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The Life of Language:

Saussure and Evolution

If we are to discover the true nature of language we must learn what it hasin common with all other
semiological systems.

Ferdinand de Saussure (1974, p. 16)

Introduction

The stimulus for this thesis came from a quite yeeted source. Originally |
embarked on a comparative study of the two philbsop primarily responsible for the
divergence of the Continental and Anglo-Americaaditions of language based
philosophy: Ferdinand de Saussure and Gottlob FrBgé when | began a careful
reading of Saussure’s Course in General Lingui¢lié34 — theCourseg | was struck by
the extent to which his synchronic theory of larggiappeared to reflect an awareness of
linguistic evolution as analogous to biological keximn. That seemed to me to be
particularly interesting for two reasons. Firstvds aware of the empirical success that
linguists and biologists have had in the late tvgthtcentury in exploiting this analogy,
particularly in tracing the geographical originsethnic groups (Cavalli-Sforza, 2000).
Second, Saussure is usually identified with a vidlanguage as something essentially
arbitrary and conventional — something essentialljnan (Saussure, 1974, p. 16). By
that account linguistic evolution would seem to éndittle in common with natural
evolutionary processes. Yet far from rejecting dhalogy, Saussure seemed to be taking
a position within it, promoting a view of linguistievolution that was akin to a

contemporary Darwinian understanding, as opposedntore archaic view, of biological
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evolution (Saussure, 1974, p. 4). The questions #rese: to what extent is Saussure’s
theory of language a theory that could underpin erplain the linguistic-biological
analogy? To what extent should it be such a thedm@& what does the linguistic-
biological analogy suggest about the philosophaggropriation of Saussure’s theory?
These are the guiding questions of this thesis. disvers | advance make for what |

hope is an interesting and even provocative reingaaf Saussure’s theory of language.

Initially, | suggest, we need to recall that Saussis attempting to theorise the
forces that are universally and permanently at workin all languagesand todeduce the general laws
to which all specific historical phenomena can beeduced (1974, p. 6)In other words, historical
linguistics — which Saussure also terms “diachrbaic‘evolutionary” linguistics — forms
the empirical basis for his synchronic theory ohgaage. What Saussure finds in
historical linguistics is what he calls @w class of phenomena1974, p. 83) Here is
something without any fixed units, identities ofjeafts on which a science can be based.
Instead, the signs or values that make up languagefest a material discontinuity in
which change is potentially all pervasive aseimanence results from sheer luck (1974, p.
231). There is, nevertheless, a discernible structutée forces which produce language
states. These are the paradigmatic and syntagmalations that constitute the
mechanism of language. There is also a framewortkinviwhich that mechanism
operates and which ensures its ceaseless evolulibis is the speech-language
framework: the relation between the speech thatwighin the system of language and
the speech that lies outside it. Speakers stratdée framework by means of the
unconscious comparisons they make between thectielestorehouse of language where

productive forms are arranged and the innovatibas$ individual experience seems to
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necessitate. Saussure makes a distinction betwesnytleing that participates in this
framework — theinner organism (1974, p. 21)or evolving system of a language - and
everything that is external to it. What we obsemeconsidering the contemporary
linguistic-biological analogy is that the analogylds under just the conditions Saussure
defines, with surprising accuracy, for internalglimstics. Broadly, so long as the
interaction of language and speech is unhinderadguage evolves in a manner

analogous to the human genome.

Saussure’s theory of language explains and supplegtsaanalogy with biological
evolution, then, to this extent: it details a cqutaan of language as an evolving system of
values within a language—speech framework thatree fof external imposition or
interference. At the end of the thesis | suggest tiere are strong hints that this common
evolutionary framework offers a very promising wafyre-conceiving key elements in
our current metaphysical framework. In the eanfiarts of the thesis | consider the way
in which Saussure’s theory is also elaborated dte qanother basis. That basis is the
wholly arbitrary nature of the signifier (Saussut@y4, p. 68). It is this unique feature of
language — a feature not shared by other signmagstespecially natural sign systems —
that is responsible, in Saussure’s view, for thenmea and complexity of linguistic
evolution (1974, p. 76). The arbitrariness of thendb between the signifier and the
signified is what makes the sign labile, reasonssSare - and every evolutionary change
involves a shift in the relationship between thgngier and signified within the sign
(1974, . To the extent that Saussure’s theory hamgdis doctrine of the arbitrary

signifier, | suggest, it does not support the lisga-biological analogy.
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The analogy, therefore, drives a wedge betweenféwos of arbitrariness that are
simultaneously at work in Saussure’s theory. Ting form could be called “system
arbitrariness” or “material discontinuity”. The chater of evolutionary change is such
that it makes no difference what material mediursign system uses so long as it
functions on a dynamic of individual innovation arwllective conservation — that is, the
speech-language relationship. The signifier andifsegl are inseparable in the values
produced by a system evolving in this way. The sdciorm of arbitrariness could be
called “signifier” arbitrariness and it is the fdmar arbitrariness of names as opposed to
objects. The signifier and the signified are esaéintseparable in the signs produced by
arbitrary naming. There is a strong drive in Satessuhought to connect up these two
conceptions of arbitrariness. | suggest that nbt mnsignifier arbitrariness at odds with
the linguistic-biological analogy but it contradicBaussure’s critique of language as
simple naming. Relying solely on system arbitrasgn removes many of the
contradictions and aporia that arise from the isidn of signifier arbitrariness in

Saussure’s systematics of language.

It could be argued, then, that there are a numbegasons why Saussure’s theory
should support the linguistic-biological analogyidg in line with the theory's goal of
describing the forces that are at work in languageution; if the theory supports the
linguistic-biological analogy then the analogytumn, provides empirical support for the
theory; and, unhooking system arbitrariness frogmifier arbitrariness frees Saussure’s
theory from a number of contradictions under whtabtherwise labours. But, | suggest,
signifier arbitrariness is too strong an intuitiensimply relegate to the sidelines. It needs

to be accommodated within system arbitrariness acwbrdingly | argue that it can
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usefully be re-articulated as “systematic latitudedapting and developing a concept we
already find in Saussure’s linguistics. Once tlsatone, there is no structural division
between the signifier and the signified cuttingoasrthe values produced by an evolving
system of associative and oppositional relatiofisis re-articulation of arbitrary naming
promises, in turn, to loosen the subject-objectogggmn at the base of our metaphysical
framework. It creates the possibility of a meiotdistribution of key terms and relations
associated with that opposition on the axis oftbexmon evolutionary framework i.e.
the speech-language relation. This is the potenfidhe analogy for the philosophical

appropriation of Saussure’s theory.

In the first two chapters of the thesis | give apasition of Saussure’s theory that
provides a basis for an exploration of the lingaibiological analogy. In particular |
emphasise the relationship between the synchréwiory and evolutionary linguistics.
For example, | examine the notion that languagddcte comprised of relations of
difference as opposed to relations of similarityl @ssociation. Conversely, | question
whether the language system could be a kind oftitigiof difference precisely by
relations of similarity and association. Both ogsle arguments are present in Saussure’s
Course although the former has proved by far the mogufar tendency (Belsey, 2002;
Culler, 1986). In giving an account of the thedmgttlooks forward to an exploration of
the linguistic-biological analogy, | emphasise thseparability of relations of identity

and difference in the evolving language system.

| also note an inchoate theory of truth in Saussulieguistics. This is later

combined with the more developed concept of sydientitude set out in the fourth
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chapter. The combination provides the basis foraacount of the often very subtle
relationship between systematic value and the apgigrarbitrary naming by which we
are free to elaborate systematic value. | use FRgg®blems of informative identity
statements and intentional contexts to test thiewaa (Frege, 1997). Perhaps we here
encounter the palimpsest of the original projecttloé thesis. However, since these
problems form part of Frege’s own critique of a giennaming theory of language |
suggest that it is both appropriate and usefuldge them to test this interpretation of

Saussure’s theory.

In the third chapter | explore the linguistic-bigioal analogy in more detail and
show that it is a concept that is bound up from tlkset with the development of
historical linguistics. Saussure’s work can beatid firmly within this ongoing dialogue
and the extent to which his theory supports thetesoporary analogy defined. In the
fourth chapter | consider the reasons why Sausstineory should support the analogy
and the way in which this opens the possibilityadiiller philosophical appropriation of
his theory. Ultimately, | argue, that appropriatiblas the potential to change our

conceptions of the permanent and the universal@s s

The format of the thesis follows the American P®jobical Association style,
except that | have had to adopt a different prdtémoquotations which here appear two
points smaller than the normal text and in bolcheatthan in quotation marks. This
departure is necessitated by the convention inyBalind Sechahaye’s editing of the
Course in General Linguistics which uses italicsidentify names or signifiers and

quotation marks for objects or signifieds. So, ésample, Saussure refersttee and
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“tree” respectivelylt is also helpful in distinguishing the large amtiof text that are
quoted at some points. When | have already quated & source and am using a brief
part of the quotation subsequently then this wilb@ar in quotation marks in the normal
way. Quotation marks also name expressions that doom the author of this thesis -

“material discontinuity”, for example — or from aiter nearby in context.



The Life of Language:
Saussure and Evolution 9

The Life of Language:

Saussure and Evolution

Chapter 1: Introducing Saussure

Section 1: The creation of Saussure’s text

e Saussure’s “Course in General Linguistics” (the @ee) has an unusual
provenance, being based largely on notes takenualests of a course of lectures

Saussure gave in three alternate years between 480@911.

 The Course differs in some respects from the lest@aussure actually gave.
Notably, in the original courses, the account afaflironic linguistics is a prelude

to the synchronic theory of language, not a pogtsto it.

« The Course gives an account of the accepted vidwheotime as well as

Saussure’s own views, without explicitly distinging between these.

No-one disputes the influence of Ferdinand de Smesstheory of language. It
has proved extraordinarily fertile across a widage of disciplines (Gadet, 1986).
However, to adapt one of Saussure’s own dicta,41p768), it is often easier to assign
a theory its proper place than to discover itshtriithe unusual provenance of Saussure’s

work does nothing to diminish this difficulty. Theork in which the theory is contained,
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the “Course in General Linguistics”, is a recongtien, by his editors, Charles Bally and
Albert Sechehaye, in collaboration with Albert Reiger, of a series of lectures given by
Saussure toward the end of his career, between 39061911. Saussure himself
produced no written account of his general lingesstindeed Saussure developed what
may reasonably be described as a fear of writiegirdying his notes for these lectures
and becoming unable to bring to publication anyisf considerable number of writing
projects (Culler, p. 23). Bally and Sechehaye’sonstruction is based on the notes of
students (including those of Charles Bally himsedtjending one or other of three series
of lectures, together with some notes of Saussuszevered from his private papers,
most notably his “Notes pour un article sur Whithef 1894 (Alter, 2005, p.250). The
lectures make up the eponymous Course in Genergllstics that Saussure taught three

times.

The decisions made by the editors in synthesidimegtéxt of theCoursehave
been the subject a good deal of dispute - at &asé the publication of original students’
notes by Robert Godel in 1957 (Godel, 1957). B11876 account of Saussure’s work,
Jonathan Culler, for example - while acknowledgihgt theCoursein its established
form has already been immensely influential - sgtgehat it does not give enough
weight to the primordial importanagf the principle of the arbitrary nature of thersig
(Culler, 1986, p. 26). Culler contends that theioal notes show a greater emphasis on
this principle. He bases his account on this ppiegi locating other key aspects of
Saussure’s theory as consequences of it. This Hespeal of being a distinctively
structural approach to Saussure’s work. In a readite, entitled “Saussure’s unfinished

semantics”, Simon Bouquet develops an account oksme’ preliminary semantics
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based entirely on student notes of the lecturesoangbme other unpublished writings of
the times (Sanders, 2004, p. 205 - p.218). He makese strong criticisms of the
decisions of the editors, stating, for examplet tha last sentence of ti@ourse—the true
and unique object of linguistics is language studied in and of itself (Saussure, 1974, p. 232) iSas
unfortunate as it is famous (Sanders, 2004, p. 207l iS completely contradictory andnowhere to be
found in Saussure’s lectures or writings(Sanders, 2004, p. 207))aving been drawn instead from
the work of the progenitor of comparative philolpgyanz Bopp. Yet it is clear that the
dispute that one has with the editors will dependooe’s interpretative interests. The
echoes, in this phrase, of Saussure’s emphasishah ve callsnternal linguistics (1974, p.
20) and his frequent emphasis on the need to studyda®in itself (1974, p. 16)and to
avoid external (1974, p. 113)aspects of language seem quite appropriate fronpdie of
view of the reading advanced in this thesis, faaregle. It is also helpful to recall that
this pivotal statement would, in the original semges appear at the end of the first

section of Saussure’s course of lectures ratherdhthe end of the entire course.

For, | suggest — no doubt reflecting my own intetative interests — that it is
very important to note that the original coursedeatures, especially the third course,

have a different order from that which they areegiin theCourse The plan of Saussure’s

third Course can be described as follows: from theliversity of languages to “language” (as opposed

to “speech”) — and from language to linguistics. By and Sechehaye, however, begin with language

and postpone languages and their diversity (parts,8 and 5) to the end(Gadet, 1986, p. 22Part 3 is
headed “Diachronic Linguistics” and parts 4 andse aeal with historical linguistics. It
may be said then that the sequence inGberse gives too much prominence to the

structural, synchronic aspect of the theory befet®wing how this arises from
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Saussure’s account of evolutionary or diachroniguistics. Saussure’s account of
evolutionary linguistics is, | suggest, the prolegto the synchronic theory, not a

postscript to it.

For the origins of Saussure’s theory of languageiri his understanding of
diachronic or evolutionary linguistics. The theasySaussure’s attempt to describe the

enduring conditions that make language evolutiossfiide —to determine the forces that are
permanently and universally at work in all language and to deduce the general laws to which all

specific historical phenomena can be reduce@Saussure, 1974, p. 6)The fact that Saussure’s
synchronic linguistics is concerned to describedtnacture of language in a stable state
does not mean that the subject of his study isantething living — an object constantly
being transmitted and reproduced over time withto@munity of speakers. As Saussure
says,there is really no such thing as absolute immobilt ... evolution may vary in rapidity and
intensity but this does not invalidate the principe (1974, p. 140)Synchronic linguistics does not
describe any particular evolutionary trajectoryydaes not give any history of the growth
of a particular language as diachronic linguistioes. That does not mean, however, that
it is not concerned with a living object as the darct of an evolutionary process. We
should not imagine that, | suggest, any more tharmwwuld now seek to understand a

biological organism or system of organisms outgislevolutionary context.

It is also important to note what may be called ‘theometrical” character of
Saussure’s theory — a feature which contributateédifficulty he experienced in writing

for publication.what makes the subject difficult, Says Saussuré that it can be approached

from various directions, like certain geometrical heorems: everything is the corollary of everything
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else in static linguistics. Whether one is talkingf units, differences, oppositions etc., it all coes

down to the same thing (Interview with Riedlinger,1909, quoted in Gadet, 1986, p. 24Jn a later
interview he saystlo one point of departure is more appropriate tharanother as a foundation for
the demonstration (Note from proposed volume, 1894yuoted in Gadet, 1986, p. 26 | will be
suggesting that this geometrical character alsteatsf the essential grounding of
Saussure’s static linguistics in historical or eNmnary linguistics. The forces that create

any stable language state are the same forcesaise it to change.

