vonigsiee’s Pheory ol Language

S was anhappy with linguistics as he knew o
Precivnse hoe thoughe that his predecessors had fadled to think
serously  or pereeptively  about what they were doing.
Linguistics, he wrote,! ‘never attemnpted to determine the
nature of the object it was studving, and without this
clementary operation a science cannot develop an appro-
priate method® {Courre, 3; Conrs, 16).

Thiz operation 1z all the more necessary because human
language is an exremely complex and  heterogencous
phenomenon. Even a single speech act invelves an cxtra-
ordinary range of factors and could be considered from
many different, even conflicting points of view. One could
study the way sounds are produced by the mouth, vocal
cords, and tongue; one could investigate the sound waves
which are emitted and the way they affect the hearing
mechanism. One could consider the sipnifying intention of
the speaker, the aspects of the world to which his utterance
reters, the immediate circumstances of the communicative
context which might have led him to produce a particular
series of noises, One might try to analyse the conventions
which enable speaker and bsteners to understand one
another, working out the grammatical and semantic rules
which they must have assimilated if they are to communicate
in this way. Or again, one could trace the history of the
language which makes available these particular forms at
this tirne.

Confronted with all these phenomena and these different
perspectives from which one might approach them, the
linguist must ask himself whal he is trying 1o describe. What
i particular is he looking at ? Whar is he looking for ? What,
i short, is language ?

Saussure’s answer to this question is unexceprionable but
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extremnely important, since it serves to direct attention to
crsentials, Language 15 a system of signs. Noises count as
lamruage only when they serve to express or communicale
ileas, otherwise they are just nowse. And to communicate
ideas they must be part of a system of conventions, part of a
system of signs, The sigm is the union of a form which signi-
fies, which Saussure calls the sgmifiant or signifier, and an
idea signified, the signifié or signified. Though we mav speak
of signifier and signified as i’ they were separate entities,
they exist only as components of the sign. The sign 15 the
central fact of language, and therefore in trying to scparate
what is essential Irom what 15 sccondary or incidental we
must start from the nature of the sign itsclf,

THE ARBITRARY NATURE OF THE SICN

The first principle of Saussure’s theory of language con-
cerns the essential quality of the sign. The linguistic sign is
arbitrary. A particular combination of signifier and signi-
fied 15 an arbitrary cntity. This is a central fact of language
and linguistic method. “No one’, he writes,

contests the principle of the arbitrary nature of the sign, but it is
often easier to discover a truth than to assign it 115 rightful place,
The above principle deminates the whole of hnguistic analysis
of a language, [ts consequences are innumerable, though they are
net all, 1t is rue, equally evident siratghe away, It 15 after many
detours that one discovers them, and with them the fundamental
importance of this principle (Course, 68 Conrs, 100).

What does Saussure mean }_13.-' the zarhitrm'y nature of the
sipn * In one sense the answer is gquite simple. There i3 no

'najural or inevitable link between the signifier and the

signified. Since I speak English I may use the signilier
represented by dog to talk about an animal ol a particular
species, but this sequence ol sounds 15 no better sulced to
that purpase than another sequence. Lad, fef, or Mo would
serve equally well it they were accepted by members of
my speech community, There is no intrinsic reason why
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shades of a single colour are in Russian two  distine
primary colows. Each language articulates or organizes
the world differently. Languages do not simply name
exisling categories, they ardculate their own.

Moreover, if language were a set ol names applied to

independently-existing concepts, then in the historical
< evolution of a language the concepts should remain stable.

Signifiers could evolve; the particular sequence of sounds
associated with a given concept might be modified; and a
given sequence of sounds could even be attached to a
different concept. Occasionally, of course, a new sign would
have to be introduced for a new concept which had heen
produced by changes in the world. But the concepts them-
selves, as language-independent entities, would not be
subject to linguistic evolution.

In fact, though, the history of languages is full of examples
ol concepts shifting, changing their boundaries. The English
word cattle, for example, at one point meant property in
general, then gradually came to be restricted to four-footed
property only {a new category), and finally attained its
modern sense of domesticated bovines. Or again, a ‘silly’
person was once happy, blessed, and pious. Gradually this
particular concept altered; the old concept of ‘silliness’
translormed irself, and by the beginning of the sixteenth
century a silly person was innocent, helpless, even deserving
of pity, The alteration of the concept continued until eventu-
ally a silly person was simple, foelish, perhaps even stupid.

