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Abstract y

From a structuralist perspective, character in narrative is not merely a fictional
element, but an active agent in the process of meaning-making and narrative
organization. Within this theoretical framework, the mnotion, of character is
inextricably linked to narrative rolesand functions, grantin % ita pesition beyond that
of a static or passive entity. Characters, as actants, play a decisive role in shaping the
progressionof theplotandits internal coherence through their continuous interaction
with other narrative components. Structuralist theorists, foeusing on the relationships
among actants, seek to render the internal meghanisms of narrative analyzable by
approaching narrative language as\a structured system connected to events, actions,
and role-based functions. <
This study, grounded in Ferdipandde Saussure s linguistic distinction between
«langue» and «parole», begins with a brief overview of Vladimir Propp’s
narratology and subsequently examines Algirdas Julien Greimas’s actantial model
as a structural-linguistic framework)for understanding narrative organization. The
findings indicate that narrative disc¢ourse, much like linguistic speech, possesses a
dualstructure: a'surfacelevel composed ofa sequenceofnarrativeevents,and a deep
level that underlies\the¢' semantic and functional logic of character actions. From
Greimas’s viewpoint, this deep structure is organized along three binary axes:
Sender/Receiver)‘Object/Subject, and Helper/Opponent. The systematic and
dynamic integaction among these axes not only structures the functional dynamics
ofsthe narrative but also determines its semantic trajectory and communicative
orientation:

.
1. ntroduction
The structuralist approach has become a key framework in literary criticism,
particularly in analyzing prose fiction such as novels.Algirdas Julien Greimas’s
actantial role theory offers a systematic model for understanding narrative
mechanisms.Influenced by Vladimir Propp’s morphology and Ferdinand de
Saussure’s linguistics, Greimas redefines characters as actants active agents in the
story.Actants generate both surface structures (event sequences) and deep structures
(underlying meaning) in narrative discourse.His model organizes actantial roles
along three axes: desire, communication, and power.Helpers facilitate the
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protagonist’s pursuit of an object, while opponents create obstacles, both shaping the
narrative structure.

Greimas likens narrative to language, with its own internal grammar and rule-
governed system. Structuralists such as Roland Barthes and Jonathan Culler extend
this view, treating narrative as a semiotic system with analyzable rule. Narratives
are thus two-layered constructs: a surface chronology and a deep semantic structure.
The central question is how characters transform from passive entities into active
agents, influencing the structural analysis of the story.

2. Statement of the Problem

In modern narratology, especially in the structuralist tradition, narrative is viewed as
a layered construct with a surface structure of events and a deep structureswhere
meaning is produced. .
Greimas’s actantial theory offers a framework that unites'structuralist linguistics
with semantic analysis to explain how narrative elements operate’In this model,
characters are not passive figures but active agents assuming roles such as subject,
object, helper, opponent, sender, or receiver.

These roles are fluid and shaped by the narrative context. Alkey résearch question is
how characters shift from passivity to agency and how thisyshift affects structural
interpretation.

Understanding this process requires examining both surface and deep narrative
levels. Surface actions often carry deeper meaningsaevealed through the interplay
of actantial roles. Greimas’s modelclarifiegthe functional and relational positions
of characters within the plot. S

These role-based relationships form semanti¢ frameworks that drive the dynamism
of the narrative. The studyapplies this model to prosefiction to develop a systematic
method for analyzing narrative layers and uncovering the links between meaning,
structure, and action.

3. Background ef the Research

The structuralist tradition in literary criticism has long examined narrative structures
and character analysis.Early in the twentieth century, Ferdinand de Saussure’s
distinction between langue (language) and parole (speech) laid the groundwork for
separating de€p and surface structures in narratology . Vladimir Propp’s Morphology
of the Folktale identified recurring narrative functions and character roles such as
hero, villaingand helper.Greimas expanded this by replacing personal roles with the
absttact concept of the actant. His model defines characters not by traits but by their
semmantic and functional interactions within the narrative.

Narratives, in this view, emerge from actants interacting along three structural axes:
desire, power, and communication structural oppositions along these axes drive
narrative progression.

