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Preface

Semiotics has a long history. But it is only in recent years that it has
become an important movement. Some people see in it a threatening,
imperialistic theory. They see it as an ideology, a jargon-filled fad, and as
intellectual sham. Others see it as a scientific approach which might, if
properly developed, serve as a unifying theory for the humanities and as
a bridge between the humanities and the sciences.

Though the roots of semiotics go back to the Greeks, Charles Peirce
and Ferdinand de Saussure are generally acknowledged as the modern
sources from which the contemporary movement springs. The movement’s
development has been somewhat different in the United States and in
Europe. In both places, however, it has cut across traditional disciplinary
lines and has influenced linguistics, anthropology, sociology, philosophy,
literary, artistic and film criticism, communication theory, and architecture,
among other fields.

Semiotics has emerged on college and university campuses, sometimes
as a recognized discipline, sometimes as an underground current. At the
University of Kansas it became the focus of the first Faculty Development
Seminar sponsored by the University’s Center for Humanistic Studies and
funded by a grant from the Mellon Foundation. The essays contained in
this volume were initially written in conjunction with that seminar. Not
all the essays from the Seminar have been included here, and most that
have been included appear in revised form. They represent the range of
topics covered and the diversity of views, approaches, and conclusions
present in the movement as a whole.

Semiotics, despite its long history, is still a new and somewhat unproven
theory and discipline. This volume is a contribution to its development.

Richard T. De George



Ferdinand de Saussure and the
History of Semiotics

W. Keith Percival

The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) has in many ways
been the presiding genius of twentieth-century linguistics. His posthumous
Cours de linguistique générale’ has attained the status of a classic, and
several influential theoretical schools of the past fifty years consciously
formulated their ideas in relation to his. Saussure is also a remarkable figure
in that his theories have attracted the attention of scholars in other fields:
the anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss, the psychologist Jean Lacan, the
philosopher Merleau-Ponty, and the literary theorists Roland Barthes and
Jacques Derrida, to cite only a few examples. Indeed, it may be that his
influence is now more perceptible outside linguistics than within. This is
especially true in the newly established field of semiotics, where Saussure
ranks along with the American Charles Sanders Peirce as one of the found-
ers of the discipline.

The purpose of this paper is to present the fundamental features of
Saussure’s sign theory. Since much of what he wrote and taught on this
topic was directed against traditional views, his theory will be viewed in a
historical context. My aim is to put his ideas into sharper perspective and
in this way to see their strengths and weaknesses more clearly.

I shall proceed by sidestepping the familiar Cours de linguistique
générale and concentrating my attention instead on Saussure’s manuscripts
and on the lecture notes taken down by students of his in the three courses
on general linguistics which he gave at the University of Geneva between
1907 and 1911. The Cours, it may be recalled, was not written by Saussure
himself but compiled by his younger colleagues Charles Bally and Albert
Sechehaye on the basis of students’ lecture notes. In a real sense, therefore,
the book is the work of Bally and Sechehaye as well as Saussure. Fortu-
nately, it is no longer our only source of information: the extant lecture
notes and Saussure’s own manuscripts have been made available,? and a
critical edition of the Cours has appeared in which the text is flanked
sentence by sentence with the manuscript sources on which it was pre-
sumably based.?

In addition to examining the manuscript sources of the Cours, scholars
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interested in Saussure have in recent years begun to look into the ante-
cedents of his ideas. Not surprisingly, it has been discovered that many
linguists and philosophers active at the end of the nineteenth and the
beginning of the twentieth century expressed ideas similar in one way or
another to those propounded by Saussure. But the extent of his indebted-
ness to these forerunners is still an open question. Perhaps the most inter-
esting hypothesis suggested so far is that he was influenced by the theories
of the French philosopher and literary critic Hippolyte Taine (1828-1893).
However, I shall have little to say here about the fascinating question of
Saussure’s direct antecedents.

The position of his theory in the history of semiotics is likewise a cloudy
issue. While there is no doubt that the questions posed by signs and
symbols have been an enduring preoccupation in Western philosophy from
Antiquity to the present, the development of semiotic notions has not
excited as much curiosity on the part of historians of ideas as it undoubtedly
deserves® Indeed, for some periods basic research is still needed to find
and interpret the primary sources. To this extent we are still in the position
of pioneer explorers constantly tantalized by the prospect of discovering
new and uncharted lands.

We commence our exploration with Aristotle’s semiotic theory;® spe-
cifically, with an extract from the opening chapter of the Peri Herméneias
(On Interpretation), since much subsequent discussion of semiotic ques-
tions was based on this passage. The English translation offered here is
my own.

“Spoken language symbolizes events which take place in the mind,
while writing symbolizes spoken language. Just as men do not all use the
same written symbols, so they do not all have the same language. How-
ever, the mental events which are primarily symbolized by language are
common to all mankind, as also are the things of which these mental
events are likenesses.””

Aristotle’s position may be summarized as follows: Speech symbolizes
mental events just as writing symbolizes speech. Mental events are related
to things in the extra-mental world by being similar to them. While
mental events and things are the same for all mankind, speech is not.
Languages vary in much the same way as writing systems vary. The rela-
tion between words and mental events is, therefore, not a natural one,
and in this respect it parallels the relation between speech and writing.
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Thus, the sign relation holds between words and mental events, and
between speech and writing, but not between words and the things they
refer to. Indeed, there is no mention of a direct relation between words
and things in this passage.

Elsewhere in the Aristotelian corpus, however, the relation between
words and referents is discussed. Let us consider a passage from the first
chapter of the Categories, of which I present the following English trans-
lation:

“Things are said to be homonymously named if they share only the
name (onoma) but have different definitions (logos) with regard to their
essence (ousia). For example, the word zdion® may refer either to a human
being or a picture, and all that a human being and a picture have in
common is the name zéion, while they differ as regards their definition.
For if somebody were to specify what constitutes being a 26707 for a man
or for a picture, he would provide a different definition in the two cases.

“Things are said to be synonymously named if they share the same name
and also have the same definition with regard to their essence. Take, for
instance, the word zéion in relation to a human being and an ox. Both
of these have the name 26107, and their definitions are the same. If some-
body were to specify what constitutes being a zdion in these two instances,
he would provide the same definition in both cases.”®

A distinction is drawn here between cases in which the same word is
used to refer to things which have different essential defining attributes,
like a human being and a picture, and cases in which a word is used to
refer to things which share essential defining features, like a human
being and an ox, which share the essential defining feature of being animals.
The word used to refer to a thing is called its name (onoma). There is no
mention here of the mental events symbolized by words, nor is the word
sign (sémeion) used. Thus, the theories presented in the Peri Herméneias
and the Categories differ from one another significantly.

In a third work of Aristotle’s, the Sophistic Elenchi, yet another theory
is expounded. The passage reads as follows:

“It is not possible for us to bring the actual things (pragmata) with us
when we argue; we use names as symbols (symbola) instead of the things
and assume, therefore, that whatever follows in the names also follows in
the things, just as those who calculate do with regard to their counters.”*?

Here again words are referred to as the names of things, but the sign
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relation is mentioned. Hence, in this theory there is a sign relation between
words and the things they refer to. However, no mention is made of the
relation between words and the mental events associated with them. There
is no discussion either of essential defining attributes.

We must conclude that, strictly speaking, Aristotle had three different
theories of the linguistic sign. An adroit interpreter might perhaps be able
to show that they are in reality different versions or facets of the same
theory. Alternatively, one might concentrate on one of them and not try
to reconcile it with the others. In fact, the second alternative was the more
popular one, and the focus of attention was the passage from the Per:
Hermeéneias. But before considering Aristotle’s commentators let us look
at another major semiotic theory propounded in Antiquity, namely that of
the Stoics.1t

The passage we shall analyze is from a work by Sextus Empiricus, a
Greek-speaking philosopher who lived in the early third century AD. The
Stoic school had been founded five hundred years earlier by Zeno of Citium,
but since the works of Zeno and the other heads of the school have not
come down to us we must rely largely on secondary sources for our knowl-
edge of Stoic philosophy. The work from which our passage is taken is
entitled Adversus Mathematicos (Against the Professors) and is devoted
to a criticism of the- prevailing philosophical systems of the day. The
passage reads as follows (the English translation is my own):

“The Stoics say that there are three things linked together, namely the
signified, the signifier, and the referent. Of these the signifier is the sound,
e.g. Dion; the signified is the state of affairs revealed by the signifier; and
we grasp the signified as coexisting with our understanding, whereas bar-
barians do not understand the signified although they hear the sound. The
referent is the object in the outside world, e. g. Dion himself. Two of these
things are corporeal, namely the sound and the referent, and one is incorpo-
real, namely the state of affairs signified and expressible. This latter is
either true or false.”*?