If language were a nomenclatre we should be obliged
to say that there exist a number of distinct concepts and
that the sigmifier sidly was attached first to one and then 1o
another. Bur clearly this is not what happened: the con-
cept attached to the signifier silly was continually shifting its
boundaries, gradually changing its  semantic  shape,
arficwiating the world in different ways from one period o
the next. And, incidentally, the signifier alo evolved,
undergoing a modification of its central vowel.

What 15 the sigmificance of this? What does it have to do
with the arbitrary nature of the sign? Language is not a
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nonenclature and  therefore its signifieds are not pre-
existing concepts but changeable and contingent concepts
which vary from one state of a language to another. And
sinee the relation between signifier and sigrufied 1s arbitrary,
since there s no necessary reason for one concept rather
thin anether to be attached to a given signifier, there is
thevefore no defining property which the concept must
retain in order to count as the signified of that signifier,
The signified associated with a signifier can take any lorm;
there is no essential core of meaning that it must retain in
order to count as the proper signified for that sigmifier,
The fact that the relation beoween signifier and signified is
arbitrary means, then, that since there are no fixed wniversal
concepts or fixed universal sigmifiers, the sigmified aigell
is arbitrary, and so is the signifier. We then must ask, as
Saussure does, what defines a signifier or a signified, and the
answer leads us to a wvery important principle: both
signifier and sipnified are purely relational or differential
entinies. Because they are arbitrary they are relanonal. Thas
is a principle which requires explanation,

THE NATURE OF LINGUISTIC UNITS

maussure attaches grear importance — more s0 than it would
appear [rom the published Course ~ to the fact that language
is not a nomenclature, for unless we grasp this we cannot
understand the {ull ramificatons of the arbitrary nature of
the sign. A language does not simply assign arbitrary names
to a set of independently existing concepts. It sets up an
arbitrary relation between signifiers ol its own choosmg
on the one hand, and signifieds of itz own choosing on the
other, Not only does each language produce a different set
of signifiers, articulating and dividing the continuwm of
sound in a distinctive way; cach language produces a
different set of signifieds; 1t has a distinctive and thus
‘arbitrary” way of organizing the world into concepts or
categories.

It 13 obvious that the sound sequences of fewpe and
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one of these signifiers rather than another should be linked
with the concept of 2 ‘dog’.*

Are there no exceptions to this basic principle ? Certainly.
There are two ways n which linguistic signs may he
motivated, that is to say, made less arbitrary. First, there
are cases of onomatopceia, where the sound of the signifier
seEIMs 1N some way numetic or bmitative, as in the English
bo-wow or arfcarf (of. French oud-oud, German wou-wan,
Italian faw-bau). But there are few such cases, and the fact
that we identify them as a separate class and special case only
emphasizes more strongly that ordinary signs are arbitrary.

However, within a particular language signs may be
partially motivated in a different way. The machine on
which I am weiting is called a fypewriter. There 13 no intrinsic
reason why it should not be called a grue or a blimmel, bur
within English tygewriter is motivated because the meanings
of the two sound sequences which compose its signifier, tybe
and wrifer, are related to its signified, to the notion of a
‘typewriter”. We might call this ‘secondary motivation’,
Notice, for example, that only in English is the relation
between sound-sequence and concept motivated. If the
French were to use the same form to speak of this machine,
that would be a whelly arbitrary sign, since the primary
constituent, writer 13 not a sign in the French language,
Moreover, lor Saussure, as we shall see later, the process
of combining ivfe and writer to create a new motvated sign
i3 fundamentally simnilar to the way in which we combine
words to form phrases (whose meaning is rvelated to the
combined meanings of individual words). We can say,
therefore, that all languages have as their basic elements
arbitrary signs. They then have various processes for com-
bining these signs, but that does not alter the essential
nature of language znd itz elementary constituents,

