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Early Modem Linguistics

FERDINAND DE SAUSSURE

Extracts from Course in General Linguistics (1916). C. Bally and A. Sechehaye (eds.).
Revised English Edition. Collins (1974). Parts 1 & 2.

t is often maintained that modern linguistics began at the turn of the 20th century with the
Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure for he redefined the systematic study of language in
such a way as to set the context for many of the achievements of twentieth-century linguistics.

De Saussure (1857-1913) was born in Geneva, Switzerland to a family with a long history of
contributions to the sciences. His grandfather was a professor of geology and mineralogy and his
father was a geologist and a naturalist. A bright and eager student, de Saussure showed an early
promise in the area of language and learned Sanskrit, Greek, German, Latin, French and English.
His father had a close friend, the eminent linguist Adolph Pictet, who encouraged the young man
in his growing passion for languages. Saussure followed his ancestor’s footsteps to attend the
University of Geneva in 1875 to study chemistry and physics. However, by 1876 he had turned
to the study of linguistics. De Saussure studied at the University of Berlin from 1878 to 1879 and
then enrolled at the University of Leipzig to study comparative grammar and Indo-European
languages. He published his first full-length book, Mémoire sur le systéme primitif des voyelles
dans les langues indo-européennes (Thesis on the Original System of Vowels in Indo-European
Languages) in 1878. The book launched de Saussure’s reputation as a new expert, contributing
as it did to the field of comparative linguistics. He completed his doctoral dissertation on the use
of the absolute genitive in Sanskrit, and got his doctor’s degree at the University of Leipzig in
1880.

In 1881, de Saussure went to Paris and worked as a teacher at the Ecole Practique des
Hautes Etudess. He taught numerous languages there, including Lithuanian and Persian.
Meanwhile, he became an active member of the Linguistic Society of Paris and served as its
secretary in 1882. He remained at the Ecole Practique for 10 years, and finally left in 1891 to
accept a new position as professor of Indo-European languages and comparative grammar at the
University of Geneva.

Historical records indicate that de Saussure had a great fear of publishing any of his studies
until they were proven absolutely accurate. Thus, many of his works were not released during his
lifetime, many of his theories were explained in books by other authors, and many of his works
were released posthumously. Between 1906 and 1911, de Saussure taught general linguistics at
the University of Geneva three times. After his death, two of his students (Charles Bally and
Albert Sechehaye) collected and compiled their lecture notes and had them published in 1916 as
the now famous Cours de Linguistique Generale. It is through the influence of this book that de
Saussure is widely held to be the founder of twentieth-century linguistics.

The Course in General Linguistics is composed of five sections apart from an introduction.
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The introduction gives de Saussure’s definition of language, outlines the scope of linguistics and
presents certain principles for the study of phonology and writing systems.

Part 1: General Principles discusses the symbolic nature of language, the mutability and
immutability of the linguistic sign and various principles in static and evolutionary linguistics.

Part 2: Synchronic Linguistics examines the concrete entities of language, their identities,
realities and values and considers syntagmatic and associative relations.

Part 3: Diachronic Linguistics examines phonetic changes, the grammatical consequences
of phonetic evolution, the relation between analogy and evolution and between analogy and
agglutination.

Part 4: Geographical Linguistics is concerned with the geographical diversity of languages,
its causes and implications.

Part 5: Retrospective Linguistics concerns reconstructions of languages and the
contribution of language study to anthropological and prehistorical research.

Central to de Saussure’s views is the arbitrary nature of the linguistic sign. He viewed
language as a system of signs where the sign is a union of the signifier (the sound image) and
the signified (the idea). There is no natural or inevitable connection between the signifier
and the signified. English uses the sound sequence /dog/ to refer to an animal of a particular
species while Chinese uses /gou/ to denote the same animal. The important implication of this
observation is that a language does not simply assign arbitrary names to a set of independently
existing concepts but rather sets up an arbitrary relation between signifiers and signifieds of its
own construction. In other words each language has an arbitrary way of organising the world
into concepts and categories.