The Stoic theory clearly differs both in terminology and in content from
Aristotle’s. As regards the terminology, we note that two of the key terms,
signifier (sémainon) and signified (sémainomenon), are inflected forms of
the same verb sémainein ‘to signify’ (compare Saussure’s terms signifiant
and signifié), while the term for referent (¢ynchanon) is unconnected with
the other two.!®* As for the content of the theory, two features dis-
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tinguish it from Aristotle’s system. First, a distinction is drawn between
meaning and referent; and second, meanings are not equated with mental
events. In the Stoic view, the semantic content of a linguistic expression is
its meaning; the referent, on the other hand, is whatever the speaker
happens to be referring to when he uses the expression. Thus, if I say “It
is night,” when it is in fact day, what my statement means is at variance
with the actual state of affairs, and it is this discrepancy which might lead
my interlocutor to regard the statement as either factually mistaken or
intentionally misleading. It is, then, the distinction between meaning and
referent which enables the Stoics to account for the difference between
true and false statements. All three components of Aristotle’s sign situa-
tion—the sign, the mental event, and the referent—would be categorized
by the Stoic as corporeal and as lying outside language; the incorporeal
meaning alone resides within language.**

Unlike Aristotle, the Stoics also speculated about the origin of language.
The earliest words, in their belief, had a natural relation to their refer-
ents, i.e.,, were onomatopoetic creations (like the English word cuckoo).
This theory was, in fact, not new with the Stoics; similar ideas had already
been aired in Plato’s dialogue the Cratylus. Although the Stoics were quite
aware that few words in contemporary Greek were clear cases of onoma-
topoeia, they believed that the whole vocabulary had been derived from
an original core of imitative words. This assumption, unwarranted as it
may seem to us nowadays, gave a powerful impulse to the study of
ctyn-lology. But not only was the starting point—the onomatopoetic core
vocabulary—a mere conjecture, no restrictions were placed on the proc-
esses of derivation. The result was unbridled speculation!® But to many
of the Ancients the bizarre explanations arrived at in this way were ac-
cepted at their face value. The Roman antiquarians, with their strong
interest in the customs of their ancestors, were especially attracted by these
ingenious word-origins, and we find them faithfully reflected in the com-
pendia and encyclopedias which late Antiquity bequeathed to the Middle
Ages.

Another important development was the rise of a grammatical tradition
aimed at inculcating facility in reading and writing the language of the
great writers of the Periclean age. The first full-scale grammatical textbooks
were written in the first century B.C., and the Romans soon followed suit.
These manuals contain elaborate prescriptions covering the facts of lin-
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guistic usage, but they seldom concern themselves with semiotic notions.
It was the logicians and philosophers, not the grammarians, who continued
an interest in these questions. For instance, St. Augustine (354-430 A.D.)
enumerates the different types of signs in his De Doctrina Christiana, a
work which was influential in later centuries. Also of interest is the fact
that St. Augustine, in the same work, depicts words as signifying concepts
in the mind: “In short, among men words have achieved the pre-eminent
function of signifying whatever mental concepts anybody may wish to
communicate.”*®

A similar point of view is expressed by Boethius (died 524 A.D.) in
his influential commentary on Aristotle’s Peri Herméneias: “Thus, when
I say stone, it designates both the concept ‘stone’ and the stone itself, ie.,
the substance itself; but it signifies the concept first, and the thing secon-
darily.”*™ Boethius also translated several of Aristotle’s works into Latin,
and it was through these translations that the Latin-speaking Middle Ages
first became acquainted with Aristotelian philosophy. In this way, Boethius’
interpretation of Aristotle’s ideas remained authoritative for many centuries.
It is noteworthy, for instance, that he offered the following translation of
Aristotle’s definition of the noun in chapter Il of the Peri Herméneias:
“The noun, therefore, is a sound which is meaningful by arbitrary choice
(secundum placitum).”™® The Greek original of this definition contains
the ambiguous phrase kata synthékén, meaning either ‘in combination’ or
‘by agreement.” If ]J. Engels is right, Aristotle is more likely to have had
the first meaning in mind here,"® but in choosing to translate the phrase
by the words secundum placitum ‘at will, by arbitrary choice,” Boethius
caused the second interpretation to become the accepted one from then on,
and he thereby reinforced the impression that for Aristotle the relation
between words and meanings is not a natural one.

Boethius’ phrase secundum placitum carried another implication, which
did not escape the attention of posterity, namely that an element of con-
scious choice was involved in the formation of words. It was by choice
and general agreement that, say, the Romans called a horse equus while
the Greeks called it Aippos. The accepted view came to be that language
was a conscious contrivance resorted to for the purpose of communicating
thought. As late as the eighteenth century, language is defined in Ephraim
Chambers’ Cyclopaedia as “a set of Words which any People have agreed
upon, in order to communicate their Thoughts to each other.”?
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The notion that words primarily signify concepts did not go com-
pletely unchallenged, however. In his Peri Herméneias commentary, the
scholastic philosopher Duns Scotus (ca. 1265-1308) disputed the traditional
view by appealing to the assertive function of factual judgments: what I
assert to be the case is not itself a conceptual object, but an actual state of
affairs. This led Scotus to argue that the meaning of a word is not the
associated concept but the thing referred to, and that word and concept
both signify the same thing, viz. the referent. It is interesting to note that
he backed up his argument by citing the passage in Aristotle’s Sop/istic
Elenchi which we have examined above. We are unable to take the objects
with us to an argument, says Scotus, but we can take with us the associated
concepts (what Scotus referred to as the species intelligibiles), “hence
words are not signs of the latter but of things.”*

The question as to whether words signify concepts or things continued
to be discussed by William of Ockham (ca. 1280-1347), who in essence
followed Scotus’ lead, albeit with significant changes of emphasis.** The
controversy was still alive in the seventeenth century, when, for instance,
the Polish Jesuit theologian Martin Smiglecki devoted a whole section of
his Logica to the question of whether words primarily signify things or
concepts (“An voces primo et immediate significent res vel conceptus”).
Since Smiglecki approached the issue from a semiotic point of view it may

be of interest to follow his argument closely.
Signs are said to be of two varieties, which he terms “manifestative”

3’

and “suppositive.” A manifestative sign is one which merely indicates a
thing but cannot be used instead of it. For example, smoke indicates
fire, a hanging sprig of ivy indicates that wine is sold within, and effects
indicate their causes. A suppositive sign, on the other hand, signifies a
thing in such a way that it can be used instead of it. Thus, counters in
calculation signify what is being calculated in such a way that they can
be used instead of it. Similarly, words signify things in the manner of
suppositive signs since they are used instead of things. Being unable to take
the things with us into a dispute we use words instead of things. Words
are, therefore the signs of things. Concepts, on the other hand, signify in
the manner of manifestative signs, words being the effects of concepts and
proceeding from them in the same way as effects proceed from causes.
Hence, words cannot be used instead of concepts, nor are they the names
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of concepts but merely indicate concepts in the same way as effects indicate
causes.?®

A similar view was stated at about the same time by the Cistercian
bishop Juan Caramuel Lobkowitz, who argued that the relation between
concept and word is parallel to that which holds between synonyms. As
Caramuel puts the matter, “concepts, spoken words, and written words are
all of them equivalent signs directly signifying things.”?* Both Smiglecki
and Caramuel reflect the scholastic view that words primarily signify their
referents.

With the English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) we return
to the more traditional conceptualist position. In his Elements of Philoso-
phy (1655), Hobbes draws a distinction between “marks” and “signs.”
The purpose of marks, in his view, is to serve us as reminders of thoughts
we have had previously. He defines them as perceptible things established
at will the function of which is to recall, through their meaning, thoughts
similar to those for which they were established. Signs, on the other hand,
are “the antecedents of their consequents, and the consequents of their
antecedents, as often as we observe them to go before or follow after in
the same manner.”” He then proceeds to classify signs in the standard way
as either natural or arbitrary. Arbitrary signs are those which we choose
deliberately, natural signs are non-arbitrary. Words are connected together
in such a way that they become the signs of our thoughts. The result is
speech, the separate parts of which are called names. Names function both
as marks and as signs, as marks to remind us of our own thoughts and as
signs to make known our thoughts to others.

Note that Hobbes has so far not mentioned the things referred to by
words. But he immediately changes his tack when he needs to demonstrate
that words are arbitrary. This is so, he says, because words and things
have no similarity to each other and hence no comparison can be established
between them: “How can anybody imagine that the names of things were
chosen on the basis of their natures?” But on the whole Hobbes emphasized
the relation between words and concepts, and in this respect he seems to
have been swimming with the current.

This conceptualist perspective is reflected with particular clarity in John
Horne Tooke’s The Diversions of Purley, a treatise on grammatical theory
in dialogue form, first published in 1786. In the opening chapter of that
work, one of the interlocutors states the traditional view thus: “Words are



Percival: Ferdinand de Saussure 9

the signs of things. There must therefore be as many serts of words, or
parts of speech, as there are sorts of zhings.”*® Thereupon the other char-
acter counters: “You seem to forget, that it is some time since words have
been no longer allowed to be the signs of things. Modern Grammarians
acknowledge them to be (as indeed Aristotle called them, symbola pathéma-
ton) the signs of ideas: at the same time denying the other assertion of
Aristotle, that ideas are the likenesses of things. And this has made a great
alteration in the manner of accounting for the differences of words.”?

The earliest of the “modern grammarians” whom Horne Tooke had in
mind was the sixteenth-century humanist Julius Caesar Scaliger (died 1558),
whose influential treatise on Latin grammar, De Causis Linguae Latinae,
he is fond of quoting. It is significant that Scaliger, an avowed Aristotelian,
defined the word as “a sign of notions in the mind.”® We may conclude,
therefore, that there was a swing of the pendulum in the modern period
away from the predominantly referential theory of the scholastics in the
direction of the conceptualist position ascribed to Aristotle.

