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Ferdinand de Saussure, via his posthumously collected lectures in the Course in General Linguistics, inaugurated modern linguistics and inspired a generation of structuralist scholars in the hope that the human sciences could be unified and given a rigorous scientific foundation. He theorized that language and other, “semiological,” systems of meaning are not based upon pre-existing distinctions in nature, mind, or history, but are socially, autonomously, and differentially determined. Saussure’s principle that individuals have negligible influence on the intrinsically social and formal language with which they think and communicate contributed to later notions that language and discourse construct every aspect of human life. Saussure’s ideas continue to inform linguistics and theories based on the model of language.


Saussure was born in Geneva in 1857, to the zoologist and entomologist Henri de Saussure and the Countess de Pourtalès, both of aristocratic Geneva families. Saussure’s great-grandfather, Horace-Bénédict Saussure, was an eminent philosophy and natural sciences scholar. F. de Saussure studied natural sciences at the University of Geneva for a year before beginning studies in Indo-European languages at the University of Leipzig in 1876. Two years later he wrote the Mémoire sur le système primitif des voyelles dans les langues indo-européennes (Study of the primitive system of vowels in Indo-European languages), his only major linguistic work published in his lifetime. He defended his dissertation on Sanskrit in 1880 and taught in Paris for 11 years before returning to teach at the University of Geneva in 1891. The lectures upon which his most famous work, the Cours de linguistique générale (Course), is based, were given there during the three alternate academic years 1906-1907, 1908-1909, and 1910-1911. He died in Geneva in 1913.

Saussure adumbrated his career at the age of 15, when, having mastered Greek, Latin, French, English and German, he wrote an essay for a philologist family friend arguing that all languages are rooted in a system of a few basic consonants. Upon persuading his family to let him study linguistics instead of taking up the family profession, natural science, he was able to return to the attempt to develop a general theory of language. He transferred to Leipzig to study linguistics and Indo-European languages with a linguistic circle know as the neogrammarians. 

In the “Brief History of Linguistics” with which Saussure’s Course begins, Saussure established his own place in the genealogy of linguistic research (Saussure, 1986, [3-19]). In modern times, linguists from the comparativist school became influential from about 1816, elaborating the hypothetical Indo-European language family by comparing Greek, Latin, and Sanskrit. Using biological models, they argued that these languages passed, like plants, through similar life stages, an approach with “no basis in reality.” They never defined language or the object of linguistics. “And until this elementary step is taken, no science can hope to establish its own methods” (Saussure, 1986, [16]). Saussure wished to give linguistics the status of a science.

In the 1870s, the neogrammarians took the methodologically appropriate step of examining modern languages, for which there was ample historical data. They were able to make realistic observations about specific languages, such as demonstrating that phonetic changes occur throughout a language group. Saussure credits them and the American linguist Dwight Whitney (in his 1875 work The Life of Language) with finally beginning to understand language in general. The neogrammarians, appropriately, no longer saw languages as organisms developing of their “own accord,” but as “the product of the collective mind of a linguistic community.” Even so, according to Saussure, “it cannot be said that they shed light upon the fundamental problems of general linguistics, which still await a solution today.” (Saussure, 19). The neogrammarians were historians rather than scientists.

In 1878, at the age of 20, Saussure wrote the aforementioned Mémoire, which established Saussure’s reputation as a major linguist. Saussure deduced that there must have been a sound in Indo-European not evidenced in its descendant languages. The hypothesis, borne out by evidence 50 years later, demonstrated Saussure’s early focus on understanding language as an system with logically interdependent elements. He deployed an algebraic model, calling the sounds “sonant coefficients.” According to the Saussure scholar, E. F. K. Koerner, earlier linguists had considered language as having systemic qualities, but Saussure deployed the idea far more rigorously (Koerner, 1973, 24). His deductions permitted another linguist two years later to establish that Semitic and Indo-European languages were cognates. Saussure defended his dissertation, De l'emploi du génitif absolu en sanscrit, in 1880, a work of little historical interest, and, with the Mémoire, the only other publication he authored in his lifetime.

Saussure moved to Paris in 1880, becoming the following year a senior lecturer in Gothic, Old High German, Sanskrit, Latin, Persian, and Lithuanian at the Ecole pratique des Hautes Etudes. Saussure was an active member of the Paris Linguistic Society and authored many technical articles. His colleagues had him elected to the French Legion of Honor, which he only publicly revealed two decades later. In 1891, he accepted a professorship at the University of Geneva, where he taught Sanskrit, Greek, Latin, Indo-European, modern French phonology, French versification, and German literature. 

During the first decade of the 20th century, Saussure took up a few avocations unknown to history until Saussure’s family made available “secret” notebooks to Jean Starobinski in 1964. 