De Saussure made three distinctions which remain interesting and important to linguistics
today. The first is that between “langue” (broadly speaking, language) and “parole” (broadly
speaking, speech). “Langue” is the system of a language, the language as a system of signs,
whereas “parole” is actual speech, the speech acts which are made possible by the language.
“Langue” is what the individual assimilates and internalizes when he learns a language; it is social
and abstract and enables the members of a speech community to communicate linguistically.
“Parole”, on the other hand, is individual and concrete; it is the realisation of the language
system. “Langue” is stable; “Parole” is subject to context and such personal factors as mood. In
separating langue from parole, we are separating what is social from what is individual and what
is essential from what is accidental. The task of the linguist is to study langue, language as a
system.

The second distinction is that between synchronic and diachronic linguistics. Language
exists in time and changes through time. If our study is concerned with language at one point
in time, that is the linguistic system in that particular state, then it is synchronic linguistics.
If it is concerned with the development or evolution of language, that is comparison of two
or more language states, then it is diachronic linguistics. Synchronic study is given priority
because unless each state of the language is described and analysed, there cannot logically
be any comparisons or diachronic studies. However, it is no straightforward task to separate
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the synchronic from the diachronic as language changes at different rates in different ways in
different communities, resulting in the intertwining of the two.

The third distinction is that between syntagmatic and associative relations. Syntagmatic
relations refer to the relations a linguistic element enters into with other elements in a serial or
linear structure in writing or in the temporal stream of speech. They are relations of Zooccunence,
relations that link the whole structure to its parts and vice versa. Associative relations refer to the
relations that obtain between elements, not because they belong to the same structural stream or
message but because they belong to the same language, with which they are associated through
similarity or difference. Such relationships are now more often called paradigmatic.

The chapters selected here from the Course in General Linguistics are intended to expand
and explain further the ideas that have been outlined above.
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| PART ONE
j General Principles

Chapter | Nature of the Linguistic Sign

1. Sign, Signified, Signifier

Some people regard language, when reduced to its elements, as a naming-process only—a
list of words, each corresponding to the thing that it names. For example:

This conception is open to criticism at several points. It assumes that ready-made ideas
exist before words (on this point, see below, p. Il})*; it does not tell us whether a name is vocal or
psychological in nature (arbor, for instance, can be considered from either viewpoint); finally, it
lets us assume that the linking of a name and a thing is a very simple operation—an assumption
that is anything but true. But this rather naive approach can bring us near the truth by showing
us that the linguistic unit is a double entity, one formed by the associating of two terms.

We have seen in considering the speaking-circuit
(p. 11) that both terms involved in the linguistic sign
are psychological and are united in the brain by an

associative bond. This point must be emphasized. ARBOR

The linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name,
but a concept and a sound-image.' The latter is not
the material sound, a purely physical thing, but the
psychological imprint of the sound, the impression that

it makes on our senses. The sound-image is sensory,
and if I happen to call it “material”, it is only in that cle: etc.
sense, and by way of opposing it to the other term of
the association, the concept, which is generally more
abstract.

The psychological character of our sound-images becomes apparent when we observe our
own speech. Without moving our lips or tongue, we can talk to ourselves or recite mentally a
selection of verse. Because we regard the words of our language as sound-images, we must avoid
speaking of the “phonemes” that make up the words. This term, which suggests vocal activity,

* Page numbers in brackets refer to pages in the original.
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is applicable to the spoken word only, to the realization of the inner image in discourse. We can
avoid that misunderstanding by speaking of the sounds and syllables of a word provided we
remember that the names refer to the sound-image.

The linguistic sign is then a two-sided psychological entity

that can be represented by the drawing: @
The two elements are intimately united, and each recalls the Sound-

other. Whether we try to find the meaning of the Latin word arbor W

or the word that Latin uses to designate the concept “tree”, it is

clear that only the associations sanctioned by that language

appear to us to conform to reality, and we disregard whatever others might be imagined.

Our definition of the linguistic sign poses an important question of terminology. I call the
combination of a concept and a sound-image a sign, but in current usage the term generally
designates only a sound-image, a

word, for example arbor, etc. One

tends to forget that arbor is called “ree” @
a sign only because it carries the

concept “tree”, with the result that the W W
idea of the sensory part implies the

idea of the whole.