It is also important to observe that the “Cours&gneral Linguistics” is just that
— a long Course of lectures teaching students dbauistics as such. It is a mixture of
Saussure’s own views and the standard views ofittie on the subject. No doubt this
fact also emboldened the editors of theurseto add some of their own glosses. The
teachings of the Neogrammarian school with whichsSare is most closely associated
must be taken into account and, in particular,ehsrthe widespread influence of the
American linguist William Dwight Whitney. Whitneysiprobably the most important
single source of ideas for the Neogrammariansgaew@p and he is particularly important
for Saussure (Alter, 2005). The student lecturestibat form the basis of the text of the
Coursewere supplemented by material from Saussure’safgipapers and much of this
is taken from “Notes pour un article sur Whitne¥his is a document of some thirty
pages Saussure prepared in 1894 on the occasidthitiey’s death, in which he first
begins to expound his ideas on the broader questibringuistics as such. It is not
surprising, then, that when the American LeonardoBifield reviewed the second

edition of Saussure®oursein 1924 he remarketost of what the author says has long been
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“in the air” and has been here and there fragmentaity expressed (Bloomfield, 1924, p. 318 in Falk,

J.S., in Sanders, 2004, p. 108).

Understanding that th@ourseis not original in any holistic sense certainlges
some of the contradictions in the text. It is ndhink, facile to attribute many statements
in the Courseto Whitney and to the accepted views of the timeé athers to Saussure’s
distinctive theorizing. Often Saussure uses exprssvhich are taken almost verbatim
from other sources and seem to aim at an accuedliection of those sources. His
differing statements on the role of significatioloragside value or on the question of
whether there was an implicit original contractvietn speakers, are good examples of
contradictions that may be explained in this wayt Berhaps the best illustration one can
provide is the most central. Here is John Lockspimed in turn by Plato’s dialogue
Cratylus and a long subsequent tradition from Atistthrough St. Augustin@oseph, J.E.

in Sanders, 2004, p. 61). Locke argues that certain words stand for aeitdéasnot by any

natural connexion ... for then there would be but ond.anguage amongst all Men; but by a voluntary

Imposition, whereby such a word is made arbitrarilythe Mark of such an Idea(Locke, J., Book llI,

“Of Words,” in Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1690) in Alter, 2005, p. 54) The 1853

edition of Websters American Dictionary of the Hsigl Language statesanguage

consists in the oral utterance of sounds which usagas made the representative of ideas. When two

or more persons customarily annex the same sounds the same ideas, the expression of these sounds

by one person communicates his ideas to anoth¢Alter, 2005, p. 74) There, in a nutshell, are
many of the key elements of Saussure’s introducegosition of the doctrine of the

arbitrary nature of the sign in ti@ourse
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Section 2: The science of linguistics

» Saussure’s “Glance at the history of linguistic€9(74, p. 1) reflects his ongoing

concern with the definition of linguistics as aesuie.

* Following the debate between Dwight Whitney, repméag a conventionalist
tradition, and the continental natural-historicabdition, Saussure is able to take

a more nuanced middle ground.

 The primary problem, contends Saussure, is thatianse must have a well
defined object of study and linguistics has notigentified such an object nor its

method of study.

Despite the “geometrical” character of Saussutesight, the desire to provide a
narrative sequence is very strong in the demonmstratf any theory, and no account,
including this one, is immune to it. Accordingly,would suggest that th€ourseés
beginning withA Glance at the History of Linguistics (Sausssurel974, p. 1)reflects a theme
that is constant throughout the lectures: the defmof linguistics as a science. In fact
for some thinkers most influenced by Saussure -afbBarthes, for example — Saussure
is as important a theorist of science as he i®arist of language (Barthes, 1968). But in
this respect also it is important to note that Sates is continuing a tradition that was
particularly strong in the period leading up to tierk. Questions about the nature of
language were inseparable from questions abowgdileatific character of linguistics and

one concern constantly clouds — as well as inforntke other. If language can be
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characterised as an independent natural organismthkie study of language can assume
legitimacy as a science alongside the natural segenYet as its confidence grows,
linguistics — or comparative philology as it wasom earlier in the century - needs to
assert its independent and unique characterigtitssamore aptly defined as an historical
science of voluntary human activity. This latterth®e view successfully advocated by
Whitney. By the time Saussure takes up the prajédefining linguistics as a science
there is the opportunity for a more nuanced midgéaind - and this is the territory | will

be exploring in more detail in the course of thisdis.

From an individual point of view Saussure’s coninmgupreoccupation with the
scientific character of his discipline is also satprising. He was the son of an eminent
naturalist and member of a family with a strongditian of accomplishment in the
natural sciences (Culler, 1986, p. 21). His young®ether, Renee, was also a linguist
and during the years of th€ourse achieved renown as a leader of the Esperanto
movement, a development in which Saussure oftéectsfan interest. His other younger
brother, Leopold, was also interested in lingusstl;mking it to the “scientific racism” of
the time in a book published in 1899 (Joseph, JnESanders, 2004, p. 69). As Joseph

puts it: It is certainly interesting, and maybe significant, that Saussure’s theoretical path was cut

between those of his two younger brothers, one cahtgup in a racist and the other in a rationalist

misunderstanding of language ... (in Sanders, 2004, §9).

More broadly it may be remarked that Saussure'th bir 1857 came one year
after that of Sigmund Freud and one year beforel&EBurkheim. It was also just two

years before Darwin’s The Origin of the Species firas published in 1859. The affinity
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of Saussure’s theory to the writings of Ludwig \@hstein (both early and late) is often
noted. However, one consequence of the unusuaépamce of th€ourseis that he also
resembles the Austrian philosopher in his sileregarding his theoretical influences —
particularly with regard to his non-linguistic thetical influences. One line of thought
contends that Saussure was directly influenced klieim and subsequently followed
closely the debate surrounding Durkheim’s ideasartties, 1968, p. 23) Yet the
widespread impact of the Darwinian conception obletton on historical linguistics
must have been particularly keenly felt by Sausgiwen the intellectual environment in

his family. Overall, as Harris puts it, Saussune$eesthe possibility that disciplines such as

psychology, physiology, sociology and anthropologyight well sponsor forms of linguistic enquiry
which would be potential rivals for recognition asthe modern science of language (Harris, 1987, p.

6.).

The key problem, as Saussure sees it, for consgtlihguistics as a science is that
it has not yet sought out and identified the tra&ure of its object of studyf linguistics
could do this then it could go on and develop aho@tA key step in this process for
Saussure is to set out a history of linguistics Wil provide a launching pad for his own
theory. The essential element with which he is eomed is the development of the
conception of language or “langue”. It is this abjthat Saussure wants to generalize as
the object of the science of linguistics. The diffty for Saussure is that so far the
various disciplines that might loosely be termegjliistics have taken all kinds of objects
as their raw material and used all kinds of mearstudy them. In terms of the object of

study, Saussure sayher sciences work with objects that are given imdvance and that can then

be considered with different viewpoints; but not Inguistics. Someone pronounces the French woral

“bare”: a superficial observer would be tempted tocall the word a concrete linguistic object; but a
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more careful examination would reveal successivelyree or four quite different things, depending
on whether the word is considered as a sound, asetlexpression of an idea, as the equivalent of the

Latin nudum, etc. Far from it being the object that antedates the view point, it would seem that it is

the view point that creates the object (1974, p. 8)n terms of the method of study Saussure
claims that in no other field hawe many absurd notions, prejudices, mirages and fions have
sprung up (1974, p. 7).This latter difficulty has mainly to do, as we dhst¢e, with the

conception of language as an organism with its lif@rcycle.

Section 3: A glance at the history of linguistics

e Saussure gives an account of the history of lingsiswhich identifies three
stages by which historical linguistics developsobeffinding its true and unique

object, language studied in and of itself.

* A key stage in that process is achieved for theghgomarians by the refutation
of the “life cycle” thesis. This allows for the gect conception of the evolution of

language.

» Saussure will be concerned to distinguish thattegfon, however, from a simple

conventionalist position.

By Saussure’s account the science that has beezloped around the facts of
language passed through three stages before fifdifnge and unique object (1974, p. 1).

These stages are: Grammar (initiated by the Gre€kslplogy (which may be traced in
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its contemporary form to Friedrich Wolf in 1777) danComparative Philology.
Comparative Philology then gives way, in Saussuaesount, to the Neogrammarians,
the to which Saussure is most closely tied. Contpardhilology began early in the

nineteenth century when, as Saussure putscliblars discovered that languages can be
compared with one another, to illuminate one languge by means of another, to explain the forms of
one through the forms of another (1974, p. 2).This development was given a considerable
boost by the discovery of Sanskrtr example, a comparison of the paradigms of Latigenus

and Greek genos reveals nothing. ... But the picturehanges as soon as we add the corresponding
Sanskrit series. ... Grammatically, then, the Sansktiparadigm exemplifies the concept of a radical, a

unit (ganas) that is quite definite and stable (1%, p. 2).

However, says Saussure, the first mistake of timepewmative philologists was also
the source of all their other mistakes. They failedjive an account of the meaning of
their comparisons or the significance of the reladithey discovered (1974, p. 4)his
was a mistake because the comparisons should leawveused to illuminate the history of
language and thus provide some conclusion abogtiége in general, language as such.
It is a mistake that is compounded when historcaiclusions arsought, says Saussure,

- but by an excessively naturalistic method, as éwample,whenever the comparative

philologists looked upon the development of two lajuages as a naturalist might look upon the
growth of two plants. For example, Schleicher, whalways invites us to start from Proto-Indo-
European and thus seems to be a confirmed historiahas no hesitancy in saying that Greek e and o
are two grades (Stufen) of the vocalic system. This because Sanskrit has a system of vocalic
alternations that suggest that notion of grades. $teicher supposed that each language has to pass
through these grades separately and in exactly treame way, just as plants of the same species pass

through the same developmental stages independentlf one another (1974, p. 2).
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What Saussure is targeting here is the “life cydleésis that assumed great

importance in earlier f9Century linguistics and continued in modified fareven after

the middle of the century. The assumption is thagliages go through a cycle of birth,

rapid development that unfolds their latent formdathen a prolonged period of

subsequent decay. Bopp puts it this Wik grammatical forms and collective organism of ta
languages are the production of their earliest pedd of life, when they blossomed forth with the

whole strength of youth, like blossoms and fruitsrbm a young stalk (Alter, 2005, p. 217).In a less

empurpled vein, Bopp assertanguages should be considered organic natural boes which are
formed according to fixed laws and which develop lmuse they have an inner principle of life (Alter,
2005, p. 125).As late as 1871 the linguist Curtius saysat the full forms are prior to the
weaker forms is the basic, hardly disputable assuntijpn underlying all of comparative grammar

(Alter, 2005, p. 218) Getting historical linguistics quite literally wed in the right

direction — an evolutionary direction - was crudia the Neogrammarians and we will
look in more detail at how this was achieved in @@Ba3 of this thesis. We can note in
passing, however, a few of the factors that coated) to the appeal of the life cycle

doctrine.

One is that there seemed to be an evidential blasaking at earlier versions of
languages — Latin as compared to later romanceaiéages, for example - there is a clear
loss of much inflectional apparatus and an appadewtine from an original state of

grammatical completeness. As Alter saysiwv scholars realised at the time that these

conclusions were based on limited evidence — tholav famous writings that preserved the learned

dialect rather than common speech (2005, p. 217).
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A second factor is theological. We have noted thatiewing the growth of
language as a natural process comparative philotogyd lay claim to being a natural
science. But this lapsarian view of language alad &n obvious theological appeal in
suggesting that language could still be viewed diviae gift bestowed uniquely on Man
— as opposed to evolving through a Darwinian precéhis could, in turn, be reinforced
by appeal to a Kantian argument that abstract thiowgs a necessary pre-requisite of
language and that mental categories of space and thust have preceded the
development of language. Enlisting science agddastvinism in this way brought the
linguist Max Muller, for example, considerable famn the Victorian lecture circuit in

the early 1860s. (Alter, 2005, p. 63)

So comparative philology first made language thedalof study, but with some

significant limitations:Not until around 1870 did scholars begin to seek d¢uhe principles that

govern the life of languages. Then they began toes¢hat similarities between languages are only one

side of the linguistic phenomenon, that comparisois only a means or method of reconstructing the

facts (Saussure, 1974, p.5)n the 1870s a number of scholars, including thenlp&erman

Neogrammarians with whom Saussure most closelytifteh) succeeded iplacing the

results of comparative studies in their historicalperspective and thus linking the facts in their
natural order. Thanks to them, language is no longelooked on as an organism that develops

independently but as a product of the collective mid of linguistic groups (Saussure, 1974, p.5).

This last sentence sums up what Saussure wantdraztefrom the development
of linguistics in the nineteenth century and us¢hasobject for his theory of language. It
is not that linguistics can’t be grasped as analedgo the biological study of organisms.

On the contrary, Whitney’s seminal text of 1875jekhSaussure credits (1974, pWith
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providing the decisive break with the life cyclesis, is entitled “The Life and Growth of
Languages.” Saussure too will continue to talk altbe “grammatical organism” (1974,
p. 21) and the life of languages. Rather, themtitibn Saussure is concerned to make is
very similar to one that had already been achievi#uin biology. That is the distinction
between the individual developmental history ofamigms and the population based
evolution of organisms. The changes that occur peesh are not necessary
developmental phases as Schleicher suggests braratem or fortuitous changes - what
Saussure calls thehance products of the individual (1974, p. 165) that have become part of
the language of a community, just as random, genaditations that prove adaptive make
their way into a collective gene pool. It is thestbrical study of language that shows
language evolving in this way that Saussure wanfsdk out as displaying the object of
study of the new science. Likewise, as we will gbe, arbitrary nature of the units of
language is, in Saussure’s view, the conditionhas evolution. The arbitrary nature of
the sign makes it subject to a wide range of wratl, fortuitous, random and involuntary

forces. (Saussure, 1974, p. 75)

Section 4: The object of study for linguistics

* “Langage” - or the totality of human speech - cae 8ivided into “langue” or

language and “parole” or speech. “Language” and “spch” are technical terms

that Saussure makes clear that he alone defines.

» Language is first of all the “associative bond” beten a sound image and a

concept.



The Life of Language:
Saussure and Evolution 23

» This bond is formed through the interaction of indiuals with other individuals

in a speaking circuit.

» Having initially defined the object of linguisties language studied in itself
Saussure introduces his novel solution to the nobbf the scientific character of
linguistics by proposing a new science of the “fiesigns in society”, in many

respects synthesizing the naturalist and the camwaalist positions.

From a brief history of linguistics Saussure goes to discuss the object of
linguistics — fangue” or “language” in Wade Baskin’s translation - in matetail. By
language he means broadly “language” in the semsewe think of English, French,
Sanskrit and Proto Indo-European as languages. aButhe definition of language
becomes more precise — particularly in oppositiorthie term parol€’ or “speech” -
Saussure makes it clear that he is not appealitigetases of these words in any existing
language but defining his own technical terms. kntfirst defines language in relation
to what he calls “langage” — the totality of hunsgeech or theeterogenous mass of speech
facts (Saussure, 1974, p. 9).He begins by situating language within what he sc#iiie

speaking-circuit.

The speaking circuit - illustrated with some rataaint diagrams — is not usually
the subject of much attention in accounts of Saesstheory. However it is a vital step
in the progress from the broadest definition ofglzage to a more precise and complex

one. That is because it is the framework for whaghtnbe termed Saussure’s “semantic
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immanence”. By this | mean, first of all, that fBaussure, the meaning of a name is not
any particular thing in the world but a concept. iié&e seen that this follows very much

the Lockean tradition, which in turn reflects tHassical traditionThe Stoics ... explicitly

distinguished the semainon, the thing signifying, from the semainomenon, the thing signified and

made clear that the latter was incorporeal and noto be confused with the existing thing (Joseph, in

Sanders, 2004, p. 61.)The “signified”, as Saussure came to call it, almo be distinguished
from a Kantian category. Saussure allied himselthwiVhitney against the mainly
German school of linguistics who claimed that sarapacity for abstract thought must
be present before speech could develop (Alter, 200527). It may also be distinguished
from the particular designated by a “singular terim”the theories of Frege and then
Russell. The signified igenerally more abstract (1974, p.66),than the signifier, says

Saussure. Nevertheless, both are psychologicaliesntive have seen in considering the

speaking circuit (p. 11) that both terms involved m the linguistic sign are psychological and are
united in the brain by an associative bond. This pat must be emphasized. The linguistic sign unites,

not a thing and a name, but a concept and a sounchage (Saussure, 1974, p. 65— p. 66).

