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Translator’s Introduction

Saussure’s Cours de linguistique générale occupies a place of unique
importance in the history of Western thinking about man in society.
1t is a key text not only within the development of linguistics but also
in the formation of that broader intellectual movement of the twen-
tieth century known as ‘structuralism’. With the sole exception of
Wittgenstein, no thinker has had as profound an influence on the
maodern view of homo loquens as Saussure.

The revolution Saussure ushered in has rightly been described as
‘Copernican’. For instead of men’s words being seen as peripheral to
men's understanding of reality, men’s understanding of reality came
to be seen as revolving about their social use of verbal signs. In the
Cours de linguistique générale we see this new approach clearly
articulated for the first time. Words are not vocal labels which have
come to be attached to things and qualities already given in advance
by Nature, or to ideas already grasped independently by the human
mind. On the contrary languages themselves, collective products of
social interaction, supply the essential conceptual frameworks for
men’s analysis of reality and, simultaneously, the verbal equipment
for their description of it. The concepts we use are creations of the
language we speak.

Saussure’s standing as the founder of modern linguistics remains
unchallenged more than half a century after his death. It is based on
two facts. One fact is that Saussure, although only one among many
distinguished linguists of his day, was the first to recognise the par-
ticular range of theoretical questions which had to be answered if
linguistics was ever to take its place among the sciences. The other
fact iz that Saussure himself proposed answers to those gquestions
which have remained either the basis or the point of departure for all
subsequent linguistic theory within the academic discipline which
thereafter claimed the designation ‘linguistics’.

This dual achievement suffices to explain Saussure’s pivotal place
in the evolution of language studies. But he plays a no less crucial
role when his work is seen in a wider cultural context. For the founder
of modern linguistics at the same time founded semiology, the general
science of signs, within which linguistics was to be one special branch.
In so doing, Saussure opened up a new approach to the study of many
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other human patterns of behaviour. It was an approach later to be
exploited by theorists in such diverse fields as art, architecture, philo-
sophy, literary criticism and social anthropology. The implications of
Saussure’s technique for dealing with linguistic analysis extend far
beyond the boundaries of language, in ways which make the Cours de
linguistique générale without doubt one of the most far-reaching
works concerning the study of human cultural activities to have been
published at any time since the Renaissance.

* * *

Saussure’s proposals for the establishment of linguistics as an inde-
pendent science may — at the risk of making them sound rather unex-
citing — be summarised as follows. He rejected the possibility of an
all-embracing science of language, which would deal simultaneously
with physiological, sociological, philosophical and psychological
aspects of the subject. Instead, he proposed to cut through the per-
plexing maze of existing approaches to the study of linguistic phenom-
ena by setting up a unified diseipline, based upon a single, clearly
defined concept: that of the linguistic sign. The essential feature of
Saussure’s linguistic sign is that, being intrinsically arbitrary, it can
be identified only by contrast with coexisting signs of the same nature,
which together constitute a structured system. By taking this position,
Saussure placed modern linguistics in the vanguard of twentieth-cen-
tury structuralism.

It was a position which committed Saussure to drawing a radical
distinction between diachronic (or evolutionary) linguistics and syn-
chronic (or static) linguistics, and giving priority to the latter. For
words, sounds and constructions connected solely by processes of his-
torical development over the centuries cannot possibly, according to
Saussure’s analysis, enter into structural relations with one another,
any more than Napoleon’s France and Caesar’s Rome can be structur-
ally united under one and the same political system.

Truism though this may now seem, there is no doubt that in arguing
along these lines Saussure was swimming against the prevailing tide
in language studies throughout his lifetime. For the great philological
achievements of the nineteenth century had all been founded upon a
historical and comparativist approach to language. Late-nineteenth-
century philology was as uncomproemisingly ‘evolutionary’ in outlook
as Darwinian biology. Saussure was the first to question whether the
historical study of languages could possibly provide a satisfactory
foundation for a science of linguistics. The question was as profound
as it was startling: for the assumption most of Saussure’s contempor-
aries made was that historical philology already had provided the only
possible scientific foundation. They believed, as Max Miiller optimist-
ically put it in the 1860s, that linguists were already dealing with the
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i facts of language just as scientifically as ‘the astronomer treats the

stars of heaven, or the botanist the flowers of the field’. In Saussure’s
view, nothing could have been more profoundly mistaken. .

Where historical philology had failed, in SBaussure’s op?nion, was in
simply pot recognising the structural nature of the linguistic sign. As
a result, it had concentrated upon features which were merely‘supgr-
ficially and adventitiously describable in mankind’s recorded hngul.s-
tic history. The explanations philological historians provided were in
the fina} analysis simply appeals to the past. They did not — and could
not — offer any analysis of what a language is from the viewpoint of
its current speakers. Whereas for Saussure it was only by adopting
the users’ point of view that a language could be seen to be a coherently
organised structure, amenable to scientific study. For linguistic signs,
Saussure insisted, do not exist independently of the complex system
of contrasts implicitly recognised in the day-to-day vocal interactions
of a given community of speakers.

Similarly, in all other fields of human activity where signs are
arbitrary, it is the system of structural contrasts implemented in
human interaction which must become the focus of attention for any
scientific semiological investigation. For signs are not physical objects.
We cannot study them as we can plants, or animals, or chemical
substances. Signs are not to be equated with sounds uttered, or marks
on paper, or gestures, or visual configurations of various kinds. These
are merely the vehicles by which signs are expressed. To confuse the
two would make it impossible to establish a science of signs at all, in
Saussure’s estimation, whether in the domain of language or any
other.

Nor, although the terminology of the Cours itself falls short of ideal
consistency on this point, are signs to be equated simply with the
signals (signifiants) by which they are identified. Each sign is a dual
entity, uniting signal with signification (signifié). Neither facet of this
duality exists independently of the other, just as no sign exists inde-
pendently of the other signs united in the same system of structural
contrasts. A language (langue) is for Saussure this whole system which
alone makes it possible to identify and describe constituent parts: it
is not a whole fortuitously built up out of parts already existing in
their own right. Linguistic signs are therefore not like individual
bricks, put together in a certain way to form an architectural strue-
ture. Unlike bricks, they are not separate self-contained units. Except
as parts of the total structure, they do not even exist, any more than
the circumference or the radii of a circle exist without the circle.

Thus to treat words as linguistic units somehow capable of surviving
through time from Latin down to modern Italian is, for Saussure, no
more than a historian’s metaphor. It is a metaphor which does no
harm provided we recognise it as a projection based on our own
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acquaintance, as language-users, with the reality of the linguistic
sign. But it is not a metaphor which can provide us with any genuine
understanding of the reality, nor any foundation for a scientific
account of it either.

This is not the place to discuss how far Saussure succeeded in
answering his own searching questions about language and human
signs in general, or in providing modern linguistics with the satisfac-
tory theoretical basis he thought it lacked. These are issues which
have been and still are controversial, There is no doubt, however, that
it was Saugsure who was responsible not merely for sparking the
controversy, but also for giving that controversy the particular intel-
lectual shape which it has taken ever since. Whether or not it is the
right shape is another matter. But anyone who wishes to understand
modern linguistics needs to be able to recognise that shape. In just
the same way, although we may not agree with the terms in which
the controversy between anomalists and analogists was formulated in
Classical antiquity, we need to be able to recognise the shape that
controversy took in order to appreciate both the achievements and the
limitations of the linguistic theorising of that age.

® * *

When Saussure died in 1913, he left no manuscript setting out his
theories in detail. What was published three years later as the Cours
de linguistique générale was put together by his colleagues, mainly
from lecture notes taken by his pupils. The notes in question have
now — belatedly — been published in full by R. Engler in his critical
edition of the text (1967-74). On the evidence of this material, it has
sometimes been suggested that by no means all the ideas in the Cours
de linguistique générale are a faithful reflexion of Saussure’s.

Understandably, a great deal of the blame has been laid at the door
of Saussure’s editors. What is beyond dispute is that they subsequently
admitted to having failed to represent Saussure’s view of the phoneme
correctly, What is also beyond dispute is that since the publication of
the original material on which their text was based, and the detailed
analysis of this material by Saussurean scholars, there is ample scope
for doubt or scepticism on a variety of points. Indeed, it seems clear
that in certain instances the editorial treatment of the original notes,
far from clarifying what Saussure said, introduces an element of un-
certainty as to the correct interpretation. Even the much-quoted final
sentence of the Cours turns out to be an editorial pronouncement for
which there is no specific textual authority in the manuseripts.

It is, however, a somewhat crude critical procedure constantly to
compare the published text of the Cours with the available notes, and
complain that the editors have misrepresented Saussire every time a
discrepancy is found. There may be discrepancies both of detail and of

L
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L rrangement. But what they prove is another matter. If we take the
a

ublished text as a whole, there is no convincing reason for supposing

% i i i thesis towards which
- it seriously misrepresents the klnd. of syn ar
o ggatfsslflriehimself was working when he died. That synthesis is necess-

i i a projection of what might have happgned_had
arily Eryf?fil:(ti;.wgtt if Ii)ts‘lvalidity is questioned on quite basic points,
S}? u; Iiw.\ are driven to one or other of two equally uplikely conclusions.
t];}i:her Saussure’s closest colleagues _and _sy{npatl_users weresnot able
fully to understand his thinking on hnguzst}c topics; or else_ aussure
himself had inadvertently milsled them, while at the same time man-

i islead his pupils. o
ag;)nferzzﬁafgsn;)lack in theP egd to the fact that, whatever its imperfec-
tions, this publication was the authoritative text of Saussu_rean struc;
turalism for a whole generation of scholars! anq t.;he mstrpmen
through which an entirely new _apl_)roach to lmg‘ul(stl.c anal)’rsmdwai?
established. Thereby it acquires in its own r1gh’_c — ‘mistakes’ and a
- a place in the history of modern thought which cannet retrospec-

it enied to it. '

t1"'1?1113':s.bies (1i;he text, therefore, which has be(_en take_n as the baz-::ls of ghe
present translation. Published by Payot in P.'arl..s in 1916, it hz;1 a
second (slightly revised) edition in 1922, a .thlrc.l in 1931, a fc_)urt . }1111
1949, and a fifth in 1955. The standard pa:g1nat10n, adopted since te
second edition, is indicated in the text published here. Current rgpl;m -
ings of the Payot edition unfortunately perpetuate overlooked }:lrlln ifls
errors from previous editions, and these have l:;een correcte in the
text here translated. A new Index replaces the incomplete one given
‘in the Payot editions.

* * *

What Saussure thought of translators and translat-ion does not emerg.t;
at all clearly from the pages of the.Cou'rs.' It ls-arguable that i

translation is taken as demanding linguistic equlvaiencg be!;wgen
texts, then the Saussurean position must be that tran:slatlon is im-
possible. But even those inclined to take a more sanguine or a more
practical view of translatability must co_ncede that Saussure has on
the whole been poorly served by his English translators .anc'i qommen(i
tators. To demonstrate this in detail would be both an invidious an

a dreary undertaking, which will not be attempted hfere. Suffice 11t‘;lt.0
say that the varied catalogue of mistranslatlpr}s available for pu lic
inspection runs the whole gamut from the trivial tg the grossgr mlsi
leading (langege rendered as ‘speech’). On crossing the Channe

Saussure has been made to utter such blatantly ur)xSaussu.rPTan pron-
ouncements as ‘language is a form, not a substance’. Surprisingly ft;w
have seen that it is not at all necessary to makg heavy weather of the
distinction between langege and langue provided one respects the
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important semantic difference in English between using the word
language with and without an article. It is small wonder that even
Saussure’s major theses on the subject of language are poorly under-
stood in the English-speaking academic world. In particular, one is
led to wonder whether this may not have played some part in the
patently ill-informed view taken by those American generativists who
dismiss Saussure’s view of language structure as ‘naive’ {Chomsky)
and lacking in any conception of ‘rule-governed creativity’,

The new English translation presented here is intended primarily
for the reader who is not a specialist in linguistics, but who wishes to
acquaint himself in detail with a text which stands as one of the
landmarks in the intellectual history of modern times. It is a text
which is hard going for the non-specialist, for the lectures on which it
is based were given to students who already had an extensive know-
ledge of Indo-European languages and comparative philology, as well
as being able to speak French. The examples the Cours uses constantly
presuppose this background. To have added footnotes explaining in
detail the relevance of each example would have been a Herculean
task, resulting in a corpus of notes longer than the text itself. Fortu-
nately, most of Saussure’s examples are merely illustrative: few are
actually essential to the points he makes. This has made it possible to
reduce glosses and comments upon examples to a minimum, on the
assumption that a reader who will find this translation useful is not
likely to be interested in a critical examination of Saussure’s exem-
plificatory material.