From 1906-1909, Saussure believed he had discovered a series of anagrams and “hypograms” in Vedic, Homeric, Saturnine, Latin, medieval and coeval verse. Saussure thought that these anagrams, mostly proper names, constituted a second, hidden text reflecting or commenting on the first. After filling 131 notebooks with research notes, he decided he couldn’t confirm whether the poets had intended the anagrams, so he consulted a contemporary poet of Latinate verse in whose works the anagrams also appeared. When the poet didn’t respond, Saussure dropped his study. Saussure also analyzed putative Sanskrit words spoken during séances by a celebrated medium, as reported by Théodore Flournoy. Saussure found no certain evidence that the words were Sanskrit, nor did they conflict with known rules of Sanskrit. The revelation of these activities prompted Louis-Jean Calvet  to pronounce that there were two Saussures.

Saussure wrote to a friend that he had developed all of the ideas expressed Course prior to 1900. Besides the work of the comparativists, neogrammarians and earlier linguists, he only mentions Whitney. Had he written a book rather than delivered lectures, he might have discussed other of his sources, many of whom were apparently philosophers rather than professional linguists.  But, as the Course to all appearances sprang full-grown from Saussure’s head beginning in 1907, historians have made a game of discovering his influences. Saussure’s notion of the arbitrariness of the sign comes from Plato’s Cratylus, although Saussure made profoundly different use of it from Plato. His notion of signifiers and signifieds comes from the Stoics, but Saussure innovated the notion that both are mental phenomena. Closer to hand, Saussure would have known of the work, among others, of Wilhelm von Humboldt (1767-1835), who argued that thought is ordered by language; Hyppolyte Taine (1828-1893), who opined that thought is linked to language as if on two sides of a piece of paper; Johann Friedrich Herbart (1776-1841) and others, who conceived of language as a mental mechanism characterized by associative complexes;  and M. Kruszewski (1851-1887), who borrowed from J. S. Mill a notion similar to Saussure’s of syntagmatic and associative axes. Saussure also would have been exposed, in the 1870s (if not later, in Paris), to one of the conceptions that had a critical destiny in structuralism and linguistics, that of the “phoneme,” as conceived by Kruszewski,  Dufriche-Desgenette, and Henry Sweet (1845-1912). The phoneme was conceived as a differential unit, which informed or complemented Saussure’s 1878 notion of a sonant coefficient. Kruszewski’s collaborator, the Polish linguist Jan Baudouin de Courtenay (1845-1929), reconceived the phoneme as a psychological entity, which, again, informed or complemented Saussure’s later notion of phonetic units as mental images.

Coming from a background in natural sciences, Saussure would have known of the notion of organic structures comprised of interdependent parts (an advance on the mechanistic paradigm). He employed the Darwinian ideas of mutation and selection. He would have known of ideas of system in the socioeconomic notions of Karl Marx and, according to Jean Piaget, was influenced by a general theory of equilibrium in economics, such as conceived by Vilfredo Pareto (1848-1923). Possibly Saussure also knew of incipient field theory in physics and group theory in mathematics. Likewise there were other contemporary movements in sociology (Durkheim’s functionalism), Gestalt psychology, and aesthetics (antecedents of Russian formalism) espousing notions of wholes and systems in aspects similar to those for which Saussure would become posthumously famous.
Course in General Linguistics

Saussure never wrote about general linguistics. He was hampered from expounding his general theory because he had “a morbid horror of the pen” exacerbated by the complexity of the subject. “[T]he torture is increased…because I state as a fact that there is not one single term in this particular science which has ever been based on a simple idea” (Starobinski, 1979, 3). Already in a 1894 letter, he decried “the utter inadequacy of current terminology” and claimed that linguists don’t understand their own field. (Saussure, 1941, 21; quoted in Gadet, 1989, 19). When he was assigned for the first time a class in general linguistics in 1906-1907, he was suddenly given a venue to explicate his system, in spite of his doubts about being able to put it into words. “All his life he pursued a determined search for guiding principles to direct the course of his thinking through that chaos,” his editors wrote. “But it was not until 1906…that he was able to expound his own views.” (Saussure, 1986, [7]).
Upon his death, hoping to assemble a book, his colleagues (and editors) Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye obtained access to Saussure’s papers, but found no lecture notes, only “old jottings.” They turned instead to his students’ class notes, beginning with the most complete set from the third course, Albert Riedlinger’s, and integrating what remained. The editors felt it was important to present the work as a “reconstruction,” and “synthesis” of Saussure’s ideas and intentions. “Our main aim has been to present an organic whole, omitting nothing which could contribute to the sense of unity” (Saussure, 1986, [9-10]). When the original lecture notes were published in Rudolf Engler’s and subsequent publications, critics were able to separate Saussure from his editors’ creation. For the most part, Saussureans have found that the Bally-Sechehaye edition captures the spirit of Saussure’s lectures.

The Course begins with an Introduction, including the historical sketch; lays out the aims and object of linguistics; cleaves between internal and external linguistics (describing what is to be excluded from internal linguistics); and divides speech from language (parole from langue). This is followed by an Appendix Saussure wrote in 1897 positing the basic physiological-psychological units of sounds (or phonemes). The rest of the book is divided into three major divisions: General Principles, Synchronic Linguistics, Diachronic Linguistics, and two shorter divisions: Geographical Linguistics and Questions of Retrospective Linguistics/Conclusion.