The speaking circuit itself is simple enough - apdhat must include at least two
speakers — much as we talk colloquially about “gdm the loop”. A sequence in the
circuit can be imagined to begin with one speakarirtg the desire to communicate
something. As Saussure putsaitgoncept unlocks a sound imag€1974, p.11). This purely
psychological phenomenon is followed by a physimalg one in which the brain
transmits an impulse corresponding to the soundyénta the organs used in producing
sounds. Then a physical process occurs as the swaves travel from the mouth of the
first speaker to the ear of the other speaker.clfigait then continues in the reverse order

in the other speaker: from the ear to the braie, ghysiological transmission of the



The Life of Language:
Saussure and Evolution 25
sound-image; in the brain, the psychological asdmei of the image with the

corresponding concept. Saussure notesing all the individuals that are linked together by
speech, some sort of average will be set up: all Iwreproduce - not exactly, of course, but
approximately - the same signs united with the saenconcepts(1974, p.15). Languagecan be
localised in the limited segment of the speakingrcuit where an auditory image becomes associated
with a concept(1974, p.14), says Saussure. A little later he notes thastudy of speech is then

twofold: its basic part — having as its object langage which is purely social and independent of the

individual — is exclusively psychological; its secmary part — which has as its object the individual

side of speech, i.e. speaking, including phonation is psychophysica1974, p.18). Most simply,
Saussure notemnguage is speech less speaking. It is the whot ef linguistic habits that allow an

individual to understand and be understood(1974, p. 77).

Language, then, is distinguished from speakingnam@ividual psychophysical act
— including all phonology, speech therapeutic came@and the like — but language is still
speech and it is still situated in the speakinguiir When we say language is speech, we
have of course to note that it is presented intetract, schematized form in the work of
linguists — as a translation manual drawn from spgegypically in the encounter with a
new speech as it lives in a community of speakeeswritten record of such a speech. It
is then presented as a manual of grammar, synthx@abulary. Saussure asks how the

social crystallization of language comes about?The answer iSThrough the functioning of the

receptive and co-ordinating faculties, impressionghat are perceptibly the same for all are made on
the minds of the speakers (1974, p. 13)Associations of sound images and conceptsiieat
the stamp of collective approvagre impressions that atieposited in the brain of each member of

a community, almost like a dictionary of which idetical copies have been distributed to each

individual (1974, p. 19). This last remark reflects what has become knownthe
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“Saussurean paradox” (Harris, 1987, p. 227). Laggus, in its very essence, the
property of a community of speakers — of an intdsjactive “circuit”. But it is stored in
individuals and can only be accessed through iddadi versions. A matter of dispute in

linguistics is just how idiosyncratic those indival versions might be.

There are many, varying interpretations of the veflpential distinction Saussure
draws between language and speech. Each accouhawd its own implications. Before
going on to consider how best to make the distmctithink it helps to note that at least
part of this ambiguity has to do with the distinetiine Saussure advances in the debate
over what kind of science linguistics is — whetheatural or human. Bluntly, for
Saussure, it is bothve must,he sayscall in a new type of facts to illuminate the speai nature

of language. A science that studies the life ofgsis in society is conceivable; it would be part afocial

psychology and consequently of general psychologia74, p. 16). SO Saussure begins his account
of semiology — which follows on from his initial fil@tion of the object of linguistics as

language - with the otherwise rather startlingestegnt thatanguage, once its boundaries
have been marked off within the speech data, can b@assified among human phenomena, whereas

speech cannot (1974, p.15).Most simply, perhaps, Saussure is marking off theely
physiological and psychophysical aspects of speBah.he is also reflecting central
theoretical concern that developed id"X®ntury linguistics — the role of the conscious
human will in language. Simply, if language is dwwary human activity then it would
be thought to belong amongst the humanities orstiwéal sciences. If it is involuntary
then it can be thought of as a natural science.|diter view is expounded, for example,
in an 1861 lecture by Max Muller which Saussure rabi@rizes as a “brilliant”

popularization of historical linguistics (1974, 3). The following quotation gives the
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flavour of Muller's argumentwe can collect them [languages], we can classifyetim, we can
reduce them to their constituent elements, and dede from them some of the laws that determine
their origin, govern their growth and necessitate leir decay; we can treat them in fact. in exactly
the same spiritin which the geologist treats his stones and petettions — nay in some respects, in the
same spirit in which the astronomer treats the stas of heaven or the botanist the flowers of the
field.” (Muller, M., 1864, in Harris, 1987, p. 7). On the other hand, as Joseph notesme a
few linguists came to think that the organic metapbr had become so powerful (particularly in the
wake of Darwin) that people were forgetting it wasa metaphor at all. Resuscitating sign theory was a
way to combat it. Saussure’s mentor Breal makes ataiement precisely to this effect ... ‘Our
forefathers of the school of Condillac, those ideogists who for fifty years served as target to a
certain school of criticism, were less far from theruth when they said, in simple and honest fashign

that words are signs. Where they went wrong was whethey referred everything to a reasoning

reason .... (Breal, 1900: 249 [1897: 227] in Sandei2)04, p. 62)lt is within this context that we
find the solution that Saussure advocates earlh@Course— linguistics is a science

because it is a part of “semiology” - a broadeersce of the life of signs within society.

If he has succeeded in assigning linguistics agpianong the sciences, says Saussure, it

is because he has related it to semiology (19746p.But the study of semiology will
miss the point so long as it focuses on the constjowilled or voluntary aspects of
semiological systems, he contends. &ksntial mechanisnof language is not “reasoning
reason” butinconscious comparisor(Saussure, 1974, p. 165)The distinguishing characteristic
of the sign — albeit the least obvious characieristis that it,in some way, it always eludes

the individual or social will (Saussure, 1974, p. 7). It is precisely this latter feature that

semiological systems should have in common, sayssSare — aniflwe are to discover the
true nature of language we must learn what it hasni common with all other semiological systems

(Saussure, 1974, p. 17)Just what Saussure means by saying the sign ethdewill is
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something that, as | have suggested, unfolds im¢gsunt of arbitrariness — an account

that comes later in théourse.

Section 5: The linguistics of language as opposeal $peech

Language must be distinguished from speech. Arguaigeech includes the
individual, active, transmissive aspect of the &p@a circuit as opposed to the
social, passive, receptive aspect of the circthe Telationship between the two is

complex, however, as both are situated within geaking circuit.

Speech certainly includes any use of a term orcamgbination of terms by which
the speaker expresses his or her own thought bichvig yet to become a part of
collective usage and so a part of language. Cadllectcombinations or
“syntagms” can include sentences and have a unjtaryanalyzed or clichéd

character associated with wide circulation.

| note that there is an inchoate theory of truththiwvi Saussure’s theory of
language. The truth predicate appears to be a rataandidate for a “sign of

collective usage” for sentences and other values.

The linguistics of language can be divided int@iinal and external linguistics —
a distinction which assumes prime importance imatieh to the linguistic-

biological analogy.
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Having situated language within semiology, Saussioes back to sharpen his

definition of a linguistics of language, as opposed linguistics of speaking. | have

already cited the distinction between the psychickigand the psychophysical. The first

purpose of the distinction between language andctpisto disentangle the problem [of the

object of linguistics] from anything physiological. There then remains a purely psychological matter

(Interview with Gautier, quoted in Gadet, 1986, p.20). But, then a further distinction must be

made within the psychological, as the following eeks makes cleaiSpeaking, on the

contrary, is an individual act. It is willful and intellectual. Within the act, we should distinguish
between (1) the combinations by which the speakersas the language code for expressing his own

thought; and (2) the psychophysical mechanism thatllows him to exteriorize those combinations

(Sausssure, 1974, p.14)(1) is wholly psychological but is still a part gpeech as opposed
to language. Likewisevhen Saussure says:separating language from speaking we are at the

same time separating: (1) what is social from whas individual; and (2) what is essential from what

is accessory and more or less accidentfl974, p.14),we need to see that what is individual in
(1) includes individual psychology — even if (2)etlfaccessory and more or less
accidental” includes the physical articulation otisds — and the very use of sound - as a
signifier of concepts, as well as what Saussurndisre refers to as the chance products

of the individual.

But the inclusion of “combinations by which the aker uses the language code
for expressing his own thought” in speech as opgpdeelanguage raises some tricky
questions. As we will see, associative and syntéigmalations — where the latter
includes all actual combinations of signs — are élssential relations that make up
language. And syntagmatic relations are expliciyations acquired in speaking or

discourse (Saussure, 1974 p. 123). How can theselbams be reconciled? Describing
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syntagmatic relations, Saussure saysobjection might be raised at this point. The setence is

the ideal type of syntagm. But it belongs to speak@, not to language (see p.14). Does it not follow

that the syntagm belongs to speaking? | do not thinso. Speaking is characterized by freedom of

combinations; one must therefore ask whether all swagms are equally free(1974, p. 124). SO
syntagms originate in the free speech of individwald become fixed when and as they
are accepted into the collective language. Theviddal speaker then draws on that store
of syntagms, by means of unconscious comparisoosfere contributing a potentially
new syntagm, usually generated by analogy withtiegjsyntagms, to the store. It is just

that the passage from speech to language is blBuede must realise that in the syntagm
there is no clear cut boundary between the languadact, which is a sign of collective usage, and the

fact that belongs to speaking and depends on indilial freedom (Saussure, 1974, d.25). Bouquet

points out that in the original notes Saussure thussproblem even more stronglyhas
to be said that in the field of syntax, a social fa and an individual fact, a putting into practiceand a

fixed association, get blended rather, end up morer less mixed up (Sanders, 2004, p.215Yhere is
certainly a question then of what counts as arviddal innovation and how and when

individual speech may be said to become a pahetbllective pool.

Yet, it is worth noting, that we may have precisalysign of collective usage” in
the truth predicate. Is the difficulty around sygites due to the fact that Saussure’s theory
of language lacks a theory of truth — at leashemty of the truth of sentences? Sentences
like “God is good” or “If the weather is nice wellago out” are syntagms that are a part
of language, says Saussure, because theyeaseal types that are in turn supported in the
language by concrete remembrances (1974, p. 128)hese sentences that are syntagms are, in
other words, what we call “truisms”. But why woule not add such a truism as “snow

is white” to this list?
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For there is this inchoate theory of truth in theursein General Linguistics: the
true as the truistic, and truth as a sort of omginanguage theoremhood. A developed
theory of truth could play a crucial role in Saus& larger theory of language by
describing the process by which original combinaiocof signs - and sentences in
particular - are incorporated in language. In thesy the theory would illuminate the
speech-language nexus - what Saussure refers ttee dsnterdependence” of language

and speech.

Such a theory could, too, offer an explanationnany features of the functioning
of the truth predicate. It could explain, for exdeahow characterizing a sentence as true
does not alter it but only, in some way, re-preseibit— a feature highlighted by
disquotational theories of truth. The truth prethcmay be said to mark the sentence’s
entry into general circulation, its passage froneeghh — and from its place within

“quotation” or “speech marks” - into languagein the history of any innovation there are
always two distinct moments: (1) when it sprang upn individual usage; and (2) when it became a

fact of language, outwardly identical but adopted g the community. (Saussure, 1974, p. 8®erhaps
truth promotes speech to the status of languagestrthe way that Tarski’'s equivalence
thesis reflects, with speech on the left hand sidbe equivalence and language — a kind
of omniscient narrative voice or system — on tightrhand side“Snow is white” is true iff
snow is white. SO a proposition becomes a truth - or a trutldesnoted, by being
considered false, to an historical utterance -hengassage from speech to language or

back again.
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As a “sign of collective usage” for values thisahe of truth would be consistent
across both the authenticity of objects and thaaitr of propositions. So an authentic
coin, a true Scotsman or a real planet need toobwwiehended in the theory as well as
true propositions. The same applies to valueslibatomewhere in between objects and
propositions - a true name or genuine identity ggosed to a false name or fraudulent
identity, for example — or expressions and phrasef as “sitting in the sun”, “fish and
chips”, “the thin end of the wedge”. These syntagmesall capable of being true or false,
authentic or inauthentic. At the least, thoughJudmg some conception of truth of this
kind in Saussure’s theory would mean that a septevauld not need to be so clichéd
that, paradoxically, its original, literal meanihgs been forgotten, before it could be a

part of language.

Section 6: Further ambiguities in the language - sgech distinction

* Another angle from which the distinction betweemglzage and speech appears
less than clear cut is that of the speaker as amrdieguist — and the linguist as

amateur speaker.

 The dominant interpretation of Saussure’s distmctiis, fairly clearly, the
distinction between the underlying system that malessible various types of

behaviour and actual instances of such behaviour.
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» | suggest, however, that we need to resist anyetand to give language a
transcendent priority in any causal sense. Languageoth the instrument and

the product of speech.

e Saussure also emphasises the difference betweeimtéieal and the external

aspects of the language organism and his excldstues on the latter.

Another angle from which the distinction betweengaage and speech appears
less than clear cut is that of the speaker as amkbguist. Language, says Saussure, is
constantly analyzing, decomposing and reinterpgeitiself — and it is speakers who are
performing these operations. We are all folk etygdts, for example, finding
motivations for current meanings in earlier measinyewspaper columns and radio
segments on language enjoy an enduring populanty we are all keen amateur
grammarians and administrators of analogical mod@s the other hand, though,
Saussure points to what he calls éher-complexity of the linguistics system which means
that the very ones who use it daily are ignorant of it 974, p. 73) But, says Saussure, the

professional linguist is no more potent a speakan tthe enthusiastic amateune can
conceive a change only through the intervention ofpecialists, grammarians, logicians etc. But

experience shows that all such meddlings have faile(1974, p. 73).0f course language does
change- or rather evolve- through speech and so Saussure’s position ieapsr best

represented by his more cautious statementsve never know exactlywhether or not the

awareness of speakers goes as far as the analydeb® grammarian (1974, p. 138).
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Equally though, we must acknowledge that classifyihe individual, executive
side of speech alongside its purely psychophysispécts, in opposition to language, has
been the dominant interpretation of Saussure. énvibrk of Hjelmslev and others it
becomes the distinction between competence andrpahce (Holdcroft, 1991, p. 44).
This accords with Saussure’s referring to tixecutive side of languageas speech and
language aa product that is passively assimilated by the indidual (1974, p. 13). Culler likens
the distinction between language and speech tadigtenction between the Game of
Chess and a particular game of chess: betweennderlying system that makes possible
various types of behaviour and actual instances afuch behaviour (1986, p. 44)This view is also
supported by Saussure’s remarks on analogy andntenscious comparison that must
occur before any new analogy can be introducednbydividual speaker. That requires
access to thetorehouse of languagg1974, p. 165),he saysand in fact new forms always
exist in potentia in the language. The speaker igesvanawarenessof the productive

comparisonsthat already exist in language - atdy the result of this awarenesiselongs to

speaking (1974, p. 165). A major part of the analogical phenomenon is therafre completed before

the new form appears (1974, p. 165).