However, a few comments on the problems involved in translating
Saussure’s technical terminology may be in order here. Some relate to
changes in usage since Saussure’s day. For example, it would nowa-
days be misleading to translate phonéme by phoneme, since in the
terminology currently accepted in Anglo-American linguistics the
term phoneme designates a structural unit, whereas it is clear that
for Saussure the term phonéme designates in the first instance a unit
belonging to la parole (whatever his editors may have thought, and in
spite of remarks in the Cours which — rightly or wrongly — are held
to have been influential in establishing the modern theory of pho-
nemes). Similarly, Saussure’s Pphonologie does not correspond to what
is nowadays termed phonology, nor his phonétique to phonetics. '

Again, acoustique no longer matches acoustic in its technical use in
phonetics. Saussure was teaching long before the invention of the
sound spectrograph. The term acoustigue in the Cours appears to
relate primarily to that section of the ‘speech circuit’ where the hear-
er’s perception of sounds oceurs. Consequently, auditory is preferable
as a general equivalent. But this does not automatically resolve all
the problems connected with translating acoustique.

In particular, there is the expression image acoustique, perhaps the
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G + unhappy choice in the whole range of Saussurear} te_zrminolf)gy.
 Jos tice, as teachers of linguistics are well aware, it is a serious
In prafe to students in their initial attempts to understand Saussure’s
. 0bsmcl‘lt The editors of the Cours themselves express serious reser-
SR thoug 8 ébout it (p. [98] footnote). In an English translation, the prob-
vatmnincrease. For ‘acoustic image’ is more or less nonsense by
o lem&‘;nt_day usage, while ‘sound-image’ unfortunately suggests some
: presbination of the spoken and the written word (as if words were
o cg:;ed in the brain in quasi-graphic form). Insofar as it is clear_ exac_tly
- fvhat iz meant by image acoustique, it appears to refer to a unit which

lays a part in our capacity to identify auditory impre_s-
z;;l;}[;osézt‘igl?(ﬁ. syoundg, tunes) and to rehearse them mfantally {as in
interior monologue, humming a tune gilently, etc.). 1t is thus an au-
ditory generalisation which the mind is able to.construct ax}d retain,
just as it is able to construct and retain x{lsual images of thmg.s seen
or imagined. The English expression which seems hest to designate
is is ‘sound pattern’.
tthS'i;faﬁy, sonll)e of the central problems of interpretation of the Cours
de linguistique générale hinge upon the ffa_ct that the word langue
seems to be used in a variety of ways. Critics of Saussure may take
this variation as evidence that Saussure had not progel.‘ly so_rted_ ogt
in his own mind various possible ways of conceptuaha:mg .lmgulstlc
phenomena. They thus see the term lzngue as conflating important
distinctions which should have been more carefully drawn and mlgl_lt
have been if Saussure had lived longer. How to translate langue is
consequently a question which cannot be kept qltogether separate
from one’s analysis of the theorising underlying the Cours as
published. ‘ - o
Engler’s Lexique de la terminologie saussurienne distinguishes uses
of langue under no less than ten different hea.dmgs; but they fall into
two main types. One type comprises th(_)se instances where f!an(gue
appears to have its usual everyday meaning (la l(_mgue fmngazse 1.;he
French language’). The other comprises those instances in which
langue clearly has the status of a special technical term in Sfaussurean
linguistics. To have at least that distinction clearly drawn ina trang-
1ation would doubtless be particularly helpful to readers making their
first acquaintance with Saussure’s theories. Unfortunate_ly, there are
two difficulties in the way. One is that it is not always obvious whether
we are dealing with a technical or a non-technical use of langug. T}{e
other is that in some passages of the text a more abstract view is
taken of linguistic phenomena than is taken in other passages._The
result is that even the technical uses of the term langue sometimes
seem to be at odds with one another. To what extent thig is due to
unwitting vacillation on the part of Saussure or his editors is a matter

for debate.
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In view of these problems, an easy way out for the transiator — and
perhaps a justifiable way in the circumstances — would be to fix upon
a single all-purpose translation of the word langue and stick to it
throughout, leaving the reader to cope with the complexities of in-
terpretation for himself, That is not, however, the course which has
been followed here, since the effect seemed to be to render Saussure’s
ideas more difficult of access to a non-specialist English reader than
they need be; and that would have defeated the basic purpose of this
translation.

Instead, an attempt has been made to indicate the full range of
implications associated with the term langue by using different ren-
derings in different contexts. While the language or a language are
often perfectly adequate English translations, there are also many
instances where expressions such as linguistic structure and linguistic
system bring out much more clearly in English the particular point
that is being made,

Varying the translation of a key theoretical term may perhaps be
objected to in principle on grounds of inconsistency. But the inconsis-
tency in this case is superficial; whereas in compensation one gains
the possibility of expressing nuances and emphases in Saussure’s
thought which would otherwise risk being lost to the English reader.

* * *

I owe a debt of gratitude to a number of Oxford colleagues who have
willingly answered queries on particular points arising from the text
of the Cours, or discussed more general questions of interpretation of
Saussure’s views. They include Mr E. Ardener, Mr R. A. W. Biadon,
Professor A. E. Davies, Professor P. F. Ganz, Mr H. R. Harré, Dr P.
Miihlhausler and Dr L. Seiffert. Without their help, my attempt to
make Saussure available to present-day English readers would have
had even more flaws than doubtless remain. It might well have had
less if T had always taken their advice,

R. H.

m : %&&% 5%

Preface to the First Edition

inand de Saussure’s criticisms of the inadequate tenets and me!th~
fg: (cl:ll?sﬁ'acteristic of the linguistics which prevailed dul:ing the Penod
of his own intellectual development we heard f{'om his own lips on
many occasions. All his life he pursue(_il a d_ete?mmed search for guid-
ing principles to direct the course of his thinking through that C}'.laOS.
But it was not until 1906, when he had succeeded Joseph Wenhelmer
at the University of Geneva, that he was able to exI,)ound 1}13 own
views. They were the mature product of n}any_ygars'reﬂexmn. He
gave three courses of lectures on general linguistics, in 1906-1907,
1908-1909 and 1910-1911. The requirements of the currl'culu'm, how-
ever, obliged him to devote half of each course to a historical a_nd
descriptive survey of the Indo-European languages, and the essential
core of his subject was thus considerably reduced. _

All those fortunate enough to attend these seminal lectu‘res were
disappointed when no book subsequently appearec}. After his Qeath,
when Mme de Saussure kindly made her husbands.papers available
to us, we hoped to find something which gave a fa1t}}fui or at least
adequate reflexion of those masterly courses. We envisaged thfz pos-
gibility of a publication based upon a stralghtforw_ard collation pf
Saussure’s own notes, together with those taken by his stuc{ents. T?us
expectation was to be frustrated. We found hardly anything which
corresponded to what his pupils had taken down. Sauss:ure never kept
the rough notes he used for delivering his lectures. !n his desk drawers
we found only old jottings which, although not without value, could
not be put together and integrated with the subject matter of the three
lecture courses. ‘

This came as an even greater disappointment to us mgsmugh as we
had been almost entirely prevented by our own academic duties from
attending these last courses of lectures, which marked a phase in
Ferdinand de Saussure’s career no less brilliant than the already far
off days of his Mémoire sur les voyelles.!

There was thus no alternative but to rely on the notes taken by the
students who had attended the three courses of lectures. We were

! Saussure first made his mark in the philological world_ at _the age of 21 with the
publication of a study entitled Mémoire sur le systeme primitif des voyelles dans Cizs
langues indo-européennes (Dissertation upon the original vowel system of the Indo-
European languages). (Translator’s note}

(7]

(8}




[9]

xviii Preface to the First Edition

given very full notes on the first two courses by Messrs. Louis Caille,
Léopold Gautier, Paul Regard and Albert Riedlinger; and on the third
and most important by Mme Albert Sechehaye and Messrs. George
Dégallier and Francis Joseph. From M. Louis Briitsch we had notes
on one special point. To all those mentioned we owe a debt of sincere
gratitude. We should also like to express our warmest thanks to the
eminent Romance scholar M. Jules Ronjat, who was kind enough to
go through the manuscript before it went to the printer, and give us
the benefit of his valuable advice.

What was to be done with the material available? A preliminary
critical analysis was indispensable. For each course of lectures and
every individual point, a comparison of all the versions was necessary
in order to establish what Saussure’s views had been. The notes gave
us no more than echoes of his thought, and these were not always in
unison. For the first two courses we enlisted the collaboration of one
of Saussure’s pupils who had followed his thinking most closely, M. A.
Riedlinger. His help was of great assistance to us. For the third course,
the same detailed work of collating and putting the material in order
was undertaken by one of us, A. Sechehaye.

But what was the next move to be? The form of oral delivery is often
difficult to reconcile with the requirements of a book, and this posed
serious problems. Furthermore, Saussure was one of those thinkers
for whom thinking is a constant process of intellectual renewal. His
ideas developed in all kinds of ways and yet managed to avoid incon-
sistency. To publish everything we had as it stood would have been
impossible. The inevitable repetitions which resulted from extempor-
isation, the overlaps and the variations of wording would have made
such a publication a hotchpotch. On the other hand, to publish only
one (but which?) of the three courses would have meant sacrificing the
valuable material contained in the other two. Even the third course
of lectures, although more definitive than its predecessors, would not
in itself have given a complete picture of Saussure’s theories and
methods,

One suggestion was that we should simply publish without emen-
dation certain excerpts of particular importance. We found the idea
attractive at first; but it soon became evident that this would fail to
do justice to Saussure’s thought. It would have dismembered a system
which needed to be seen as a whole in order to be appreciated.

We eventually hit upon a bolder solution which was also, in our
view, a more rational one. We would attempt a reconstruction, a
synthesis. It would be based upon the third course of lectures, but
make use of all the material we had, including Saussure’s own notes.
This would involve a task of re-creation. It would be by no means a
straightforward one, since complete objectivity was essential. We
should need to identify every essential idea by reference to the system
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" as a whole, analyse it in depth, and express it in a definitive form,
: unobscured by the variations and hesitations which naturally accom-

pany oral delivery. We should then need to put each idea in its proper

. place, and present all the various parts in an order corresponding to

the author’s intentions, even if the intentions were not apparent but
could only be inferred.

The book we now offer with all due diffidence to the academic world
and to everyone interested in linguistics is the result of this attempt
at synthesis and reconstitution. ,

Our main aim has been to present an organic whole, omitting
nothing which eould contribute to the sense of unity. But in that very
respect we lay ourselves open to criticism on two different counts.

In the first place, we may be told that this ‘unity’ is not complete.
Saussure in his teaching never claimed to cover the whole of linguis-
ties, or to throw equal light on every aspect of the subject. In practical
terms this would have been an impossibility, and in any case his
interests lay elsewhere, His main concern was with the fundamentals
of the subject, to which he applied certain basic principles of his own.
They are present throughout his work, running through it like the
warp of a well woven cloth of varied texture. He does not attempt to
cover wide areas of linguistics, but chooses topics where he can either
provide his principles with particularly striking applications, or else
test them against some rival theory.

This is why certain disciplines are scarcely mentioned ~ semantics,
for example. But we do not feel that such gaps weaken the architecture
of the whole. The absence of a ‘linguistics of speech’ is more serious.
This had been promised to those who attended the third course of
lectures, and it would doubtless have occupied a prominent place in
later series. The reason why that promise was never kept is only too
well known. Here, we confined curselves to collecting together Saus-
sure’s elusive hints concerning this barely outlined project, and put-
ting them in their natural place in the scheme. We felt we had no
brief to go further.

On the other hand, we may perhaps be criticised for including parts
which deal with ground already covered before Saussure’s day. But in
a survey of such scope as this, not everything can he expected to be
new; and since principles already familiar are necessary for an un-
derstanding of the whole, it is questionable whether it would have
been right for us to omit them. Thus the chapter on sound changes
includes points already made elsewhere, and perhaps in a more de-
finitive form. None the less, this section contains quite a number of
original and valuable details. Moreover, it is evident even from a
superficial reading that omitting it would have meant losing the con-
trast which is essential for an understanding of the principles on
which Saussure based his system of static linguisties.

(10
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" We' are fully aware of the responsibility we owe not only to our (17

" “readers but also to Saussure himself, who perhaps might not have
""" authorised the publication of this text.