However, the conceptualist theory has not held exclusive sway up to
the present time. In the nineteenth century, the English philosopher John
Stuart Mill (1806-1873) strongly argued in favor of the referential view:
“It seems proper to consider a word as the name of that which we intend
to be understood by it when we use it; of that which any fact that we assert
of it is to be understood of; that, in short, concerning which, when we em-
ploy the word, we intend to give information. Names, therefore, shall always
be spoken of in this work as the names of things themselves, and not merely
of our ideas of things.”?®

Another influential theory of meaning was propounded by the nine-
teenth-century logician Gottlob Frege in his Grundgesetze der Arithmetik,
published in 1893. Frege distinguishes between what an expression ex-
presses, which he calls its sense, and what it stands for, which he calls its
reference. For example, the arithmetical expressions 2* and 2 + 2 have
the same reference, namely the number four, but different senses, i.e., they
express different things® This distinction has found widespread acceptance
among twentieth-century analytical philosophers in the English-speaking
world, many of whom distinguish between the theory of meaning, dealing
with such relations as synonymy, and the theory of reference, dealing with
the relation between utterances and the states of affairs they refer to. Akin
to this is the distinction commonly drawn between the internal content of
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a general term and the set of things to which it may apply, between its
intension or connotation and its extension or denotation.®

Before leaving the history of philosophical semiotics it might be well
to consider for a moment the peculiar way in which philosophers have
often used the word “name.” As we have seen, Aristotle in his treatise the
Categories refers to words as the names of their referents. Another example
is furnished by John Stuart Mill, who expounds the basic structure of the
proposition as follows:

“Every proposition consists of three parts: the Subject, the Predicate,
and the Copula. The predicate is the name denoting that which is affirmed
or denied. The subject is the name denoting the person or thing which
something is affirmed or denied of. The copula is the sign denoting that
there is an affirmation or denial; and thereby enabling the hearer or reader
to distinguish a proposition from any other kind of discourse. Thus, in the
proposition, The earth is round, the Predicate is the word round, which
denotes the quality affirmed, or (as the phrase is) predicated; the earth,
words denoting the object which that quality is affirmed of, compose the
Subject; the word zs, which serves as the connecting mark between the
subject and the predicate, to show that one of them is affirmed of the other,
is called the Copula.™?

Clearly, when Mill calls subjects and predicates “names,” he is not using
the term as the layman does, for not only does he refer to the single word
round as a name, but he calls the word sequence the earth a name. More-
over, a quality such as roundness is not a perceptible object like the earth,
yet Mill can in both cases call the words referring to them names. Notice
too that the copula 7s does not qualify as a name, but is referred to instead
as a sign. Obviously, we are dealing here with the technical mode of speech
used by a particular discipline.

Let us now turn our attention to the history of the grammatical tradition
from Antiquity to modern times** For most of this period logic and
grammar developed separately and in some isolation from each other.
Semiotic notions were relegated to the logicians. Grammarians, on the other
hand, were chiefly interested in imparting the rules of correct speech and
writing; philosophical questions seldom concerned them. Even in the
scholastic period, when an ambitious but shortlived. attempt was made to
turn grammar into a universal demonstrative science, there seems to have
been little interest in broadening the semiotic foundations of grammar.?* In
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any event, the grammatical theories of the scholastics were soon discredited,
first by philosophers (notably by the followers of William of Ockham), and
later by the humanist grammarians of the fifteenth century.®® Scholastic
logic itself began to lose ground and was abandoned by the end of the
sixteenth century. Semiotic speculation continued in the seventeenth century
in the work of Locke and Leibniz, and was maintained in the following
century by such figures as Condillac. After an intermission, certain features
of the Enlightenment tradition were revived by Hippolyte Taine, specifically
in his De l'intelligence, first published in 1870. Taine’s ideas created wide-
spread enthusiasm in France in the final decades of the nineteenth century,
and it was within the intellectual environment so created that much of
Saussure’s early linguistic theorizing took place. Hence, although he may
not have been aware of this himself, Saussure stood at the end of a long
tradition of semiotic inquiry.

The linguistic tradition, to which Saussure also had close ties, was an
outgrowth of traditional grammar and etymology. It was born in the
late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries when scholars discovered
that it was possible to make a systematic study of the way grammatical
systems develop through time. By the second half of the nineteenth cen-
tury linguists considered their foremost task to be that of hypothetically
reconstructing the unattested proto-language of the Indo-European language
family. Their interests broadened to include the more recent history of the
Indo-European languages and general questions concerning the nature
of language.

For most of the nineteenth century German scholars were in the fore-
front of the new discipline, but in the second half of the century scholars
from other countries played an increasingly large role. Thus, Ferdinand
de Saussure went from his native Geneva to the University of Leipzig to
obtain professional training in linguistics. At the time he studied there the
Leipzig linguistic fraternity was passing through a turbulent period. A
group of young linguists, jocularly referred to as the Junggrammatiker,
were propounding general theoretical views to which the older generation
took violent exception. Saussure not only sided with the Young Turks, he
outdid them. His Mémoire sur le systéme primitif des voyelles dans les
langues indo-européennes, published in late 1878, was a brilliant piece of
inferential reasoning—so brilliant, in fact, that it failed to receive the atten-
tion that it deserved.
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Saussure proceeded to obtain his doctorate with a rather conventional
dissertation entitled De lemploi du génitif absolu en sanscrit, published in
1880, and then went in the autumn of 1881 to take up a teaching post at
the Ecole pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris, where he was entrusted with
courses on Gothic and Old High German, Lithuanian, and the comparative
grammar of Greek and Latin.

In 1891, he was called to the University of Geneva to occupy the newly
created chair for the history of comparison of the Indo-European languages.
After the retirement of his colleague Joseph Wertheimer in 1906, he gave
his famous courses on general linguistics (1907, 1908-1909, and 1910-1911).
In the summer of 1912 he was obliged to retire for reasons of health; he
died in early 1913 at the age of fifty-five.

After the publication of his doctoral dissertation, Saussure’s scholarly
output was meager. It is not known for certain why this was so. As for
the material he collected for his three courses on general linguistics, there
is no evidence that he had any firm plans to publish it. After his death,
his friends Bally and Sechehaye undertook this difficult task on the basis
of notes taken down by students who attended the courses (Bally and
Sechehaye had not themselves been among them). The book which re-
sulted, appropriately entitled Cours de linguistique générale, appeared in
early 1916.

It is strange that this modern classic on general linguistics was at first
not warmly received. For example, it got two frosty reviews from Saussure’s
brilliant Paris student, the Indo-Europeanist Antoine Meillet. The situation
did not markedly change until the 1930’s, when the book became the rally-
ing cry of the new schools of “structural” linguistics which had emerged
in Denmark and Czechoslovakia. This had the bizarre result that Saussure
came to be regarded ex post facto as the founder of structural linguistics.
In Germany and in English-speaking countries his ideas were either ignored
or sharply criticized. In France, the general attitude continued to be cool
until after the Second World War, when something in the nature of a cult
grew up around his name in intellectual circles.

Viewed as a linguistic theorist, Saussure challenged a number of notions
which were widely accepted in the late nineteenth century: (1) the notion
that linguistics should be primarily concerned with the study of linguistic
change; (2) the notion that articulatory phonetics, the study of the physi-
ology of the speech act, provides the foundation on which all linguistic
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research rests; and (3) the assumption that individual psychology is the
superordinate discipline under which linguistics should be subsumed.

As for the first point, Saussure believed that language is a sign system
and as such functions at a particular point in time quite regardless of its
previous history. The native speakers of a language communicate perfectly
well without knowing anything about its history. Linguists should, there-
fore, focus their attention first and foremost on linguistic systems as they
function at particular periods. Hence the famous distinction between
synchrony, the study of language states at particular chronological stages,
and diachrony, the study of the ways in which languages change through
time. In Saussure’s view, synchronic linguistics should be kept insulated
from diachronic considerations. Thus, the linguist describing the French
spoken in the reign of Louis XIV should abstain from allowing his analysis
to be influenced by his knowledge of the earlier history of the language.
However, as we shall see, Saussure also insisted that one cannot comprehend
the phenomenon of natural language if one fails to take into consideration
the diachronic dimension (le facteur “temps,” as he called it).

As for phonetics, Saussure could see no utility in the minute articulatory
analysis of speech sounds. In his view, the physical character of the signs
in a sign system is not a primary consideration. The system functions
regardless of the precise way in which the signs are distinguished physically.
It follows, therefore, that phonetics is an ancillary discipline, not an integral
part of linguistics.

Finally, Saussure disapproved of the excessive reliance on psychological
explanation characteristic of much linguistic theorizing in the late nine-
teenth century. If language is a sign system, it should be studied within
the context of other sign systems, in a special discipline created for that
purpose. Saussure seems to have been unaware that such a discipline had
already been proposed by others (notably by C. S. Peirce), and suggested
that it should be called sémiologie.

This science of sign systems would study the situations which result
whenever human beings signify their thoughts by means of a necessary
convention. Saussure envisaged that it would embrace not only linguistics,
but also the study of writing systems, visual signals (sign language, military
and maritime signals), Braille, all marks of courtesy, rites, and ceremonies.
It would, in short, investigate all systems of arbitrarily fixable values.