Saussure’s best known critic on this point is Choma&ho argues that Saussure
downplays the role of individual creativity in lamgge to an excessive degree (Culler,
1986 p. XXII). But we can take a differing view tiie role of the speaker without
contradicting Saussure’s account of what actuatiyucs. Many productive speakers —
creative writers, for example — will happily sayatithey are inspired by the language
itself. Just wielding a pen may be likened, asgbet Kendrick Smithyman puts it, to

being a “Dwarf with a Billiard Cue” (1978). But weeed only consider Shakespeare’s
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contribution to English to observe how much juse @peaker can contribute, regardless
of what provokes him or her into doing so. Howetey arise, individual innovations in
speech do make their way into the language andsisismething Saussure notes at every
turn. Indeed immediately following that last quadat we find an interesting modulation
in his position:Speech is continuously engaged in decomposing itsits and this activity contains

not only every possibility of effective talk but eery possibility of analogical formation (Saussure,

1974, p.166).

So, while approving the individual-collective disttion as basic to the speech-
language distinction, we need to resist a tendémgyve language a transcendent priority
in any causal sense — to say that it “makes p@ssdpleech, as Culler puts it. This gives
an hermetic character to the linguistic systemeature that emerged in Structuralist
literary criticism, for example (Sturrock, (2009), 125). It also prompts the question of
what makes the underlying system possible — wharthSaussure, as we will see, is

equivalent to asking what makes it evolve. The @&msa, speaking: ..speaking is what

causes language to evolve: impressions gatheredrrdistening to others modify our linguistic habits.

Language and speaking are then interdependent; thirmer is both the instrument and the product

of the latter (1974, p. 19). If there is any priority, then, it belongs to theeaking circuit

itself, in which both language and speech are t&tha

Once he has marked the boundary between the litgguisf language and the
linguistics of speech Saussure goes on to coniidemternal and external elements of
language, beginningvy definition of language presupposes the exclusioof everything that is
outside its organism or system (1974, p.20Y0 external linguistics belong the relationship

between language and ethnology, language andgablhistory, language and literature
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and such questions as the geographical spreadilsg@iages and their interpenetration.
All these must be excluded from the study of lamguaroper because they are
contingent and non-systematic. If we arrange tli@sts according to a system it will be

solely for the purpose of clarity. By contrasi: internal linguistics the picture differs

completely. Just any arrangement will not do. Langage is a system that has its own arrangement.
Comparison with chess will bring out the point. Inchess, what is external can be separated relatively
easily from what is internal. The fact that the gane passed from Persia to Europe is external; against
that everything having to do with its system and ries is internal.... One must always distinguish

between what is internal and what is external. ... earything that changes the system in any way is

internal (1974, p.22). As | will show a little later in this thesis, evéining that is external to
the language system is also everything that nedhtesnalogy between linguistic and
biological evolution. This aspect of the definitiaof language will therefore be

considered in more detail then.

Section 7: The units of language

* The sign is the unit of language — but saying yusat a sign is in all cases proves

more difficult than might have been expected.

* The sign may be a sentence or a word but doesauaissarily coincide with those

things — it is best described as a “term” of a gyst

* The pervasive evolution of the linguistic systethe-unlimited “variability” of

the linguistic sign - means that the linguist museé the same method as the
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scientist in other fields while knowing in advarticat she will never arrive at the

same concrete or material object of study.

The object of study of linguistics is language estssSaussure. The next task is to
identify the units that make up this object. At dexeel the answer is simple and has been
stated from the outset — signs are the units ofnnga But what exactly is the sign in
language as opposed to the sign found in otherddegntal systems? The problem
Saussure faces is very similar to that encountaretefining language as the object of

study of linguistics. He puts it this walyi:most sciences the question of units never everises:

the units are delimited from the outset. In zoologythe animal immediately presents itself. Astronomy
works with units that are separated in space, thetars. The chemist can study the nature and
composition of postassium bichromate without doubtig for an instant that this is a well defined
object. When a science has no concrete units thate immediately recognizable, it is because they
are not necessary. In history for example, is thenit the individual, the era or the nation? We do no

know. But what does it matter? We can study historyithout knowing the answer (1974, p. 107).

However, just as Marx’s identification of econongiasses as the units of history
had a huge impact on his “science”, so Saussuleistification of the sign as the unit of
language has a huge impact on his conception gifistics. For example, Saussure rules
out the sentence as a basic linguistic unit. Thi®ne source of what has become a
fundamental division between the Continental ared Ahglo-American philosophies of
language. Since Frege postulated his context ptcthe sentence has been the basic
unit of meaning in Anglo-American philosophy. Acdorg to the context principle, a
word has meaning only in the context of a sentefte sentence based theory of

meaning has dominated (although it has not beepteddy absolutely everyone) in the
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analytic tradition. Witness, for example, the debbétween truth-conditional theory of
meaning and verificationism, which has occupiedadgdeal of recent analytic theory of
language. On both these views, the sentence iprtheary unit of meaning and word
meanings are dealt with in terms of how they cobote to the truth or verification
conditions of sentences. For Saussure, the probfethne definition of the sentence as a

syntagm and hence as a part of language resurfacesier widely held theory makes

sentences the concrete units of language: we spealy in sentences and subsequently single out the
words. But to what extent does the sentence belotmlanguage? (see p. 124) If it belongs to speaking

the sentence cannot pass for the linguistic unit...874, p.106).

A large part of the difficulty Saussure has in Kmgy of sentences as a part of
language is that he associates the sentence wdividoal rather than collective usage.
But Saussure finds that there is a further difficuh treating the sentence as the basic

linguistic unit: sentences are composed of words.shlys: In sentences, on the contrary,
diversity is dominant and when we look for the linkthat bridges that diversity, again we find,

without having looked for it, the word with its grammatical characteristics ... (1974, p.106)What is

the problem withwords being the units of meaning? The problem wfdWdl. First, they
don’t resolve into concrete units. Are a noun dagiural the same word, for example, in
two different grammatical forms? Perhaps. But they also two different sound slices
with two different meanings. So we face a dilemssys Saussure. We can treat them as
distinct words and preserve concreteness. But Wwemust ignore the obvious relation
that binds together words lildhevalandchevaux(Saussure, 1974, p. 105) On the other
horn of the dilemma, we can recognize the reldbeinveen the two words and treat them
as one word in two different forms - but then wesimbe satisfied with a form or

abstraction as our unit of meaning rather than sloimg concrete.
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The second difficulty with words as the unit of miegy is that signs and words are
not co-extensive. Signs are often smaller than softhe words painful and delightful,
for example, can be seen as complex upa#-ful anddelight-ful Conversely, signs are
sometimes larger than words as with locutions 8kkevous plait (Saussure, 1974, p.

106)

A third difficulty is that if words were the unitd language then they would be able
to be classified grammatically as parts of speBch.it seems at times, says Saussure, as
if grammar were based on extra-linguistic princgpégplied to language like the lines of
longitude and latitude applied to the earth’s stefaSaussure uses the exampldat
marchemeaning “cheap” as inces gants sont bon marchethése gloves are cheap”
(Saussure, 1974, p. 109). From a logical viewpdiritinctions as an adjective — but
grammatically this is impossible. It does not fuoietas an adjective (it is invariable, it
never precedes its noun etc) — but, even more @madically, it is a group of words and

a group of words cannot be one of the parts of&dpee

When he is being careful, then, Saussure speaksrais” instead of words as the
basic unit of language. He says that the use of"tén this way is preferable because as
soon as we substitutéerm for word, this implies consideration of its relatbns with others. However,

even considered more abstracthgse units resist delimitation as strongly as do evds proper,
making it extremely difficult to disentangle the irterplay of units that are found in a sound chain

(1974, p. 106). The interplay of units is described by grammarnthsut not necessarily

grammar in the usual linguistic sense. It is rathgrammar in the sense of an internal
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logic. As Saussure puts Btatic linguistics or the description of a languagetate isgrammar in

the very precise and moreover usual sense that theord has in the expressions “grammar of the
Stock Exchange” etc. where it is a question of a ogplex and systematic object governing the

interplay of coexisting values (1974, p.134).

It is almost as if, thena kind of sub-atomic uncertainty principle is atrio

Language then has the strange, striking characteriie of not having entities that are perceptible fran
the outset and yet of not permitting us to doubt tht they exist and that their functioning constitutes

it. Doubtless we have here a trait that distinguisés it from all other semiological institutions(1974,

p.107). The unit of meaning has no isolable, static charadt is always the nexus of a
larger dynamic interplay, a point of convergencelinguistic forces. Consequently,
evolution of the units of language is capable ¢énvening between the very letters or
sound elements of a word to redefine its compoparts, perhaps several times over in
the course of time. Saussure provides a vivid destnation of this process in the case of
the wordsomnolentOriginally the two units irsomnolendivided between the and the

0. They then divided between tbeand thd, then between thieand thee. At each point
there are shifts in meaning. These redefinitiomsdare to the force of different analogies
at work at each point. Originally the meaningsomnolenwas “smelling of sleep” from
olere as invin-olentus “smelling of wine”. Accordingly the division falbetween the
and theo. In later Latin the word was considered analogausuccu-lentuswith the
suffix having a straightforward adjectival effeat the prefixsomnoor sleep.Somnolent
means “sleepy”, just as succulent means “juicy’cédingly the division of units falls
between thd and theo. In modern French theent ending is taken to be a present

participle, in a construction analogous with a éamgimber of verbs with agr ending, so
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that there is now a verbsemnoler- to become sleepy. The division now is between th

and thee (Saussure, 1974, p. 170 - p. 171).

Indeed, Saussure goes so far as to suggest thstrticeure within which the sign is
found can equally be seen as preceding the gigmiogy is therefore proof positive that a
formative element exists at a given moment as a sificant unit (1974, p. 69).As Saussure
emphasizes, language evolves by constantly remetiamg and analysing its units, by
decomposing and redistributing them. An essent@gjesin this process is always analogy
— that is, some equation of two elements, someeption of sameness. It is that
perception that yields new oppositions, new aréitahs. Indeedanalogical creation and
the mechanism of speech have a common basis (1974172) The discussion of units goes on to
include identities and realities in language, vatime well known examples of linguistic
identity to which we will refer a little later irhé discussion of value. For the notion of
linguistic valueenvelopes as Saussure puts(i974, p. 110)the notions of unit, concrete

entity, and reality.

Saussure concludes his discussion of the concreéiees of language with a
telling observation: the linguist must use the san&hod as the natural scientist while
knowing in advance that she will not arrive at #@ne concrete or material object of

study. Saussure sayRi be rid of illusions we must first be convincedHhat the concrete entities of

language are not directly accessible. If we try tgrasp them, we come into contact with the true fast
Starting from there we can set up all the classifattions that linguistics needs for arranging all the
facts at its disposal. On the other hand, to basée classifications on anything except concrete etitis
— to say, for example, that the parts of speech atbe constituents of language simply because they

correspond to categories of logic - is to forget #t there are no linguistic facts apart from the phaic
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substance cut into significant element§1974, p. 110)In this paragraph Saussure dramatises his

position as an inheritor of the Neogrammarian tradiwho is yet acutely aware that
language evolves under the influence of all the foes that can affect either sound or meaning

(Saussure, 1974, p. 76)As a consequence, any fixed, intentional concaptib units of

language or parts of speech, of logic or grammaitse subject to evolutionary change.
The only option then is an account of language @sptised of something entirely
relative that Saussure calls “values”. These aeeetitities that we will explore in more

detail in the second chapter of this thesis.
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Chapter 2: From convention to system

Section 1: The arbitrary nature of the sign

* The signifier and the signified together compri$e tsign. The signifier is
arbitrary in the sense that it is unmotivated bg #ignified - it has no natural

connection to it.

« Signs gain their meaning through a rule of colleetbehaviour or convention.

® Linguistic systems evolve in such a way as to neadg similarity or difference
between the signifier and signified — such as sintyf of sound — purely

coincidental.

At the end of the previous chapter we had reachedobint at which Saussure is
poised to expound his doctrine of linguistic valBefore he does this, however, he has
been careful to establish that it is a doctrineugded in something more than the
determinedly elusive character of the units of diistjic evolution. It is grounded, too, in
the arbitrary nature of the sign. We have alreagBnswvhen we considered the speaking

circuit, that the sign ..is a double entity, one formed by the associatingf &wo terms ... both

terms involved in the linguistic sign are psycholdgal and are united in the brain by an associative
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bond (Saussure, 1974, p.65.)When introducing the arbitrary sign Saussure gaestco

emphasize this pointrhe linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a nam, but a concept and a sound

image ... | propose to retain the word “sign” to degjnate the whole and to replace concept and sound
image respectively by signified and signifier. Théast two terms have the advantage of indicating the

opposition that separates them from each other anftom the whole of which they are parts ... (1974,

p.67). The signifier is not just a sound since it can beked mentally without any sound
occurring, as when we read something written. Saassses the term “sound image” to
emphasise this abstraction - but there is no dthdidt the signifier is just as much a
concept as the signified, if only because a phonearebe the signified of a written
signifier. This symmetry appears to be emphasidedgaide the central role of the

associative bond when Saussure says: linguistic sign is then a two sided psychologit

entity... The two elements are intimately united, andeach recalls the other. Whether we try and find
the meaning of the Latin word arbor or the word tha Latin uses to designate the concept “tree” it is
clear that only the associations sanctioned by thdanguage appear to us to conform to reality, and

we disregard whatever others might be imagined (Sasure, 1974, p.67).

However, the central concept is thisie bond between the signifier and the signified is
arbitrary . Since | mean by sign the whole that results from # associating of the signifier with the
signified, | can simply say:the linguistic sign is arbitrary (Saussure, 1974, p.67)What does
Saussure mean by “arbitrary”? Arbitrary has two ibasieanings in Saussure’s
exposition. One is that it i;mmotivated in the sense there is mer relationship Or natural
connection between the signifier and the signifigdaussure, 1974, p.67)The second
meaning of “arbitrary” for Saussure is also impliadhe quotation above but is shown
more clearly in what follows. It meansllectively basedor conventional Or fixed by a rule

(Sausssure, 1974, p.67)This applies to semiology in general. In semiolagyeneral one
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might think that there will also be natural sigmslanodes of expression based entirely
upon them, such as pantomime — or symbols, whare&aassure puts it, there is the
rudiment of a natural bond. An example Saussuresgis the use of a pair of scales to

symbolize justice. But semiology'sain concern will still be the whole group of systes

grounded on the arbitrariness of the sign. In facevery means of expression used in society is based,
in principle, on collective behaviour or — what amants to the same thing — on convention. Polite
formulas, for instance, though often imbued with acertain natural expressiveness (as in the case of a
Chinese who greets his emperor by bowing down to ¢hground nine times), are nonetheless fixed by
rule; it is this rule and not the intrinsic value d the gestures that obliges one to use them. Sigtiat
are wholly arbitrary realize better than the others the ideal of the semiological process; that is why
language, the most complex and universal of all sgsns of expression, is also the most characteristic

(Saussure, 1974, p. 68).

In language, Saussure argues that apparently onpo®t expressions or naturally
expressive exclamations and interjections are lgtoanventional: the sound the French
use to represent the sound of a barking dog isreifit from that which English uses, for

example. Or agairwords like French fouet ‘whip’ or glas ‘knell’ may strike certain ears with a

suggestive sonority, but to see that they have natways had this property we need only examine
their Latin forms (fouetis derived from fagus ‘bead-tree’, glas from classicum ‘sound of a

trumpet’). The quality of their present sounds, orrather the quality that is attributed to them, is a

fortuitous result of phonetic evolution (Saussure 1974, p.68). The evolution of languages is
responsible for terms like ‘glas’ and ‘fouet’, ntite nature of their signified. That

evolution will follow laws derived from the arbitmanature of the sign in general.

Section 2: From Convention to System
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e Saussure sees his distinctive contribution as ast&yatics” of language as

opposed to a conventionalist account

* In marking this distinction we must distinguistsfiof all between simple system

and complex, evolutionary system.