We accept this responsibility, and it is ours alone. Will critics be

able to distinguish between Saussure and our interpretation of Saus-

sure? We hope that any blame may be laid at our door, rather than INTRODUCTION

reflect upon the reputation of someone whose memory we cherish.

Geneva, July 1915 Charles BALLY, Albert SECHEHAYE.
CHAPTER I

Preface to the Second Edition i )
A Brief Survey of the History of

This second edition does not depart in any essential respect from the : . : Llngu:lStlcs
text of the first. The editors have confined their attention to certain L

poin};s. of detail, which have been altered in the interests of clarity and
precision.

- . The science which has grown up around linguistic facts passed through
Ch. B. AS. (7 three successive phases before coming to terms with its one and only
21 true object of study.
. First of all came what was called ‘grammar’. This discipline, first
Preface to the Third Edition ¢ instituted by the Greeks and continued mainly by the French, is based
" on logic. It offers no scientific or objective approach to a language as
" such. Grammar aims solely at providing rules which distinguish be-
2ni tween correct and incorrect forms. It is a prescriptive discipline, far
Apart fro i : . ", . - removed from any concern with impartial observation, and its outlook
thl; Secon;l a few minor corrections, this edition does not differ from S g inevitably a na);'row one. P

Next came philology. At Alexandria there had been a ‘philological’
school, but the term is chiefly applied to the scientific movement
inaugurated by Friedrich August Wolf in 1777, which still thrives
today. Linguistic structure, however, is not the central concern of
philology. Philology seeks primarily to establish, interpret and com-
ment upon texts. This main preoccupation leads to a concern with
literary history, customs, institutions, etc.. In all these areas, philology
applies its own method, which is that of criticism. Insofar as it touches
upon linguistic questions, these arise principally in the comparison of
texts of different periods, in establishing the language characteristic
of each writer, and in deciphering and interpreting inscriptions
couched in some archaic or problematic language. Such research un-
doubtedly paved the way for historical linguisties: Ritschl’s work on
Plautus may be described as linguistic’. But in this field philological
criticism has one failing: it is too slavishly subservient to the written
language, and s0 neglects the living language. Furthermore, its con-

cern is almost exclusively with Greek and Roman antiquity.

Ch.B. AS.

[13]
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2 Introduction

The third period began when it was discovered that languages could
be compared with one another. That discovery ushered in comparative
philology, or ‘comparative grammar’. In 1816, in a work entitled The
Sanskrit Conjugation System, Franz Bopp studied the connexions be-
tween Sanskrit, Germanic, Greek, Latin, etc., Bopp was not the first
to observe these affinities or to consider that all these languages
belonged to the same family. In that respect Bopp had been forestalled,
notably by the English orientalist W. Jones (d. 1794). But izolated
statements here and there do not prove that in 1816 there was already
a general understanding of the significance and importance of the
facts in question. Although Bopp cannot be credited with having dis-
covered the relationship between Sanskrit and various languages of
Europe and Asia, he did see that connexions between related
languages could furnish the data for an autonomous science., What
was new was the elucidation of one language by reference to a related
language, explaining the forms of one by appeal to the forms of the
other.

It is doubtful whether Bopp would have been able to inaugurate his
science — or at least to inaugurate it so quickly — without the discovery
of Sanskrit. Sanskrit, as a third source of evidence beside Greek and
Latin, provided a broader and sounder basig for study. In addition, as
luck would have it, Sanskrit happens to he exceptionally well situated
to provide illuminating linguistic comparisons.

For example, suppose we take the paradigms of Latin genus and
Greek génos:

genus, generis, genere, genera, generum, etc.
&énos, géneos, géner, géneq, genéon, ete,

These series of forms tell us little, either on their own or when com-
pared with one another. But they tell us a great deal as soon as we set
beside them the corresponding Sanskrit forms:

ganas, ganasas, ganasi, ganassu, Sanasam, etc.

At a glance we now can see the relationship between the Greek and
Latin paradigms. On the hypothesis — which seems explanatorily a
productive one — that Sanskrit ganas represents the primitive form,
one concludes that s fell in the Greek forms géne(sios etc. wherever
it occurred between vowels. A further conclusion is that under the
same conditions s became 7 in Latin. Moreover, as regards grammat-
teal analysis, the Sanskrit paradigm makes it evident that the stem
of these forms is the stable and clearly isolable element ganas-. Only
early Latin and early Greek ever had the primitive system preserved
in Sanskrit. So it emerges that the maintenance of Proto-Indo-Euro-
pean s in all cases is what makes Sanskrit luminating in this in-
stance. It is true that in other respects Sanskrit remains less faithful
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igi s: it plays havoc with the origina vowe
i b0 the Or;‘g;rtaz::al:;;ﬁ?yﬁztf()inenegl {he primitive elements which it
sys!;ein,_ns are vital for purposes of reconstruction. By chancp it l}ap-
ma;l;‘l t?;lbe a language which is remarkably useful in throwing light

o pe s related to it. ' .
= onAtg;s; \}nil’c}lgl,lglog;fp there emerged straight away a num‘per of h_ng'ulstl',s
L f distinction: Jacob Grimm, the founder of Germanic studies %hls
- 0G rman Grammar was published 1822 — 1836); Pott, whose .etj.rmo og-
i el researches provided linguists with a great deallof material; Kuhn,
1c;0 worked both in linguistics and in comparative mythology, the
ganskritists Benfey and Aufrecht, and.others. hoal il men
Finally, among the later representatives of that school, }e;;lne' al men.
tion must be made of Max Miiller, G. Curt1u§ anc“i A. Schleic er.tlve
three, in various ways, made important c;ontr:ibutlong. to co];n%;;}‘a ‘1; y
studies. Max Miiller popularised the subject in a series of brilliant i
somewhat superficial lectures (Lec.tures‘on the Sczenc_'e qf Iitlmguaﬁ]e,
1861). Curtius, a distinguished philologist, known prmc1¥ahy felis : ts
author of Principles of Greek Etymol_ogy (1879), was one o t 51 rs.ica1
reconcile comparative grammar with classical philelogy. T‘ss‘sts
philologists had looked upon the progress mlade by the compara 1:1); °
with less than enthusiasm, and the feeling had .becozfneh mu 11;5-
Schleicher, finally, was the first to attempt a codlﬁcatu_)n of the resu :
of research on points of detail. His Concise Comparative Grqm?ar of
the Indo-Germanic Languages (1B61) represents a systematlsa_ 103 0f
the science founded by Bopp. It is a volume Whlf:h has remametho
great value for many years, and it gives a bgtter 1de231 than axﬁy oﬁ elt'
book of what the comparativist scl;oocfl fyvhwh dominated this firs
i o-European linguistics stood for. o
9811;‘13;1 :{tir:gigh no I(ine would deny that the: comparativists suc;g(isdeci
in opening up a new and profitable ﬁelq qf investigation, they 1; n;)
manage to found a true science of linguistics, For they never jt;ood \ret }i
great care to define exactly what it was they were studymgl._ hq d unti
this elementary step is taken, no science can hope to establish its own
me’Ii‘:}}:gdeifst mistake made by the comparative philologigts_ was one
which contains the seeds of all their other mistakes. The1rlmvest1ga-
tions, which were in any case limited_ to _the Indo-Europgan anguages,
show a failure to inquire into the mgnlﬁc_ance of the_lmgulsi:llc Ccog:
parisons they established and the connexions 1.:hey _dlscovere f. bo'
parative grammar was exclusively comparative, mgtead_ 01 elrlxlg‘
historical. Comparison is no doubt essential for all hlstor‘lca reccl)
struction. But in itself comparison does not warran.t drawmg1 cgn(;: I1]1‘;
sions. And the right conclusion was all the more likely to elu Ft
comparativists because they 100kgd upon the developrne‘a,‘rrxtt'il 0f tgg
languages much as a naturalist might look upon the gro o
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plants. Schleicher, for example, always starts from Proto-Indo-Euro-
pean, which seems at first sight a strictly historical approach; but he
does not hesitate to treat Greek ¢ and ¢ as two ‘grades’ (Stufen) of the
same vowel. This is because Sangkrit has a system of vowel alterna-
tions which suggests this notion of grades. So Schleicher takes Greek
0 as a reinforced vocalic grade of e, in the same way as he takes
Sanskrit ¢ to be a reinforced grade of ¢; rather as if these grades
were stages that vowels would go through separately but in parallel
development in each language, like plants of the same species passing
through the same phases of growth. Whereas in fact we are dealing
here with a Proto-Indo-European alternation which has different re-
flexes in Greek and Sanskrit. There is no necessary parity between
the resuits in the grammars of these two languages (cf. p. [217] ff).

An exclusively comparative approach of this kind brings with it a
whole series of mistaken notions. They have no basis in reality and
fail to reflect the conditions which do obtain in language everywhere.
At that time languages were looked upon as belonging to a province
of their own, a fourth realm of nature. Hence forms of reasoning were
permissible which would have shocked any other science. Nowadays,
one cannot read even a few lines of what was written by the linguists
of that period without being struck by their bizarre ways of thinking
about language and the bizarre terms they used in order to validate
them.

From a methodological point of view, however, it is of some interest
to be acquainted with these errors. The mistakes a science makes in
its initial stages present a magnified picture of the mistakes made by
individuals starting out on scientific research, We shall have occasion
to point out various instances of this later,

Not until about 1870 did anyone begin to inquire into the conditions
governing the life of languages. It was then realised that correspon-
dences bhetween languages reflect only one aspect of language, and
that comparison is only a tool, a method to be employed for recon-
structing the facts.

Linguistics properly so called, in which comparison was relegated
to its proper place, emerged from the study of the Romance and Ger-
manic languages. Romance studies, founded by Diez, whose Grammar
of the Romance languages dates from 1836~1838, contributed in par-
ticular to bringing linguistics nearer to its true object of study. The
fact is that Romance scholars found themselves in a privileged position
not enjoyed by their Indo-European colleagues. Latin, the prototype of
the Romance languages, was itself an attested language. Furthermore,
the wealth of available texts made it possible to follow the evolution
of the different varieties of Romance in some detail. These two circum-
stances restricted the scope of speculation and gave Romance studies
a particularly matter-of-fact approach. Germanic scholars were in a

S

‘the course o
©. Qg those W

: ‘reality, came
o ;zdo-European scholars.
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osition. Although Proto-Germanic is ‘not itself attested, the
f those languages descended from it can be followe_d over
f many centuries through copious documentary ev1denf:e.
ho studied Germanic, being in more direct contact with
to look at language in a different way from the early

gimilar p
gvolution O

Some first steps in the right direction were taken by the American

o ' i 3 . Shortly after-
: hitney, author of The Life of Langque (1875) -
; ::::c}:raﬁeiv sc);loo} arose, the Neogrammarians (Junggrammatiker),

i : H. Osthoff,
leading figures were all Germans: K Brugmann,
vféoséer;anic specialists W. Braune, E. Sievers, H. Paul, and.the
glavist Leskien, and others. The achievement of the Ne(-)gramr.nanf'ms L
was to place all the results of comparative philolegy in a historical |/

perspective, so that linguistic facts were connected in their natural ¥ [19]

Neogrammarians no longer looked upon a language as
Ziqgfgggi;}: edevelgging of its own accord, but saw it as a product of
the collective mind of a linguistic commurluty. At thfa same time, thelt;e
emerged a realisation of the errors anq 1nadequac1e? of the concep i
associated with philology and comparative grammar. Howeveri,) gres‘id
as were the advances made by the Neogrammarians, it cannot el sla_u
that they shed light upon the fundamental problems of general lin-
guistics, which still await a solution today.

! The Neogrammarians, being more down—to-ea!rth .than the comparatwlstsilattackqi
the comparativists’ terminology, especially its lllloglcal metap’hors. Fromft lfn‘ll')tfl ;f
became unacceptable to say ‘the language does ?lus or does ti}at, to spea_k t;) t 1e i eits
the language’, and so on, because a language is not an entity, and exists onl ¥ H;hat
users, However, such an attitude must not pe cameq too far. What rlil_attersil '1sh hat
peopie should not be misled. There are certain fliguratlve ways qf speaking whic :
indispensable. To require that one s_huuld restrict oneself to a 111-1gullstu‘:-l ternlung zgg;
corresponding to linguistic realitiies is Eo fl;u;f.ugpo?e ti}':g:n “lr; iif:le:gv:h: zz:;ey Ss(:: i\lr:e 1 fhe

i nding these realities. But this is far E ; .
gﬁi&:?ii:fﬁ:ﬁ notghesitabe occasionally to use expressions which were formerly

censured as inappropriate.
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CHAPTER II

Data and Aims of Linguistics:
Connexions with Related Sciences

Linguisties takes for its data in the first instance all manifestations
of human language. Primitive peoples and civilised nations, early
periods, classical periods, and periods of decadence, are all to be in-
cluded. In each case due account must be taken not only of what is
considered linguistically correct and ‘elegant’, but of all forms of
expression. Furthermore, since the linguist is very often in no position
to make his own linguistic observations at first hand, he cannot afford
to neglect written texts, for these alone will acquaint him with the
languages of far-off times or places.
The aims of linguistics will be:

(@) to describe all known languages and record their history. This in-
volves tracing the history of language families and, as far as possible,
reconstructing the parent languages of each family;

{6) to determine the forces operating permanently and universally in
all languages, and to formulate general laws which account for all
particular linguistic phenomena historically attested;

{c) to delimit and define linguistics itself.