Saussure began his discussion of the object and aims of linguistics by asking “Why study linguistics?” His answer: “In the lives of individuals and of societies, language is a factor of greater importance than any other” (Saussure, 1986, [21]). The object of linguistics is “all manifestations of human language, including writing. Primitive peoples and civilized nations, early periods, classical periods, and periods of decadence, are all to be included.” The aims of linguistics are 1) “to determine the forces operating permanently and universally in all languages,” 2) “formulate general laws which account for all particular linguistic phenomena historically attested,” and 3) to “delimit and define linguistics itself”. (Saussure, 1986, [20]).


In pursuit of founding linguistics as an autonomous and scientific field, Saussure positioned it within the general field of scientific endeavors by envisioning a subject he called “semiology” (from the Greek semeion, “sign”). Semiology is “a science which studies the role of signs as part of social life,” for example “writing, the deaf-and-dumb alphabet, symbolic rites, forms of politeness, military signals” (Saussure, 1986, [33]). He positioned linguistics within semiology as its exemplary model. As we know from Starobinski’s discoveries, Saussure privately initiated his own semiological research in 1910, studying elements of the medieval Niebelungen Lied, including the characters, like elements in a language, to interpret the work’s historical background

One of the central problems of establishing linguistics as a science was to discover the most important elements of language, the essential, long-term identities. This is reflected in consternation Saussure evinced in trying to determine the basic unit of language. Most generally, he called this unit the “sign.” Saussure conceived the sign in linguistics as a bond of two mental phenomena: the mental image of a sound (signifier) and a concept (signified). Saussure envisioned each as emerging from its own plane, the plane of the signifier and the plane of the signified. Traditionally, the sign as a whole refers to a “referent” in the real world. 

Saussure speaks of the mental image of a sound rather than a physical sound because the mind limits the field of possible vocal sounds to those sounds perceived and distinguished. Every possible sound need not be considered. Besides which, “[l]inguistic signals are not in essence phonetic. They are not physical in any way. They are constituted solely by differences which distinguish one such sound pattern from another.” (Saussure, 1986, [164]) Saussure argued that each plane is amorphous until linked with the other. Without signifieds to demarcate sounds, we would only perceive a “featureless plane of sound,” while without the sound patterns to demarcate signifieds, our thoughts would be a “swirling cloud” (Saussure, 1986, [155]). (In the illustration, plane A is the plane of thought, plane B, of sound.)

Thought, chaotic by nature, is made precise by this process of segmentation. But what happens is neither a transformation of thoughts into matter, nor a trans-formation of sounds into ideas. What takes place, is a somewhat mysterious process by which `thought-sound’ evolves divisions, and a language takes shape with its linguistic units in between those two amorphous masses (Saussure, 1986, [156]).

Saussure proffered as an example the phonetically-written sequence of sounds in French “sizlaprã”. Combined in this way, the sounds have no meaning. The only possible ways of dividing the sound sequences in French are: “(1) si-z-la-prã (si je la prends, `if I take it/her’) and (2) si-z-l-aprã (si je l’apprends, `if I learn it’).” The linguistically valid ways of dividing up these sounds can only be made by taking their sense into account. (Saussure, 1986, [147]) This leads Saussure to present the analogy, apparently first made by Taine, of a piece of paper, one side representing the plane of signifiers and other that of signifieds. To cut a shape out of the paper is to simultaneously demarcate a distinct domain of thought and a distinct domain of sound. The resulting mental unity is what is called a sign. 


For Saussure, the internal and “essential function of a language as an institution is precisely to maintain these series of differences [between the two planes] in parallel” (Saussure, 1986, [167]). This occurs in a collective mind, an aggregate of individual minds. The collective mind consists of an shared, unconscious lexicon of signs which has been imprinted in each person’s mind through experience, that is, through mutual imitation of others’ language-uses. By conceiving all signs as shared by common users of a language, Saussure could pose communication as direct and unproblematic. He figured communication between two persons as a linear, unbroken passage from a speaker’s thought (signified), to her mental sound-image (signifier), to her spoken word, passing then to an auditor in reverse sequence: through his ear, into his mind, there to evoke the same signifier and, finally, the same signified. Saussure called this the “speech circuit” (Saussure, 1986, [27-30]).

The role falls to the collective to link any given signifier and signified because the relationship between the two is “arbitrary.” That is why words used for similar concepts differ in different languages. For example, the word for “day” in German is Tag and French is jour; the terms are selected historically by society, but the signifier has no necessary connection with the signified or to a “referent.” Putting it another way, Saussure said that the signifier or the relationship of the two is thus not “motivated,” although true onomatopoeic words make rare exceptions. 