The sign is arbitrary in that there is no intrinsic link
between signifier and signified. This iz how BSaussure’s
principle is usually interpreted, but in this form it is a
*Mote that here, as throughout, T use itabics to ate inguistic forms (&g,
dop, fod} and guotation marks w designate meanings (egn dog').
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wholly traditional netion, a rather obvious fact about
Lugraee. Interpreted i this limited way, it does nol have
the momentous consequences which, according to the
sndents’ notes, Saussure repeatedly claimed for it: ‘the
hicrarchical place of this truth is at the very summit. It is
only lirtle by little that one recognizes how many different
I'acts are but ramifications, hidden consequences of this
truth’ {Engler, 153), There is more to the arbitrary nature
of the sign than the arbitrary relation between signifier and
signified. We must push further,

From what I have said so far about signifier and signified,
one might be tempted to think of language as a nomen-
clature: a series of names arbitrarily selected and attached
to a set of objects or concepts. It is, Saussure says, all too
casy to think of language as a set of names and to make the
biblical story of Adam naming the beasts an account of the
very nature of language. Ii one says that the concept “dog’
is rendered or expressed by dog in English, chien in French
and Hund in German, one implies that each language has an
arbitrary name for a concept which exists prior to and
independently of any language.

If language were simply a nomenclature for a set of
universal concepts, it would be casy 1o translate from one
language to another. One would simply replace the French
name for a concept with the English name. If language were
like this the task of learming a new language would also be
much easier than it is. But anvone who has attemnpted either
of these tasks has acquired, alas, a vast amount ol direct
proot that languages arc not nomenclatures, thar the
concepts or signifieds ot one language may differ radically
trom those of another. The French ‘aimer’ does not go

*directly into English; one must choose between “to like’ and

‘to love'. ‘Deémarrer’ includes i a single idea the English
signifieds of ‘moving off” and ‘accelerating’. English “to
know’® covers the area of two French signifieds, ‘connaitre’
and *savorr’. The English concepts of a *wicked’ man or of a
‘pet’ have ne real counterpares in French., Or again, what
English calls ‘light blue® and ‘dark blue” and reats as two
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rividre are signifiers of French but not of English, whereas
ver and giregm are Enghsh bul not Frencls, Less obwviously
but mwore significantly, the organization of the conceptual
piate is alse different in English and French. The sigrufied
‘river’ 15 opposed o ‘stream’ solely in terms of size, whereas
a ‘fHeuwve’ differs from 5 ‘riviére’ not because it is necessarily
lzrger but because it flows into the sea, while a ‘rividre’ does
not, in shorr, fleuve’ and ‘rividre’ are not sigrnifieds or con-
cepts of English, They represent a different articulatdon of
the conceplual plane,

The {act that these two lznguages operate perfectly well
with  differenc concepruzal  arriculations or  disringtions
indicares that rthese divisions are not natural, inevitable, or
necessary, but, in an important sense, arbitrary. Obviously
i impaortant that a language has ways of tallung about
flowing bodies of water, but it can make its conceptual
disuncuons i this area in any of a wide variety of wavs
{stze, swiltniess of How, straightness or sinucsity, direction of
flow, depth, navigability, erc.). Not only can a language
irbitrarily choose its signiflers; it can divide up a spectnun
of conceprual possibilities in any way it likes,

Moreover, and here we coune 0 an important peint, the
fact that these concepts or sipnifieds are arbitrary divisions
of & conlinuum means that they are not auronomous
entities, each of which is defined by some kind of essence,
They are members of a systemn and are defined by their
relations o the ather members of that system. If T am to
explain to someone the meaning of sirgam [ must tell him
about the difference between a stream and a river, a steeam
and a rivalet, ere. And similarly, [ cannot explain the
French concept of a ‘riviére’ without describing the
distinction between ‘riviere” and ‘fleuve’ on the one hand
and ‘riviere’ and ‘ruisseau’ on the other.

Colour terms are a particularly good example of this
characteristic of the sign. Suppose we wish to teach a
torcigner about colours in English, Let us suppose also that
he iz a rather slow leawrner from a non-Furopean culture, so
that we must work out an elficient reaching strategy. It
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migrht occur to us that the best way to proceed would be to
tuke one colouwr at a time: to begin, for cxample, with
brown and not go on to another colowr until we were
covtain that he had mastered brown. 5o we begin by show-
iige hirn brown abjects and telling him that they are brown.
Since we want to be thorough, we have assembled a
collecrion of a hundred hrown objects of various kinds, And
then, after having bored him and ourselves for several hours,
we take him into another room and, to test his knowledge of
‘brown’, ask him to pick out ail the brown objects. He sets
to work but seems to be having diffeulty deciding what to
select, so in despair we decide we haven't been thorough
encugh and propose to start again the next day with five
hundred brown objects.

