural and linguistic boundaries. All social activity, even art and litera-
ture, embody and reflect numerous structures. The structural features
that are easily perceived are referred to as “surface structures.” Speech,
for example, reflects certain surface structures that the ordinary person
associates with proper use of language and correct grammar and syntax.
The use of any language, however, is based also on very complex lin-
guistic structures. Such complex structures are referred to as “deep
structures.” Thus a person may use and recognize proper speech and be
aware of the “surface structures” associated with a language but have
no knowledge of the complex grammatical and linguistic structures-the
“deep structures”-that underlie the proper use and function of
language.

Structuralists assume that literature reflects both surface structures
and deep structures. The “deep structures” are reflective of structural
patterns that transcend time and space but can be abstracted from speci-
mens of literature. In structuralist interpretation, a text is viewed more as
a mirror than as a window. As a mirror, the text reflects universally
shared structures and concerns. Thus texts have an integrity of their own
apart from the circumstances in which they originated. In structuralist
interpretations, a text stands on its own regardless of the text’s origins or
past and is to be interpreted without concern for the author’s assumed
original intention. Generic considerations dominate over genetic consid-
erations, not so much because structuralists deny genetic factors but
because historical/genetic issues can blur the perception of generic
features.
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Structuralists are as interested in how texts communicate and have
meaning as in what they communicate and mean. They emphasize such
questions as the following: How does a particular text produced under
particular cultural constraints embody and give expression to universal
concerns? How does a reader decode the text or how does the text com-
municate its deep structure to resonate with the deep structures of the
reader? For structural literary critics, emphasis falls on the text and the
reader and the process of reading and understanding rather than on such
matters as writing and the author’s intention.

It is important for us not only to note the differences between struc-
turalist and other kinds of interpretation, but also to understand more
fully some of the underlying exegetical assumptions of structuralism.
Two major emphases are especially important.

(1) According to structuralist criticism, a text is to be considered ahis-
torical or perhaps more accurately atemporal. The structuralist critic
reads a text without reference to the element of time; in fact, every effort
is made to exclude the dimension of time unless it is a particular concern
of the text. This is in sharp contrast to earlier methods we have dis-
cussed, where we have come to a text tacitly assuming that we can and
should distinguish between an ancient text and a modern reader. This
fundamental assumption, which gives rise to efforts to distinguish
between what the text meant and what the text means, is simply not a
concern of the structuralist critic. Rather, when we read a text, we
should assume nothing more than that it exists. In this sense, any text we
read is timeless. The text exists in its own right and is to be interpreted
on its own terms. Whereas traditional form-criticism, for example, asks
questions about origin and original function, structuralism asks ques-
tions about the text’s underlying assumptions, universal concerns, and
its present function in the reader-text relationship.

Those accustomed to interpreting texts according to more traditional
methods of exegesis may find this atemporal approach difficult to appre-
ciate, yet it is fundamental in explaining certain basic features of the
structuralist critical approach to a biblical text. Two such features should
be noted.

First, structuralists are interested only in the final form of the text. It is
the text as a finished product that sets the agenda for the structuralist
critic. Structuralists have no interest in inquiring into the pre-history of
the text, distinguishing between earlier and later forms of the text, or try-
ing to identify parts of the text that might be later interpolations or the
work of later redactors or editors. Obviously, structuralist critics recog-
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nize that a text may exist in different recensions or versions, as we saw in
our dicussion of textual criticism, but this is inconsequential. The basic
exegetical move is to accept a text and work with it as a finished piece.
How it came to have its present form is immaterial, what is important is
what lies before us as a finished work, awaiting interpretation.

Second, the atemporal or timeless view of a text also explains why
structuralist critics interpret a text without any reference to its historical
setting. Obviously structuralists assume that a text was written by some-
one, at some time, in some place and setting. But these are of no concern
in structuralist criticism. In structuralist criticism, author, original audi-
ence, and historical setting are bracketed out. There is no attempt made
to answer, or be concerned with, the traditional questions: “Who wrote
it?” “To whom was it written?” “When? Where? How? Why?”
“Under what circumstances?”