Linguistics has very close connexions with other sciences. Sometimes
they provide linguistics with data and sometimes linguistics provides
them with data. The boundaries between linguistics and its neigh-
bouring sciences are not always clearly drawn. For example, linguis-
tics must be carefully distinguished from ethnography and prehistory,
both of them disciplines in which linguistic facts may be utilised as
evidence. It must likewise be distinguished from anthropology, which
studies mankind as a species; whereas language is a social phenome-
non. But ought linguistics on that account to be incorporated in socio-
logy? What are the relations between linguistics and social

Cla
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gy? In the final analysis, where languages are concerned

e rything has its psychological aspect, including the physical and
‘gve L
“mechantca

- ?uggsisfu‘xs)ly linked? These are questions which will be given only brief
in

] processes, such as sound change. And since linguistics
ocial psychology with such essential data, are not the two

here, but we shall return to them later: _
n;‘;: I;:innexions between linguistics and physiology are less difficult
avel. The relation is unilateral, in that the study of languages
requires information about the physiological aspects of sound, but can

P upply physiology with no information in return. In any case, confu-
s

jon between the two disciplines is impossible. The essence of a
§

- language, as we shall see, has nothing to do with the phonic nature
- of the linguistic sign.

The position of philology has already been clarified: it is clearly

o :Separate from linguistics, although there are poil}ts of contact between
% the two sciences, and they can be of mutual service.

Finally, we may ask, of what use is linguistics? Very few people

: ‘ have clear ideas on the subject, and this is not the place to give a

detailed answer. However, what can be said is that for obvious reasons

i linguistic guestions are of interest to all those, including historians,

philologists and others, who need to deal with texts. Even more ob-

Y i i i isti lture in general. In the
2 yious is the importance of hngul_stlcs for cu 1
: Yives of individuals and of societies, language is a factor of greater

i ce than any other. For the study of language to remain solely
}cll-lné) ?)Il‘fsairrlless of a hazldful of specialists would be a qglte unacceptable
state of affairs, In practice, the study of langugge is in some degreehqr
other the concern of everyone. But a garadoxzcai consequence of t 13
general interest is that no other subject has fostered more absur
notions, more prejudices, more illusions, or more fant_ames. Fro}m a
psychological point of view, these errors are of interest in themse (\{es.
But it is the primary task of the linguist to denounce them, and to
eradicate them as completely as possible.

[22]
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o organs without reference to the corresponding auditory impress-
e ff).
n @fﬁl‘l’t[giln if we ignored this phonetic duality, would language
.".(2 )'be- reducible to phonetic facts? No. Speech sounds are only the
etfmﬁent of thought, and have no independent existence. Here an-
insh complementarity emerges, and one of great importance. A sound,
(_)_tht]?;& complex auditory-articulatory unit, in turn combines with an
1!:5_?;3 to form another complex unit, (both physiologically and psycho-
; Fr is this all. s T T T e
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‘not conceivable without the other. Purthermore: = i

) Language at any given time involves an established system and
1 evolution. At any given time, it is an institution in the present and
a product of the past. At first sight, it looks very easy to distinguish
petween the system and its history, between what it is and what it
wag. In reality, the connexion between the two is so close that it is
hard to separate them. Would matters be simplified if one considered
the ontogenesis of linguistic phenomena, beginning with a study of
children’s language, for example? No. It is quite illusory to believe
that where language is concerned the problem of origins is any differ-
ent from the problem of permanent conditions. There is'no way out of
the circle.,

The Object of Study

§I. On defining a language

gu ¢
&“Ilat 18 lt tllat' 11]1 IStICS SEtS Out bo allalyse i‘» ]lat 18 tlle actual

? Th A : ;
oo, We shall son iy e %z‘ & question is a particularly difficult

of the diffetes irst, let us simply try to grasp the nature

Other sciences are provided with objects of study given in advance

which are then examined from di i i i i
that i, then e i ifferent points of view. N othing like

word nu (‘nake_:d’). At first sight

'’So however we approach the question, no one object of linguistic
gtudy emerges of its own accord. Whichever way we turn, the same
- dilemma confronts us. Either we tackle each problem on one front
- only, and risk failing to take into account the dualities mentioned
s"“above: or else we seem committed to trying to study language in
.- geveral ways simultaneously, in which case the object of study becomes
“:7a muddle of disparate, unconnected things. By proceeding thus one
7 opens the door to various sciences — psychology, anthropology, pre-
i seriptive grammar, philelogy, and so on — which are to be distinguish-

. ed from linguistics. These sciences could lay claim to language as

.~ falling in their domain; but their methods are not the ones that are
" needed.
: One solution only, in our view, resolves all these difficulties. The
" linguist must take the study of linguistic structure as his primary
- concern, and relate all other manifestations of language to it. Indeed,
amid so many dualities, linguistic structure seems to be the one thing
that is independently definable and provides something our minds can
satisfactorily grasp.

What, then, is linguistic structure? It is not, in our opinion, simply
the same thing as language. Linguistic structure is only one part of
language, even though it is an essential part. The structure of a
language is a social product of our language faculty. At the same time,

Rathe;, one might say that it is the vie
the object, Furthermore, there is nothin,

one of these ways of lookin titi
others. gatitispr

g to tell us in advance whether
1or to or superior to any of the
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it is also a body of necessary conventiong adopted by society to enable
members of society to use their language faculty. Language in itg
entirety has many different and disparate aspects. It lies astride the
boundaries separating various domains, It is at the same time physi-
cal, physiological and psychological. It belongs both to the individual
and to society. No classification of human phenomena provides any
single place for it, because language as such has no discernible unity,

A language ag a structured system, on the contrary, is both a self.
contained whole and a principle of classification. As soon as we give

other classification.

It might be objected to this principle of classification that our use of
language depends on a faculty endowed by nature: whereas language
systems are acquired and conventional, and so ought to be subordi-
nated to — instead of being given priority over — our natural ability.

To this objection one might reply as follows,

First, it has not been established that the function of language, as
manifested in speech, is entirely natura]: that is to say, it is not clear
that our voeal dapparatus is made for speaking as gur legs for walking.
Linguists are by no means in agreement on this issue. Whitney, for

Bestures, thus substituting visual images for sound batterns., Whit-
ney’s is doubtless too extreme a position. For languages are not in aji
respects similar to other social institutions (ef. p.[107} £, p[110]).
Moreover, Whitney goes too far when he says that the selection of the
vocal apparatus for language wasg accidental. For it was in some

. fror:lfal convolution
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The starting point of the circuit is in the brain of one individual, for [28]
instance A, where facts of consciousness which we shall call concepts
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it is also a body of necessary conventions adopted by society to enable
members of society to use their language faculty. Language in its
entirety has many different and disparate aspects. It lies astride the
boundaries separating various domains. It is at the same time physi-
cal, physiological and psychological. It belongs both to the individual
and to society. No classification of human phenomena provides any
single place for it, because language as such has no discernible unity.

A language as a structured system, on the contrary, is both a self-
contained whole and a principle of classification. As soon as we give
linguistic structure pride of place among the facts of language, we
introduce a natural order into an aggregate which lends itself to no
other classification.

It might be objected to this principle of classification that our uge of
language depends on a faculty endowed by nature: whereas language
systems are acquired and conventional, and so ought to be subordi-
hated to — instead of being given priority over — our natural ability.

To this objection one might reply as follows.

First, it has not been established that the function of language, as
manifested in speech, is entirely natural: that is to say, it is not clear
that our vocal apparatus is made for speaking as our legs for walking,
Linguists are by no means in agreement on this issue. Whitney, for
instance, who regards languages as social institutions on exactly the
same footing as all other social institutions, holds it to be a matter of
chance or mere convenience that it is our vocal apparatus we use for
linguistic purposes. Man, in his view, might well have chosen to use
gestures, thus substituting visual images for sound patterns. Whit-
ney’s is doubtless too extreme & position. For languages are not in all
respects similar to other social institutions (cf. p.[107] ff,, p.[110]).
Moreover, Whitney goes too far when he says that the selection of the
vocal apparatus for language was accidental. For it was in some
measure imposed upon us by Nature. But the American linguist is
right about the essential point: the language we use is a convention,
and it makes no difference what exactly the nature of the agreed sign
is. The question of the vocal apparatus is thus a secondary one as far
as the problem of language is concerned.

This idea gains suppert from the notion of language articulation. In
Latin, the word articulus means ‘member, part, subdivision in a se-
quence of things’. As regards language, articulation may refer to the
division of the chain of speech into syllables, or to the division of the
chain of meanings into meaningful units. It is in this sense that one
speaks in German of gegliederte Sprache. On the basis of this second
interpretation, one may say that it is not spoken language which is
natural to man, but the faculty of constructing a language, ie. a
* 1§ system of distinet signs corresponding to distinct ideas.

Broca discovered that the faculty of speech is localised in the third
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are associated with representations of

e linguistic signs or sound pat.
tem:xs by means of which they may ‘be expressed. Let us suppose 3:1;1&

B speaks in turn, this new a i

, ct will pursue - from his brain to A’
exactly the same course as the first, bassing through the same guéczs:
sive phases, which we may represent as follows:

Heari s
aring Vocalisation

c=Concept
$=Sound Pattern

Vocalisation Hearing

L e e

II1. The Object of Study 13

.ical facts external to the individual; and

-pl_lyi into an active part and a passive part, the former comprising

{c

hing which goes from the association centre of one individual to

.t;grg:r of the other, and the latter comprising everything which goes
-om an individual’s ear to his own association cenire.

Finally, in the psychological part localised in the brain, one may
call everything which is active ‘executive’ {c — s), and everything

‘which is passive ‘Teceptive’ (s -> ¢).
 In addition, one must allow for a faculty of asscciation and co-

ordination which comes into operation as soon as one goes beyond

o
individual signs in isolation. It is this faculty which plays the major

role in the organisation of the language as a system (cf. p.[170] £f.).
- But in order to understand this role, one must leave the individual

. act, which is merely language in embryo, and proceed to consider the
" gocial phenomenon.

“- All the individuals linguisticaily linked in this manner will estab-
““" lish among themselves a kind of mean; all of them will reproduce —
- doubtless not exactly, but approximately — the same signs linked to

"' the same concepts. - g

. What is the origin of this social crystallisation? Which of the parts
. of the circuit is involved? For it is very probable that not all of them
0 are equally relevant,

The physical part of the circuit can be dismissed from consideration

o “gtraight away. When we hear a language we do not know being spo-

ken, we hear the sounds but we cannot enter into the social reality of
what is happening, because of our failure to comprehend.
The psychological part of the circuit is not involved in its entirety

" either. The executive side of it plays no part, for execution is never

carried out by the collectivity: it is always individual, and the indi-
vidual is always master of it. This is what we shall designate by the
term speech.

The individual's receptive and co-ordinating faculties build up a
stock of imprints which turn out to be for all practical purposes the
same as the next person’s. How must we envisage this social product,

the concepts). It is pa

terns of the words are so that the language itself can be seen to be clearly distinct from the

; : ¢ _ rest? If we could collect the totality of word patterns stored in all those
are. : individuals, we should have the social bond which constitutes their
' language. It is a fund accumulated by the members of the community
through the practice of speech, a grammatical system existing poten-
tially in every brain, or more exactly in the brains of a group of
individuals; for the language is never complete in any single individ-
ual, but exists perfectly only in the collectivity.

By distinguishing between the language itself and speech, we distin-
guish at the same time: (1) what is social from what is individual,

The circuit as here represented may be further divided:

(a) into an external i i
_ Part (sound vibrations passing f;
ea;g)ar‘ldtan internal part (comprising all the regt)' & rom mouth to
Inte a psychological and a non- 1
inj : . psychological part, the 1
comprising both, the physiological facts localised in theporgans Znt?t;lf:
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and (2) what is essential from what ig ancillary and more or lesg
accidental.

