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The Semiotic Retrial of Form and Content: A Circular
Formalism Based on Motivation

Ma Xuanang

Abstract: As a pair of philosophical categories, “form” and “content” have had a
great impact on the study of literature and art, but they have long
been controversial. Starting from Peirce’s depth-breadth theory, this

article proposes a circular formalism based on motivation. “Form” can
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be understood as how an object is objectified, and “content” is another
form with relatively weak motivation that is in the same chain of
signifying, or the collection of all former forms. Thus, the “depth” of
the content is reflected in the decrease of motivation in the process of
interpreting the form, while the “breadth” of the form is reflected in
the increase of motivation in the process of objectifying the content.
Thus, the study of form becomes a study of semiotic motivation, and
the stigmatisation of form caused by displacement motivation in
everyday language can be clarified and renamed.
Keywords: form, content, motivation, semiotics, circular formalism
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SR, A WA IEATE M R LF R SR 80 T W — R AR 4 2
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