s,

N,

sized that speakers are placed in very different positions within language by class,

-
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gender, race, geography, and so on. In our “viper” joke, for example, a small linguisti¢ ;
difference points to a whole system of class, property, ethnicity, and, varying with the"
gender of the homeowner, sexual politics—including an echo of the story of Adam,
Eve, and the serpent. ' : : g

Despite these criticisims, the Course in General Linguistics opened up as never-
before the question of the role of signs-in culture and the role of language in the :
mind. As Jonathan Culler put it in Ferdinand de Saussure (1986), “What the study of
language reveals about mind is not a set of primitive conceptions or natural ideas but-*
the general structuring and differentiating operations by which things are made to:

signify.” :
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and Thibault volumes cited above. : : P \

‘From Course in General Linguistics'
From Introduction . .

CHAPTER IIl. THE OBJECT OF LINGUISTICS

2. ‘Place of Language in the Facts of Speech - '

BT

To summarize, these are the characteristics of language:- '
1) Language is a well-defined object in the heterogeneous mass of speech

iset it apart from other political,
% k

i 2 The smallace dimvtear.. “ o’

facts. I‘t!can 'be localized}in:;,fhc limited segment of the speaking-circuit where
an au};ltory image becomeﬁessociated with a concept. It is the sovial side of
speech, outside the mdly‘ldﬁ;a’lﬂ\vho can never create nor modify it by himself:
it exists f)'.’_]}' by virtue -of asort of contract signed by the members ofay
fromn;umty. Moreover,,the{i.hdividual must always serve an apprenticeship
in 31 (ilr to, l.earn the functfonmg of language; a ‘child assimilates it only
gradually. I.t is su{c'h a distingt thing that a man deprived of the use of speak-
ing retains it provided that he.understands the vocal signs that he hears
A]tzh) Lar;lgduag;,] unlike spealdng, is something that we can study spparately.
ough dead languages ar¢ ten, i i :
o guages 1r%pg_]0nger spol\hen, we can easily assimjilate thejr
1spense with the other elements df h
indeed, the science of language j i if’ homte am
indeed, ' Tgag is possible only»lf. the other elements are
3) IV\ :hereas speech is hetérogeneous, language, as defined, is homogene-
I(;us. tisa s;czlstem (zlf signs in which the only essential thing is the union of
eanings and sound-images:-and in which bo ‘si '
e z | . th par.ts‘ of the sign are psycho-
: 4d) Lafnguage is concrete, 1ip less so than speaking; and this is a help in (v).ur
study of it. Linguistic signs, though basically psychological, are not abstrac-

linguistic organisms. We, ca

- tions; associations which bearithe stamp of collective approval—and which

added together constitute lariguage—are realities that have their seat in the

brain. Besides, linguistic signs are tangible; it is possible to reduce’them to
detailed photographs of acts pf speaking [actes de parole]; the pronunciati

of even the smallest word represent$ an infinite numl)eryofmuscular m ’f’"
ments that could be identified and put into graphic form only with ‘O(‘ae;
difficulty. In language, on ‘the contrary, there is only the sound—ima'oegr :ii
the lat.terv can be translated into a fixed visual image. For if we disre ;r:iiﬂ
VVast n.umber of movements necessary for the realization of sound-ing:ages i:
]Si[:;l;ldﬁi,uwebsee ;ha]t each sound-image is nothing more than the sum of a
2 med )omd.er of e egnentg or phonemes? that can in turn be called up by
" thinl : rtxhxrtxg r;um erl of written symbo]s..The very possibility of putting
ot gs that relate to anguage into graphic form allows dictionaries and
& “mmars to represent it accyrately, for language is a storehouse of 'sound-
Images, and writing is the tangible form of those images. :

“onventional written symbok, whereas it would be impossible to provide

A,

e i
3. Tlilacfe of Language in Human Facts: Semiology
- Lhe foregoing characterjstie i
chamcteriséc E " Tis v§“.of languag(‘e reveal an even more important
e 3 d. anguage, once, its boundaries have been marked offiwithin
speech data, can be classified among hum »
: ~be classified - an phenomena
speech cannot. R T I ’ ’ wy“er,_eas
We have just seen that language is a social institution; but several features
. £gal, etc. institutions. We must call in a new
"pf of facts in order to ilhiminate the special nature of language.
‘rab]anguage is a system o”f signs that express ideas, and is therefore compa-
€ to a system of writing, the alphabet of deaf-mutes, symbolic rites, polite

" fo e . .
formulas, military signals, efc. But it is the most important of all these sys-

tems,

?