The language itself is not a function of the speaker. It is the product
passively registered by the individual, It never requires premedita-

and reflexion enters into it only for the activity of classifying to
be discussed below {p.{170] 11,

Speech, on the contrary, is an individyal act of the will and the
intelligence, in which one must distinguish: (1) the combinationg
through which the speaker uses the code provided by the language in
order to express his own thought, and (2) the psycho-physical mechan-
ism which enables him to externalise these combinationg,

It should be noted that we have defined things, not words. Conse-
quently the distinctiong established are not affected by the fact that

have no exact equivalents in other

other elements are kept separate.

3. While language in general ig heterogeneous, a language system
is homogeneous in nature. It is a system of signs in which the one
essential is the union of Sense and sound pattern, hoth parts of the
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CHAPTER IV

Linguisticg of Language Structure
and Linguistics of Speech
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What alﬁplies to phonation will apply also to all othpr elements of
The activity of the speaker must be studied in a variety of

2 ﬁles which are of concern to linguistics only through their

iselp i0n§ with linguistic structure.
Onn-e-'xstudy of language thus comprises two parts. The essential part
.': ékTE:fGT its object the language itself, which is social in its essence
d independent of the individual. This is a purely psychological
n dy: The subsidiary part takes as its object of study the individual
:. ﬂ:‘t 3; f language, which means speech, including phonation. This is a
Syc'ho-physica} study. _

‘These two objects of study are dgubtless closgly linked and each
presupposes the other. A language is necessary in order that speech
hould be intelligible and produce all its effects. But speech also is
scessary in order that a language may be established. Historicdlly,
aach always takes precedence. How would we ever come to associate
“an idea with a verbal sound pattern, if we did not first of all grasp
his association in an act of speech? Furthermore, it is by listening to

‘others that we learn our native language. A ]angugg\g accumulates in

‘ar brain only ‘as the result of countléss ekperiences. Finally, it is

from listening to others modify cur own linguistic habits. Thus there
ig an interdependence between the language itself and speech. The
former is at the same time the instrument and the product of the
latter. But none of this compromises the absolute nature of the dis-
‘tinction between the two.

. A language, as a collective phenomenon, takes the form of a totality
‘of imprints in everyone’s brain, rather like a dictionary of which each
i+ individual has an identical copy (cf. p. [30]. Thus it is something
"+ which is in each individual, but is none the less common to all. At the
~'pame time it is out of the reach of any deliberate interference by
oo individuals. This mode of existence of a language may be represented
- by the following formula:

1+1+1+1...=1I(collective model).

In what way is speech present in this same collectivity? Speech is
the sum total of what people say, and it comprises (@) individual
- combinations of words, depending on the will of the speakers, and (b}

" acts of phonation, which are also voluntary and are necessary for the
execution of the speakers’ combinations of words.

Thus there is nothing collective about speech. Its manifestations are
individual and ephemeral. It is no more than an aggregate of particu-
lar cases, which may be represented by the following formula:

A+1+1"+1"..).
For all these reasons, it would be impossible to consider language

(38]
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CHAPTER V 1401

In .:ernal and External Elements of a
g Language ;{;,..N . o

 definition of a language assumes that we disregard everything
‘which does not belong to its structure as a system; in short everything
kat is designated by the term ‘external linguistics’. External linguis-
tics is none the less concerned with important matters, and these
emand attention when one approaches the study of language.

“First of all, there are all the respects in which linguisties links up
with ethnology. There are all the relations which may exist between
the history of a language and the history of a rac ition.
The two histories intermingle and are related one to another. This
‘situation is in some measure reminiscent of the correspondences
already noted between linguistic phenomena proper (cf. p. (23] ff). A™
“riation’s way of life has an effect upon its language. At the same time,—j
it is in great part the language which makes the nation. =
. Secondly, mention must be made of the relations between languages

- " and political history. Major historical events such as the Roman Con-
- -quest are of incaleulable linguistic importance in all kinds of ways.

./ Colonisation, which is simply one form of conquest, transports a

language into new environments, and this brings changes in the
language. A great variety of examples could be cited in this connexion.
Norway, for instance, adopted Danish on becoming politically united
to Denmark, although today Norwegians are trying to shake off this [41]
linguistic influence. The internal politics of a country is of no less
importance for the life of a language. The governments of certain
countries, such as Switzerland, allow the coexistence of several
languages. Other countries, like France, aspire to linguistic unifica-
tion, Advanced stages of civilisation favour the development of ceriain
special languages (legal language, scientific terminology, ete.).

This brings us to a third point. A language has connexions with
institutions of every sort: church, school, etc. These institutions in
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The actual obi
ject we are con,

stored in the brai cerned to study, then, j i
one lingujstﬁ, Cz;i:ln’ th,e language itself. But this,p:()tél‘:le iOSI_a] product
linguist muet endumty to another. What we find are ] ;n g_:lffers ﬁ&?m
deavour to be . thguages. The
languages as possible, in order to iogn :bl: ct%ug Inted with
i is

mparing them.

1 45 many
cover their Univergg]

and its dangers, must be aware of its utility, its deferss

$2. The prest; 't

ge of writing: reasons 3

e reasons gor Us ascendancy over the
A langy

5

: age and its wy; .
igns. Th ritten form constitute two separate

e sole reason for th i systems
the former. The obiact op st © existence of the latter ig to represer?f

the writt udy in linguistics j repr
€D word and the spoken word. The spclvir;r? Eﬂvir?gklblnatmn of
one constj-

£
i

-+ Alanguage, then
“'pauch more stable; by
- from seeing this. The first linguists were misled in this way, as the
" humanists had been before them. Even Bopp does not distinguish
-t clearly between letters and sounds. Reading Bopp, we might think

.- that a language is inseparable from its alphabet. His immediate
" successors fell into the same trap. The spelling th for the fricative p
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hat d.}:)ject' But the written wqrd is so intimately connecte.d v!rith
o ken word it represents that it manages to usurp the prmmpal
ol much or even more importance is given to this representation
froc'al sign as to the vocal sign itself. It is rather as if people .
4 that in order to find out what & person looks like it is better 1%
tady his photograph than his face. _
stud ‘misconception has a long history, and current views about
18 ¢ tainted with it. For instance, it is commonly held that
Iters more rapidly when it has no written form. This is

ife false. In certain circumstances, writing may well retard changes
bl Janguage. But, on the other hand, linguistic stability is in no way
3érmin6d by the absence of a written form. The Lithuanian which
14 still spoken today in Eastern Prussia and part of Russia is at_tested
written documents only since 1540; but at that late period it pre-
onts on the whole as accurate a picture of Proto-Indo-European as

in of the third century B.c. That in itself suffices to show the extent

ages ar

“#o which a language is independent of writing.

Certain very subtle linguistic features can long survive without the
ssistance of written notation. Throughout the Old High German
eriod, we find the written forms t6ten, fuolen and stozen, but at the
nd of the twelfth century appear the spellings téten, fitelen, whereas

“stozen persists. What is the origin of this difference? Wherever it

cciirred, there had been a y in the following syllable: Proto-Germanic  {46]
ad *daupyan, *folyan, but *stautan. On the eve of the literary period,

“about 800, this y weakened and vanished from writing for three
‘hiindred years. However, it had left a slight trace in pronunciation,

with the result that about 1180, as noted above, it reappears miracu-

‘Jously in the form of an ‘umlaut’! This nuance of pronunciation had

been faithfully transmitted without any support in writing.
has an oral tradition independent of writing, and
t.the prestige of the written. form prevents.us

3.

misled Grimm into believing not only that this was a double conson-
ant, but also that it was an aspirate stop. Hence the place he assigns
to it in his Law of Consonantal Mutation or ‘Lautverschiebung’ (see
p. [199]). Even nowadays educated people confuse the language with its
spelling: Gaston Deschamps said of Berthelot ‘that he had saved the
French language from ruin’ because he had opposed spelling reforms.’

* The reforms in question were proposed just a few years before Saussure’s lectures
were given. The issue was a topical one. (Translator’s note)
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But what explains the prestige of writing?

none the less much easier
{_authentic :éonnexion, which links word and sound.
2. For-ost peopie, visual impressions are clearer
than auditory impressions. So for preference people clin
The written image in the end takeg over from the sound,

§3. Systems of writing

There are only two systems of writing:

1. The ideographic system, in which a word is represented by some
uniquely distinetive 81gn which hag nothing to do with the sounds
involved. Thig sign represents the entire word as a whole, and hence

represents indirectly the idea expressed. The classic example of this
system is Chinesge.

Ideographic writing systemsg easily develop into mixed systems. Cer-

tain ideograms lose their original significance, and eventually come
to represent isolated sounds.

e iti 27
'VI. Representation of a Language by Writing hatitute
. V n word, as mentioned above, tends to becomtila su tsms of
he-_wr{ttgnf;:' the spoken word. Tha}il: apphets:' (fio 0&;1; . }fiiswriting.
our Mm% tendency is stronger in the case of ide 1 validit
_iting, but the te . d the spoken word are of equal validity
.Wnt.lng’ inese, the ideogram an e sp d language, and when
For & Chinese, idea. He treats writing as a secon guage, times
s ane for an . . tically pronounced, he some
as SIE0° tion two words are identically pr hich he means. But
n conversad itten form in order te explain whic o
ofers to the wriiten it i 1 substitution, does not give rise
refers to the because it is a total su : ! : of
e o hatitution, n our Western systems
this subs jectionable consequences as i _
‘to the Sa(%ggizcng;s from different dialects which correspond to the
W"-'itlll-g' are represented by the same written sign. stem of writing,
same idea here will be restricted to the phonetic S'yh the prototype
gu sur:&Zular to the system in use today, of which the p
and in pa bet. ished, it
is the Gree'lrtnzhw)v}iierf an alphabet of this kind becomes es]izzhrsa}ﬁgl,l ;l
.. :"ﬁtrg;‘:’:ent toe contemporary 1a1?guha1§eslge2nni)0;§rc?;ed from else-
Witk TR Iphabet which ha . .
fachi less it is an alp : : ies. As regards its logic,
fashion, uni d by inconsistencies. As reg
Ty Iready marred by ill be seen on
where and is a i icularly remarkable, as wi
; Iphabet is particularly | iation does not
th?ﬁg;egl;ta}farmony between spelling and pronunciation
p. [64].

last. Why not is what we must now examine.

L §4. Causes of inconsistency between spelling and pronunciatio

. i d here

.Th e are many causes of inconsistency: we shall be concerne
*. Ther

¢ i important ones. '
o WIthﬁt};i ml:\iil aplang'uage is in a constant process Otf e\{loh;g;)ﬁ-,
iy o e W;itir?g teI;ds to remain fixed. Iif follows that everrllt uz S}}; kit
Whezll‘zﬁinger corresponds to the sounds it S};’uk}i repcx;?fur& ¢ speliing
o i i be absurd a
" which i ate at one time may ' por
i WhlI(i}'ll y acﬁrl)irtgg I;; altered in order to reﬁef:t changes in proglsrlll%:emh
E‘:tilzsﬂhe attempt is abandoned. This is what happene

W

I ] Oi.l

period pronounced written
1 1l1ithec. rei, lei re, lez'
2 13th c. roi, loi roi, lm_
3 14th c. roe, loé roi, loz_
4 19th c. rwa, lwa roi, lot

iati the
In this case, spelling followed pronunciation as far as stage 2,

{Translator's note)

m\w@@%%%mwﬁwﬁmwwfwﬂ?NQW SRR

1 th % ] - 9, ] ( 1 t}
Th p}es n e table are the French words for mg (J’ OE) and “law oth.
e exam

[48]
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history of orthography keeping in step with the history of the -
language. But from the fo i

I._-f.}?epresentation of @ Language by Writing 29
V X

§5. Consequences of this inconsistency

: i i i iting systems
) ; inconsistencies found in writ :
shaustive I}I;Str eofc;:rlll: of the most unfortunate is ha\gng 1.1 Yane?;
ke give;;r ihe- same sound. In Fret:lch, ]?Ll;‘zs “:’TZ h::,rzl (.:]: gg ;.nd
aracters - z we have both 2z and s. Fo , ¢ ond
, geler gea(?izfs?sir), sc (acquiescer), sg((’lcg;uecs)g;la;:,}tl}é ?)?}?e: ﬁaﬁ
wtion); §8 k, ch, cc, cqu {acquérir). otn ;
Mk-'W"?' haV;s L;rg g;,metimes represented by the same sign: we have
-ent soun t or s, g representing g or £, and so Ogithough there are
epresentng re ‘indirect’ spellings. In German, ds are spelt with £t
hen'}t herfxszci)nants in Zettel, Teller, etc., tht:,i Wogrvi o i}s) hort and
uble co indicate that the prece n / 1
mply 0 ordt?ilc-ntoofl'nthe same kind is seen in EngllShl, Wshli;hni:ggi
Anﬁab;errai\n order to lengthen the precg;ht%i .vo:r;,v gs thease
nt fingt e distinct from mad (mdd). This e s
: abic
' 9“°.uncede$icfl)czsof indicating a second syllable in monosy
eading app

phonetic value ((wa]) unrelateq _.
to those of ity constituent letters,

Such examples could be cited ad infinitum, Why is it that in French
we write mais and fait, but pronounce these words me and f&é? Wh
does the letter ¢ in French often have the value of s? In both cases,
French hag kept spelling; ave any rationale.

s which no longer h
is changing to y: although we sti]] g0 on writi

imilar changes are going on all the tim

nettoyer).