It is because the signs used in language are virtually purely arbitrary--unlike what Saussure calls “symbols” (such as the symbol of the scales of justice, that in their form have some analogue with their signified or referent)--that language is the most exemplary sign system for the science of semiotics:


[S]igns which are entirely arbitrary convey better than others the ideal semiological process. That is why the most complex and the most widespread of all systems of expression, which is the one we find in human languages, is also the most characteristic of all. In this sense, linguistics serves as a model for the whole of semiology, even though language represents only one type of semiological system. (Saussure, 1986, [101])

Although Saussure felt that everyone would agree that signs are arbitrary, he believed that they didn’t appreciate that this principle is “the organizing principle for the whole of linguistics” with innumerable consequences (Saussure, 1986, 100). Since signs are not determined by “external” conditions in the mind or reality (e.g. by a motivating signified or referent), Saussure determined that if one considers one language as a system (“langue”), in a particular slice of time (“synchronically”), one observes that individual words acquire identity in relation with other words. 


In the first place, sounds and words acquire identity in relation with each other because (as noted above to be the case with sound patterns) they have to be different from each other to be perceptible and communicable. Fundamentally, language articulates; each sign is an articulus (Saussure, 1986, [155]). For example, except for synonyms there are different words for different ideas. (There are few enough synonyms that we can distinguish their meanings by context.) Moreover, different parts of words demarcate different meanings such as number, case, conjugation, tense. In fact, although Saussure focuses on words, he defined signs as comprising any discernible unit of language, even whole sentences. Saussure argued that signs are comprised only or primarily of their differential characteristics. 

The sound of a word is not in itself important, but the phonetic contrasts which allow us to distinguish that word from any other….This may seem surprising. but how could it possibly be otherwise? No particular configuration of sound is more aptly suited to express a given message than any other such configuration. So it is clearly the case—indeed, it must be the case—that no linguistic item can ever be based, ultimately, upon anything other than its non-coincidence with the rest. Here the terms arbitrary and differential designate two correlative properties. (Saussure, 1986, [163])

In a sense, the sign itself is beside the point. It’s the difference between signs that is important and perceptible. “[T]wo signs a and b are never grasped as such by our linguistic consciousness, but only the difference between a and b…” (Saussure, 1986, [163]). Emphasis is taken away from the substantiality and essentiality of individual words and concepts, leading to his dictum that language is a form not a substance (Saussure, 1986, [157 & 169]).

In the second place, words acquire value in relation with other words because they fall into patterned, regular relationships. Saussure is ambiguous about the individual planes of signifier and signified—they are either comprised of purely differential units of “negative” value, or they are cloudlike and amorphous. Once the sign--the bond between signifier and signified--is forged by the collective mind, however, such differential value continues to operate (cf. Saussure, 1993, [142]), but now so too do positive and “oppositional” values. For instance, the singular/plural distinction is maintained in German by the regular, paired opposition a/ae, as in Nacht (night) and Naechte (nights). This pattern is a relation not just of the two letters a and ae, nor only of the two words Nacht and Naechte, but also of all singulars and plurals and a “whole series of similar words” (Saussure, 1986, [168]). As is the case with Saussure’s notion in the Mémoire of “sonant coefficients,” “language is, so to speak, an algebra which has only complex terms.” (Saussure, 1986, [168]). 

A science of sounds assumes importance for us only when two or more sounds are structurally interconnected [dans un rapport de dépendance interne]; for then there is a limit to the ways in which the one can vary in relation to the other. The very fact that two units are involved means that we are dealing with relationships and rules, which is a quite different matter. To account for what happens in these combinations, we need a science which treats combinations rather like algebraic equations (Saussure, 1986, [78-9]).

The great usefulness of such co-variations, or oppositions, is to point to enduring forms and orderliness beyond historical or social consensus and beyond the chaos of linguistic differences. This emphasizes the importance for Saussure of positive limitations to arbitrariness, which he called “relative arbitrariness,” overlooked by many successors. “Everything having to do with languages as systems needs to be approached…with a view to examining the limitations of arbitrariness.…For the entire linguistic system is founded upon the irrational principle that the sign is arbitrary. Applied without restriction, this principle would lead to utter chaos.” (Saussure, 1986, [182]). 

Not only words, but the meanings forged along with them, gain value relationally. For example, the terms  “singular” and ”plural” refer to virtually the same notions in every European language. In Sanskrit, however, there are three categories: “singular,” “plural,” and “dual.”  In Sanskrit, in other words, “plural” does not mean “more than one” as it does in English, but “more than two.” In English, to cite another of Saussure’s examples, “mutton” means “sheep’s meat,” while the French word “mouton” means both “sheep’s meat” and “sheep.” The different languages carve out meaning in different ways and bestow values relationally and systemically. 

“In a given language, all the words which express neighboring ideas help define one another’s meaning. Each of a set of synonyms…has its particular value only because they stand in contrast with one another. If redouter did not exist, its content would be shared out among its competitors.” (Saussure, 1986, [160])

On the other hand, if the neighboring terms of redoubter vanished, its own meaning would vanish, too. (Saussure, 1986, [162]). 