* A textual slippage between these two appears aveéheoutset of the account of

the arbitrary sign in the Course in General Lingigs.

The arbitrary nature of the sign has, as Sausauieip “primordial importance”:

No-one disputes the principle of the arbitrary natue of the sign, but it is often easier to discovea

truth than to assign to it its proper place. This pinciple dominates all the linguistics of languageits

consequences are numberless (Saussure, 1974, p.8$)e most important part of any exposition
of Saussure’ s theory of language, however, cometescribing how he levers off the
extant conception of language as a conventionétutisn comprising arbitrary signs to
his conception of linguistic value. This is thensdion from simple, list-type naming -
what Saussure often calls “nomenclaturism” - to plem, systematic definition. It is also
the movement from a conventionalist account of legg to what we could call a
systematic or post-conventionalist account. Thiwhst Saussure sees as constituting his

distinctive contribution.

Saussure believed that the American linguist Dwigthitney had placed linguistics
on its true axis by identifying language as a geadiuman institution that wasbitrary

and conventional in all its parts (Saussure, 1974.76). But in Saussure’s view Whitney does
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not go far enough. First he does not tie the abitess of the sign to its unique lability.

But he [Whitney] did not follow through and see tha the arbitrariness of language radically

separates it from other institutions. This is appaent from the way in which language evolves.

Nothing could be more complex (Saussure, 1974, p)76Second, Whitney does not see that the
arbitrariness of the sign and its complex evolutieflect its essentially systematic

characterwhitney, whom | revere, never said a single word o the same subjects [concerning ‘a

theoretical view of language’] which was not right;but, like all the others, he does not dream that

language needs systematic¢€ited by Falk J., in Sanders, 2004, p. 108).

Of course, if Whitney did not make the transitiooni convention to system that is
at least in part because such a transition is m@iled by the arbitrariness of names. On
the contrary that arbitrariness is more likely ®dssociated with the isolability of signs
and a pre-existing signified. As Whitney says is séminal 1875 work, “The Life and
Growth of Languages’in common phrase, we first have our idea and then eget a name for it
(Alter, 2005, p. 250). Yet many accounts of Saussure’s theory elide s/ point,
suggesting that the arbitrary nature of the bonmvéen the signifier and the signified
somehow in itself necessitates a system of siges # only a complex system can
explain how the signifier and the signified are,itawere, held together. But we can
imagine a system that comprises a simple, arbitvag/to one mapping in any order or
arrangement. We can even, as Saussure puts iteigenof the job of language as
maintaining the parallelism (Saussure, 1974, p. 12)etween the two planes of the signifier and
the signified without supposing that the signs@onied constitute any complex, evolving
system or network of terms and relations. In additwe can imagine that names have a

complex, contextual value or sense alonggftr arbitrary naming. Such a theory of
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language was developed at much the same time ass\8ais by Gottlob Frege and

expounded in his article “On Sense and Referereage, 1892).

But whether or not there is any logical necessitythie transition from simple
convention to complex, evolving system, it is unotedly the innovation that Saussure
seeks to enact. Saussure ties the arbitrarinessWhéney championed to both the
systematic character of language and the compl@fiiys evolution. It is that process
which is at stakeSigns that are wholly arbitrary realize better than the others the ideal of the

semiological procesgSaussure, 1974, p.68)

At a textual level, the transition from conventitlmsystem does not get off to a
great start, however. In the Course in Generajlistics, Saussure begins his account of

the Nature of the Linguistic Sign with the followirwords:Some people regard language,

when reduced to its elements, as a naming processyo— a list of words, each corresponding to the
thing that it names. For example:

This conception is open to criticism at several pots ... (1974, p.65)

It seems obvious that it is after ther example: that the subsequent exemplary
illustrations of a tree and horse, listed alonggiusr corresponding names, should be
inserted. These illustrations show the popular eption. But insteadror example: iS
followed immediately, as we see above, by the coation of the written text. That text
goes on to outline Saussure’s critique of the papobnception of the naming process. It
is only after that critique, in which Saussure aduices his own conception of the sign,
that the illustration of simple naming appears ggasting that it illustrates Saussure’s

conception of the sign as well. The point is justtthetruth which this rather naive
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approach (Saussure, 1974, p. 6%)f simple naming brings us near — and the key etgrthat
Saussure wants to preserve in his own conceptidheokign - is_notllustrated by the
parallel lists of a horse and a tree and theiresponding names, and especially not by
those “etc” terms at the bottom of each columis ilustrated by the later bisected ovoid
form and reversible arrows showing tlat linguistic unit is a double entity, one formecby the
associating of two terms (Saussure, 1974, p.6a8hd the systematic relations those ovoid forms
enter into. In the developed theory, as we will, 5eés the relationships between the
ovoid forms that assumes primacy and which mots/athat is to be found within the

ovoid forms.

Simple naming includes, then, a simple list ontglagd language conceived as a
simple conventional system of names for that omgpldSimple naming includes any
system in which objects and their names may bedistr “piled up” in any order — or
where the arrangement of the elements is justléoitg of exposition rather than being

intrinsic to them. Saussure say8e must not begin with the word, the term, in orderto

construct the system. This would be to suppose thdahe terms have an absolute value given in

advance and that you only have to pile them up onen top of the other in order to reach the system

(Saussure, 1911, lecture of 30 June)Saussure’s emphasis on convention must be underst

then, with this crucial qualification in mind.

Indeed, failing to understand that Saussure’s qanokcomplex system marks a
decisive step on from conventionalism is the soofce lot of misunderstanding between
Anglo-American and Continental theories of meankay. if there is no dispute about the

arbitrary sign, then there is equally little dispatbout the conventional character of the
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system that is needed to support arbitrary namihghe conventional character of
language systems is supposed to be Saussuretsctistiinsight, then, from the point of
view of Anglo-American theorists, it is an insigihtat appears to have little novelty or
significance. On the other hand, we can see tHatgrwut a list or inventory type of
ontology has considerable implications for tradiibmetaphysics as well as theories of
language. For this approach to ontology is stithd@ant. It is, effectively, the assumption
that an object is separable from the system ofifgigg properties and relations in which
it is embedded. For Saussure language is not desisygtem of names for pre-existing

objects because the object is never found outsmigrglex linguistic system.

Section 3: The complex system as a system of values

» Difficulties in translation reflect the fact thaigss are values in a complex

evolving system in which units reciprocally delieach other.

* This reciprocal delimitation or articulation of usi is often thought to be
constituted by relations of difference enacted kiral of arbitrary “decoupage”

or “cutting out” of units of meaning.

* There are a number of passages in the Course thp¢ar to support the view
that “the pairing of a certain number of acousticGtins with as many cuts made
from the mass of thought engenders a system oés/alwt these need to be

treated with the greatest care if we are not teetakvay only half of the story.
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With the distinction between convention and systiBmmly in mind, we can
describe in more detail what Saussure means by leangystem. This complexity is
expressed in the notion of linguistic value. Teim&anguage do not simply name things
or express existing ideas. They have a value duleeio place within a complex system

of signs. Saussure saysie characteristic role of language with respect téhought is not to create

a material phonic means for expressing ideas but teerve as a link between thought and sound under
conditions that of necessity bring about the recippcal delimitation of units (1974, p. 112) ...

Language in a manner of speaking is a type of algeb consisting solely of complex terms (1974, p.
122). The content or value of a termrislly only fixed by the concurrence of everythingthat

exists outside it... Language is a system of interdepdent terms in which the value of each term

results solely from the simultaneous presence ofétothers (1974, p. 115).

One way we can tell that signs are terms with aevahther than simple names for
pre-existing ideas is that terms do not have exquivalents across languages - hence the
difficulty we often have in translating from onenfpuage to another. If language were a
simple naming process then there would be no eixepd the situation illustrated by
cases likeboeufand ox, in which the same signified, “ox”, has differengsifiers on
different sides of a geographical border. But wendbhave to look far to find that this is
not the case, says Saussure. The English sloedpdoes not have the same value as the
Frenchmoutonjust because the Engligheephas another term alongside it - namely
mutton -whereasmoutonin French signifies both the living and the butedeanimal.
Much larger differences in value between languageist that than this however.
Different tenses, reflecting quite different coneps of time, exist in different

languages and may be quite irreconcilable.
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It has to be noted that for Saussure, as we sawfaisLocke,the very existence of
different languages proves arbitrariness (1974, pg as in the case dfoeufandox. So ease in
translation proves arbitrariness — difficultiestianslation prove systematicity. In what
has turned out to be a potent pun on the termctddie” - meaning both to speak and to
differentiate in a sequence - Saussure contenddaihguages articulatnought in this

way: In Latin, articulus means a member part or subdivison of a sequence. (1974, p.1@ganguage

might be called the domain of articulations usingtie word as it was defined earlier. Each linguistic
term is a member, an articulus, in which an idea ifixed in a sound and a sound becomes the sign of
an idea (1974, p. 113).anguage can also be compared with a sheet of pap¢nought is the front and

the sound the back; one cannot cut the front withoucutting the back at the same time (1974, p. 113).

The notion of articulation unites the actions ofking a horizontal division and a vertical
unity. The two come into being at the same timeticAlation is the reciprocal
delimitation of units - and languages are consyamgrticulating their units as a change

in one part of the system resonates through ther qidrts.

But the cutting out or “decoupage” of meaning ha$¢ carefully understood. It
seems to go hand in hand with the notion of Sae&sswwystem as a system solely of
differences. As Barthes putsThe sound is considered immediatelgignificant, as if the act of
speech itself delimited sigrnBarthes, 1968, p. 34) Then, between these elements arbitrarily
differentiated from each other by a cutting outgess, we assume that there is a relation
of arbitrary signification — particularly as sugtges by that first illustration referred to

above.
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There are a number of passages inGloarsethat seem to further support this

view. For example, when Saussure first states ttieatconception of simple naming is

open to criticism at several points, the editofsrras directly to his account of linguistic

value: Psychologically our thought — apart from its expresion in words — is only a shapeless and

indistinct mass. Philosophers and linguists have whys agreed in recognizing that without the help of
sighs we would be unable to make a clear-cut, cosgént distinction between two ideas. Without

language, thought is a vague uncharted nebula. Therare no pre-existing ideas and nothing is

distinct before the appearance of language (Saussyr1974, p. 111 — p. 112Haussure goes on to

explain how the signifier and signified come inteirlg at the same timeA linguistic

system is nothing but a series of differences in god combined with a series of differences in ideas;
but the pairing of a certain number of acoustical signsvith as many cuts made from the mass of

thought engenders a system of valu¢d974, p. 120).

We can see how these passages could encouragewhéhat the articulation or
cutting out of meaning itself entails a simple mapgpof signifier and signified. The term
“engendered” certainly suggests this view here. \Bloén we read of “the pairing of a
certain number of acoustical signs ...” we needdarlithe adjective “systematic” before
the word “pairing”. The pairing in any languagetsts the product of a system of values,
not the origin of it. Likewise the notion that saisnare immediately significant in
language is basically antithetical to Saussuregsiththat they are precisely mediated by

the system in which they are found.

Again, a simplistic view appears to be reinforcgdte horizontal ladder type of
diagram by which Saussure illustrates the delimoitabf units of meaning in synchronic

or static linguistics(Saussure, 1974, p. 10Hlowever, as soon as we include an evolutionary
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perspective, Saussure shows the diagram compligatith forked and angled mappings
reflecting the evolutionary forces that constituteéts of meaningSaussure, 1974, p. 179).
In the same vein, it often seems as though Sausderses the conception of the

linguistic system as a system solely of differen&srything that has been said up to this

point boils down to this: in language there are oyl differences. Even more important: a difference

generally implies positive terms between which thdifference is set up; but in language there are oyl

differences without positiveterms (Saussure, 1974, p. 1204 little before this passage Saussure

notes thatirbitrary and differential are two correlative qual ities (Saussure, 1974, p. 118But that

“up to this point” is significant in the quotati@bove. This is not the whole story.

Section 4: Opposition and association

» Differences are the product of the linguistic sgsteot the origin of it.

* The systematic mechanism of language rests ongbecetive bond, including

association by analogy, and works through paradiimmand syntagmatic

relations.

» There are logical, as well as interpretative, reasdor rejecting the notion that

cutting out is the actual mechanism which articetatind rearticulates units in a

language system rather than the result of that rmeigm.

First, Saussure makes it clear that when we spedifferences this can only apply

to the signifier or the signified considered agiestin each other. We must first of all note
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that in the system of valuethe meaning as counterpart of the image and the memy as

counterpart of co-existing terms merge (Saussure 911, Chap. V). Then, he saysAlthough both

the signifier and the signified are purely differenial and negative when considered separately, their

combination is a positive fact (Saussure, 1974, p20).

Secondas | have argued above, differences are a produitteosystem, not the

immediate cause of itWhether we take the signified or the signifier, laguage has neither ideas

nor sounds that existed before the linguistic syste, but only conceptual and phonic differences that

have issued fromthe system (Saussure, 1974, p. 120, my emphasis).

Third, once we are considering the sign as a witadeonly appropriate to speak of
oppositions rather than differengsaussure, 1974, p. 121And, more than this, oppositions

depend on similarities: ..one must also compare it [a word] with similar vales, with other

words that stand in opposition to it (Saussure, 197 p. 115).

Simply, in this account of Saussure’s theory ofglaage | want to emphasise that
the arbitrary relation between the signifier and signified — and equally between signs
—is a mutable relation but it is not a relatiorddference as such. Nor is it just a relation
of opposition, as Saussure characterizes thisoelathen he is being more precise. It is,
fundamentally, an associative bond. It is a borat tan be - and often is - “loosened”
under various evolutionary forces so that it isale/susceptible to change. These forces
include apparently arbitrary phonetic changes -aesociations based on arbitrary
phonetic similarities. On the other hand, whatdsathese bonds in place is a larger
system of associations and oppositions. The emphasidifference — and even on

oppositions — is only one phase in the unfoldin@atissure’s theory of language. In this
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phase Saussure is considering language dpam its functioning, apart from its

mechanism — and this is a distinction that mushdited.Two signs, each having a signified

and signifier, are not different but only distinct. Between them there is only opposition. The entire

mechanism of language, with which we shall be conted later, is based on oppositions of this kind

and on the phonic and conceptual differences whicthey imply (Saussure, 1974, p. 121YVhen we
do come to consider the mechanism of language €hwis at once how language

functions and how it evolves - we find thalations and differences between linguistic terms

fall into two distinct groups, each of which genertes a certain class of values (Saussure, 1974, p21L

We find, in other words, that difference lies withgyntagmatic and associative
relations. And a little latermhe set of phonic and conceptual differences thabastitutes language

results from two types of comparisons: the relatioa are sometimes associative, sometimes

syntagmatic ... this set of common relations constitas language and governs its functioning
(Saussure, 1974, p. 122)Then we come to the full blown account of lingigisystemup to

this point units have appeared as values, i.e. asements of a system and we have given special
consideration to their opposition; now we recognizethe solidarities that bind them; they are

associative and syntagmatic and they are what linstarbitrariness ... (Saussure, 1974, p. 133).