Another cause of discrepancy between spelling and pronunciation, ig
the bo Towing of an alphabet by one people from another, It often
happens that the resources of the graphic system are poorly adapted
to its new function, and it ig necessary to have recourse to various
expedients. Twq letters, for example, will be used to designate a single
sound. This is what happened in the case of p (a voiceless denta]

[50] fricative) in t

he Germanic languages. The Latin alphabet having ng
character to represent it, it was rendered by th. T

he Merovingian king
Chilperie tried to add a special letter to the Latin alphabet to denote
this sound, but the attempt did not succeed, an
English in the Middle A d
‘seed’) and ap open e (fo
alphabet did not have di
was had to Writing seed and Jeqq. In French, to represent the consonani
8, the digraph ¢4 Wwas used. And s on.

Etymological Preoccupations also intrude, Th
noticeable at certain periods, such as the Renais
quently the case that g spelling is introduced th
ologising: d was thus introduced in the French
as if it came from Latin pondus, when in fact it comes from pensun.
But it makes little difference whether the etymology is correct or not,
It is the principal of etymological spelling itself which Is mistaken,

. . methin,
'r.d.S-t.' nal spellings such as these do éndfed iﬁxi.;e;p;tniﬁo SP?rench a%
rratio itself: hers reflect no .
tself: but ot : se forms
the 1angu§§ed;uble consonants except in the ﬁ;]tur:bgle;ds in il-
resent has rrai: none the less, French orthograpl yetc)
mourre Ccc}ll:)uble; consonants (bourru, sottise, souﬁ: nr before becoming
gitimate ens sometimes that spelling fluctua esttempts ode o
ﬁx'tdaiszélzgg‘erent spellings appeezlr, ?ﬁrziinf?;?isalike ertha, erdha,
fixed, ; nds. u
e ; o spell certain sou . . n, th, dh,
arlier petl;zlr?? st;hrip dri, which appear in Old I‘fllgh gleeﬂsnpi Ring it is
...'rcfia:ioerviden,tly rei)resent the same sotﬁld; bui:v ercl,::\'e the additional
n d is. Hence . .
anc ¢ hat that soun: lling, it
-1m§3°?.slb};?0:10t§f£ \vvvhen a certain form h‘ics Tcgle t:,l ?e:: ?;\frgeprongun-
‘ecomplica . hether in fact ther
o ible to tell whether | ord asca
is not ai\gﬂs if;ts in neighbouring dlale@S spell .th‘? S‘:ani‘:; of fluc-
: cla(’;lonsh o(i:;'l the pronunciation was identu:al,. thl}ioiﬁetic o dialeo.
“and ascha: : the difference is p
: hy; but if not, the srel T 1= her cases
 tuating ?ﬂléﬁir%)re};k forms paizo, paizds, paiddo. ;;1 S?)leings. o
:ﬁl, aso}ilrim arises with a chronological iuzc;:ssét;nwhat heel. etc.
' the pr huweel, ete., but la  HIREES
: ; first hwat, hweel, : or a
: Enf h?é?nﬁéiratvhether this is merely a change in spelling
and 1t 1 . .
: iation. "y iew of
-, change In prO;l l:'zlgxlﬁt of all this is that writing ol:?sculfez 0%1}2: is de-
e v g o e i, T o
" elling of the Frenc w ! its appro-
I?O&Stratsgdl;yozh&zpspokegn word (wazo) is repr:}slerﬁflc;]?iléécsfaag.
0 e 80 . bscures the
. . completely obs i t
Pl‘j:tefﬁgﬂ ?:sduﬁwi: Iﬁ}:tn%he n'})ore inadequately writing represents
nother

€y were particularly
sance. It is not infre-
rough mistaken etym-
word poids (‘weight?),
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what it ought to represent, the stronger is the tendency to give it
priority over the spoken language. Grammarians are desperately
eager to draw our attention to the written form. Psychologically, this
is quite understandable, but the consequences are unfortunate. The
use acquired by the words *pronounce’ and ‘pronunciation’ confirmg
this abuse and reverses the true relationship obtaining between writ.
ing and the language. Thus when people say that a certain letter
should be pronounced in this way or that, it is the visual image which
is mistaken for the model. If o can be pronounced wa, then it seemsg
that o must exist in its own right. Whereas the fact of the matter is
that it is wa which is written oi. To explain this strange case, our
attention is drawn to the fact that this is an exception to the usual
pronunciation of 0 and {. But this explanation merely compounds the
mistake, implying as it does that the language itself is subordinate to
its spelling. The case is presented as contravening the spelling system,
as if the orthographic sign were basic.

These misconceptions extend even to rules of grammar: for exampie,
the rule concerning % in French. French has words with an unaspir-
ated initial vowel, but which are nevertheless spelt with an initial h,
because of the corresponding Latin form, e.g. homme ‘man’ (in former
times ome), corresponding to Latin homo. But there are also French
words of Germanic origin, in which the A was actually pronounced:
hache (‘axe"), hareng (‘herring’), honte (‘shame’), etc. As long as the A
was pronounced, these words conformed to the laws governing initial
consonants. You said deu haches (‘two axes’), le hareng (‘the herring?),
whereas in accordance with the law for words beginning with a vowel
you said deu-z-hommes (‘two men’), 'omme (‘the man’). At that period,
the rule which said ‘no liaison or elision before aspirate 4’ was correct.
But nowadays this formulation is meaningless. For aspirate % no
longer exists, unless we apply the term to something which is not a
sound at all, but before which there is neither liaison nor elision. It is
a vicious circle: the aspirate A in question is an orthographic ghost,

The pronunciation of a word is determined not by its spelling but
by its history. Its spoken form at any given time represents one stage
in a phonetic evolution from which it cannot escape. This evolution i
governed by striet laws. Each stage may be ascertained by referring
back to the preceding stage. The only factor to consider, although it
is most frequently forgotten, is the etymological derivation of the
word.

The name of the town of Auch is o in phonetic transcription. It is
the only case in French orthography where ck represents § at the end
of a word. It is no explanation to say: ¢k in final position is pronounced
$ only in this word. The only relevant question is how the Latin
Auscii developed into og: the spelling is of no importance.

Should the second vowel of the French noun gageure (‘wager) be

vI. Representation of a Language by Wr:ztmé,r . 31
od ¢ or i? Some say gafor, since heure {th-ur) is pro-
e Others say it should be pronounced gaZiir, since ge
- d o as in gedle (jail’). The dispute is vacuous. The real
ids for z,t mological. For the noun gageure was formed from the
.QU_esti.on " (?tg bet’}, just like the noun tournure (‘turn’) from the v'erb
verb gagftf turn’). Both are examples of the same type of flet"lvatwr}.
-tbl?fﬂ?!’l'lg gefensible pronunciation is gﬁz“tir. The pronunciation gaZ-
The o iguous spelling. _
or i S]mpl{ tzgen;e;ltlalfp ‘:)}feaﬁfiiign forgl extends further yet. Its influ-
- But tl:;‘]3,—1‘33;ing'uis’cic community may bhe strong enpugh to affect and
encs Dnthe language itself. That happens only in hlghl)‘r literate com-
-le'f}: where written documents are of considerable importance. Ip
m‘-unmes, s, the written form may give rise to erroneous pronunci-

o C?I‘Sl?e, henomenen is strictly pathological. It occurs frequently
A e h Tl:}’le family name Lefévre (from Latin faber} had two spell-
!I.II-F?EE-,ce Ipopular, straightforward spelling was Lefevre, while 1.:he
mes d etymological spelling was Lefébvre. Owing to the confusion
Iearne d u in medieval writing, Lefébvre was read as Lefébure, thus
(')f . ?lncing a b which never really existed in the word, as well as a u
Igf::j)n; from an ambiguous letter. But now this form of the name is
c
aFﬁiﬁibﬁ;oggggﬁ?éunderstandings will become more apd more frcf-
5 ent. More and more dead letters will be resus(catated in proPuqcé;;
q:;lion .In Paris, one already hears sept femmes (‘seven wome?h) vs;:l
?he a5'prc;.nounn:ed. Darmesteter fqresees the day vvjhen even : :rt l::r:
" final letters of vingt (‘twenty’) will be pronounced: a genuin

¥ ic monstrosity.
S gr’z;‘%lése phonetic distertifon;s do tind:led Eﬂiﬁi t?l‘ }::; ;:Eg"iﬁgiob;l;
e result of its natural ev . le to

i ::};Egrﬁ;? fl'::iot‘l.l Linguistics should keep them under observation in a

o gpecial compartment: they are cases of abnormal development.

oriot
Founce

':éz’ﬁ'n&'{eﬁézéﬁg“éé&%w_ﬂ' ST SN '_ st :
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PART ONE

General Principles

CHAPTER 1

Nature of the Linguistic Sign

$1. Sign, signification, signal

For some people a language, reduced to its essentials, is 2 nomencla-
ture: a list of terms corresponding to a list of things. For example,
Latin would be represented as:

! ARBOR
¢ EQUOS
etc. etc.

This conception is open to a number of objections. It assumes that
ideas already exist independently of words (see below, p. [155]). It does
not clarify whether the name is a vocal or a psychological entity, for

(971
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|
|
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ARBOR might stand for either. Furthermore, it leads one to assume
that the link between a name and a thing is something quite unprob-
lematic, which is far from being the case. None the less, this naive
view contains one element of truth, which is that linguistic units are
dual in nature, comprising two elements.

As has already been noted (p. [28]) in connexion with the speech
circuit, the two elements involved in the linguistic sign are both
psychological and are connected in the brain by an associative link.!
This is a point of major importance.

A linguistic sign is not a link between a thing and a name, but
between a concept and a sound pattern.? The sound pattern is not
actually a sound; for a sound is something physical. A sound pattern
is the hearer’s psychological impression of a sound, as given to him by
the evidence of his senses. This sound pattern may be called a ‘mater-
ial’ element only in that it is the representation of our sensory impres-
sions. The sound pattern may thus be distinguished from the other
element associated with it in a linguistic sign. This other element is
generally of a more abstract kind: the concept.

The psychological nature of our sound patterns becomes clear when
we consider our own linguistic activity. Without moving either lips or
tongue, we can talk to ourselves or recite silently a piece of verse. We
grasp the words of a language as sound patterns. That is why it ig
best to avoid referring to them as composed of ‘speech sounds’. Such
a term, implying the activity of the vocal apparatus, is appropriate to
the spoken word, to the actualisation of the sound pattern in discourse.
Speaking of the sounds and syllables of a word need not give rise to
any misunderstanding,® provided one always bears in mind that this
refers to the sound pattern.

The linguistic sign is, then, a two-sided psychological entity, which
may be represented by the following diagram (top of p. 67).

These two elements are intimately linked and each triggers the
other. Whether we are seeking the meaning of the Latin word arbor
or the word by which Latin designates the concept ‘tree’, it is clear

' This associative link is to be distinguished from the associative relations which link
one sign with another: ¢f. p. [170] ff. (Translator’s note)

? Baussure’s term ‘sound pattern’ may appear too narrow. For in addition to the
representation of what a word sounds like, the speaker must also have a representation
of how it is articulated, the muscular pattern of the act of phonation. But for Saugsure
a language is essentially something acquired by the individual from the outside world
(cf. p. [30]). Saussure’s ‘sound pattern’ is above all the natural representation of the
waord form as an abstract linguistic item, independently of any actualisation in speech.
Hence the articulatory aspect of the word may be taken for granted, or relegated to a
position of secondary importance in relation to its sound pattern. (Editorial note)

® None the less, as various passages in the Cours bear witness, it would have been in
the interests of clarity to introduce a terminological distinction and keep to it. (Trans-
lator’s note)
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Pattern

Ethat only the connexions institutionalised in the language appear to

us as relevant. Any other connexions there may be we set on one side.