Fortunately, most of us would not adopt this desperate
solution and would recopnize what had gone wrong, How-
ever many brown objects we may show hirm, our pupil witl
not know the meaning of drowm, and will not be able o
pass our test, until we have taught him to distnguish
between brown and red, brown and tan, brown and grey,
brown and yellow, brown and black. Lt 15 oniy when he
has grasped the relation between brown and other colours
that he witl begin to understand what browm is, And the
reason for this s that brown is not an independent concept
defined by some essential properties bur one term in a
systemn of colour cerms, defined by s relations with the
other terms which delimit it,

Indeed, this painful teaching experience would bring us
o understand that because the sign is arbiteary, because it
15 the result of dividing a conunuum in ways peculiar to the
language to which 1t belongs, we cannot treatl the sign as
A1 autonemous entity but muast see it as part of a system,
It is not just that in order o know the meaning of brewn
one must understand red, tan, grep, black, ote. Rather, one
could say that the agmfieds of colour lerms are nothing
but the product or result of a system of disunctions. Each
language, in dividing the spectrum and discingaishing
categories which it calls eolours, produces a diflerent system
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ol signifieds: units whose value depends on their relations
with one another. As Saussure says, generalizing the point,

in all cases, then, we discover not ideas given in advance bur
pafies emanating from the system. When we say that these values
correspond o concepts, 1t 15 understood that these concepts are
purely differential, not positively defined by cheir content but
negatively dehined by therr relations wath other terms of the
systemn. Their most precise characteristic is thac chey are what
the others are not (Course, 1173 Gours, 1hz2).

Brown is what is not red, black, grev, vellow, etc., and the
same holds lor each of the other signifieds.

Thus is 2 major though paradoxical consequence of the
arbitrary nature of the sign, and we shall return to 1t shortly.
But perhaps rhe easiest way to grasp thiz notion of the purely
relational nature of linguistic units is to approach it from
another angle.

Consider the problem of identity in linguistics: the
question of when two utterances or portions of an utterance
count as examples of a single linguistic unit. Suppose some-
one tells me, ‘1 bought a bed today’, and I reply, “What
sort of bed ' What do we mean when we say that the same
sign has been employved twice in this brief conversation?
What is the basis on which we can claim that two examples
or instances of the same linguistic unit have appeared in our
-:1iajugur:? Note that we have already begged the guestion
i transeribing a portion of the noses that each of us made
as bed. In fact, the acrtual noises which were produced will
have been mea.aumb!} different - different from a purely
physical and acoustic point of view. Voices vary; after a
very few words we can recognize a friend’s voice on the
telephone because the actual physical signals she emits are
different from those of our ether acquaintances.

My interlocutor and T produced different noises, vet we
want to say that we have produced the same signifier, used
the same sign. The signifier, then, is not the same thing as
the noises that either she or T produced, Ttis an abstract unit

of scme kind, net to be confused with the actual sequence of

sounds. But what sort of unit is it? OF what does the unit
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consist ¥ We might approach this question by asking how
lar the actual noises produced could vary and sall count
ns versions of the same signifier. This, of course, 1s sitrular
to the question we implicitly asked earlier about the signified ;
how far can a colour vary and srill count as brown? And
the answer for the signifier is very similar to the answer for
the sigmfied. The noises made can vary considerabiy [there
18 o essential propercy which they must possess) so long as
they do not become confused with those of contrasing
signifiers. We have considerable latitude in the way we
utler bed, so long as what we say is not confused with fad,
b, bud, bode ; bread, Med, dead, fed, head, led, rm’, satd, wed ;
.Ei-f-c.-i: .!.-e.!uf bel.

In other words, it 18 the distinetions which are important,
and it i3 for this reason that hnguistic units have a pur i..l}-r
relational identity. The principle is not easy to grasp, but
Saussure offers a concrete analogy. We are willing to grant
that in an important sense the B:25 Geneva-to-Paris
Express is the same train each day, even though the coaches,
locomotive, and personnel change from one day to the next.
What gives the train its identity 1s its place in the system of
trains, as indicated by the timetable. And note that this
relational identity is indeed the determining factor: the
train remains the same train even if it leaves half an hour
late. Indeed, it might always leave late without ceasing to be
the B:25 Geneva-to-Paris Express. What is important 1s
that it be distinguwished from, say, the 10:25 Geneva-to-
Parizs Express, the 8:40 Geneva-to-Dijon local, ete.