Yet even before these stages we must imagine rihidei sequence of the original
Course the emphasis on difference itself follows on fraxrtensive discussions of
analogy, agglutination and other *“solidarities” smtered as part of diachronic
linguistics. So, even originally, the emphasis etations of difference in Saussure’s

synchronic linguistics stands in relief to thatlieardiscussion.
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In summary, Saussure registers the fact that diffe or opposition plays a key
role in defining values and at times he suggestsdiference on its own, as opposed to
sameness, is responsible for structure. But itfferédnce alongside sameness or identity
— a kind of originary being together of the two hatt creates theoint of convergence
(Saussure, 1974, p. 126fjhat is a linguistic value. Delimitation is accdisped by the

paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations that caristihe mechanism of language. This is

the latent system that makes possible the oppositis necessary for the formation of the sign ... in thi
process, which consists in eliminating mentally evgthing that does not help to bring out the desired

differentiation at the desired point, associative gupings and syntagmatic patterns both play a role

(Saussure, 1974, p. 130)The ultimate product of systematic associationseapp as a
“differentiation” for Saussure, or an “oppositiorfecause it has no inner substance or
matter. It appears to be cut out, as he says intarview, literallyby a pair of scissors, snip,
snip, snip (Interview with Gautier, 6 May, 1911, inGadet, 1986, p. 20pecause there is no pre-
existing object or positive content to limit thisopess of systematic definition. Division
may occur anywhere. It is entirely determined by $lystem, from the outside in, as it
were. Saussure marks this wholly different appraacindividuation by his preference

for the term “delimitation” for this process rathitban “definition”.

Apart from interpretative considerations, howeuwbere are compelling logical
reasons for thinking of associative relations agjiarable from oppositions in building
linguistic systems. If “cutting out” were all thatas involved in the linguistic system we
would have a strangely two dimensional system eracf absolute, level playing field.
We could not imagine any system of objects thalushes a generic - as opposed to a

specific - level. We could not have any taxonomybjects. Similarly, pure relations of
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difference would yield only an array of objectstthauld be arranged in any order with
no object having any particular relation to anyeottHow, in that case, woulenutton
come to be “alongsidesheepor one term come to be the “neighbour” of anotfaer,
Saussure puts it? David Holdcroft explores the dalgipossibilities and argues
convincingly that... if Saussure’ s claim that signifieds are purelyegative entities is true we have

completely failed to capture any sense in which is. Indeed | have argued that only differences whit
give rise to oppositions are relevant to the determation of a signified’s content, and that oppositins

presuppose similarities. Moreover, it seems that see of the ways in which signifieds call for positig

characterization do not in any natural sense invole oppositions ...Holdcroft asks... is Saussure’s
system not then in ruins (Holdcroft, 1991, p. 129)?He answers this challenge by arguing that
Saussure’s system is not in ruins because it da¢srequire the arbitrariness of
systematic or structural relations. Rather it regpiionly the view that a value is

determined by the relations that it enters intohwather values in a system: hence

Lyons’ claim that the ‘defining characteristic of modern “structural” linguistics is as follows:
linguistic units have no validity independently oftheir paradigmatic [=associative] and syntagmatic

relations with other units’ (Holdcroft, 1991, p. 13).

Section 5: Synchronic and Diachronic linguistics

e Saussure distinguishes between diachronic lingusstithe study of language on

the axis of successions over time — and synchrimguistics - the study of

language on the axis of simultaneities

» Saussure emphasizes the distinction of the synchv@wpoint in order to open

up space for his systematics of language.
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» Given its lack of natural data or any material ciowity language must be
understood as a system of pure values functionmgdcordance with the
relations between its terms — their synchronicdanity - at any given moment in

time.

Following his distinction within the totality of mwan speech of language and
speech Saussure is concerned to make a furthertampdalivision within language. This
is the distinction between diachronic and synchwonior evolutionary and static -
linguistics. Saussure seeks to clarify the diffeeebetween these two approaches as an
essential part of the definition of linguistics ascience before he can go on to describe

in detail the syntagmatic and associative relattbas constitute the system of language.

Saussure saysut the thing which keeps language from being a sipie convention that can

be modified at the whim of interested parties is niits social nature; it is rather the action of time

combined with the social force. If time is left outthe linguistic facts are incomplete and no concgion
is possible (Saussure, 1974, p. 78)he intervention of the factor of time creates tgugte
different - but complementary - orders of linguisphenomena, argues Saussure, and a
corresponding division within the science of lingligs. For two different axes can be
distinguished:

(1) the axis of simultaneities, which stands for the tations of co-existing things and from which

the intervention of time is excluded; and
(2) the axis of successions (Saussure, 1974, p. 80).

The first axis concerns language states. The seeousl concerns the evolution of

language states over time. The first kind of lirsyai science, concerned with the first
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axis, the axis of simultaneities, may be termechtsyonic linguistics”. Saussure also
uses the term “idiosynchronic”, because languagiesican be distinguished down to the

level of idiomatic usagesynchronic study has as its object, not everythinghat is simultaneous

but only the totality of facts corresponding to eabk language; separation will go as far as dialectsnd

subdialects when necessary (Saussure, 1974, p. 9@aussure argues thait a science concerned

with values the distinction is a practical necessit Scholars mustonsider both co-ordinatesand
make a distinction between the system of values per se arde same values as they relate to time

(1974, p. 80). Saussure gives concise definitions of the two kiofdBnguistics when he
summarises his discussion of the terms toward tideoé his account of synchrony and

diachrony. Synchronic linguistiegill be concerned with the logical and psychologidaelations

that bind together coexisting terms and form a systm in the collective mind of speakers (Saussure,

1974, p. 100)Diachronic linguistics, on the other hand) study relations that bind together

successive terms not perceived by the collective mdi but substituted for each other without forming

a system (Saussure, 1974, p. 100).

The synchronic linguistics Saussure envisages hastain place in the history of
linguistics, a place that Saussure himself inidateom a broader Neogrammarian
position in defining the space he wants for histaystics of language. The old
grammarians worked synchronically but they saw dhginal synchronic structure or
system as being, just by reason of its precedetheetrue structure or system. The
analogies that yielded changes in grammar wereedeas false analogies. The historical
linguistics that developed rapidly in the ninetéeentury, had by the time of the
Neogrammarians, come to a more genuinely evolutjoaad scientific view of linguistic
change. In so doing, that linguistics “revealecea itlass” of phenomena. In the return to

synchrony, then, the consequences of that discowasgt be incorporatedrhe old
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grammar saw only the synchronic fact; [historical,diachronic] linguistics has revealed a new class of
phenomena. But that is not enough; one must sendeetopposition between the two classes of facts to

draw out all its consequences (Saussure, 1974, 8)8

To incorporate diachronic linguistics — to draw datconsequences — requires the
awareness of a certain opposition. What does Sesigsean by this? The consequence of
diachronic linguistics Saussure has in mind is plogentially all pervasive nature of
evolutionary change. The unlimited variability @nfuage over time creates a causal
break on the axis of successions. It makes langaagystem of pure values generated
solely by the synchronic solidarity of signs, “th@omentary arrangement of terms”.
Saussure notes that some other sciences, suchoasngcs, treat of values and so
confront the disciplinary duality necessitated liye"intervention of the factor of time”.

But, this distinction has to be heeded by the linguisttmve all others (i.e. other disciplines) for

language is a system of pure values which are deteined by nothing except the momentary
arrangement of terms. A value — so long as it is sehow rooted in things and in their natural
relations, as happens with economics (the value af plot of ground, for instance, is related to its
productivity) — can to some extent be traced in tira if we remember that it depends at each moment
on a system of co-existing values. Its link with ihgs gives it, perforce, a natural basis and the
judgments that we base on such values are thereforeever completely arbitrary; their variability is

limited. But we have just seen that natural data hae no place in linguistics (Saussure, 1974, p. 80).

It is in the exposition of the arbitrary naturetié sign that we “have just seen that
natural data have no place in linguistics”. Andtthebitrariness, must, | suggest, be
understood from this angle, the angle of what wghtncall its “material discontinuity”
over time. It is this that makes the linguisticrsigholly arbitrary and it is this way into

the systematics of the sign that | want to empleasighis account of Saussure’s theory.
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Yes, we can observe arbitrariness in the convealticonception of simple naming. The
arbitrariness of the relation between signifier arghified - in which there is “no natural
connection” — is certainly one point of entry t@ thrbitrary nature of the sign. No doubt
it is, too, part of what Saussure has in mind whemefers to the absence of natural data
in language. In particular, we will see that trssbiecause evolutionary change always
involves a shift in meaning which, for Saussurey &@ conceived as a shift in the
relationship between the signifier and the sigdifiBut | want to suggest that it is the
character of evolutionary change as revealed bghdsic linguistics that is the real root
by which Saussure’s “radical” arbitrariness entbessystem. It is material discontinuity,
the exhaustive nature of the potential transforomtiin the evolution of language that
explodes the natural object of study and openshaspace of Saussure’s fully realized
conception of linguistic system. That system isiteaby in the sense that it is not
predictable over time on the basis of any irredecform or natural enduring element.
No element is reserved from the random impact efetvolutionary process — there is no

unit that may not be fractured for use in a différgtructure... we must defend our principle:

there are no unchangeable characteristics. Permanee results from sheer luck; any characteristic

that is preserved in time may also disappear withitne (Saussure, 1974, p. 230).

Section 5: The synchronic-diachronic distinction eamined further.

* Any language state will contain some evolutionagvement but that does not

prevent a sharp distinction between the two metloddsudy.
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e Synchronic linguistics allows us to think aboutdaage in a manner that is

appropriate to the ever fortuitous nature of itates.

* A simple way of understanding the synchronic-dianfa opposition, then, is to
observe that it is the difference between studgirsingle term and studying the

“contract” between two or more terms of the kinatlyields linguistic value.

» It is the very nature of diachronic linguistics thaecessitates the distinction and
gives synchronic linguistics its character. Theseai scientific unity between the

two forms of linguistics — a unity with its empéaldasis in diachronic linguistics.

Synchronic linguistics studies language statesat-ifh states of linguistic evolution.
The “momentary arrangement of elements” is a monmeah evolutionary process, not a
fleeting interval. It is a period in which theresaro significant evolutionary changes. The
linguist discards unimportant changes in much tlag that a mathematician discards
infinitesimal quanta, says Saussure. The actua feriod involved may vary between
several centuries or a decade, depending on hov chenge takes place in a language.
In any case it will be more of a chunk of time theamere moment. It is similar, says
Saussure, to the study of the structure of a pdsern. If we took a wafer thin cross
section for study without having some idea of thegitudinal structure — the tubes and
fibres which are arranged in that section — it wondake little sense to us. Saussure’s
often quoted remarks at the beginning of his actafndiachronic linguistics are

relevant:There is really no such thing as absolute immobilit Every part of language is subjected to

change. To each period there corresponds some appiable evolution. Evolution may vary in
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rapidity and intensity, but this does not invalidae the principle. The stream of language flows

without interruption, whether its course is calm ortorrential is of secondary importance(Saussure,

1974, p. 140)So it is not that diachronic linguistics is excldde both kinds of linguistics
are needed. But the unprecedented character ofbfect of study necessitates a

distinction between the two approaches at the g level: Again, the more complex

and rigorously organized a system of values is, thenore it is necessary, because of its very

complexity, to study it according to both co-ordindes (Saussure, 1974, p. 80).

As a part of the linguistics of language, diachcdimguistics takes language as its
object. But at a sub-specific level, the diachromay be distinguished from the
synchronic by its association with speech. For Uagg evolution is a phenomenon

driven by speechNothing enters language without having been testeth speaking and every

evolutionary phenomenon has its roots in the indidual ... Before “honor” could become a rival
strong enough to replace “honos”, one speaker haa tcoin the new word then others had to imitate

and repeat it until it forced itself into standard usage (Saussure, 1974, p. 168).

A change that becomes a part of a language staiyslbegins unintentionally by a
purely fortuitous mechanism. Speakers then takargdge of a difference to impregnate
it with significance. At that point, the solidaribetween elements of the language state —
the complex equilibrium of terms that mutually condtion each other (Saussure, 1974, p. 122) IS

affected and the state as a whole changésas if one of the planets that revolve aroundhe

sun changed its dimensions and weight: this isolateevent would entail general consequences and

would throw the whole system out of equilibrium (Sassure, 1974, p. 85Diachronic linguistics is
capable of giving a detailed account of languagautn and its mechanisms. So, in

introducing the diachronic-synchronic distinctioauSsure further illuminates both the
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language-speech distinction and the fundamental ablarbitrariness in the creation of

linguistic value. His favoured examples are bindifferences:The opposition of two terms

is needed to express plurality: either foot;foots o foot:feet; both procedures are possible, but
speakers passed from one to the other, so to speakthout having a hand in it. In a fortuitous state
(foot:feet), speakers took advantage of an existirgjfference and made it signal a distinction betwee
singular and plural; foot;feet is no better for this purpose than foot: foots. In each state the mind
infiltrated a given substance and breathed life im it. Neither was the whole replaced, nor did one
system engender another; one element in the firsystem was changed, and this change was enough

to give rise to another system. (Saussure, 1974,84 — p. 85)

As we’ve noted, this new perspectivenhe ever fortutitous nature of a state— iS, as
Saussure says, inspired by historical linguistias igunknown to traditional grammar which
could never acquire it by its own methods Likewise, most philosophers of language are equally

ignorant of it yet nothing is more important from the philosophical viewpoint (Saussure, 1974, p. 85).

For Saussure, we take advantage of fortuitous cosgues, importations, mutations and

the like in language but we don't create theserdento express something external. A
conventionalist view of language recognizes thétrariness of names and suggests that
as a result some convention or contract betweeakspge must be necessary to ensure

names refer to objects no way do diachronic facts aim to signal a valudy means of another

sign ... A diachronic fact is an independent event;hie particular synchronic consequences that may
stem from it are wholly unrelated to it (Saussure1974, p. 84)In contrast to the false notion that we
readily fashion for ourselves about it, language isot a mechanism created and arranged with a view
to the concepts to be expressed. We see on the cant that the state which resulted from the change

was not destined to signal the meaning with which was impregnated(Saussure, 1974, p. 85).

A simple way of understanding the synchronic-diacis opposition, then, is to

observe that it is the difference between studyangingle term and studying the
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“contract” between two or more terms of the kindttlyields linguistic value. The
contract or convention involved is one between terms — andhe essence of the linguistic
mechanismiS theunconscious comparisorof terms(Saussure, 1974, p. 165Piachronic changes

are wholly unintentional while the synchronic fact is dways significant. It always calls forth two

simultaneous terms. Not ‘Gaste’ alone but the oppd®oon ‘Gast:Gaste’ expresses the plural. The
diachronic fact is just the opposite: only one ternis involved and for the new one to appear (Gaste),

the old one (Gasti) must first give way to it (Sawire, 1974, p. 85).

The difference between synchronic and diachroniguiistics is also closely related
to the difference between internal and externgjuistics. Both branches of linguistics
can discover laws, but the difference between W tiypes of laws is crucial. Vowel
shifts or consonantal changes over time, when #reyregular, can be described by
diachronic laws and may come about as a resultllofaasts of external influences.
Synchronic laws - such as those that express thgore between a word-unit and its

accent or a word-unit and its ending - describengernal relationshipa sort of contract

between co-existing terms (Saussure, 1974, p. 92).

At the factual level it is vital not to confuse ttveo approaches, says Saussure. But
at the general level, the level of scientific lamhat Saussure callspanchronic viewpoint
is possible and this is important for any philosophstudy of his theory of language
(1974, p. 95).Saussure has some interesting things to say algoahronic and diachronic
laws in language. If a law has the two key featurfelseing both imperative and general
then diachronic laws are imperative in the senaedlachronic change cannot be stopped
— but they are not general. The change has afgpeantingent — even random - form in

each case. On the other hand, synchronic law desca general arrangement of parts.
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But that arrangement is not imperative, it couldrale at any time. It is imperative in the

sense that it is imposed upon individual speakesst in language no force guarantees the

maintenance of a regularity when established on sagrpoint (Saussure, 1974, p. 92).