T NS

arbor /

This definition raises an important question of terminology. In our

terminology a sign is the combination of a concept and a sound pattern. -

But in current usage the term sign generally refers to the sound
pattern alone, e.g. the word form arbor. It is forgotten that if arbor is
called a sign, it is only because it carries with it the concept ‘tree’, so
that the sensory part of the term implies reference to the whole.

The ambiguity would be removed if the three notions in question
were designated by terms which are related but contrast. We propose
to keep the term sign to designate the whole, but to replace concept
and sound pattern respectively by signification and signel. The latter
terms have the advantage of indicating the distinction which separates
each from the other and both from the whole of which they are part.
We retain the term sign, because current usage suggests no alterna-
tive by which it might be replaced.

The linguistic sign thus defined has two fundamental characterist-
ics. In specifying them, we shall lay down the principles governing all
studies in this domain.

§2. First principle: the sign is arbitrary

The link between signal and signification is arbitrary. Since we are
treating a sign as the combination in which a signal is associated with
a signification, we can express this more simply as: the linguistic sign
is arbitrary.

There is no internal connexion, for example, between the idea 'sister’
and the French sequence of sounds s-g-r which acts as its signal. The
same idea might as well be represented by any other sequence of

[100]
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sounds. This is demonstrated by differences between languages, and
even by the existence of different languages. The signification ‘ox’ has
as its signal b-6-f on one side of the frontier,’ but o0-k-s (Ochs) on the
other side.

No one disputes the fact that linguistic signs are arbitrary. But it
is often easier to discover a truth than to assign it to its correct place.
The principle stated above is the organising principle for the whole of
linguistics, considered as a science of language structure. The conse-
quences which flow from this principle are innumerable. It is true that
they do not all appear at first sight equally evident. One discovers
them after many circuitous deviations, and so realises the fundamen-
tal importance of the principle.

It may be noted in passing that when semiology is established one
of the questions that must be asked is whether modes of expression
which rely upon signs that are entirely natural (mime, for example)
fall within the province of semiology. If they do, the main ohject of
study in semiology will none the less ke the class of systems based
upon the arbitrary nature of the sign. For any means of expression
accepted in a society rests in principle upon a collective habit, or on

convention, which comes to the same thing, Signs of politeness, for
instance, although often endowed with a certain natural expressive-
ness (prostrating oneself nine times on the ground is the way to greet
an emperor in China) are none the less fixed by rule. It is this rule
which renders them obligatory, not their intrinsie value. We may
therefore say that signs which are entirely arbitrary convey better
than others the ideal semiological process. That is why the most com-
plex and the most widespread of all systems of expression, which ig
3 the one we find in human languages, is also the most characteristic of

31 all. In this sense, linguistics serves as a model for the whole of se-

%3; miology, even though languages represent only one type of semiolog-

%
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T

ical system.

The word symbol is sometimes used to designate the linguistic gign,
or more exactly that part of the linguistic sign which we are calling
the signal. This use of the word symbol is awkward, for reasons con-
nected with our first principle. For it is characteristic of symbols that
they are never entirely arbitrary. They are not empty configurations,
They show at least a vestige of natural connexion between the signal
and its signification. For instance, our symbol of Justice, the scales,
could hardly be replaced by a chariot.

The word arbitrary also calls for comment, It must not be taken to
imply that a signal depends on the free choice of the speaker. (We
shall see later than the individual has no power to alter a sign in any
respect once it has become established in a linguistic community.) The

! The frontier between France and Germany. (Translator’s note)
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o ies si i i ' : that is to say
- implies simply that the signal is u_nmotu{atecli
eg%r;?ﬁ in relation to its signification, with which it has no natural
ardl” ion in realit
oaxion in reality. _ . .
on-ne:;zclusion, two ohjections may be mentioned whlqh might be
ﬁght against the principle that linguistic signs are arbitrary.
T0

4 ‘Onomatopoeic words might be held to show that a chmce of mgnai_
ot always arbitrary. But such words are never orgamc.elements o
he istic system. Moreover, they are far fewer than is generatlly
'1?252&. French words like fouet ("wWhip’) or glas (‘knell’) may strlk‘e
o ar as having a certain suggestive sonority. 'But to see that this
!'h'% eno way intrinsic to the words themselves, it suffices to lfzok at
= Latin origins. Fouet comes from Latin fagus (‘bee_zch tree? and
helrfrom Latin classicum (‘trumpet call’). The sugges‘twe quality of
"fﬁzsmodern pronunciation of these words is a fortuitous result of

ic evolution. o

.phgrsle;(;ﬁ Zenuine onomatopoeia (e.g. French glgu-glou. (‘gurgle’), tic-
e ticking (of a clock)’), not only is it rare bpt its use is already to a
artain extent arbitrary. For onomatopoela is onlyl the approm}::_xa@e
‘jmitation, already partly conventionalised, of certain sounds. T d15 is
evident if we compare a French dog_’s ouaoua and a German og's
wauwaw. In any case, once introduced 1r}t0 the language, pnomat(quexc
“words are subjected to the same phqnetlc an.d moz'phologlcal evo u{:lon
as other words. The French word pigeon (‘plget_)n) comes from Vu Eai
Latin pipis, itself of onomatopoeic origin, W?}lch_ c?early proves t ad
onematopoeic words themselves may lose their olr1g1_nal chars_;lcter c;m
ake on that of the linguistic sign in general, w}uch is unmotivated.
2. Similar considerations apply to exclaemations. 'These are pofc un-f
ke onomatopoeic words, and they do not unden_nlne the validity o
ur thesis. People are tempted to regard exclamatmps as spontane_oqs
‘expressions called forth, as it were, by naturg. But in most CaSESllt is
ifficult to accept that there is a necessary link between the exclam-
‘atory signal and its signification. Again, it suffices to compare %wo
languages in this respect to see how much exclamations vary. 01"
-example, the French exclamation aie/ corrgsponds to the lGerman a
Moreover, it is known that many exclamatlons’ were Oflglnally mean-
ingtul words (e.g. diable! ‘devil’, mordieu! ‘God’s death’). -

In short, onomatopoeic and exclamatory words are rat}?er margina
phenomena, and their symbolic origin is to some extent disputable.

L}

$3. Second principle: linear character of the signal

The linguistic signal, being auditory in nature, hgs a temporal aspeqt,
and hence certain temporal characteristics: (a) if occupies a certain
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temporal space, and (b) this space is measured in Just one dimension:
it is a line. ‘ -

This principle is obvious, but it seems never to be stated, doubtless
bepaqse it is considered too elementary. However, it is a fundamentai
principle and its consequences are incalculable. Its importance equals
that of the first law. The whole mechanism of linguistic structure
depends upon it (¢f. p. [170]). Unlike visual signals (e.g. ships' flags)
thlch can exploit more than ohe dimension simultaneously, auditory
signals have available to them only the linearity of time. The elements
of such signals are presented one after another: they form a chain

’.I’hls feature appears immediately when they are represented in writ:
Ing, and a spatial line of graphic signs is substituted for a succession
of sounds in time.

- In certain cases, this may not be easy to appreciate. For example

if T stress a certain syllable, it may seem that I am presenting a:

number of significant features simultaneously. But that is an illusion

The syI_lable and its accentuation constitute a single act of phonation:

There is no duality within this act, although there are various con-

trasts with what precedes and follows (cf. p. [180D).

CHAPTERII

.- Invariability and Variability of the
Sign

§1. Invariability

- The signal, in relation to the idea it represents, may seem to be freely

chosen. However, from the point of view of the linguistic community,
the signal is imposed rather than freely chosen. Speakers are not
consulted about its choice. Once the language has selected a signal, it
cannot be freely replaced by any other. There appears to be something
rather contradictory about this. It is a kind of linguistic Hobson’s
choice. What can be chosen is already determined in advance. No
individual is able, even if he wished, to modify in any way a choice
already established in the language. Nor can the linguistic community
exercise its authority to change even a single word.! The community,
as much as the individual, is bound to its language.

A language cannot therefore be treated simply as a form of contract,
and the linguistic sign is a particularly interesting phenomenon to
study for this reason. For if we wish to demonstrate that the rules a
community accepts are imposed upon it, and not freely agreed to, it is
a language which offers the most striking proof.

Let us now examine how the linguistic sign eludes the control of
our will. We shall then be able to see the important consequences
which follow from this fact.

At any given period, however far back in time we go, a language is
always an inheritance from the past. The initial assignment of names

! This is not a denial of the possibility of linguistic legislation, ner even of its potential
effectiveness. What Saussure denies is that the collective ratification required is a
matter for collective decision. It may be illegal for trade purposes to call Spanish
sparkling wine ‘champagne’ but that will be merely one external factor bearing on
speech (parole), which may or may not ultimately affect the word champagne as a
linguistic sign. (Translator’s note)
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to things, establishing a contract between concepts and sound pat-
terns, is an act we can conceive in the imagination, but no sne hag
ever observed it taking place. The idea that it might have happened
is suggested to us by our keen awareness of the arbitrary nature of
the linguistic sign.

In fact, no society has ever known its language to be anything other
than something inherited from previous generations, which it has no
choice but to accept. That is why the question of the origins of language
does not have the importance generally attributed to it. It is not even
a relevant question as far as linguistics is concerned. The sole ohject
of study in linguistics is the normal, regular existence of a language
already established. Any given linguistic state is always the product
of historical factors, and these are the factors which explain why the
linguistic sign is invariable, that is to say why it is immune from
arbitrary alteration.?

But to say that a language is an inheritance from the past explains
nothing unless we take the question further. Is it not possible from
time to time to change established laws which have been handed down
from the past?

This question leads us to consider a language in its social context
and to pursue our enquiry in the same terms as for any other social
institution. How are social institutions handed down from generation
to generation? This is the more general question which subsumes the
question of invariability. It is first necessary to realise the different
degrees of freedom enjoyed by other institutions. Each of them, it will
be seen, achieves a different balance between the tradition handed
down and society’s freedom of action. The next question will be to
discover why, in any given case, factors of one kind are more powerful
or less powerful than factors of the other kind. Finally, reverting to
linguistic matters in particular, it may then be asked why historicai
transmission is the overriding factor, to the point of excluding the
possibility of any general or sudden linguistic change. ’

The answer to this question must take many considerations into
account. It is relevant to point out, for example, that linguistic changes
do not correspond to generations of speakers. There is no vertical
structure of layers one above the other like drawers in a piece of

furniture; people of all ages intermingle and communicate with one
another. The continuous efforts required in order to learn one’s native
language point to the impossibility of any radical change. In addition,
pecple use their language without conscious reflexion, being largely

! For Saussure’s generation, questions of language planning had not acquired the
importance they have today. Although criticism of commonly accepted linguistic forms
of expression has a long history in the Western tradition, only small minorities of

thinkers, teachers and writers had ever concerned themselves with such matters.
(Translator’s note)
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anaware of the laws which govern it. If they are not aware of these
" ‘faws, how can they act to change them? In any case, linguistic facts
are rarely the object of criticism, every society being usually content
with the language it has inherited.

 These considerations are important, but they are not directly to the
point. Priority must be given to the following, which are more essen-
= tjal, more immediately relevant, and underlie all the rest.

: 1. The arbitrary nature of the linguistic sign, The arbitrary nature

of the linguistic sign was adduced above as a reason for conceding the
_ theoretical possibility of linguistic change. But more detailed consider-
ation reveals that this very same factor tends to protect a lgnguage
 against any attempt to change it. It means that there is no issue for
* the community of language users to discuss, even were they suf-
. ficiently aware to do so. For in order to discuss an issue, there must
. be some reasonable basis for discussion. One can, for example, argue
- ghout whether monogamy is better than polygamy, and adduce
. reasons for and against. One could likewise discuss the pros and cons
. of a system of symbols, because a symbol has a rational connexion
. with what it symbolizes (cf. p. [101]). But for a language, as a system
. of arbitrary signs, any such basis is lacking, and consequently there
is no firm ground for discussion. No reason can be given for preferring
sceur to sister, Ochs to baeuf, ete!

2. The great number of signs necessary to constitute a language. The
implications of this fact are considerable. A system of writing, com-
ptising between 20 and 40 letters, might conceivably be replaced in
its entirety by an alternative system. The same would be true of a
language if it comprised only a limited number of elements, But the
inventory of signs in any language is countless.