“It must not be supposed that the concept in question has any kind of priority. On the contrary, that particular concept is simply a value which emerges from relations with other values of a similar kind. If those other values disappeared, this meaning too would vanish.” (Saussure, 1986, [162]) 

For Saussure, a word that washed up on a island would have no meaning separated from the fellow members of its language, unless that word were “borrowed” and incorporated into the language spoken on the island, in which case it would take on a new value and meaning. Its origin and original meaning would be irrelevant to understanding its new identity. (Saussure, 1986, [42])

Saussure posed another, economic, model of the sign which proved influential. He examined the sign as a value, a concept which merges with that of identity (Saussure, 1986, [154]). A sign or signifier can be exchanged for something similar or for something different. In an economy, a currency of one denomination can be exchanged for currency of another denomination (100 pennies for a dollar or a pound), or it can be exchanged for something quite different (a loaf of bread). In language, a signifier can be exchanged for something similar,  another signifier (diagrammed as a horizontal exchange), or it can be exchanged for something different, a signified (diagrammed as a vertical exchange) (Saussure, 1986, [159]) .

For Saussure, each language, langue--Saussure’s generic term for specific languages in their systematicity and for linguistic systems generally (Roy Harris generally translates it as “a language” or, anachronistically, as “linguistic structure”)--is considered as something of an island. The sign gains its value within a language as a set of all the differential and related signs that bestow identity on any member sign. But langue is more than a collection of patterns: it’s rather a systematic, “self-contained whole and a principle of classification,” revealing a “natural order” that provides unity to the otherwise chaotic and heterogeneous phenomenon of language (Saussure, 1986, [25 & 27]). “A language is a system in which all the elements fit together, and in which the value of any one element depends on the simultaneous coexistence of all the others.” Moreover, it would be wrong to think that one could understand language by starting from analysis of individual signs and constructing a system by putting them together. “On the contrary, the system as a united whole is the starting point, from which it becomes possible…to identify its constituent elements.” (Saussure, 1986, [157])

In explicating the way the linguistic identity or value of a sign is determined within a system, Saussure used several celebrated examples. For example, in a chess game, what’s important is not the substance of the chess piece--where it came from or the material out of which it is made, or even considered by itself--but only that it be a type of piece in a particular positional relation with other pieces on a chess board. Likewise, a street can be completely reconstructed yet remain the same street because “its situation in relation to other streets” remains the same. (Saussure, 1986, [151]) Similarly, a train that goes from New York to Washington, D.C. may be called the 7:00 AM Metroliner, even though the actual cars and engine may be different from day to day, because the train is identified by its departure and arrival times and by its route, not its physical substance. “Always and everywhere one finds this same complex equilibrium of terms holding one another in mutual juxtaposition.” [Saussure, 1986, [169]). Formal causes, the system, in addition to social institutions, determine linguistic identity.

 These interrelations do not occur between elements that have changed in a language over time. They are not historical, or “diachronic” relations. Such relations do not create limiting combinations or a “complex equilibrium.” For Saussure, relations only occur in what the collective mind (consciously or unconsciously) perceives as the current state of language. This “synchronic” state is not necessarily a point in time, but can last centuries; rather, it is a period “during which the sum total of changes occurring is minimal” (Saussure, 1986, [142]). “For a language is a system of pure values, determined by nothing else apart from the temporary state of its constituent elements.” 

The notion of synchronicity is opposed to that of diachronicity, the study of the history and genealogy of languages. Saussure argues that words do not change, but only come into being anew each time they are pronounced:

Every time I utter the word Messieurs, I renew its material being: it is a new act of phonation and a new psychological act. The link between two uses of the same word is not based upon material identity, nor upon exact similarity of meaning (Saussure, 1986, [152]).

What changes or endures is the system of relations rather than specific elements in the system. Messieurs, like the 7 AM Metroliner, only has value and identity in a synchronic system. Just so, in changes from Old Latin to Romance Languages, a new sound comes along fortuitously. The new sound appears as a random and meaningless mutation, at most as an imitation of another pattern or in order to preserve a blurring distinction. Eventually the old sound dies away. Words do not change, their material being is renewed with each use and given relevance only by the whole synchronic system.

Langue is collective, while parole is an individual’s specific actualization of langue in a speech act. Saussure calls parole executive, active, willful, masterful, intellectual, expressive, heterogeneous, forceful and (combinatorally) free. All of the possibilities for freedom and agency in language occur within the limited combinatorial possibilities of parole. But as parole takes place in the diachronic dimension, every novelty, as it comes into being, is considered little more than a point mutation rather than as relational and systematic. It is possible, that, as in a chess game, a single move can change the whole game. But it’s rare that any one change affects a language, for langue is collective and intergenerational: everyone uses it all of the time; like the stock market, it’s the result of many persons’ behaviors and decisions. Moreover, as word choice and language rules are arbitrary (unlike the case in other domains of culture, such as politics), there’s no need to change language use or be particularly aware of it. Even when an individual speaker comes up with an innovation, it is only a possibility suggested by analogy with accumulated previous language uses. Finally, if such an innovation could occur, its effects could not have been predicted or intended. 