Saussure laid special emphasis on the social character of sign systems,
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including language. It is in this context that his famous dichotomy between
langue and parole may be placed. Langue is the social product of the
semiological behavior of a speech community, while parole is the individual
facet of the phenomenon, ie., any of the concrete acts of speech performed
by members of such a community. Saussure insisted on the centrality
of langue, the pre-eminence of the social over the individual. Indeed, he
not only advocated separating the linguistics of parole from the linguistics
of langue, he even denied that purely individual factors are of any impor-
tance in language. Just as ships are made to sail on the sea, languages
exist for the social group and therefore need only be studied as something
collective.

After this brief introduction to Saussure’s ideas, we are now ready to
examine some of the primary sources. The first extract we shall con-
sider is from a set of notes for a projected book on general linguistics.
Here as elsewhere, the translation is my own:

“Three things are invariably missing from what philosophers believe to be
true of language (langage). First, there is a fact which we scarcely need to
emphasize, namely that language (langage) is not fundamentally made up
of names (noms). It is an accident when a linguistic sign happens to
correspond to an object perceptible to the senses, like a horse, fire, or
the sun, instead of an idea like [Greek] ethéka ‘he placed” No matter
how important these cases are, there is no obvious reason why they should
be considered typical of language (langage). In fact, the opposite is true.
In a sense, this is, of course, no more than a poor choice of examples on
the part of those who look at the situation in this way. But, implicitly, there
is an unmistakable tendency here, one which we cannot let pass, to take
a stand on what language (langage) is, namely to regard it as a set of names

for objects (une nomenclature d'objets); objects given first (d'abord
donnés).

“[In this conception] there is first the object, and then the sign. We

are, therefore, given an external basis for the sign, a notion we shall always

reject, and language (langage) is represented as involving the following
relation:

*

a)
objects '{* b} names (noms)
* cJ
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In reality the correct way to portray the matter is this: a — b — ¢, with
no mention of a relation of the kind *

a, centered on an object.

“If it were possible for an object, wherever it might be, to be the factor
(terme) on which the sign is based (fixé), linguistics would immediately
cease being what it is, from top to bottom, and likewise the human spirit,
as is clear from this discussion. But, as we have just said, this is merely
an incidental reproach that might be leveled at the traditional way of
approaching language philosophically. It is certainly unfortunate that people
start out by making the objects referred to the main element (élément
primordial), when in reality they are nothing of the kind. But that is
merely a result of choosing bad examples, and if one replaces Aélios, ignis,
or Pferd by something such as [ . . . ], one no longer is tempted to reduce
language (langue) to something external.

“The second mistake generally made by philosophers is much more
serious, and that is to imagine that once an object has been designated by
a name (nom), that combination will be transmitted in toto, and that no
other phenomena need be taken into consideration. If some change should
occur, it will be the name itself that is more likely to be affected, as when
[Latin] fraxinus [‘ash tree’] is assumed to have turned into [French] fréne.
But the idea is also subject to change. . . . Here we already have something
which causes us to question the association between an idea (idé¢) and a
name (nom), the minute that this unexpected factor completely ignored in
the philosophical system (la combinaison philosophique) enters the picture,
namely TIME. But we should still have nothing really striking, nothing
characteristic, nothing uniquely peculiar to language, if all we had were
these two types of change and the first kind of dissociation by which the
idea parts company with the sign, spontaneously, whether the latter changes

or not. So far these two things are still separate entities, at least for a
[lacuna].

“What is characteristic are the innumerable instances in which the change
of a sign causes a change in the idea itself and in which one immediately
realizes that at any given moment there was never any difference between
the set of ideas being distinguished and the set of distinctive signs.

“As a result of phonetic change two signs become confused with each
other, and the ideas will become confused to a certain extent; how much
they will be confused will depend on all the other elements in the system
(Pensemble des autres éléments).
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“When a sign becomes two different signs, by the same blind process
a meaning will inevitably be attached to the difference which has just arisen.

“Here are some examples, but let me immediately emphasize the futility
of the approach which starts out from the relation between an idea and
a sign with no regard to time or the process of transmission, for it is the
factor of transmission that experimentally teaches us what the value of a
sign is (ce que vaut le signe) 3¢

Let us first examine Saussure’s complaints against the philosophers. His
main charge is that they regard language as a set of names for perceptible
objects and believe that the objects referred to by words exist prior to the
words themselves. Second, he accuses them of ignoring the factor of lin-
guistic change, which constantly alters the relation between words and
meanings, at times creating new meanings and effacing old ones.

To what extent are these strictures justified? As regards the first point,
we have seen that the predominant tradition in Western philosophy has
regarded words as primarily signifying mental concepts. No semiotic
theory we have considered asserts that meanings are referents and nothing
but referents. Even John Stuart Mill confines himself to the statement that
he will always refer to words as the names of things, “not merely of our
ideas of things,” which clearly indicates that he did not deny the existence
of ideas. Finally, the question of whether things existed before words was
never raised.

Moreover, one can reasonably ask whether Saussure’s arguments are
cogent. His main contention in the first paragraph is that reference to
perceptible objects like horses and fire is not typical of language. He con-
trasts such cases of simple reference with what he calls “ideas,” which he
exemplifies with a Greek verb form. But it is not clear whether he is
insisting that language consists of zwo types of words: names and ideas,
or whether he thinks that the meaning of a word such as Aorse is the idea
or concept of a horse (not a real horse), in which case all words would
express ideas no matter whether they referred to perceptible objects or not.
The choice of Greek erhéka ‘he placed’ is also puzzling in that what one
places is often a perceptible object, and in such a situation the action of
placing is no less perceptible than the object being placed. In general, both
subjects and predicates may refer to something perceptible (like horses or
roundness) or to something difficult or impossible to perceive (like absence
or meaningfulness).
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When we move on to the second part of the extract, we may note first
that Saussure is probably correct in asserting that philosophers have not
paid attention to the factor of linguistic change. But does this factor need
to be considered if one is interested in the way propositions are expressed
in words, which is the main concern of logicians? Let us examine one of
Saussure’s strongest arguments in this regard, namely the contention that
linguistic change often creates new semantic distinctions. What he has in
mind here are cases like the French words chaise and chaire, both of which
go back to Old French chaiere. The existence of two variant pronunciations
of what was earlier a single word, has, according to Saussure, resulted in
their acquiring different meanings, chaise being used in the concrete sense
‘seat, chair’ and chaire in the more abstract meaning ‘seat of authority,
professorship.” This example illustrates, in Saussure’s view, that the mo-
mentum of linguistic change in certain circumstances ineluctably creates
semantic distinctions which did not exist before. In Old French there was
one word and hence one idea, whereas in modern French there are two
words and two ideas.

But the only way one can be sure that no more than one idea was
expressed by Old French chaiere is by invoking the general principle that
the sum of ideas distinguished is always equal to the sum of distinctive
signs. One suspects, in other words, that even if it could be shown that
Old French chaiere (like modern English chair) was used in both concrete
and abstract senses, Saussure would insist that it expressed a single idea.
Butalthough we may grant him his principle for the sake of argument, he
is still not out of the wood, since examples of this kind involve a diachronic
dimension. Why does the semantic analyst dealing with modern French
chaise and chaire need to know that they were derived from the same word
in Old French? The problem of how signs function in society can be
studied perfectly well without introducing historical considerations. Hence,
Saussure’s argument that the philosophers have erred in ignoring the factor
of transmission is valid only if one violates his injunction against mixing
synchronic and diachronic analysis.

The positive side of Saussure’s argument in our first extract is the notion
that words have important relations to one another which are worthy of
scrutiny. This is certainly a fruitful idea, perhaps one of the most fruitful
ones suggested by Saussure. But it is perhaps strange that he seems to
" regard the previous neglect of these interrelations as a by-product of the
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referential theory of the linguistic sign. Whether this was really so is an
interesting historical question which has not so far been looked into, but
it seems clear that there is no necessary connection between adopting a
referential view of meaning and neglecting the interrelations of words.
After all, things have relations to one another no less than words: animals
fall into species and genera, human beings into age groups, occupations,
races, and nations, and so forth. A dedicated referentialist could logically
derive many of the interrelations of words from such factual relations, if
he so wished.

Let us now examine the way Saussure presented his views of the
linguistic sign to his students, specifically in his lecture of November 16,
1908. The immediately preceding lecture had been concerned with the
place of language among sign systems and the place of linguistics among
the sciences, and Saussure had introduced the notion of semiology, the
science devoted to sign systems in general. On November 16 he went on to
ask why semiology had not yet gained the recognition it deserved. In
answering this question he impressed on his auditors the idea that language
had not hitherto been studied from the point of view of its true nature
(sous son aspect essentiel). One of the manifestations of this failure, in
Saussure’s judgment, is the fact that language has been envisaged as a
system of names. At this point, let us look at the notes taken down by
Francois Bouchardy:

“Psychologists and philosophers regard language as a nomenclature, at
least when you look at the examples [they cite]. In this way, a crucial
matter (une chose capitale) is left out of consideration, namely the way in
which the values in language determine one another by their coexistence.
Thus, the word judgment can only be defined by means of the terms
which are close to it. This phenomenon is noticeable in translation:
[French] craindre [‘to fear’] and redouter [‘to dread’] have no precise
meanings other than in relation to each other. If one of them did not
exist, the other one would have the meaning of the first in addition to its
own. If one loses sight of the fact that all there is to study is a system of
signs one runs the risk of not treating semiology in the correct way.”"