A science that studies the life of signs within society is conceivable; it would Q{{ i
be a part of social psychology and consequently of general psychology; I shall
call it semiology (from Greek sémeion ‘sign’). Semiology would show what
constitutes signs, what laws govern them. Since the science does not yet -
exist, no one can say what it would be; but it has a right to existence, a place
staked out in advance. Linguistics is only a:part of the general science of
semiology; the laws discovered by semiology will be applicable to linguistics,
and the latter will circumscribe a well-defined area within the mass of
anthropological facts. : - . .

To determine the exact place of semiology is the task of the psychologist.
The task of the linguist.is to find out what makes language a special system
within the mass of semielogical data. This issue will be taken up again later;
here I wish merely to call attention to oné thing: if I have succeeded in
assigning linguistics a place among the sciences, it is because I have related
it to semiology. ‘ , 4 :

Why has semiology not yet been recognized as an independent science
with its own object like all the other sciences? Linguists have been going.
around in circles: language, better than anything else, offers a basis for
understanding the semiological problem; but language must, to put it cor-
rectly, be studied in itself; heretofore language has almost always been stud-
ied in connection with something else, from other viewpoints. :

There is first of all the superficial notion of the general public: people see
nothing more than a name-giving system in language, thereby prohibiting
any research into its true nature. : - :

Then there is the viewpoint of the psychologist, who studies the sign- A ) )
mechanism in the individual; this is the easiest method, but it does not lead 3% b8 ; This conception’ js open to cfiticism &t
beyond individual execution and does not reach the sign, which is social.- made ideas exist before wards (on ?L'SCVETa

Or even when signs are studied from a social viewpoint, only the traits L whether a name js vocal or pSYChoIoO‘lS[Rom
that attach language to the other social institutions—those that are more or C.an'be considered from either vie'\vp'o,‘nt).b;ica lxln "
less voluntary—are emphasized; as a result, the goal is by-passed and the 4 _h“kmg of a name and a thing is a very sim ’I B
specific characteristics of semiological systems in general and of language in ; 1s anything but true, Byt this rather naivp € Operation—an assumption that
particular are completely ignored. For the distinguishing characteristic of trut.h by showing us that the linguistic un‘f 2approach can bring us near the
the sign—but the one that is least apparent at first sight—is that in some th_e associating of two terms, . 'tis a double entity, one formed by
way it always eludes the individual or social will. : : ' '

In short, the characteristic that distinguishes semiological systems from
all other institutions shows up clearly only in language where it manifests
itself in the things which are studied least, and the necessity or specific value
of a semiological science is therefore not clearly recognized. But to me the
language problem is mainly semiological, and all developments derive their
significance from that important fact. If we are to discover the true nature
of language we must learn what it has in common with all other semiological
'systems; linguistic forces that seem very important at first glance (e.g., the
role of the vocal apparatus) will receive only secondary consideration if they
serve only to set language apart from the other systems. This procedure will
do more than to clarify the linguistic problem. By studying rites, customs,
etc. as signs, [ believe that we shall throw new light on the facts and point -
up the need for including them in a science of semiology and explaining

them by its laws. :
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CHAPTER :
| . . PTER 1. NATURE OF THE LINGUISTIC SIGN '
1. Sign, Signified, Signifier” |
Some people regard language, when redu

process only—a list of wo
_For example:

ced to its elements, as naming-

rds, ea i
, each corresponding to the thing that it names
: .

H

ARBOR

EQUOS?

etc,
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applicable to the spoken wora oniy, t0 [Ne reauzation Ol LT LIITE LHage i
discourse. We can avoid that misunderstanding by speaking of the sounds
and syllables of a word provided we remember that the names refer to the
sound-image.

. The lmomstlc sign is then a two-sided psychologlcal entlty that can be
represented by the drawing:’

Concept .