While structuralist and semiotic scholars have developed these theories extensively,
their direct application to novel analysis remains underexplored. In particular, the
link between deep narrative structures and the semantic relationships among
characters has received limited attention.

4. Methodology



This study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach grounded in the principles of
structuralism, with its theoretical framewotk shaped by Greimas’s actantial role
model. The research data are collected through library research and close reading of
the text (ultimately involving the analysis of one of the Sacred Defense novels). The
analysis is conducted based on the distinction between the two levels of surface
structure and deep structure of the narrative. In the first stage, the sequence of events
is identified as the surface structure, while the underlying meanings behind them are
recognized as the deep structure. Subsequently, the primary and secondary actants
in the text are identified in accordance with the six fundamental roles in Greimas’s
model—Subject, Object, Sender, Receiver, Helper, and Opponent—and| their
positions within the narrative progression are determined. The analysis \then
examines the changes and dynamics of these roles throughout the ‘stogy and
investigates their interactions by applying binary oppositions and semantierelations.
This examination is not limited to human characters; symbolic'elements, abstract
concepts, and even objects are also considered as actants, underthe category of
“beyond character.” Finally, the actantial model of the\narrative is mapped and
explained based on the analytical findings, in order to systematically reveal the
relationships among actants, goals, obstacles, and aidingor opposing forces.

5. Discussion and Analysis

Greimas is a prominent post-Saussurean theorist who developed a structured and
innovative semantic model. His key work, Stru¢turaliSemantics (14 77), presents his
theories and analyzes the fictional WOI’*ld of Georges Bernanos.Creating a
comparative model for novel and narrativedanalysis remains challenging, but
structuralists like Propp and Greimas pioneered initial efforts.

Semantics is seen as a crucial linguisfic domain for applying descriptive methods to
literary language.

Though not exhaustive, semantic theory provides essential foundations for literary
theory and criticism.A ¢oherent*model for linguistics and literary criticism,
especially fornovels, reli€s on semantic perspectives.Greimas addresses the analysis
of sentence meaningfand sequences through mental structuring processes.He
proposes a four:paft semiotic square linking each term with its opposites and
contradictions, Suchwas black, white, non-black, and non-white.This framework
allows for sifaple yet coherent representation of meaning in texts.Meaning is
inlierently relational and depends on oppositions and contradictions. The semiotic
square)variesawvith different types of textual readings, including paradigmatic and
syntag}natic approaches.It serves as a foundational tool for narrative recognition and
analysis.Following Saussure, Greimas shows that meaning complexity arises from
these oppositional relationships.Every concept presupposes its opposite, like life is
understood in relation to death, movement to stillness.Thus, Greimas’s model offers
a systematic way to analyze and interpret narrative semantics.

6. Conclusion

Understanding and analyzing the surface and deep structures of the novel from a
structural narratological perspective, with a focus on Greimas’s actantial theory, is a
significant topic in literary studies. This approach redefines the concept of character
from a passive, static entity to an active participant in the unfolding narrative events.



By viewing events as the basic units of narrative structure—similar to speech in
language—this perspective reveals a dual-layered system in storytelling: the surface
structure, which tracesthe sequenceof events, and the deep structure, which consists
of patterns of actions and interactions among characters.

This dual structure is analogous to Saussure’s concepts of langue and parole in
linguistics, where langue is the underlying system oflanguage and parole is its actual
use. Accordingly, narrative analysis requires examining both the visible flow of
events and the hidden underlying patterns of character agency and interacfion.
Ultimately, this framework provides a coherent and systematic grammar of narrative
language, allowing for preciseand meaningful analysis of the structure and dysamics
of prose fiction. 4

Keywords: narrative structure, Greimasian actant, langtage dnhd meaning,
narrative deep structure, actantial interaction
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1. Structural Semantics
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. Oppositional Relations
. Synonym

. Mutually Exclusive

. Reciprocal

. Contrary

. Equivalent
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. Contradiction

. Privation and Possession

. Opposition

. Correlation

. Complementary Opposition
. Gradable Opposition

. Binary Opposition

. Directional Opposition
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1. Formal or Lexical Opposition
2. Implicit Opposition
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1. Action

2. Actant

3. Actantial Model
4. Beyond Character
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