Here again we encounter Saussure’s attack against the referential theory,
this time aimed at the psychologists as well as the philosophers. He states
once more that there is a connection between regarding language as a
nomenclature and neglecting the relations words have to one another.
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This leads him to emphasize that a word cannot be defined in isolation,
but only in terms of its near synonyms (“the terms which are close to it”).
The reciprocally determined meanings of related terms he calls “values.”
Thus, not only are the interrelations between words more important than
their relations to the extra-mental world, they are the only ones capable
of definition. To take an example cited by Saussure himself, words like
“dog” and “wolf” cannot be regarded as isolated signs. Another student,
Léopold Gautier, writes in his notes:

“Let us go even further: if the word wolf ceased to exist, dog would
immediately denote the wolf. The word depends, therefore, on the sys-
tem; there are no isolated signs.”®®

Clearly, the view being advanced here has much to recommend it. One
recalls, for instance, that the term “buffalo” was extended to refer to the
North American bison in spite of the fact that the latter belongs to a dif-
ferent genus from the old-world buffalo. Similarly, according to one
account,®® when the Romans first encountered the elephant they called the
unfamiliar animal Luca bos, i.e., a type of bovine.

But is it not the physical appearance of the animals in question that
legitimizes such extensions of meaning? For when the speakers of a lan-
guage come upon an unfamiliar animal which bears no resemblance to any
creature known to them, they will often borrow a designation for it from
a language whose speakers are familiar with it. Thus, the word giraffe
was borrowed into European languages from Arabic, kangaroo from a
native Australian language, cockatoo from Malay, and so forth. Alterna-
tively, new descriptive terms are created from the resources of the language
itself, as in the case of rhinoceros, a name coined by the Greeks.** It
would seem, therefore, that semantic extensions and intra-linguistic crea-
tions are influenced to a great extent by the observable characteristics of the
animal to be named.

Another valuable notion is the idea that the meanings of near synonyms
tend to define themselves in relation to each other. One thinks of the recent
neologism chairperson, which is being increasingly used in the sense of a
“non-chairman,” ie. a female chairman. But Saussure surely goes too far
when he suggests that the semantic relations between related terms would
suffice to characterize their meanings exhaustively. For instance, to inform
somebody unfamiliar with the word buffalo that it is closely related to the
word ox and that whatever is referred to as an ox is not referred to as a


file:///angaroo

20  Semiotic Themes

buffalo and vice versa, would clearly be an inadequate explanation. Without
a knowledge of Aow oxen and buffaloes differ nobody would feel satisfied
that he understood what buffalo meant. It is surely no accident that dic-
tionaries often contain pictures of many of the objects referred to in their
pages. If the interrelations between words really sufficed to define them
this procedure would be unnecessary.

A more detailed discussion of the notion that the value of a word
depends on the value of other related words occurs in the last lecture of
the third course, given on July 14, 1911:

“To capture the idea of value we have chosen to start out from the
system of words, not the isolated word. We could have started out some-
where else. Psychologically, what are our ideas considered apart from
language (langue)? They probably do not exist, or they exist only in an
amorphous state. Philosophers and linguists have always believed that we
would have no means of distinguishing two ideas from each other were
it not for the help of language (internal language, of course). Hence, the
purely conceptual mass of our thoughts, when considered in isolation and
separate from language, represents a sort of amorphous cloud (nébuleuse
informe) in which nothing could be picked out in the beginning. Analo-
gously, in language the various ideas do not constitute anything pre-
existent; there are no ideas completely established and completely distinct
from one another, and there are no signs for such ideas. There is nothing
distinct at all in thought prior to the linguistic sign. This is the crucial
point.

“Moreover, a question worth raising is whether this domain of com-
pletely nebulous ideas is matched by a domain of sound, considered in
isolation from ideas, which does have distinct units. But as a matter of
fact, sound has no determined units circumscribed in advance either. It
is precisely between these two that the linguistic “fact’ mediates:

_/

linguistic “fact’

amorphous mass
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This linguistic ‘fact’ gives rise to values which are for the first time deter-
mined but which for all that remain values, in the usual sense of the term.

“There is something which needed to be added to the bare fact: I
return to this topic now. Not only are these two domains between which
a linguistic fact mediates vague and amorphous, but the act which assigns
a given acoustic stretch to a given idea, the choice of a link between them,
this marriage which creates value, is completely arbitrary. If that were not
the case, this idea of value would have to be restricted: an absolute element
would enter the picture. But since this contract is completely arbitrary,
values are relative.

“Let us now return to the diagram representing the relation between
the signified (signifié) and the signifier (signifiant):

signified

signifier

Clearly, this diagram has its raison d’étre, but it is merely a by-product
of value. The signified does not exist on its own—it is lost in the amorphous
mass. The same thing is true of the signifier. But the signifier and the
signified contract a bond by virtue of the precise values which arise from
the combination of all the acoustic signs with all the countless segmentations
(découpures) that can be made in the conceptual mass (la masse de la
pensée).

“What would be necessary for the relation between the signifier and
the signified to be given per se (donné en soi)? Above all, the signified,
the idea, would have to be a thing determined beforehand (d’avance), which
it is not. Therefore, this relation is merely another manifestation of the
values viewed globally (dans leur ensemble), of the way they contrast with
one another (leur opposition). This is true of linguistic facts of all types.

“A few examples:

1) If ideas were predetermined in the human mind prior to being
values in language (langue), terms in different languages would correspond
exactly. Where French has cher [‘dear’], German has lieb and zeuer (also
in the ethical sense). There is no exact correspondence. Similarly with
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French s ; . ]
h juger and estimer as compared with German urteilen, erachten

[]udgc']. the German verbs have a set of meanings which coincide only in
part with those of French juger, estimer. We see that prior to languages

(langue:) there is no such thing as the notion “cher” per se. Thus while
the diagram '

idea “cher”
auditory image cher

has its uses, it is only a way of expressing the fact that there exists a value
« » ot . . DN . A

cher,” circumscribed in the French system vis-a-vis other terms. It is a
combination of a certain quantity of concepts and a certain quantity of

sounds:

The diagram

is, therefore, not basic in lan-
guage (langue). The contours of the idea are what give us the distribution

of ideas among the words of a language. Once we have these contours the
diagram can be used (entrer en jeu).

“This example is from vocabulary, but the same is true of values of
whatever kind.

2) Take, for example, the idea of different tenses, which is foreign

to some languages. In the Semitic languages—in Hebrew, for instance—

there are no distinctions of this kind, not even a difference between present,
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past, and future. That means that these tense ideas are not predetermined
but exist solely as values in particular languages. Early Germanic had no
special future form; it expressed the future by means of the present. But
this is only a manner of speaking. In fact, the value “present” in early
Germanic was not the same as it is in French. “Present” is, therefore, a
value, not a predetermined idea.

3) Likewise, in the Slavic languages, we find a pervasive distinction
between the perfective aspect of the verb (action viewed apart from the
notion of duration) and the imperfective action (action in the process of
completion). This distinction makes these languages difficult for us to
learn because we do not understand the aspectual categories. They are,
therefore, not predetermined ideas, but values resulting from the opposition
of terms in language (langue). . . .

“In a later chapter we may, if time permits, express in a different way
the ideas we have included in the term value, by laying down the following
principle: in language (langue), in a language state (étar de langue)
nothing exists but differences. A difference evokes in the mind the idea of
the positive terms between which it holds. In language (langue) there are
differences, nothing but differences, but without positive terms. This is a
paradoxical fact. At any rate there are differences only so long as one has
either the signifieds or the signifiers in mind. When one gets to the terms
themselves which result from the relations between signified and signifier,
one can then talk of oppositions. . . .

“This finally brings one back to the fundamental principle of the arbi-
trariness of the sign. If the sign were not arbitrary, one would not be
able to say that in language (langue) there are only differences. But the
fact is that it is because of the differences between signs that they can be
given a function, a value.”**

This extract is of great interest in that it contains an attempt to justify
the belief that there is a one-to-one relation between distinguishable ideas
and distinctive signs. This takes the form of an ingenious Gedanken-
experiment. Imagine yourself trying to think of an idea but having no
words to express it. Obviously, says Saussure, you would be at a loss. Until
an idea is clothed in language it has no clear outlines. Therefore, there are
no concepts prior to language. Q.E.D.

How convincing is this argument? There is at any rate this much that
can be said in its favor. Language is an inestimable help in conceptualiza-
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tion. Even to be told, for instance, what an unfamiliar flower is called
gives us a feeling of satisfaction. But the question of what our ideas would
be like if language did not exist is as unrealistic as the question of whether
things existed prior to the words we use to refer to them. A number such
as thirty-five owes its manner of expression to the decimal system of num-
bering which we have used for millennia, but the number itself exists inde-
pendently of that system—it could equally well be expressed in some
other number system. The speakers of languages which have no tenses do
not in fact lack the concepts of time and temporal succession. In general,
a concept can be referred to even if there is no single unanalyzable word
appropriate to it, and whenever a special term is needed for such a concept
one will be created.