Parole deploys langue sequentially along two axes, corresponding to two mental processes. On the linear, “syntagmatic” axis, the value of a sign depends on its relations, or oppositions, to the signs that come before and after (or of parts and wholes). Syntagmas comprise two or more consecutive units, such as “happy” and “birthday,” which imitate or inspire similar patterns, such as “Happy New Year” and “Happy Anniversary.” Where there is a large number of such “ready-made phrases, absolutely invariable in usage,” in the collective, mental lexicon, they have a conservative impact on spoken combinations. Although the individual’s freedom in language is that of combining syntagmas in various ways in parole, langue determines many of these combinations. In fact, langue is considered to be that part of language which pre-determines parole. “Where syntagmas are concerned,” however, “there is no clear boundary separating the language, as confirmed by communal usage, from speech, marked by freedom of the individual….Many combinations are the product of both….” (Saussure, 1986, [173]).

Along the station stops of syntagmatic progression, a speaker fills in terms as appropriate deploying the resources of an “associative” axis. Terms are stored subconsciously along associative lines, both along the plane of the signified and the plane of the signifier. Given the word “teaching” one thinks of words with similar meanings (plane of the signified), such as “instruct” and “inform,” and also of words with similar sounds (plane of the signifier), such as words ending in “ing”. The mind “creates as many associative series as there are different relations…. Any given term acts as the center of a constellation, from which connected terms radiate ad infinitum”. (Saussure, 1986, [171; 173-4])  In the illustration, enseignement (teaching), a combination of at least two syntagmas (“enseign” and “ment”), is shown as the center of such a constellation. Radiating from the top, the diagonal lines, reading from left to right, exemplify 1) signifiers and signifieds associated with the root word (“enseign”), 2) signifieds only, associated with the root by meaning, 3) signifieds, associated by the similarity of the meaning of the suffix “ment”, 4) signifiers associated by the similar sound of “ment” (Saussure, 1986, [175])

Saussure calls the speech act using these axes a “speech mechanism.” “This mechanism…is like the functioning of a machine….” (Saussure, 1986, [177]) To demonstrate its operation, Saussure gives the example of the speech act “Marchons!” (Let’s march!) In order to utter this speech act, the speaker must think, unconsciously, “of various associative groups, at whose common intersection appears the syntagma “marchons!” (Saussure, 1986, [179]). A constellation of similar terms is evoked. The speaker’s role is to delete those possibilities provided by the collective langue lexicon that do not fulfill the personal communicative act she seeks. “It is thus an oversimplification to say…that marchons! is selected because it means what the speaker intends to express…”, rather the process of selection consists of “eliminating mentally everything which does not lead to the desired differentiation at the point required….”. (Saussure, 1986, [179-180]). Langue determines the set of possibilities; the speaker can only (de)select from that set.

The two axes provided a potent internal support for Saussure’s notion of a system insofar as the relations they comprise operate at many different levels (sound, word, phrase, sentence) and can be examined within many kinds of semiotic system without referencing external features. They support the paradigm of a closed, autonomous system.

Influence & Assessment

Saussure’s work was little known in linguistics until the end of the 1920s. By mid-century, all linguists, by then engaged in “structural” (synchronic and system-based) rather than historical or comparative linguistics, accounted for their ideas positively or negatively in relation to Saussure’s. As the linguist J. R. Firth said, “We’re all Saussureans now” [Firth, xxx, quoted in xxx]. One of Saussure’s main goals was to establish linguistics’ autonomy. The historian of linguistics M. H. Robins claims that Saussure “inaugurated” 20th Century linguistics (Robins, 1969, 220). Harris says of the synchronic paradigm, “at one theoretical stroke, Saussure called in question the entire basis of 19th century linguistics. Its most important statements… were not false but, rather, meaningless." (Harris, 1989; 182). Françoise Gadet, the author of a history of Saussure’s influence, limits these claims, arguing that those who followed Saussure used his ideas piecemeal. Many of his early successors merely deployed variations on his “antinomies,” or binary pairs (to wit: internal/external; langue/parole; synchronic/diachronic; signifier/signified; associative/syntagmatic), while, by mid-century, linguists’ distance from Saussure was measured by the extent they sought to attenuate or synthesize these antinomies (Gadet, ). Saussure’s suggestion that linguistics should be considered part of a larger study of semiology was the least successful in linguistics, which ignored it. The term was superceded by “semiotics,” a parallel innovation by the American Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914), and under that name played a lively role in conjunction with general structuralism. In 1957, Noam Chomsky’s (1928-) transformational-generative grammar largely superceded structural linguistics. But just as Saussure’s influence in structural linguistics waned, his influence in the rest of the human sciences bloomed. The year 1957 also saw Saussure’s reputation secured as the first architect of the generalized structuralism which burgeoned throughout the human sciences from the end of WWII to the early 1970s. 