This emphasis on the text itself without regard for its original histori-
cal setting means that we must reconstrue how we understand a text to
convey meaning. Whatever meaning is being conveyed through the text
is not being conveyed from an author through the text, but from the text
itself.

This concern for the text in and of itself is described as structuralism’s
preference for synchronic over diachronic analysis. Literally, these two
frequently used terms mean “with or at the same time” and “through
time” respectively. Diachronic analysis presupposes that we can con-
ceive of a text as having existed and developed “through time.” It pre-
supposes a historical perspective in which time is a central element. If
we do a diachronic word study, for example, we look at such things as
etymology, and trace the use of the word, its development and meaning
historically, or through time. Diachronic analysis implies a linear model
of investigation, one that allows us to chart development and progress
along a time line. Synchronic analysis, by contrast, is atemporal or ahis-
torical and considers a literary work to possess its own meaning. When
we compare things synchronically, we do so without any reference to
time. For example, if we engage in synchronic analysis of two literary
motifs or themes, one from Genesis the other from Acts, we do so not as
if one is earlier and one later, but as if they were both “together in
time.” It has been noted that a better designation than synchronic might
be achronic, that is, “without time” or without reference to time.

(2) Structuralist criticism, as we have noted, is based on a view of
reality that seeks to understand all forms of human experience and
behavior as concrete manifestations of certan ordering principles or
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structures that are considered universals. Several things follow from
this.

First, the structuralist critic operates with an expanded understanding
of the concept “language.” Rather than seeing language as communica-
tion through words, structuralists understand “language” to include any
set of ordered symbols, verbal or non-verbal, through which meaning is
conveyed. It is in this sense that they understand all forms of social
behavior to reflect underlying “languages” or patterns of language. To
the degree that customs of dress are uniform within a given society and
conform to well-established, well-accepted rules, we can speak of a
“language of dress.” The rules governing what to wear and what not to
wear, and when to wear it, are comparable to the rules of grammar and
syntax that govern what, when, and how we speak or write. We might
conceive kinship patterns in a similar fashion. Within a given society,
family or tribe, relationships between persons are based on certain estab-
lished, accepted principles. On the basis of these, persons within a given
social group relate to each other and make basic decisions, such as
whom they can and cannot marry. In one sense, the persons within this
social group may be thought of as the “words” of a language whose
arrangement and placement are based on certain principles of “social
syntax and grammar.”

Second, not only is language understood in a very broad sense, but
also the language of any given text is seen to contain varying levels of
meanings. Accordingly, structuralists distinguish between “surface
structures” and “deep structures” in the reading of a text. Beneath the
surface structure, a text reflects deep structures of conviction and world-
ordering. These deep structures are understood as being encoded so that
the exegete must understand that the language of a text is functioning as
a code. It should be read and analyzed not with a view to determining the
referent in any given case, but with a view to determining the “deep
structures” from which it ultimately stems and to which it points. Sur-
face structure refers to those contours of a text or piece of writing we can
visibly trace, such as the outline of an argument or the flow of a story.
Deep structures, by contrast, are those underlying, ordering principles
and features that come to concrete expression in the text, but are not
actually stated in the text. To return to our earlier example, we may use
good principles of grammar as we speak without ever being conscious of
the rules of syntax by which we are arranging our words. Or we may
choose not to wear a bathrobe to work without ever thinking consciously
of the underlying “social syntax” we are following. And yet the under-
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lying principles of grammar and syntax that govern what we say and
wear can be deduced from our actual use of language and our customs of
dress.

Third, one of the fundamental structuralist principles used to interpret
all empirical forms of social behavior and their deep structures is the
principle of binary opposition. In analyzing texts, structuralist critics
work with categories of opposites, especially those they have observed
in a wide variety of texts. Certain pairs of opposites are considered fun-
damental to all human experience and may be at work in producing any
given text. This would include such binary opposites as light/darkness,
good/evil, reconciliation/alienation, divine/human, male/female, and
others.

The principle of binary opposition applies not only to deep structures
but to structuralist method generally. Thus, even in analyzing the sur-
face structures of a text, we can be especially alert to pairs of opposites
in the arrangement of the text.