This is not to deny, of course, that the clarity with which we distinguish
ideas is often influenced by the character of the terms we use to refer to
them. But if the stranglehold of language were too tight we should have
no means to overcome its restrictions. That we are aware of the power of
language is surely a significant fact. Whether we are misled by language
in ways which are in principle beyond our control is perhaps not an
answerable question. We may concede that Aristotle was more confident
of the universality of concepts than is warranted, but the opposite position—
that concepts are a direct function of language—is equally unacceptable.

Another facet of Saussure’s theory which needs to be carefully scruti-
nized is the heavy emphasis placed on the notion of arbitrariness. When
the philosophers said that the linguistic sign is arbitrary, they usually meant
two things: first, that there is no natural relation between words and their
referents; and second, that the particular set of sounds composing a word
was chosen at will. While the first of these notions is valid (except, of
course, for the few imitative words which all languages contain), the second
is unacceptable to us nowadays. Speakers are not free to dispose of their
language as they wish. The social character of language imposes a powerful
constraint on the members of a linguistic community. The idea that the
speakers of each language once established a contract regulating the sounds

!,/ and meanings of every word is difficult to conceive. It would seem reason-
| able, therefore, to restrict the term arbitrary to the fotion” “non- natural

\
This Saussure does, of course, but since he has ruled out any menn)
of referents and regards concepts as a function of language, he arrives at
a more radical kind of arbitrariness than his predecessors. The big difficulty
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he encounters is, in a sense, of his own making: he cannot refer to that
all-important relation between sound (signifier) and meaning (signified),
since he has concluded that they have no independent reality. Strictly
speaking, then, he could discuss the sign relation only by stepping outside
his own system and viewing the two relata (the signifier and the signified)
in positive terms. That is to say, he needed a pre-theoretical terminology
to talk about the sign relation, but was averse to creating one for fear he
would seem to contradict his own theory.

Arrived at this point we are now in a position to examine the way in
which Saussure set forth the basic properties of the linguistic sign in a
lecture specially devoted to that topic given on May 2, 1911. This discussion
is of special interest to us in that he begins by referring again to the tradi-
tional position of which he disapproved.

“People have often made the mistake of imagining that all there is in
language is a nomenclature (tree, fire, horse, snake). This is a childish
procedure (une méthode enfantine). If we adopt it for a minute, we shall
have no difficulty in seeing what the linguistic sign does and does not
consist in. One imagines oneself confronted with a series of objects and
a series of names. [Drawing of a tree with the word arbos to the right of
it, and beneath it a drawing of a horse with the word equus to its right.]
There is an object outside the speaker (sujez) and the name, the other
term, either vocal or mental, it is not clear which. (The word #ree can be
understood either way.) The connection (Zien) between the two is unclear.

“Now let us adopt a different conception, the rational one. We again
have two terms, but now they are inside the speaker, they are both psycho-
logical (psychiques), concentrated in the same place by association.

Concept: tree

Auditory Image: arbos

Arbos is the more material term, and #ree the more psychological. Any
attempt to link the terms differently from this we reject as a false trail in
our search for the two terms which comprise the sign.

“A very simple way to realize the psychological character of our auditory
images is to observe our internal speech. Without moving our lips or
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tongue we can, for instance, give a speech or recite a piece of poetry we
have learned by heart, and we hear it internally. This is how we conceive
of the linguistic sign; it is inside the speaker in the form of an auditory
image. This is the material part of the sign.

“We can talk legitimately of the sound of the syllables, but only as
syllables, i.e., as the sound of the internal auditory image. It is advisable
that we should avoid certain terms; for example, phoneme, since this term
implies the notion of vocal action, of speech (parole). Vocal image is
another term which must be used with extreme caution.

“A general question which we admit we are unable to settle is whether
to use the term sign to refer to the totality, ie., the combination of concept
and image, or only to the auditory image, the more material portion. In
any event, if we call arbos a sign, we shall do so only to the extent that
it conveys a concept. This is an unresolved terminological question. We
really need two different words. We shall try to avoid misunderstandings,
which could be serious.

“First principle or primary truth: The linguistic sign is arbitrary. The
bond which links a given auditory image to a certain concept (un concept
déterminé) and bestows on it the value of a sign is a radically arbitrary
bond (un lien radicalement arbitraire).

“Nobody denies this truth, and it is not a difficult one to understand.
However, it is important to enunciate it (comstater) and place it in its
proper position in the hierarchy of truths. This particular truth, which
seems perfectly self-evident, is at the very top of the hierarchy. We cannot
at first see all the hidden consequences that follow from this axiom. It
will take us a great while to track them all down to the last detail.

“The sign is arbitrary, that is to say that the concept ‘sister’ [soeur], for
example, is not connected by means of any internal relation to the sequence
of sounds s + 6 + r which constitute the corresponding auditory image.
This concept could equally well be represented by any other sequence of
sounds whatever. All one needs to do is to recall different languages. If
one goes from one language to another, one sees that the concept ox is also
represented by the sequence of sounds 4os [in Latin].

“Written signs have the same arbitrary character. Obviously, no pre-
existent connection forces us to choose the series of strokes which make
up P to designate the sound p in preference to [1 or O . When semiology
has been organized, it will have to decide whether it will concern itself
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with arbitrary signs only, or also with other kinds. In any event, it will
deal typically with arbitrary systems, of which language is the prime
example.

“One should have serious misgivings about using the term linguistic
symbol. A symbol is never completely arbitrary or empty. There is the
merest suspicion there of a connection between the idea and what serves
as a sign for it. For example, the symbol of justice is a pair of scales, but
it could not be replaced by a carriage without doing violence to it.

“From the same point of view, one might perhaps object to the term
auditory image, for an image always has some connection with what it
represents. It must be understood that we conceive of image in the more
general sense of a figure capable of evoking something. Later we shall
observe this image becoming more precisely evocative, and it is by virtue
of this fact, which is not primary, that we shall retain this expression.

“Let us return to the word arbitrary. The sign is not arbitrary in the
sense of depending on the free choice of the individual. It is arbitrary in
relation to the concept inasmuch as it contains nothing which links it
specially to that concept. A whole society could not change a sign once
it had been established since the heritage of the past exerts a force upon it
by virtue of the facts of [linguistic] development (évolution).

“But now, is there really no objection to this principle [of arbitrariness]?
There is the vague issue of onomatopoetic words, i.e., words which are
capable by their sounds of evoking (rappeler) the very concepts which
they are supposed to represent. One might say that here there is indeed
an inherent connection and that the choice is not arbitrary.

“But, first of all, people in general greatly exaggerate the number of
onomatopoetic words. It is sometimes said, for example, that Latin pluit
[‘it is raining’] represents the sound of rain, but if one goes back in time
a little (earlier forms are plovit or plevit), one sees that this is not the case.

“But it is nonetheless clear that we have indeed some onomatopoetic
words: tick-tock, glug-glug. But they are so completely lost in the mass
that they are treated just like ordinary words. This is shown by the fact
that we often take a word to be onomatopoetic which in reality is no such
thing.

“The extent of that part of the vocabulary is very limited. The same
is true of exclamations. One might be tempted to claim that there is some-
thing there which is dictated by nature, and that in those words there is a
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connection between the sound and the concept. But in the case of most
exclamations this can be shown not to be the case. Thus, to compare one
language with another, [French] agie [an exclamation of acute pain] does
not exist in German and English. Some exclamations have developed from
oaths which we know to have had quite precise meanings originally. We
shall, therefore, put onomatopoetic words and exclamations aside since
they are of secondary importance and their status is questionable.”*

Here Saussure first draws a terminological distinction between “symbols”
and other kinds of signs. In his system, a symbol is a non-arbitrary sign,
ie, a sign for which some connection exists between the idea conveyed
and what serves as a vehicle for the idea. (Needless to say, this is not
the way in which the word symbol is normally used.) Thus, for Saussure
the balance is a suitable symbol of justice because it opposes equal weights,
the task of the judge being to bring opposing interests into equilibrium.
“True” signs, on the other hand, are arbitrary, i.e., there is no connection
between the idea and what serves as a vehicle for it. The letters comprising
any alphabetic writing system are signs in this sense, since there is no
inherent connection between their shapes and the sounds which they
designate. According to Saussure, linguistic signs also fall into this cate-
gory because they are arbitrary. But whether the future science of semiology,
when constituted, will deal with both arbitrary and non-arbitrary types,
both symbols and “true” signs, Saussure is not sure.

Approaching the linguistic sign, he attributes two facets to it: a concept
and an auditory image. He regards both facets as psychological in nature
and excludes from consideration the referent, the articulatory movements
responsible for producing the sound, and the sound itself qua sound. It
is strange, however, that although he emphasizes that the concept and the
auditory image are both psychological phenomena, he nevertheless refers
to the auditory image as the more material part of the sign. We also see
him in a terminological quandary with regard to the combination of con-
cept and auditory image. It is clear that he would prefer to call that total
combination a sign, but he is aware that in ordinary parlance the word
“sign” refers to the physical aspect only. Ideally, he says, two different
terms should be created.

He also feels uncomfortable with the word arbitrary, in that it connotes
an element of conscious choice. But it is clearly not within the power of
speakers to change their language at will. Arbitrariness must, therefore,
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be understood to mean no more than that there is no necessary link be-
tween the concept and the auditory image. The only restriction Saussure
will concede to the principle of arbitrariness is minor, namely the existence
of a small number of onomatopoetic words and exclamations in all lan-
guages. But even in these marginal cases, the link between concept and
auditory image is often not very close, and the status of many supposedly
onomatopoetic words is open to question, according to Saussure.