Ambiguity would disappear if the three notions involved here were designated by three
names, each suggesting and opposing the others. I propose to retain the word sign [signe] to

designate the whole and to replace concept and sound-image respectively by signified [signifié]
and signifier [signifiant]; the last two terms have the advantage of indicating the opposition that
separates them from each other and from the whole of which they are parts. As regards sign, if |
am satisfied with it, this is simply because I do not know of any word to replace it, the ordinary
language suggesting no other.

The linguistic sign, as defined, has two primordial characteristics. In enunciating them I am
also positing the basic.principles of any study of this type.

2. Principle I: The Arbitrary Nature of the Sign

The bond between the signifier and the signified is arbitrary. Since I mean by sign the whole
that results from the associating of the signifier with the signified, I can simply say: the linguistic
sign is arbitrary.

The idea of “sister” is not linked by any inner relationship to the succession of sounds
s-0-r which serves as its signifier in French; that it could be represented equally by just any
other sequence is proved by differences among languages and by the very existence of different
languages: the signified “ox” has as its signifier b-6-f on one side of the border and o-k-s (Ochs)
on the other.

No one disputes the principle of the arbitrary nature of the sign, but it is often easier to
discover a truth than to assign to it its proper place. Principle I dominates all the linguistics of



Early Modem Linguistics

10

language; its consequences are numberless. It is true that not all of them are equally obvious
at first glance; only after many detours does one discover them, and with them the primordial
importance of the principle.

One remark in passing: when semiology becomes organized as a science, the question will
arise whether or not it properly includes modes of expression based on completely natural signs,
such as pantomime. Supposing that the new science welcomes them, its main concern will still
be the whole group of systems grounded on the arbitrariness of the sign. In fact, every means of
expression used in society is based, in principle, on collective behavior o—what amounts to the
same thing—on convention. Polite formulas, for instance, though often imbued with a certain
natural expressiveness (as in the case of a Chinese who greets his emperor by bowing down to
the ground nine times), are nonetheless fixed by rule; it is this rule and not the intrinsic value
of the gestures that obliges one to use them. Signs that are wholly arbitrary realize better than
the others the ideal of the semiological process; that is why language, the most complex and
universal of all systems of expression, is also the most characteristic; in this sense linguistics can
become the master-pattern for all branches of semiology although language is only one particular
semiological system.

The word symbol has been used to designate the linguistic sign, or more specifically, what
is here called the signifier. Principle I in particular weighs against the use of this term. One
characteristic of the symbol is that it is never wholly arbitrary; it is not empty, for there is the
rudiment of a natural bond between the signifier and the signified. The symbol of justice, a pair
of scales, could not be replaced by just any other symbol, such as a chariot.

The word arbitrary also calls for comment. The term should not imply that the choice of the
signifier is left entirely to the speaker (we shall see below that the individual does not have the power
to change a sign in any way once it has become established in the linguistic community); I mean that
it is unmotivated, i.e. arbitrary in that it actually has no natural connection with the signified.

In concluding let us consider two objections that might be raised to the establishment of Principle I:

1) Onomatopoeia might be used to prove that the choice of the signifier is not always
arbitrary. But onomatopoeic formations are never organic elements of a linguistic system. Besides,
their number is much smaller than is generally supposed. Words like French fouet “whip” or glas
“knell” may strike certain ears with suggestive sonority, but to see that they have not always had
this property we need only examine their Latin forms (fouet is derived from fagus “beech-tree”,
glas from classicum “sound of a rumpet™). The quality of their present sounds, or rather the quality
that is attributed to them, is a fortuitous result of phonetic evolution.

As for authentic onomatopoeic words (e.g. glug-glug, tick-tock, etc.), not only are they
limited in number, but also they are chosen somewhat arbitrarily, for they are only approximate
and more or less conventional imitations of certain sounds (cf. English bowowo and French
ouaouda). In addition, once these words have been introduced into the language, they are to a
certain extent subjected to the same evolution—phonetic, morphological, etc.—that other words
undergo (cf. pigeon, ultimately from Vulgar Latin pipio, derived in turn from an onomatopoeic
formation): obvious proof that they lose something of their original character in order to assume