Now that we have considered some of the general perspectives and
principles of structuralist criticism, we can examine some examples of
how it has been applied to biblical texts.

A classical example of structuralist exegesis as applied to the Old Tes-
tament has to do with the creation story in Genesis I-2. Instead of ana-
lyzing the opening chapters of Genesis in terms of classical source
criticism and the theory of two creation accounts (1:1—2:4a [P] and
2:4b-25 [J]) with their respective theologies, one structuralist approach
concludes that Genesis 1:1—2:1 should be the basic unit in interpreta-
tion. This analysis is based on the following structuralist observations:
(1) The unit is naturally defined this way since it begins with a reference
to God’s creating the heavens and earth (1:1) and concludes by noting
that the “heavens and the earth were finished” (2:1). (2) The phrase

“and God said” occurs ten times (verses 3, 6, 9,11, 14, 20, 24, 26, 28,
and 29). (3) The unit divides into two roughly equal parts with five uses
of the expression “and God said” in each: 1:1-19 (containing 207
Hebrew words) and 1:20—2:1 (containing 206 words). The first part
describes the creation of the world’s inanimate order; the second part
describes the creation of the world’s living beings. (4) Each half moves
toward a similar climax: the first part concluding with a reference to the
sun, moon, and stars to rule over the heavens, the second part with
humanity to rule over the earth.

Here we see illustrated some of the principles of structuralist exegesis.
First, the structures of the text reflect the subject matter and theology of
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the material. Second, the principle of binary opposition is evident
throughout: two roughly equal literary units, inanimate orders/animate
orders, rule of luminaries over the inanimate world/rule of humans over
the animate world. Third, the focus is on how one reads a text instead of
how the author writes a text. How the reader perceives meaning in the
text is more important than what the author originally intended.

This structuralist interpretation of Genesis 1: 1-2: 1 tends to remain at
the surface level of the text. Texts may be analyzed to reveal deeper
structures, namely, universal patterns of values and convictions. On the
basis of folklore studies, a narrative grid has been developed for use in
interpreting narrative structures. The grid may be used to determine the
structural relationships that appear in narratives (how many appear in
any single narrative depends on the story’s complexity). Based on this
grid, the following chart diagrams the typical roles (called actants by
structuralists) present in the narrative structures of most stories, although
not all roles are reflected in every story:

sender object recipient
helper subject opponent

The sender is the originator of an action meant to communicate or trans-
mit some object the recipient needs, to ensure the latter’s well-being.
The subject is the one sent by the sender to transmit the object to the
recipient. The opponent attempts to frustrate the action while the helper
assists the subject in carrying out the action.

An analysis of the narrative structure of the Parable of the Good
Samaritan (Luke 10:30-35), for example, shows the following actants in
the narrative:

sender ————— object ————— recipient

(God?) (well-being) (wounded person)
helper —— subject «——————— opponent
(innkeeper) (Samaritan) (robbers)

In most narratives (and one can experiment with typical modern plots
such as the American Western or TV situation shows), the characters
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and plots possess a remarkable consistency. In most narratives, life’s
normalcy or equilibrium is disturbed in some fashion and anarchy or
trouble develops. Some subject is sent or takes action to restore order/
well-being, is opposed by the creator of the anarchy or other opponents,
and is assisted by a helper or helpers.

The Parable of the Prodigal Son consists of two parts, the first focus-
ing on the prodigal son, the second on the elder brother. Interpreters
have often wondered about the relationship between these two parts,
even speculating that the story originally ended with the return of the
prodigal and that the elder brother episode might have been added later
as a way of addressing the Pharisees, or some other group of opponents
of early Christianity.