In the United States, Leonard Bloomfield (1887-1949), established himself as the exemplar of linguistic structuralism. Bloomfield, himself a systemizer who studied under the neogrammarians, credited Saussure with helping to initiate the autonomy of linguistics and for strongly influencing the first edition of his Language (1933). He criticized Saussure, however, for conceiving linguistics at the level of the word rather than the sentence PERIOD (Saussure also neglected analysis at the level of the  proposition.) Chomsky’s early work also credited Saussure’s influence; Chomsky’s performance/competence distinction, for instance, adapted Saussure’s parole/langue antinomy. For Chomsky, language was not a lexicon of patterns in a collective mind. Rather, an innate and universal, recursive, rule-generated process in the mind is available to each speaker as a foundation for inventing new propositions. In the view of the linguist and historian Roy Harris, Chomsky carried to an extreme Saussure’s innovation of a mechanistic model (i.e. his “speech mechanism”) concealing monoglot, class-based social prescriptions for how language should be spoken. (Harris, 1987a, 111 & 135). In their later work, Bloomfield and Chomsky concluded that Saussure’s work was naïve, although another historian has argued that Bloomfield essentially elaborated Saussure’s ideas along the associative axis; Chomsky, along the syntagmatic axis. 

 European linguists gave Saussure more credit. With World War I, Germany lost its leading role in linguistics. Saussure’s editors carried on his ideas in Switzerland, while in France, Émile Benveniste enthusiastically promoted Saussure’s ideas. In Copenhagen, Louis Hjelmslev most fully developed Saussure’s complete system. [[Review JD, but something like this: …Saussure’s semiological vision by evading phonology, adapting his principles to all manner of media—and? (Derrida, 1976, ). 

Roman Jakobson (1896-1982), who first read Saussure in 1920, was one of his most persuasive advocates and a key link between linguistic and general structuralism. In 1926, having left Russia to escape Stalinist persecution of the formalist linguistics he helped invent, Jakobson cofounded the Prague Circle with Nicolai Trubetzkoy. Jakobson coined the term “structuralism” in the same year. The Prague Circle, influenced by Gestalt psychology and Husserl’s philosophy, espoused a functionalist version of langue and attenuated Saussure’s diachronic/synchronic antinomy in favor of a “dynamic equilibrium.” Making use of Courtenay’s conception of the phoneme, Trubetzkoy argued that the human sciences and arts are based on “differential features that bear social significance,” while natural science was, rather, "concerned with the intrinsic properties of natural phenomena themselves” (Culler, 1986, 110). Jakobson and Trubetzkoy together created structural phonology (Dosse, 1997, #). Many scholars argue that the fundamental ideas of structuralist linguistics and structuralism should be attributed to Trubetzkoy and Courtenay rather than to Saussure, to phonology rather than to linguistics. Given, however, that three of the most prominent European linguists—Benveniste, Hjelmslev and Jakobson—primarily credited Saussure for structuralism, it seems likely that Saussure’s work was exceptionally able to generalize the notion of systems developing simultaneously in many fields. Certainly, Saussure used striking examples and elegant language and made provocatively broad claims backed with detailed, concrete examples. In 1928 in The Hague, at a crucial early international congress of linguists, Jakobson’s circle and the Swiss indelibly linked Saussure’s name with the notion of system (Dosse, 1997, 44).
Jakobson moved to New York City in 1941, where he soon became involved with the New York Linguistic Society. Jakobson’s theory tended to bridge Saussure’s antinomies, though one of his more influential notions was a rethinking of  Saussure’s syntagmatic and associative axes. The “paradigmatic” axis had by then come into general use in lieu of “associative.”  Jakobson conceived the axes as based on “metaphor” (associative or paradigmatic) and “metonym,” (syntagmatic), which, after Saussure, Jakobson called two types of mental activity. In the course of using the revised terms to explain the functional problems of aphasia, Jakobson linked them with Sigmund Freud’s unconscious primary and defensive processes, i.e. condensation (metaphor) and displacement (metonymy), providing a passage from linguistics into psychoanalysis.

The expanded or general structuralist movement was well underway when Algirdas Julien Greimas published a 1957 article crediting Saussure with innovating structuralist ideas; Dosse considers this the beginning of structuralists’ perhaps mythical regard of Saussure as their founder. “[A]n entire generation read and considered the [Course in General Linguistics] to be the founding moment” (Dosse, 1997, 45). Though general structuralism was predominately a French movement, another key “founding moment” occurred in New York City in collaborations between Jakobson and the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss. The two attended each others’ lectures there, seeking to ground both linguistics and anthropology as sciences. In 1946, Lévi-Strauss wrote that "phonology cannot help but play the same renovating role for the social sciences that nuclear physics, for example, played for the exact sciences" (quoted in Culler, 1986, 109). Jakobson and Lévi-Strauss’s collaboration led to the invention of structural anthropology. Acknowledging Saussure in a 1961 talk, Lévi-Strauss declared anthropology to be a branch of semiology, most obviously because kinship relations only have value in relation to one another. (Trubetzkoy had used phonological principles to analyze kinship terms a few decades earlier). Moreover, the incest taboo established an arbitrary convention, comprising culture and permitting economic circulation and exchange of marriage partners. Lévi-Strauss’s scientific structuralism dramatically demonstrated that ideas from structural linguistics could be generalized and adapted into other fields. Lévi-Strauss more ambitiously hoped that the notion of structure could bridge the dualisms of nature and nurture, matter and form, empiricism and idealism (cf. Piaget, 1971, 110 & cf. Dosse, 1997, 30). Social categories, for Lévi-Strauss existing in something like Saussure’s unconscious collective mind, continually reinscribe language-use and social practices, which in turn, in a circular and self-constituting manner, reinforce the unconscious categories (a kind of empirical Kantianism). Likewise, the philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty argued in 1953 that the theory of the sign may "cut across the alternative of things or consciousness... Saussure may well have sketched a new philosophy of history." Gadet, quoted in Descombes, 71)