Soundf,

image -

The two elements are intimately united, and each recalls the other.
Whether we try to find the meaning of the Latin word arbor or the word that
Latin uses to designate the concept “tree,” it is.clear that only the associa-
tions sanctioned by that language appear to us to conform to reality, and we §
disregard whatever others might be xmaomed

Our definition of the linguistic sign poses an important question of ter-
minology. [ call the combination of a concept and a sound-image a sign, but
in current usage the term generally designates only a sound-image, a word,
for examp]e (arbor, etc.). One tends to forget that arbor is called a sign only
because it carries the concept “tree,” wnth the resu]t that the idea of tbe
sensory part 1mplxes the ldea of tbe whole ‘

Amblgmty would disappear’ if the three nonons mvolved here were desig
nated by three names, each suggesting and opposing the others. I propos
to retain the word sign [signe] to designate the whole and to replace concep
and sound-image respectively by signified [signifié] and signifier [szgmﬁant
the last two terms have the advantage of indjcating the opposition that sep 3
arates them from each other and from the whole of which they are parts,'A
regards sign, if | am satisfied with it, this is simply because I do not knowo
any word to replace it, the ordinary language suggesting no other.

The linguistic sign, as defined, has two prxmordlal characteristics. In’ enun

c1at1n0 them [am also positing the basic principles of any study of this’ typeﬁ

2. Principle I: The Arbitrary Nature of the Sign
'lhe bond between the signifier and the sxgmﬁed is arbitrary. Since | meai
by sign the whole that results from the associating of the signifier with thi
51gmﬁed, I.can simply say: the linguistic sign is arbitrary. o
The idea of “sister” is not linked by any innér relationship to the SUCCESSI%i 1

of sounds s-é-r wbeb serves as its signi{ier in French; that it could be r
N "oy - S L eieiiina e nraand b differancec qmon

&
i
=
1.
.

languages and by the very exxstence of different languages: the signified “ox”
has as its signifier b--f on one »51de of the border and o- k—s (Ochs) on the
other.’ :

No one disputes the prmcrp]e;of the arbitrary nature of the sign, b it it is
often easier to discover a truth than to assign to it its proper place. Prm iple [
dominates all the linguistics of language; its consequences are numbdgrless.
It is true that not all of them'are equally obvious at first glance; only after
‘many detours does one discover. tbem, and w1th them the prlmordlall npor-
tance of the principle. . . : . . i

One remark in passing: when: semlology becomes orgamzed as a scjence,
the question will arise whethet or not it properly includes modes of expres-
sion based on completely natpral signs; such as pantomime. Supposing that
the new science welcomes ther, its main concern will still be the whole
group of systems grounded onvtbe arbitrariness of the sign. In fact,’ every
means of expression used in speiety is based, in principle; on collectlve
behavior or—what amounts ‘to the same thmg——on convention. Polite for-
-mulas, for instance, though oftqn imbued with a certain natural expresswe-

ness (as in the case of a Chinese who greets his emperor by bowing down to
the ground nine times), are nonelbcless fixed by rule; it is this rule and not
the intrinsic value of the gestires that obliges one to use them. Sign that
are wholly arbitrary realize betterithan the others the ideal of the semiolpgical
process; that is why language, tHe most complex and universal of all systems
of expression, is also the most}&haracteristic; in this sense linguistids can
become the master-pattern for &fl branches of semiology a]tbough lan Uage
is only one particular semiological system.: SEI :
The word symbol has beers uged to designate the llngmstxc sign; orjmore
. specifically, what is here called the signifier. Principle I in partleular weighs
against the use of this term.. One characteristic of the symbol is. that it is
never wholly arbitrary; it is st empty, for there is the rudiment.of a nptural
o xbond between the signifier and ;be signified. The symbol of justice, a pair of
 scales, could not be replaced byjust any other symbol, such as.a charjot..
The word arbitrary also calls for comment, The term should notimply that
_ the choice of thé signifier is leff entirely to the speaker (we shall see below
hat the individual does not have the power to change a‘sign.in any way.once
ifthas become established in the linguistic community); I mean that it is
unmotivated, i.e. arbltrary in- that it actually has no natural connection with
the signified.
apl Concludmg Iet us consxder two objectxons that mxoht be ralsed to the
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