Another analogy which Saussure uses to illustrate the
notion of relational identity is the comparison between
language and chess. The basic units of chess are obviously
king, queen, rook, knight, bishop, and pawn. The actual
physical shape of the pieces and the material from which
they are mmade 15 of no importance. The king may be of any
size and shape, as long as there are ways of distinguishing
it from other pieces. Moreover, the two rooks need not be
of identical size and shape, so long as they can be distin-
guished from other pieces. Thus, as Saussure points out, if

27




Satssure

a piece is lost from a chess set we can replace it with any
other sort of abject, provided always that this object will
not be confused with the objects representing pieces of a
different value (Cowrse, 110; Cosrs, 1§3-4). The actual
phwvsical properties of pleces are of no importance, so long
as there are differences of same kind — any kind will o -
between pieces which have a different value,

Thus one can say that the units of the game of chess have
no material identity: there are no physical propertics

necessary to a king, ete. Identity is wholly a function of

differences within a system. If we now apply the analogy
o language we shall be in a position to understand Saussure’s
paradoxical claim that in the system of a language “there
are only differences, with no positive terms’ (Course, 120;
Cours, 166). Normally when we think of differences we
nresuppose two things which differ, but Saussure’s point
is that signifier and signified are not things in this sense.
Just as we can’t say anything about what a pawn must look
like, except that it will be different from knight, rook, ete,,
so the signifier which we represent as bed is not defined by
arny particular noises used in uttering it. Not only do the
actual noises differ from one case to another, but English
coudd be arranged so that noises now used to express the
signifier pet were used for the signifier bed, and vice versa. If
these changes were made the units of the language would be
expressed differently, but they would still be fundamentally
the same units (the same differences remain, both on the
level of the signifier and on the level of the signified), and
the language would still be English. Indeed, English would
remain, in an importani sense, the same language if the
units of the signifier were never expressed in sound but only
in visnal svmbols of some land.

In saying this we are obviously making a distinction
between units of the linguistic systemn on the one hand and
their actual physical manifestations or realizations on the
other. Befors discussing this very imporrant distinction
greater detail, it may be useful to recapitulate the line of
reasoning that led us to in. We began by noting that there
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wir no natural link between signifier and signified, znd
then, trving 1o explain the arbitrary nature of the linguistic
dpn, we saw that both signifier and signified were arbitrary
ihivisions or delimitations of a continuum {a sound spectrumn
o the one hand and a conceptual field on the other). This
bl ns 1o infer that both signifier and signified must be
delied in terms of cheir relations with other signifiers and
sipificds, and thus we reached the conclusion that 1f we are
to define the units of a language we must distinguish
Letween these purcly reladonal and abstract units and rheir
physical realizations. The aciual sounds we produce in
speaking are not in themselves units of the lingustic system,
nor is the physical colour which we designate in calling a
book ‘brown’ the szame thing as the linguistic unit {the
signified or concept) ‘browin’. In both cases, and this s a
point on which Saussure rightly insists, the linguistic anit
is form rather than substance, defined by the relations
which set it off from other wots,

‘LANCUE' AND ‘PARCLE

Here, in the distinction between the linguistic systern and its
actual manifestations, we have reached the crucial opposi-
rion between langue and parole. La lengue is the system of a
lunguage, the language as a system of lTorms, whereas parole
15 actual speech, the speech acts which are made possible
by the language. La faigue 15 what the individual assimilares
when he learns a language, a set of forms or “hoard deposited
by the practice of speech in speakers who belong to the
same community, a grammatical system which, to all
intents and purposes, exists in the mind of cach speaker’
(Course, 19-14; Conrs, o), ‘It i3 the social produet whose
existence permits the individual to exercise his linguistic
zculty’ {Eng.er, 31). Parole, on the other hand, is the
‘executive side of language’ and for Saussure involves both
‘the combinations by which the speaker uses the code of the
linguistic svstemn in order to express his own thoughts’ and
‘the psycho-physical mechanisms wiich permit him 10
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