3. The complex character of the system. A language constitutes a
system. In this respect, it is not entirely arbitrary, for the system ha‘\s
a certain rationality. But precisely for this reason, the community is
unable to change it at will. For the linguistic system is a complex
mechanism. Its workings cannot be grasped without reflexion. Even
speakers who use it daily may be quite ignorant in this regard. Any
such change would require the intervention of specialists, grammar-
ians, logicians, and others. But history shows that interference by
experts is of no avail in linguistic matters.

4. Collective inertia resists all linguistic innovations. We come
now to a consideration which takes precedence over all others. At any

! Saussure's general point here is confirmed by the fact that current debates about,
for instance, whether ‘sexist’ terms (such as chairman) should be replaced by unbiassed
terma (e.g. chairpersor) arise only when a reason can be given for preferring one to the
other. But in such cases the reason given is usually social or political, rather than
linguistic. (Translator’s note)
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time a language belongs to all its users. It is a facility unrestrictedly
available throughout a whole community. It is something all make
use of every day. In this respect it is quite unlike other social instit-
utions. Legal procedures, religious rites, ships’ flags, etc. are systems
used only by a certain number of individuals acting together and for
a limited time. A language, on the contrary, is something in which
everyone participates all the time, and that is why it is constantly
open to the influence of all. This key fact is by itself sufficient to
explain why a linguistic revolution is impossible. Of all social insti-
_ tutions, a language affords the least scope for such enterprise. It is
;1 part and parcel of the life of the whole community, and the commun-
71 ity’s natural inertia exercises a conservative influence upon it.

None the less, to say that a language is a product of social forces
does not automatically explain why it comes to be constrained in the
way it is. Bearing in mind that a language is always an inheritance
from the past, one must add that the social forces in question act over
a period of time. If stability is a characteristic of languages, it is not
only because languages are anchored in the community. They are also
anchored in time. The two facts are inseparable. Continuity with the
past constantly restricts freedom of choice. If the Frenchman of today
uses words like homme (‘man’) and chien (‘dog’), it is because these
words were used by his forefathers. Ultimately there is a connexion
between these two opposing factors: the arbitrary convention which
allows free choice, and the passage of time, which fixes that choice. It

¢ is because the linguistic sign is arbitrary that it knows no other law
it than that of tradition, and because it is founded upon tradition that
it can be arbitrary.!

[108]

$2. Variability

The passage of time, which ensures the continuity of a language, also
has another effect, which appears to work in the opposite direction. It
allows linguistic signs to be changed with some rapidity. Hence vari-
ability and invariability are both, in a certain sense, characteristic of
the linguistic sign.>

! The epigrammatic concision of this summary of the connexion between the nature
of the linguistic sign and its socio-historical role epitomises Saussure’s brilliance as a
linguistic theorist. It was not until half a century after his death that detailed socio-
linguistic investigations began to provide in abundance the kind of evidence which
would corroborate the connexion Saussure here postulates, What is ironical is that the
evidence in question was often interpreted as throwing doubt upon the validity or
adequacy of a Saussurean approach to the study of language. What is perhaps even
more ironical is that the Saussurean implications of a reciprocal limitation between
choice and tradition remained largely unexplored as a result. (Transtator’s note)

?It would be a mistake to criticise Saussure for bheing illogical or paradoxical in
assigning two contradictory characteristics to the linguistic sign. The striking contrast

1I. Invariability and Variability of the Sign 75

- In the final analys:s these two characteristics are intimately con-
pected. The sign is subject to change because it continues through

;':Eﬁalai Infidelity to the “past is only relative. That is how it comes
that “the~ prmc1ple of change is based ‘upon the prmclple of

: .” Change through time takes various forms, each of which would
- gupply the subject matter for an important chapter of linguistics.
without going into detail here, it is important to bring out the follow-
ing peints,

~ First of all, let there be no misunderstanding about the sense in
“'which we are speaking of change. It must not be thought that we are
- referring particularly to phonetic changes affecting the signal, or to
: changes of meaning affecting the concept signified. Either view would
" be inadequate. Whatever the factors involved in change, whether they
* act in isclation or in combination, they always result in a shift in the
- relationship between signal and signification.

As examples, one might cite the following. The Latin word necare
meaning ‘to kill’ became in French noyer meaning “to drown’. Here the
sound pattern and the concept have both changed. It is pointless to
separate one aspect of the change from the other. It suffices to note as
a single fact that the connexion between sound and idea has changed.
The original relationship no longer holds. If instead of comparing
Latin necdre with French noyer, one contrasts it with Vulgar Latin
necare of the fourth or fifth century, meaning ‘to drown’, the case is
somewhat different. But even here, although the signal has undergone
no appreciable change, there is a shift in the relationship between the
idea and the sign.!

. The Old German word dritteil meaning ‘a third’ became in modern

German Drittel. In this case, although the concept has remained the
same, the relationship has changed in two ways. The signal has altered
not only phonetically but also grammatically. We no longer recognise
it as a combination including the unit Teil meaning ‘part’: instead, it
has become a single unanalysable word. That counts too as a change
in relationship,

In Anglo-S8axon, the preliterary form f5¢ meaning foot’ remained
as fotr (modern English foot), while its plural *f6ti, meaning “feet’,
became fét {modern English feet). Whatever changes may have been
involved here, one thing is certain: a shift in the relationship occurred.
New correlations between phonic substance and idea emerged.

between these terms is intended simply to emphasise the fact that a language changes
even though its speakers are incapable of changing . One might also say that it is
impervious to interference although open to development. {Editorial note)

 In the interests of terminological consistency, the term sign should here be replaced
by signal. (Translator’s note)

ominateés’in any change is the survival of earlier,
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A language is a system which is intrinsically defenceless against
the factors which constantly tend to shift relationships between signal
and signification. This is one of the consequences of the arbitrary
nature of the linguistic sign.

Other human institutions - customs, laws, etc. — are all based in
varying degrees on natural connexions between things. They exhibit
a necessary conformity between ends and means. Even the fashion
which determines the way we dress is not entirely arbitrary. It cannot
depart beyond a certain point from requirements dictated by the hu-
man body. A language, on the contrary, is in no way limited in its
choice of means. For there is nothing at all to prevent the association
of any idea whatsoever with any sequence of sounds whatscever,

In order to emphasise that a language is nothing other than a social
institution, Whitney quite rightly insisted upon the arbitrary char-
acter of linguistic signs. In so doing, he pointed linguistics in the right
direction. But he did not go far enough. For he failed to see that this
arbitrary character fundamentally distinguishes languages from all
other institutions. This can be seen in the way in which a language
evolves. The process is highly complex. A language is situated socially
and chronologically by reference to a certain community and a certain
period of time. No one can alter it in any particular. On the other
hand, the fact that its signs are arbitrary implies thecretically a
freedom to establish any connexion whatsoever hetween sounds and
ideas. The result is that each of the two elements joined together in
the linguistic sign retains its own independence to an unparalleled
extent. Consequently a language alters, or rather evolves, under the
influence of all factors which may affect either sounds or meanings.
Evolution is inevitable: there is no known example of a language
immune from it. After a certain time, changes can always be seen to
have taken place.

This principle must even apply to artificial languages. Anyone who
invents an artificial language retains control of it only as long as it is
not in use. But as soon as it fulfils its purpose and becomes the property
of the community, it is no longer under control. Esperanto is a case in
point. If it succeeds as a language, can it possibly escape the same
fate? Once launched, the language will in all probability begin to lead
a semiological life of its own. Its transmission will follow laws which
have nothing in common with those of deliberate creation, and it will
then be impossible to turn the clock back. Anyone who thinks he can
construct a language not subject to change, which posterity must
accept as it is, would be like a hen hatching a duck’s egg. The language
he created would be subject to the same forces of change as any other
language, regardless of its creator’s wishes.

The continuity of signs through time, involving as it does their
alteration in time, is a principle of general semiology. This principle
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is confirmed by systems of writing, by deaf-and-dumb languages, and
‘g0 on.
l3'-6]3111; on what is the necessity for change based? We may perh.aps. be
iticised for not being as explicit upon this point as upon the pl‘*mmple
of invariability. The reason is that we have not gone into the different
factors involved in change. A great variety of such factors must be
‘taken into account in order to determine to what extent change is a
necessity. . _ . - .
.~ The causes of linguistic continuity are in principle available to
observation. The same is not true of the causes of change through
time. That is why in the first instance it would be misleading ?:o
attempt to identify them precisely. It is more prudent to spealf in
general terms of shifts in relations. For time changes ev.eryt}.nng.
There is no reason why languages should be exempt from this univer-
" gal law. o .

The argument advanced so far, based on the principles established
in the introduction, may be summarised as follows.

1. Avoiding the sterility of merely verbal definitions, we began by
distinguishing, within the global phenomenon of language, between
linguistic structure and speech. Linguistic structure we take to be
“. language minus speech. It is the whole set of linguistic habits which

" enables the speaker to understand and to make himself understoed.

. 2. But this definition fails to relate linguistic structure to soci_aI
- reality. It is a definition which misrepresents what a language is,
because it takes into account only how the individual is affected. But
in order to have a language, there must be a community of speakers.
+ Contrary to what might appear to be the case, a language never exists

even for a moment except as a social fact, for it is a semiological
- phbenomenon. Tts social nature is one of its internal characteristics. A
full definition must recognise two inseparable things, as shown in the

following diagram:
\

the
language

the
linguistic
community
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But even then there is something missing. The language thus rep.
resented is a viable system, but not a living one. It is a social reality,
but not a historical fact.

3. Since the linguistic sign is arbitrary, a language as so far defined
would appear to be an adaptable system, which can be organised in
any way one likes, and is based solely upon a principle of rationality,
Its social nature, as such, is not incompatible with this view. Social
psychology, doubtless, must operate on more than a purely logical
basis: account must be taken of everything which might affect the
[113] operation of reason in practical relations between one individual and

another. But that is not the objection to tegarding a langnage as a

mere convention, which can be modified to suit the interests of those

.involved. There is something else. We must consider what is brought

+ t:about by the passage of time, as well as what is brought about by the

“forces of social integration. Without taking into account the contri-
bution of time, our grasp of linguistic reality remains incomplete.

If a language were considered in a chronological perspective, but
ignoring the social dimension (as in the case of a hypothetical indi-
vidual living in isolation for hundreds of years), there might perhaps
be no change to observe. Time would leave no mark upon the language,
On the other hand, if one looked at the community of speakers without
taking the passage of time into account, one would not see the effect
of social forces acting upon the language. In order to come to terms
with reality, therefore, one must supplement our first diagram by
some indication of the passage of time:

time

the
language

linguistic
v community

J

When this is taken into account, the language is no longer free from
constraints, because the passage of time allows social forces to be
brought to bear upon it. One is left with a principle of continuity
which precludes freedom of choice. At the same time, continuity

necessarily implies change. Relations will alter in some respect or
other.

CHAPTER III

Static Linguistics and Evolutionary
Linguistics

§1. Internal duality of all sciences concerned with values

Very few linguists realise that the need to take account of the passage
of time gives rise to special problems in linguistics and forces us to
choose between two radically different approaches.

Most other sciences are not faced with this crueial choice. For them,
‘what happens with the passage of time is of no particular signiﬁcanf:e.
In astronomy, it is observed that in the course of time heavenly bodies
undergo considerable changes. But astronomy_ha}s not on that account
been obliged to split into two separate disciplines. Qeology is con-
stantly concerned with the reconstruction of chronological sequences.
But when it concentrates on examining fixed states of the earth’s
crust, that is not considered to be a quite separate object of study.
There is a descriptive science of law and a history of law: but no one
contrasts the one with the other. The political history of nations is

intrinsically concerned with successions of events in time, N_one the

- less, when a historian describes the society of a particular period, one
does not feel that this ceases to be history. The science of political
institutions, on the other hand, is essentially descriptive: but occas-

ionally it may deal with historical questions, and that in noe way

compromises its unity as a science. _ .

Economics, by contrast, is a science which is forced tq recognise this
duality. Unlike the preceding cases, the study of pollt}cai economy
and of economic history constitute two clearly distinguishable_ disci-
plines belonging to one and the same science. Recent work in t;hlS field
emphasises this distinction. Although it may not be fully r.eahsed,.the
distinction i§ required by an inner necessity of the sub_]ec't..lt is a
necessity entirely analogous to that which oblig_es us to divide lin-
guistics into two parts, each based upon a principle of its own. The
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