As we have seen previously, structuralist critics eschew approaching
the text this way. Their concern is with the story in its present form, the
final form of the text. Since it now exists with the elder brother episode,
it must be interpreted in that form. In this form, the story may be seen as
reflecting a basic folk tale plot, or it may be seen as the story of a charac-
ter who moves through a sequence of “at home,” “away from home,”
and “at home.” Binary oppositions may be seen in various sets of oppo-
sites: lostness/foundness, alienation/reconciliation, presence/absence.
In fact, one way of structuring the story is to trace the movement from
presence (the young man at home) to absence (the young man away from
home) to presence (the young man back at home) to absence (the elder
brother ironically not “at home” with the father). In this way, the
younger brother would typify “presence” or “foundness” while the
elder brother would typify “absence” or “lostness.” The important
point to note is that we are not concerned with how the story functions in
the Gospel of Luke, nor with how it reflects the theology of the author of
Luke, but rather with how the structures of the story itself function to
express meaning in universal categories.

On occasion, plots and characters may startle the reader by their
departure from the expected. For example, in the Parable of the Good
Samaritan, the Samaritan is the outsider, the heretic, the opposite of
what ancient Jewish culture would assume to be the ideal religious per-
son, yet in the story the Samaritan is the subject who brings aid to the
recipient (the wounded). In the story of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac
(Gen. 22), God plays two major roles: the deity is the opponent who
demands the sacrifice of Isaac and thus produces anarchy and simultane-
ously the subject who provides the substitute and alleviates the tension.
In the narrative of Jacob’s wrestling with the angel (God) at the ford of
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the Jabbok River (Genesis 32:22-32), Jacob is the hero on a quest. In the
story, God appears not only as the originator of the quest but also as
Jacob’s opponent. In the overall structure of the Christ story, God is not
only the sender and, in the son, the subject who brings salvation to the
world, but also the world’s opponent since humankind has to be recon-
ciled to God.

A structuralist interpretation of the book of Psalms has shown that the
psalms can be understood in terms of their deep structures. Practically
all the statements in the psalms cluster around four actants. These are: A
= the protagonist/the psalmist/the just/the community/the king; B =
the opposition/the enemy/enemies/the wicked/the nations; C = God;
and D = others/witnesses/the faithful/the just/the nations. In individual
psalms these four elements assume various roles, generally with A as the
recipient, B as the opponent, C as the helper and sender (although some-
times the opponent), and D as the co-recipient. Various binary opposi-
tions run throughout the psalms in the description of persons, states of
being, and expectations: life/death, joy/sorrow, lament/praise, weeping/
dancing, blessing/curse, and so on. Using such structuralist insights,
particular psalms may be analyzed without recourse to actual life situa-
tions, biographical consideration, or historical contexts. Paradoxically,
references to disorder/evil/sin/anarchy in the psalms and thus to the dis-
ruption of normal equilibrium, along with petitions for resolution and
redemption give the psalms a strong biographical/narrative flavor. It is
our ability to understand and identify, even subconsciously, with these
universal structural components in the psalms which has given them
their widespread and enduring appeal.

Some biblical narratives lend themselves to even greater abstraction
and generalization reflective of mythical structures and symbolism.
Mythical structures are found at an even deeper level of abstraction from
the text than narrative structures. We noted above how structuralists ana-
lyze the narrative structure of the Parable of the Good Samaritan. At a
deeper structure or deeper level of abstraction, the parable reflects myth-
ical or paradigmatic structures. The story can be seen as reflecting polar
opposites: life/order/health/kingdom of God—death/disorder/wounded-
ness/kingdom of Satan. At the surface level, the Samaritan as a religious
outcast would have fit into the camp of the disordered, and the Levite
and priest in the arena of the ordered; but well-being in the story is pro-
duced by the Samaritan. The reader is thus challenged to venture outside
the established order and the ordinary religious boundaries and become,
like the Samaritan, a “truly religious person.” Thus in the story Jesus
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challenges the normal mythical pattern by making the antihero into the
hero. (One should note the parallels between such structuralist interpre-
tations and medieval allegorical readings: see pp. 20-2 1.)

The examples we have cited are brief and of only limited value in
illustrating the various principles of stmcturalist criticism. Rather than
serving as detailed examples of structuralist exegesis, they are intended
to illustrate the general approach. In experimenting with structural exe-
gesis, we need to resist asking historical questions such as who, when,
where, and how and instead look for general structures in the text, for
examples of binary opposition, and for deep structures reflective of uni-
versal interests and concerns.
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