Saussure goes on to sayt cannot the term (law) also be used in languagas in the

physical and natural sciences, i.e. in the senserelations that are everywhere and forever verifiale?
In a word, cannot language be studied from a panclonic viewpoint? Doubtless. In linguistics as in

chess there are rules that outlive all events. Buhey are general principles existing independentlpf

concrete fact(Saussure, 1974, p. 95)I think we can go a little further and say thasiat the
crossing, the intersection of the two axes thatgheeral_mechanisrr functioning of
language is located. The “momentary arrangemertérofis” is just that — momentary.
But it has a general structure which Saussure agegsquite literally being reproduced in
each speaker's mind, even if it is more or lessonnciously. That structure is
syntagmatic and associative. And it is through ékpansion of that structure that the

chance productions of speech which prove usefuhateded in language.

Undoubtedly Saussure’s strong injunction not to fes@ synchronic with
diachronic linguistics has helped produce a tengeéaaead his synchronic linguistics
apart from his diachronic linguistics. But as hgssanis is really unnecessary; one truth does
not exclude the other (Saussure, 1974, p. 9dn fact, as we've seen above, as a system of
values, language must be studied according to dmtbrdinatesFurther, | think we need
to see that it is the very nature of diachroniguiistics that necessitates the distinction
and gives synchronic linguistics its character. tThlaaracter is in some vital sense
immaterial and the distinction is necessitated latamal discontinuity. But this doesn’t

mean there is not a scientific unity between the fworms of linguistics — a unity with its
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empirical basis in diachronic linguistics. It justeans that it is not a unity based on
material units. This is not easy to see becausentiterial object as such - as the typical
scientific object - does not admit of its own ar&iiness, its own lack of necessity. But in
synchronic linguistics, | suggest, Saussure isngyio provide a linguistics that is a
systematics of the evolutionary process — and haoisg so in the only way that is

appropriate to the subject matter.

Section 6: Paradigm and syntagm

* A linguistic sign is a point of convergence of agmbatic and paradigmatic

associations.

e Syntagmatic or linear combinations occur “in pragsa” in discourse and can
be conceived as relations of opposition. Paradigeneglations are constituted

“in absentia” and can be thought of as associatigkations.

* These two are interdependent and work togeth#rarmechanism of language.

The mechanism of language is constituted, sayssBeeisof a latent system of
unconscious comparisons. Comparisons are setsriof téhat are, in our colloquial
expression, “the same but different”. As we havenseassociation or sameness is
inseparable from opposition or difference becausiher has logical priority. Terms
must be brought alongside each other before thaybeacontrasted and definebst

precisely by being what the others are not (Saussure, 1974, 117). On the other hand they must
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be distinct before their association can be a nmggdli activity. Within language we find
a metonym of this relation in our use of the terpara” meaning both “with” and
“against”. For example, a paramedic is most précistat a medic is not, doing what a
medic does not do — the converse is also true.ldast precisely — at the next level of
generality - a paramedic is doing the same wor& agdic, with and alongside medics.
That is, they can both be contrasted with hospidihinistrators. Hospital administrators
are not, we would say, directly involved in theecaf patients. But at the next level all
three categories of worker may be thought to belred precisely in caring for patients
when we speak of them in opposition to the localybpoliticians who open and close

hospitals, and set their funding and waiting lists.

Again, we use a parachute against falling — butgiai parachute is also the nearest

thing to falling. As Saussure putsHtir it is obvious that analysis, because it resulsom a set

of comparisons, depends constantly on the associai environment of the term (Saussure, 1974, p.

170). If the associative environment of a sign changesdilgn itself changesThis is
reflected in Saussure’s account of the mechanistangfuage. There are two contrasting
ways in which the sameness that yields differesc@chieved. The first is in a sequential
chain. This is the syntagrmm discourse, on the one hand, words acquire relains based on the
linear nature of language because they are chaingdgether (Saussure, 1974, p. 123t consists of
two or more consecutive units, including both cosmpWords and groups of words:
compounds, derivatives, phrases, whole sentengasa@ns form one complex unit that
is more than the sum of its parts. As Barthes pomutt, the syntagm can be seen as the
initial raw material of any analysis of a code ensological system. (Barthes, 1968) It is

the largest repeated and therefore recognizablé ianispeech that must be then
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decomposed into mutually delimiting unitSutside discourse, on the other hand, words

acquire relations of a different kind. Those that tave something in common are associated in the

memory, resulting in groups marked by diverse relabns (Saussure, 1974, p. 129)These are
paradigms or associative groupings. Theyaateor more associative series comprising units
that have an element in common with the syntagm (Sasure, 1974, p. 129)These are the
associations that are “in absentia” in relation discourse, that form an unspoken
background to any syntagm. The common elementésetigroupings can vary from the
meaning of the terms, as in groups of synonymsieé@act homonyms, based on phonic
similarity. One example Saussure uses is the sisyigagm “de-faire” (to undo). The
“de” element evokes decoller, deplacer, decoudreTdte “faire” element recalls faire as
such, refaire, contrefaire, etc. It is worth qugti®aussure at length, however to give a

fuller picture: Through its grasp of the nature of the relations tlat bind the terms together, the

mind creates as many associative series as thereeativerse relations. For instance, irenseignment
‘teaching’, enseigner ‘teach’, enseignons ‘we teach’ etc. one element, the radical, is commdo every
term; the same word may occur in a different serieformed around another common element, the
suffix (cf. enseignment, armament, chagement, etc); or the association may spring from the analy of
the concepts signified gnseignment, instruction, apprentissage, education, etc); or again simply from
the similarity of the sound images €nseignement and justement ‘precisely’). Thus there is at times a
double similarity of meaning and form, at times ony similarity of form or meaning. A word can
always evoke everything that can be associated with one way or another ... we are unable to
predict the number of words that the memory will siggest or the order in which they appear. A
particular word is like the centre of a constellaton; it is the point of convergence of an indefinite

number of co-ordinated terms (Saussure, 1974, p. &R

Paradigmatic andsyntagmatic relations work together simultaneouslycreate

meaning.There is a bond of interdependence; they mutuallyandition each other.In fact, spatial
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(linear, syntagmatic) coordinations help to createasssociative co-ordinations which are in turn

necessary for analysis of the parts of the syntagifBaussure, 1974, p. 123)Ve can imagine this
happening in a fairly straightforward manner: tigptagm, “nous marchons aujourd’hui”
provides the subject, the first person plural pronénous”. That selects “marchons”
from the paradigm “marche, marches, marche, masshorarchez, marchent”. That
agreement of the verb stops us hearing the “onghd&a@s an “en” and analyzing the
syntagm incorrectly. In some cases it is diffidoltanalyse the ribbon of sound because
the paradigms are not distinctive enough. Saussee the example of “Si je 'apprends”
(If I learn it). This has the same phonologicalfpecas “Si je la prends” (If | take it). In

these cases a larger syntagm — that is, morextcnteill be required.

All this is happening in an interplay that resersltlee operation of a machine, says
Saussure. Indeed, the meaning of a term and ittifumare identified in the system
(Saussure, 1974, p. 161). If we look up a word dhctionary we find first of all its part
of speech and its closest synonyms. We might fisickiymology and derivation. Then
we will be given a citation, a syntagm to finallyagpen the definition. All these relations
go to define a term and its meaning says Sausshet.dictionary definition is, however,
but the tip of an iceberg of latent paradigms bhaug a certain point of convergence by

the syntagm. We are seeing one instance and orairs a system.

Section 7: The interaction of analogy with paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations

« Although the traditional divisions of grammar mag bseful in practice, they do

not correspond to natural distinctions, says SatessuGrammar should be
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constructed around the natural co-ordinates of agntatic and paradigmatic

relations.

* Analogy interacts with paradigmatic and syntagmattations. Signs are best
conceived as syntagms, as decomposable combinatibrsigns which are

productive of new forms through syntagmatic soligdre. relations of analogy.

e Saussure ties the productivity of terms throughl@mato their complexity or
decomposability — apparently forgetting his assertthat there are no simple
terms in language only complex ones. He appearqanicular, to forget the

linear or discursive relations in which terms argichited.

But we must note that there is a good deal morasgnciative and syntagmatic
relations than traditional grammar and syntax retpaly, although those are certainly

included.In short, although the traditional divisions of grammar may be useful in practice, they do

not correspond to natural distinctions. To build agrammar, we must look for a different and higher
principle ... only the distinction established abovéetween syntagmatic and associative relations can

provide a classification that is not imposed fromhe outside ... the whole subject matter of grammar

should be arranged along its two natural co-ordinas (Saussure, 1974, p. 137)In particular
Saussure is struck by what he calls “syntagmatldanties”. For, there is another,
complementary mechanism at work in language, onehnlie might characterize as the
relation between elements that are “different thé same”. This mechanism has a

number of forms, the most important of which aralagy and agglutinatiorchanges in
interpretation, no matter how they start always beome apparent through the existence of analogical

forms, (1974, p. 1708ays Saussure. These two processes work togeifferebces that are
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the same create the potential for new sameness¢satd different and vice versa.
Saussure devotes a good deal of time to discughmgole of analogy in evolution,
including the way in which it counteracts the digive effect of phonetic change. | will
describe analogy in more detail in the next chapiérthis point | want to highlight its
interaction with syntagmatic and paradigmatic congeas. In this regard Saussure
provides the following image — vividly evocative @iltural traditions more generally, as

well as of languageBut one thing in particular interests the linguist. In the enormous mass of

analogical phenomena built up through centuries okvolution, almost all elements are preserved;
they are only distributed differently. Analogical innovations are more apparent than real. Language

is a garment covered in patches cut from its own ath (Saussure, 1974, p. 172).

We have seen a number of examples that Sausseseofiinalogy in action, but to
improvise an example we may take the term “aggtéggression” is analogous to
“aggravation” by way of the first four letters atw“anger” by way of the first and third
letters. As Saussure says at several points, analdifp respect to meaning is also
required - whether or not we think of that as ds#aanalogy” because “aggravation”,
strictly speaking, has nothing to do with angelggression. But in many contextual or
syntagmatic usages aggression and anger are dedocith the worsening or
aggravation of a situation. So a new sign “aggboth an adjective and a noun, with new
shades of meaning, evolves: a person is “so agtirefe is “too much aggro” in a given
situation, particularly when the person involvedynadgso be addressed as “bro”. This is
the evolutionary force of time in action — the cbamesemblance of phonemes combines

with some equally contingent coincidence of meaning
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Saussure advises thatalogy supposes a model and its regular imitationAn analogical
form is a form made on the model of one or more other forms in accordance with a definite rule.

(Saussure, 1974, p. 161 Syntagms providghe rules for selecting terms from within
paradigms. But there is another element of analaigyork that results in different

models — three different syntagm models in the cdssomnolent” - being selected on

an unpredictable basis from the larger mass ofssilhese activate different paradigms
in accordance with their different divisions or bsas of “the original”. We need to note,
too, that all the terms in associative or paradiggngroupings can be thought of as
analogs. They just take different elements of émmtas the element in common with the

term — that is, as the positive analogy.

Syntamatic solidarity is so important partly be@usost terms, says Saussure are
syntagms. They are analysable and therefore capébleing decomposed in an entirely

unpredictable way. There are exceptionsbe sure, language has independent units that hav

syntagmatic relations with neither their parts nor other units. Sentence equivalents like yes, no,
thanks etc are good examples. But this exceptionfdct does not compromise the general principle.
As a rule we do not communicate through isolated ghs but rather through groups of signs, through

organized masses that are themselves signs. In lasagye everything boils down to differences but also

to groupings (Saussure, 1974, p. 128)lhere is a contradiction here, though, with what
Saussure says elsewhere about simple terms. Fgilesitarms can only be used in
syntagmatic contexts. Saussure points out thatsitpe “sun” has different values in
different languages - in some languages one casihdin” the sunfor example. In
another example, the expression “Gentlemen!” maydss by him several times in the
course of a lecture with several different meanifidsat can be due to the sound of the

voice, its intonations, he says. But any speciftomation is just an element in another set
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of associations and analogies, interacting withlithear chain of sounds and signs. It is
perfectly admissible to the system. And in any disge are syntagms that fall within
Saussure’s narrower definition, combinations thdt imcorporate isolated signs into

something that is more than the sum of their paftsanks but no thanks”, “yes and no”,

etc.

It is also important to consider the sign as oafijina syntagm insofar as it is
comprised of an opposition of signifier and sigedfi That composition of a sign tells us,
says Saussure, that change is potentially all ge@alt can intervene in any sign and
always results in what Saussure describes as tairstife signifier-signified relation. No
sign is indivisible — the delimitation of signsnet technically their individuation because

there is no indivisible object for Saussuxevord is apprehended simultaneously as a unit and

as a syntagm, and is preserved to the extent thasielements do not change (Saussure, 1974, p.)172

At times, however, Saussure seems to forget thaderosystematic nature of signs
and display a curiously limited conception of lin@a discursive context. The irony in
this is that, as | will argue later, if we considesign or object in isolation we effectively
take its systematic definition or delimitation fgranted. It becomes unquestioned and
unconscious. Saussure’s project is to make thaemy®f unconscious comparisons
conscious. Yet the linear combination of signs e-g¢kintagm — has almost to be reified,
for Saussure, to be admissible to language. Ittbdse alienated from the individual
speaker and have a concrete, unified charactersegoently there sometimes seems to

be too little appreciation, as has been often rkethrof how speech realizes the potential
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of language, how it selects from its potential corabons and focuses speakers on

specific signifieds.

The issue goes a little further for Saussure awillesee when we come to consider
absolute and relative arbitrariness. For compoutelcomposable terms are more

productive in an evolutionary sens®lords can be rated for capacity to engender other ards

to the extent that they themselves are decomposabl&imple words are, by definition, unproductive
... Each language then has both productive and steélwords in varying proportions. This takes us
back to the distinction between “lexicological” and‘grammatical languages” languages (see p. 133).
In Chinese, most words are not decomposable; in aartificial language, however, almost all words

are. An Esperantist has unlimited freedom to buildnew words on a given root(Saussure, 1974, p.

166). Words are productive through analogy and syntagmsalidarity. But those
relations of identity can only be partial — if theyere complete, the need for the
differentiation of signs would not be met. This, laast, is how Saussure appears to
reason. So Saussure concludes that it can onlyeoearts of words that are used to make
others by analogy - and hence, words are potenfmtbductive of other words to the
extent to which they are decomposable into padmeSwords are perhaps more isolated

and unproductive than others depending on how siraptl unanalysable they are:the

only forms left untouched by analogy are of coursesolated words like proper nouns, especially place

names (Saussure, 1974, p. 173).

The problem is that we can't tell in advance howwdrere a term will be re-
delimited or rearticulated. It doesn’t have any erdnt boundary, any necessary
delimitation. An example is “Mt Cook”, the highesiountain in New Zealand, a place

name that doesn’t look promising in terms of praty. Yet now it is Aoraki/MtCook
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— a new name and a new value — but also one thlapmevide a form for other such

names.

Thinking of terms more broadly — including termsdiscursive contexts - allows us
to see that analogy also works with terms as a eyhehether they are simple or
complex. Terms may be productive of other termsthdrethat is visible in the words or
not. Pre-existing signs may be placed in a newudssee system. The atrium of our heart,
for example, is also the spacious entrance chawmibarRoman house. The ventricle to
which it is joined is literally a little belly, aihinutive version of an element in an earlier
— but somehow no less foreign - anatomy. Therecertain shock in discovering analogy
at this level. Who would have thought the humanybwds so originally synthetic? Yet
the heart gained these associations when it céades just a core or centre of the body
and was rearticulated as part of a circulatoryesystAnd we see again in this example
that relations of association and analogy — sanseaesl identity — are essential to
differentiate objects. Likewise, the evolving, madcal delimitation of units yields ever
more and more specific values — more complex padfitsonvergence of various co-

ordinations.