Comparing Saussure’s system with the theories we examined earlier,
we are struck by the following peculiarities. First and foremost, Saussure
is alone in excluding all consideration of reference from the sign situation.
The Stoics, we recall, banished reference from the domain of language
proper, but they did not deny its ultimate relevance: without the concept
of tynchanon, they would have been unable to explain why sentences may
be either true or false. Saussure might argue, of course, that as a linguist
he is not interested in the truth conditions of sentences and therefore does
not need to account for them; but the role of reference is, after all, perva-
sive. For instance, all languages include a set of conventions to enable
speakers to specify unambiguously the referents of the nominal expressions
they use. If I utter the sentence The cat has not been fed yet, my use of
the article zAe indicates that a definite cat is being referred to, and also
that my interlocutor knows what cat I am referring to. Thus, reference
is built into the basic grammatical texture of language.

Saussure’s censorious attitude to the philosophers on this issue seems
also” inappropriate, for the notion that meaning is conceptual in nature
puts his theory in the semiotic mainstream deriving ultimately from the
key passage in Aristotle’s Peri Herméneias which we examined at the
beginning of this paper. In this regard, therefore, Saussure can hardly be
categorized as an innovator. Here, too, as elsewhere, he stated a position
but failed to discuss carefully the arguments pro and contra. In general,
he was ill-informed of the history of the questions he discussed: even in
his manuscript notes, he theorized in a historical vacuum, often attacking
positions which had never in fact been seriously maintained.

Finally, one must conclude that the theory itself is not only deficient
in according no place to important elements of the sign situation, but it
also contains notions which are difficult if not impossible to conceptualize.
Consider the way in which Saussure attempts to combine the notions of
contrast and arbitrariness. We begin with the unarguable notion that the
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relation between signifier and signified is arbitrary, ie., non-natural. We
are then told that the signifier and signified are in turn arbitrary in that
the signifier is carved out of the raw material of perceptible sound in an
arbitrary fashion and the signified is an arbitrary segment of conceptual
material. Not content with that, Saussure will impute no positive features
to either signifier or signified. Their mode of existence is purely negative—
all that one can say about them is that they contrast with other signifiers
and signifieds. But, as a former student of Saussure’s trenchantly put it
“contrast pure and simple necessarily leads to chaos and cannot serve as
the foundation of a syszem.”*® One might also add that chaos is impossible
for human beings to conceive.

Hence, while parts of Saussure’s theory contain insights into the nature
of language, the theory as a whole must be rejected. Semiotics will need
to be based on firmer and broader foundations. Above all, nothing but
good will accrue from a closer acquaintance with the rich semiotic tradition
of the past two and a half millennia. This is an area in which the history
of ideas may be in a position to perform especially valuable services. In
that case, Saussure will have taught us a salutary lesson: that it may some-
times pay to be familiar with one’s intellectual predecessors.
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Peirce and Semiotics:
An Introduction to Peirce’s Theory of Signs

Arthur Skidmore

Semiotics may be characterized as the systematic study of signs or
signification in general. I shall argue below that there probably cannot be
a successful study, not to say a systematic science, of this kind. Yet there
is a widespread supposition that a science of signs exists. And there is a
great deal of writing which is based upon this supposition, as many papers
in this volume testify.

Two names are most frequently mentioned in discussions of the modern
foundations of semiotics: Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles Peirce. I
shall say nothing further about Saussure, but I shall attempt in this paper
to give an account of some of Peirce’s most characteristic doctrines concern-
ing signs and also to show in what respects Peirce’s theory of signs is most
obviously inadequate. I shall in passing take note of certain of Peirce’s
views which may shed some light on the feasibility of the semiotic enter-
prise.

There is today within Western philosophy, those systematic investigations
begun in ancient Greece of the most general questions concerning the world
and human consciousness, a split so profound that typical members of the
opposing standpoints find each other’s work to be literally unintelligible.
One side consists in the others’ eyes of obscurantists wallowing in a fan-
tastic pseudo-scientific jargon (of which ‘hermeneutic’ is perhaps the best
single example), while the others appear as strangely misguided mathema-
ticians who are satisfied with playing a symbolic logic game instead of
engaging in the pursuit of vital questions.

Both broad movements have roughly the same heritage, from the Pre-
socratics up to about the beginning of the nineteenth century. By about the be-
ginning of the twentieth century the divergent lines of inquiry have become
rather clear. One path, through the great triad Hegel-Nietzsche-Husserl,
what I shall call the continental movement, culminates in the work of
contemporary phenomenologists and existentialists, typically writing in Ger-
man or French, and of whom Heidegger is the most prominent example.
The other movement, which I shall call the analytic movement, virtually
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rejects the nineteenth century (except possibly for John Stuart Mill) and
bases itself on the great empiricist tradition of British eighteenth century
philosophy and on the revolutionary developments in logic at the end of the
nineteenth century beginning with the publication of Frege’s Begriffsschrift
in 1879. (This grand simplification omits Marxism altogether or con-
strues it as a wing of continental philosophy.)

It may be said that philosophy has often wavered between being allied
with art (especially literature and poetry) on the one hand and with science
(especially mathematics and natural science) on the other. If this dichotomy
has ever made sense, it would seem to apply with unparalleled force today.
Nothing more dramatically expresses the tone or leading ideas of analytic
philosophy than its close affinity for science, including the modern science
of linguistics. And it appears that leading continental philosophers have a
deep and significant regard for poetry and imaginative literature.

The practitioners of analytic philosophy have for the most part achieved
anonymity outside their field of research scientists. Can anyone besides
a student of academic philosophy name or even recognize the names of
as many as six important analytic philosophers? Quine, Dummett, Kripke,
Putnam, Goodman, and Davidson are not exactly names to conjure with,
even among the highly literate, and yet their bearers are six of the most
renowned and distinguished philosophers in the analytic tradition. Their
writings resemble scientific papers much more than they do literature, and
it is hopeless to try to understand any of these thinkers without first develop-
ing a solid background in mathematical logic.

Analytic philosophy seems, however, to share with the continental move-
ment an enormous preoccupation with language. It is hardly an exaggera-
tion to specify the question of meaning, understood as the question of the
meaning of natural language, as zhe central question of analytic philosophy.
There is accordingly a tantalizing possibility that the movements might
converge around a genuine breakthrough in a general theory of signs. It
is quite absurd to suppose that analytic philosophers would not be interested
in a science of semiotics. The failure of analytic philosophers.to embrace
the work of the semioticians is based upon something far deeper than a mere
lack of interest.

Charles Sanders Peirce (1839-1914) was fundamentally oriented toward
science. His only graduate degree was in chemistry. He was for a time
a professional astronomer who made original contributions on the subject
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of photometry. He worked as a physicist for the U.S. Coast and Geodetic
Survey for many years. His father, Benjamin Peirce, was one of the leading
American mathematicians of his time, and Charles Peirce was himself a
gifted mathematician.

Peirce had the intellectual credentials to have become the leading figure
of the analytic movement in philosophy. He independently arrived at the
fundamental mathematical basis of modern logic, modern quantification
theory, in about 1883. The co-discoverer of quantification theory, Gottlob
Frege, achieved his basic result in 1879, as noted above.

Peirce is probably best known for his theory of meaning which came
to be known as pragmatism. William James, Peirce’s best and at times
practically his only friend, is closely associated with something called prag-
matism for which he courteously indicated his indebtedness to Peirce. Peirce
rather insultingly (but apparently quite characteristically) renamed his own
doctrine pragmaticism so that it might not be confused with what he
(rightly) thought to be a trivialization of his own ideas.

It is very hard to avoid trivializing or at least simplifying Peirce’s ideas.
Very roughly, what Peirce meant by pragmatism is the view that the mean-
ing, or cognitive significance, of a proposition consists in a subjunctive
conditional of the form “If A were to be done, then B would be experi-
enced.” That is to say, even more roughly, that the meaning of a proposition
consists in its testable consequences. An immediate consequence of this prin-
ciple is that if a proposition has no testable consequences then it has no
cognitive significance.

This idea is profoundly important, and it is quite characteristic of that
branch of the analytic movement known as logical positivism. As is well
known, the positivists asserted that entire domains of inquiry, most notably
theology, ethics, and speculative metaphysics, did not admit of any testable
consequences and were accordingly devoid of cognitive significance.

There are few if any unregenerate positivists among analytic philosophers
today. But the attitude toward unfounded speculation entailed by adher-
ence to the pragmatic theory of meaning is still prevalent and deep-seated.
(This may explain at least in part why so much continental theorizing is
viewed with such deep suspicion in analytic circles. The classic victim of
pragmatism is Freudian or depth psychology, which is still viewed by many
as devoid of cognitive significance, since it appears to have no testable
consequences. One can easily find similar suspicions directed toward the
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work and theories of the German triad Hegel-Nietzsche-Husser] and espe-
cially toward Heidegger.)

The leading American analytic philosopher, Willard Van Orman Quine
of Harvard, has provided the deepest and most important criticisms of
Peirce’s pragmatism. Quine points out (correctly, in my opinion) that
strictly speaking the principle is inapplicable to single propositions (a point
of which I think Peirce was eventually aware). That is, no single proposi-
tion has testable consequences all by itself, but only in conjunction with
other propositions. The upshot of this is that only sets of propositions, and
sometimes even whole theories, have cognitive significance. Given this
revision, the spirit of pragmatism is maintained in its applications to whole
theories such as Freudian psychology, General Systems Theory, and so on.