Roland Barthes embraced the program of comprehending social life within semiology after reading Hjelmslev and then, in 1957, Saussure. “There is an epistemological change with Saussure,” Barthes wrote (quoted in Dosse, 1997, 45-5). In 1965, with Elements of Semiology, Barthes used Saussurean and phonological notions more comprehensively, applying them in a 1967 study of fashion (inspired by Trubetzkoy’s work). He decided it would be more interesting to analyze social representations as sign systems rather than to simply critique their mythical grounding. In Elements, Barthes argued, against Saussure, that linguistics should not be considered a part of semiotics, but rather semiotics, a part of linguistics, because supplementary linguistic explication is always necessary in semiotic systems. Barthes applied structuralist methodology to literature until the early 1970s, inspiring Jacques Derrida, Julia Kristeva, Umberto Eco, and others.  In America, among others Northrop Frye, Robert Scholes, René Wellek, and Terence Hawkes wrote structuralist literary criticism. Jonathan Culler’s Structuralist Poetics, which begins with a discussion of Saussure, won the Modern Languages Association prize for the best work of literary criticism in 1975.

Structuralists saw their goal as theorizing an increasing role for self-constituting  language and discourses or structures based on the model of language (and sometimes mathematics) above and beyond that of determinate foundations—in the “real world” or the mind. A major move was to consider the Cartesian subject to be secondary to language: language creates subjects rather than vice versa. Lévi-Strauss had argued that the “subject is subjected to the signifier’s law” (Dosse, 1997, 29), but he still retained the assumption of a foundational human nature (Gadet, 1989, 154-5). With the shift towards poststructuralism, however, human nature, too, was considered to be epiphenomenal to language or structure. One of the key moments in this movement was heavily influenced by Saussure. Jacques Lacan had been interested in language and structure from the 1930s, and was influenced strongly by Lévi-Strauss and Jakobson, whom he knew personally. In the HIS? 1953 “Rome Discourse,” Lacan proposed his own variation of Saussure’s langue/parole antinomy, deploying instead of langue a more general notion of language, principally his domain of the “symbolic,” rather than the closed system of a single language. From 1955 to 1970, Lacan grounded his work in language and credited Saussure with initiating modern linguistics through establishing the sign, signifier and signified. (Although he grants ultimate credit for the language revolution to Freud.) Saussure’s demarcation of the plane of the signifier and its operations enabled Lacan and other poststructuralists to examine in more detail the role of the signifier. Lacan generalized the notion of the signifier to include, for example, symptoms and objects (i.e. other people). For Lacan, signifiers in general construct signifieds (or what is given the status of signifieds); more accurately, signifiers don’t point to signifieds, but to other signifiers. This amounted to a philosophical shift in the understanding of meaning. Lacan also argued against the notion of the unconscious as a foundation for human nature or behavior outside of language. Jakobson’s linkage of language with Freud’s description of primary processes inspired Lacan to posit that “the unconscious is structured like a language.” 


 Louis Althusser and Jean Baudrillard among others attempted to reign in foundationalist tendencies in Karl Marx’s materialism. In his “Political Economy of the Sign,” Baudrillard compared commodities with signs or signifiers and use-value with the signified. For Marxist critique, the two have a natural relationship that is lost in capitalism. But Baudrillard argued that the relationship is arbitrary, or, perhaps, reversed; for (in parallel with Lacan’s view) the commodity (signifier) produces an illusory use-value (signified). This production is concealed, as power creates the illusion that the signified/use-value is a fixed value. (Culler, 1986, 136). On the other hand, Michel Foucault, once he had paid obeisances to the new paradigm of language, examined “discourses,” particularly non- or extra-linguistics structures, instead of focusing on Saussurian linguistics as a model.


Rather than try to overturn the foundationalism implicit in the notion of the signified by arguing, like Lacan and Baudrillard, that the play of the signifier creates (the sense of) a signified, Derrida attempted to find a place beyond the two terms—decisively attenuating or synthesizing the antinomy signifier/signified--through his notion of writing. He found that Saussure over-privileged signifieds in his insistence that they are demarcated by sound-images. F The sound-image evokes the idea of a Cartesian interiority and self-presence, and permits the establishment of antinomies leading to exclusions. Saussure’s exclusion of motivation, materiality, spacing, and writing from the domain of the sound-image and sign authorized the exclusion from language both of the free play of the sign and of discourse. Derrida seeks an epistemology based on difference and (self-) relation, not determined by a closed system, but disseminating in an open network. This has initiated a productive rethinking of the Saussurean problem of identity. (Derrida, 1976).
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