Outside of his contributions to pragmatism, fundamentally in the form
of two articles in the Popular Science Monthly, Peirce’s work remained
almost totally unknown, for reasons which are worth mentioning here.
Peirce did not have a very high opinion of the leading American universi-
ties of his time. He thought of Harvard, for example, as an “eleemosynary
institution” for the young and idle rich. But he was intrigued by the idea
behind the founding of the Johns Hopkins University (in 1876), which he
thought constituted something very much like an ideal community of
inquirers, and he joined the faculty in 1879 as lecturer in philosophy. To
his (and our) very great misfortune, he was dismissed from this position
in 1884, and he never held another university position. The precise causes
of his firing remain obscure, although they may come to light in Max
Fisch’s forthcoming intellectual biography of Peirce. (Peirce apparently
had, intellectually and practically, an almost total disrespect for authority,
and he was dealing at Hopkins with some monumental egos.)

Although at the very height of his intellectual powers (recall that he
had just invented modern logic, no less), he quickly and irreversibly lost
touch with the philosophical community. Peirce was at that moment per-
haps the greatest philosopher in the world, but he retired into a rural
obscurity. His work became progressively more speculative and progres-
sively more obscure. And this is just what one might expect, since he had
no colleagues and no students to respond to his ideas.

Peirce never published a book on philosophy. He supported himself in
part by writing reviews and dictionary entries, and these are filled with
wonderful ideas, but they are uncritically and unsystematically developed.
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His unpublished manuscripts of this period give ample evidence of his
continued titanic intellectual powers, but they are highly fragmentary and
profoundly elusive. Much of his writings on signs belongs to this period.

After his death, his manuscripts became the property of the philosophy
department of Harvard University. In the 1930s two young academics at
Harvard, Charles Hartshorne and Paul Weiss, who have since become two
of the most distinguished philosophers in America, published six volumes
of these manuscripts, and it has only been since then that the astonishing
breadth and profundity of Peirce’s philosophical achievements became
widely known. Yet it was too late for the rapidly developing analytic
movement to graft itself onto Peirce’s foundation, and his works remain of
interest primarily to Peirce scholars. As I shall attempt to show below, this
is true of his writings on signs; they have become entirely superseded by
contemporary developments in mathematical linguistics.

There are periodic flurries of interest in Peirce’s writings, and one appears
to be going on now. But the systematic development of his ideas which he
so ardently hoped for has not taken place. This is largely because those
most likely to continue his work find that he failed to understand the
significance of the set-theoretical paradoxes and other technical logical
matters. As a result, his work cannot be built directly upon by a contempo-
rary analytic philosopher, but it would have to be reconstructed according to
the prevailing paradigm. Anyone with a mind capable of both penetrating
Peirce’s thought and performing the necessary reconstructions would prob-
ably serve philosophy better by striking off on his own. This is, I think, the
ultimate tragedy of Peirce’s fate.

Peirce himself thought that his most important contribution to philoso-
phy was his theory of categories. 1 want now to sketch a few features of this
theary which are of special relevance to his theory of signs. For I do not
think that Peirce’s writings on signs can be understood at all without some
understanding of his theory of categories.

Peirce’s categories are a system of three general concepts, which he calls
Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness. These concepts in his opinion ex-
haustively describe or cover any field of experience or thought whatever.
Peirce thought that his system of concepts would turn out to be as impor-
tant as Aristotle’s well-known distinctions between potency and act and
between form and matter, and indeed that it would supersede them. He
thought that dichotomous distinctions were a sign of immature thinking,
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and that thought and reality lent themselves best to his triadic analytical
knife. What is more, he thought that he could prove the validity of his
categories to be both universal and necessary. His argument runs somewhat
as follows.

Peirce supposed that all propositions could be fully analyzed or in-
terpreted in such a way as to reveal an ultimate logical structure. Further,
every proposition contains one or more indexical parts, roughly names and
definite descriptions. A logical predicate may be defined as that which
remains when the indexical parts are removed from a fully analyzed propo-
sition. It might seem that fully analyzed propositions could contain any
number of names and hence that there could be logical predicates contain-
ing any number of blank places. For example, suppose that the following
propositions are fully analyzed:

A is red.

A is next to B.

A represents B to C.

A wants B to buy C from D.

Then the corresponding logical predicates would be:

........ is red.

........ is next to .......

........ represents ........ to .........

........ wants ........ to buy ... from ...

Now Peirce argues that the above sequence of logical predicates ends
with the third entry. He does this by an argument wherein he purports to
show that all polyadic (containing three or more blanks) logical predicates
can be reduced to complexes of triadic ones (containing exactly three
blanks), and further that triadic logical predicates cannot in this way be
reduced to complexes of dyadic and monadic ones, nor dyadic logical
predicates to complexes of monadic ones. There are thus exactly three
irreducibly distinct classes of logical predicates.

Peirce usually states his theory of categories in terms of relations. A
relation is simply the object of a predicate, and hence the argument carries
over directly to them: there are exactly three kinds of relations—monadic,
dyadic, and triadic ones. Firstness is the concept of a monadic relation in
general, Secondness is the concept of a dyadic relation in general, and
Thirdness is the concept of a triadic relation in general.
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It is extraordinarily difficult to understand the content of Peirce’s cate-
gories. To understand what is meant by Firstness, we would have to under-
stand what it is that is common to all monadic predicates in general.
Obviously, this cannot be anything very concrete, but something like a
formal character. Peirce sometimes says that this abstract content is a
quality of feeling. The content of Firstness is not an actual feeling, which
would introduce the idea of passivity (Secondness) and consciousness
(Thirdness), but a qualitative possibility of a feeling.

Similarly, the content of Secondness would have to be that which all
genuinely dyadic logical predicates have in common. Peirce thought that
actual brute existence consisted sheerly in standing in dyadic relations to
other things. So the content of Secondness is something like brute fac-
tuality.

Finally, the content of Thirdness is generality or universality. Examples
of irreducibly triadic predicates all seemed to him to go beyond mere
qualitative possibility and actual existence and to introduce an element of
the really general or universal.

This may all seem terribly obscure, but the obscurity only arises when
we try to arrive at intuitive content for Peirce’s categories, which is after
all only of secondary importance. What 7s important is that the concepts
of Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness as classes of logical predicates have
been defined, in as clear and coherent a way as the most fundamental
notions of any philosopher.

Since all of our thought is through logical predicates, everything think-
able and everything which can become an object of our experience falls
under one of the three categories. Thus, in what might be called a meta-
physical application of the theory of categories, everything must be thought
of as a Firstness, a Secondness, or a Thirdness. For in order to be even
a thinkable object, the object must be thinkable by means of a logical
predicate. But there are exactly three kinds of these, and so the object must
be one of exactly three sorts. Using the notion of the content of the
categories, we may informally conclude that everything thinkable must be
either a qualitative possibility, an actual existent, or a real general.

This metaphysical application of the theory of categories is mind-bog-
gling stuff. For Peirce, if he is right, has succeeded in giving a rich,
insightful, and highly non-trivial answer to the fundamental question of
metaphysics in a relatively rigorous fashion.
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An important epistemological application of the theory of categories
stems from focusing upon the irreducibility of the categories. This bears
directly on the possibilities of philosophical analysis. Again supposing that
Peirce is right, it will not in general be possible to understand the world
using only monadic and dyadic concepts. Peirce accuses most of his prede-
cessors of having attempted to do exactly this. The term he uses for such
philosophies is zominalism. Peirce is adamant in his insistence upon taking
the category of Thirdness, and hence real universality, as philosophically
ultimate and irreducible. This is perhaps the chief novelty of Peirce’s theory
and the source of its continuing importance for philosophy. If Peirce is
right, we are as philosophers ineluctably committed to the irreducible reality
of universals.

The paradigm of a genuine triadic relation for Peirce is the sign relation.
The sign relation could also be called the representation relation, since it is
expressed by:

We shall have a great deal more to say about the sign relation before long,
but I should like now to remark on what has just been called the epistemo-
logical application of Peirce’s theory of categories to the sign relation. Since
the sign relation is irreducibly triadic, it is thoroughly an affair of Thirdness,
and no account of signs, significance, language, or meaning can possibly
succeed, if Peirce is right, which does not involve the reality of universals.

Since naming or labeling is for Peirce a characteristically dyadic rela-
tion, language cannot be understood as a system of names. The referential
or naming function of a word is but a degenerate Thirdness—it can be
understood in terms of the triadic sign relation, but not vice versa.

Even more important is Peirce’s implicit attack on all 7deational theories
of meaning, as I shall call them. By an ideational theory of meaning I
mean any theory which would attempt to account for the meaning of a
sign in terms of an image or idea or mental picture in someone’s mind.
Suppose we say that person A has a mental picture and expresses this idea
by means of a verbal sign which in turn causes to appear a similar idea
in person B. If Peirce is right, this kind of account cannot possibly suffice,
since it would attempt to explain the meaning of a sign in terms of two
dyadic relations, between A’s idea and the sign, and between the sign
and B’s idea.