Section 8: Absolute and relative arbitrariness

* In some ways, relative arbitrariness appears as ¢hbnination of Saussure’s

account of linguistic system - but it also appeargvoke a number of significant

contradictions.
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« What Saussure wants to articulate, | suggest, &egqy arbitrariness: Signs
cohere — that coherence is arbitrary in the sersd it has no external basis. Its

logic is always immanent to the system.

* Relative arbitrariness, however, does show thatethe a complex interplay
between the arbitrary and the systematic in Sawsswonception of language as

an evolving system.

In some ways, relative arbitrariness appears ascthmination of Saussure’s

account of linguistic systemEverything that relates to language as a system miysl am
convinced, be approached from this viewpoint, whicthas scarcely received the attention of linguists:

the limiting of arbitrariness (1974, p. 133).Broadly speaking, syntagmatic and associative
relations limit arbitrariness because they bindga,showever arbitrary the signifier may
seem in relation to its signified, into a compldx@ations in which that sign is rational
and necessary — in which it resists, as Saussyse agbitrary substitution. Syntagmatic
and associative relations are the structures andtthctural rules, respectively, by which

a language functions and which yield its relatiohsglifference and analogyotivation is

explained by the principles stated in Section 2. Tehnotion of relative motivation implies: (1) analys
of a given term, hence a syntagmatic relation; an¢2) the summoning of one or more terms, hence an

associative relation. It is the mechanism through hich any term whatever lends itself to the

expression of an idea, and it is no more than thatSaussure, 1974, p. 132)l'hat last phrases
curious. The mechanism by which a term lends itgethe expression of an idea seems
to be just about all we would want to describe itheory of language. These relations
“govern the functioning” of language — améaning and function are apprehended as identical

within the linguistic systenBaussure, 1974, p. 161)
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But there are also a number of contradictions insSare’ s account of relative
motivation that mean the conception as a wholeiregwery careful handling. When, for

example, Saussure say®ere is no language in which nothing is motivate@nd our definition

makes it impossible to conceive of a language in veh everything is motivated. Between the two

extremes — a minimum of organization and a minimunof arbitrariness - we find all possible varieties

(1974, p. 133)he seems to mean that at the most basic levehrajuages as systems are
motivated because even basic oppositions are sgtert is just that some may be more
elaborated — i.e. analysable - than others. Buts$&ae also seems to say that some

individual signs are motivated and others are Aotiny rate, even in the most favourable

cases motivation is never absolute. Not only are ¢helements of the motivated sign themselves
unmotivated (cf. dix and neuf in dix-neuf) but the value of the whole term is never equal tthe sum

value of its parts. Teach + er is not equal to te&cX er ... Dix-neuf is supported associatively bylix-

huit, soixant-dix etc. and syntagmatically by its elementsix and neuf. (1974, p. 132)lt is hard not
see this latter view as inconsistent to the pdifiteing anomalous. Just becadseis not
part of a syntagm it doesn’t mean that it is needi by “the concurrence of everything
around it". It may be less systematically elabatatean dix huit — but it can’'t be
absolutely arbitrary in the manner of a simple nalnmust at least be a part of a binary
opposition since we would have to suppose dmrabn its own “is radically incapable of
coming to consciousness”. In fact we would thinkvés “supported associatively” by a
number of paradigms - the set of natural numbersexample. In the section preceding
we have considered a number of Saussure’s injurectigainst the isolated sign — but we
have also noted a certain limitation in his conmepbf context. In this case again it

seems that he seds« as not being part of a syntagm. There is a fuppheeling feature
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in this passage: by Saussure’s argument the corpleixthe constitution of signs like

teacheror dix-huitis not an argument faheir arbitrariness but agairist

With these points in mind, it is not surprising ttar a commentator like Roy
Harris, the concept of relative arbitrariness my a muddle (1987, p. 132) Indeed Harris

reacts in vivid terms to the whole suggestion datree arbitrarinessHere Saussurean

synchronic theory lies agonizing on a bed of nail®f its own manufacture. Having accepted

arbitrariness as a ‘first principle’ Saussure is atloss to explain why the principle fails to capturehe

most significant and characteristic properties ofihguistic structure (Harris, 1987, p. 132) We have
seen, of course, that arbitrariness as differend#ference as such — cannot account for
any structural or systematic properties. But Hastggests further that Saussure has
confused questions of arbitrariness with questionsf systematicity. For Harris, ifdix is arbitrary
thendix-neuf is no less arbitrary. He applies the principleS&aussure’ s commercial

analogy for language:. the fact that the price of a loaf of bread is arfirarily fixed at five francs

does not mean that charging two and half francs fohalf a loaf is only relatively arbitrary. This is
simply a gross non-sequitur. Both prices are equallarbitrary and that arbitrariness has nothing to

do with the systematicity that relates them (1987%. 132).

Harris certainly has a point. It really doesn’'t meéelpful to make a division
between signs withirany given system. The properties of a sign withisystem are
systematic properties. The sign does not also tsmlable properties - at least not within
the system. To the extent that it does have isoladoperties it is simply not a part of the

system under consideration. As Saussure Saysonsider a term as simply the union of a

certain sound with a certain concept is grossly mlisading. To define it in this way would isolate the

term from its system; it would mean assuming that oe can start from the terms and construct the
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system by adding them together when, on the contrgr it is from the interdependent whole that one

must start and through analysis obtain its element$1974, p. 113).This, as | argue in the fourth
chapter of this thesis, is the key aspect of SaaSssuheory which the linguistic-
biological analogy exposes: the arbitrariness ghsiconsidered in isolation — signifier
arbitrariness - is incompatible with the systematicaracter of signs. Signifier
arbitrariness implies some opposition of signided signified that transcends any system
of oppositions and associations. Harris is sugggdiat Saussure could still maintain
signifier arbitrariness on a of bi-planar basistresdistinction between the orders of the
signifier and the signified. But Saussure alsoceores of linguistic value, like the
economic system, aSsystem for equating things of different orders — labor and wages in one and a
signified and signifier in the other (Saussure, 1%, p. 79). So there is bound to be confusion so
long as Saussure maintains a concept of signifibitrariness. What | will suggest
Saussure needs to do is maintain the immanences -sytematic character - of all
linguistic relations. Signs in a system cohere.tT®ahat being in a system means. They
stand or fall together. But — and this is whatasdgficult to theorise - the basis of their
coherence, including the material medium of thetesys is arbitrary. It could be
anything. It is immanent to the system. The gramofathe stock exchange is not the
simple logic of division, for example, that makesfla loaf of bread half the price of a
whole loaf. The logic of the system — its exchangésagreed equal value between
speakers — is immanent to the system and varieseaolyes by the mechanism of
language that Saussure describes. Signifier aripdigs seems to Saussure to subvert any
fixed structure of reference and cause semantiati@m and evolution. The problem is
that it also reasserts a trans-systematic structireference. In the concept of relative

arbitrariness this structure is identified with teysaticity itself: A language constitutes a
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system. In this one respect (as we shall see lat&ahguage is not completely arbitrary but is ruledto

some extent by logic; (Saussure, 1974, p. 133)But having developed his conception of
linguistic value, Saussure cannot now refer siniplipgic itself, or tahe principle of order

and regularity introduced byhe mind into the disordered mass of sigmg74, p. 133)

However, what we can observe in the doctrine ohtined arbitrariness is that
Saussure’s conception of language as an evolvistgsyinvolves a complex interplay
between the arbitrary and the systematic. The forsn@ssociated with the individual, the

innovative and the differential — the latter witietcollective, the regular and the equfal.

the mechanism of language were entirely rational,ticould be studied independently. Since the
mechanism of language is but a partial correctionfoa system that is by nature chaotic, however, we

adopt the viewpoint imposed by the very nature ofdnguage and study it as it limits arbitrariness

(Saussure, 1974, p. 133 he interaction between the arbitrary and the syatiE maintains

the energy — dare one say, the vitality — of thelhwithin a language all evolutionary

movement may be characterized by continual passageom motivation to arbitrariness and from

arbitrariness to motivation; this see-saw motion dkn results in a perceptible change in the

proportions of the two classes of signgSaussure, 1974, p. 133).1n this conception the arbitrary
has come to stand opposite the rational in pladdehatural or necessary. That shift is
subversive. In place of a pre-existing natural obyee encounter the irrational or chaotic
— including those “shapeless masses” of thought smdd - from which values are

created.
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The Life of Language:

Saussure and Evolution

Chapter 3: Exploring the linguistic-biological analbgy

Section 1: Introducing the analogy

* Mathematical theories developed to describe bi@algvariation in space can be

used to describe variation in language evolution.

* This is surprising since the arbitrariness of thgns- and the role of human
agency in language which that implies - would legdto expect that Saussure’s
theory would reflect only a superficial correspende between linguistic and

biological evolution

» Equally surprising is that Saussure’s theory ofdaage appears to offer some

explanation in terms of the internal mechanisnmaofjuage for this analogy.

* A number of points of analogy have already emerfyeth the exposition of
Saussure’s theory in the previous two chaptersthede are listed as a prelude to

a deeper exploration of the analogy.
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The stimulus for this thesis came from reading Sangss Coursein General
Linguistics and being struck by the extent to white synchronic theory appeared to
reflect an awareness of linguistic evolution ad@g@us to biological evolution. That was
striking to me because | was aware of the sucdegdinhguists and biologists have had
more recently in exploiting this analogy. The qisest then arose: to what extent is
Saussure’s theory of language a theory that conttempin and explain the linguistic-
biological analogy? To what extent should it behsactheory? And what does the
linguistic-biological analogy suggest about thelggophical appropriation of Saussure’s

theory? These are the guiding questions of thisishe

One of the pioneers in the application of biologwedels to linguistic evolution,
Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza, describes the procesthia way:Theories of biological variation

in space, developed in the middle of the twentietkentury by several different mathematicians,
resulted in very similar models. They have the gemie name of “isolation by distance” and show that
genes vary randomly in geographic space, followingxact rules derived from statistics and
probability. The most significant regularity is the relation between genetic distance (calculated from
averaging a nhumber of genes) and geographic distamcWe have seen that genetic distance increases
regularly (but always more slowly) as geographic ditance increases until it reaches a maximum. The
shape of the theoretical and empirical curves is dermined by two measurable variables: the
mutation rate, which increases genetic differencebetween two places, and the rate of genetic
exchange between neighbours due to migration, whictends to increase genetic similarity between

them — so these forces are opposed, to a certaintex and balance each other.

The same mathematical theory can be applied to lingstic evolution: the equivalent of mutation
(which produces new forms of genes, or alleles)iimovation, which in linguistics is the generatiorof

new sound, meaning or grammar. Migration propagateshese changes in space. William Wang and |
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have applied this genetic theory of isolation-by-ditance to linguistic variation in Micronesia (Cavali-

Sforza, 2000, p. 196).

Cavalli-Sforza is phlegmatic about this analogye Hxplanation, he says, is quite
simple: How is it possible for these two very different syems to follow parallel evolutionary

trajectories, or to “co-evolve™ The explanation is quite simple. Two isolated populations
differentiate both genetically and linguistically. Isolation, which could result from geographical,
ecological, or social barriers, reduces the likelibod of marriages between populations, and as a
result, reciprocally isolated populations will evove independently and gradually become different.
Genetic differentiation of reciprocally isolated pgulations occurs slowly but regularly over time. We
can expect the same thing to happen with languageisplation diminishes cultural exchange and the

two languages will drift apart (2000, p. 150).

By this account, linguistic exchange and evolutioa a subset of cultural exchange
and evolution: sexual intercourse goes along witlucal intercourse. Are the guiding
questions for this thesis otiose then? Or does IG&farza’s account leave the question
of the underlying, internal mechanism of languag®lwion and its analogy with
biological evolution unanswered? | think the ansigghat the analogy at the mechanistic
level - the “inner organism” of language - is indeget to be explored. Further, | think
this exploration is worth undertaking because thpufar expectation is not exactly as
Cavalli-Sforza represents it. It may be obvioug #s populations drift apart genetically
they will drift apart linguistically. It is rathestartling, however, to learn that mutation in
genes is, in some sense, mathematically equivademrinovation in language. That is
because we think of language as an arbitrary ptoofuour conscious intention which
transcends natural processes. Biological evolubarthe other hand, is a natural process

which we are, or have been, powerless to contrakeB on this conventional - and
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conventionalist - understanding of language we da&xpect the two forms of evolution

to differ at any but the most superficial level.

Reading Saussure, then, and noting first of all béten the term “arbitrary” is used
as a synonym for “random?”, “fortuitous” (1974, pr yYunmotivated” (1974, p. 69) — and
how often language is said to escape the will @hlibe individual and the community
(1974, p. 17) — suggests that in this theory we rflag some explanation for the
unexpected depth of the linguistic-biological aggldt may be, of course, that as a result
of exploring these questions further we find sugigas about the mechanisms of
biological evolution as well - but that is sometiithat lies beyond the scope of this
thesis. Learning more about the analogy may, howewevide new perspectives on the

broader philosophical appropriation of Saussuteesty.

One virtue of these guiding questions is that wendtnd that they are a good way
of revisiting the challenge Saussure poses for élfims There is, first of all, the
semiological ideallf we are to discover the true nature of language & must learn what it has in
common with all other semiological systems (1974, 47). Saussure was not able to think of
biological evolution as a genetic phenomenon anldeswould not, we might suppose, be
as inclined as we are now to think of it as a séwgical phenomenon. Indeed we have
now, in Biosemiotics, abiology that interprets living systems as sign systms (Emmeche, Kull,
Stjernfelt 2002: 26). More fundamentally, though, the scope of lingusttould be, says

Saussure, a) To describe and trace the history of all obsenble languages, which amounts to

tracing the history of families of languages and reonstructing as far as possible the mother language

of each family. b) To determine the forces that argpermanently and universally at work in all
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languages, and to deduce the general laws to whiah specific historical phenomena can be reduced.

¢) To delimit and define itself. (1974, p. 6)

Saussure’s theory deals with b) and c) of theses:aimtheorise the common and
enduring features of the evolution of language;, doddefine language as a scientific
object and linguistics as a scientific enterpriss.we have noted in the first part of the
thesis and see again in this formulation, histbtioguistics is intertwined from the very
outset with natural scientific and especially bgal theories. Here, for example, the
history of languages is thought by Saussure torimeapily phylogenetic — having to do,

that is, with family trees of languages.

In the first two chapters of this thesis | haveempted to introduce and expound
Saussure’s theory in a way which | hope is bottsarably comprehensive but which
also bears the first of our guiding questions imaniThe elements of positive analogy
between linguistic and biological evolution thatexge in that exposition are already so
numerous that it is a little risky to attempt a @vahensive summary. Before focusing in

more detail on the analogy, however, the main gainight be listed as follows:

a) Language is a population-based phenomenon.

b) Language is an holistic system like an organism.

c) Languages, like species, don't grow through a tfele but rather evolve
continuously.

d) The development of languages like species candeedrthrough family trees to

ever more common origins.
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e)
f)
9)

h)

J)
K)

The linguistic system is comprised of heritabletsicalled signs.

The sign is exposed to alteration because it peapes itself (1974, p. 74).
Changes in signs are arbitrary in the sense ofjoghance products and fortuitous
innovations.

Change enters the system by way of the individual.

Changes in signs may only be initiated by individspeakers but survive or
perish according to whether or not they are adoptethe group and in this way
become a part of the system.

Change is potentially all pervasive.

The system escapes the will of both the individual the collective.

For both systems, meaning is function

In this chapter | want to explore the analogy betwdiological and linguistic

evolution in more depth - both historically andit&n contemporary usage - and examine

how Saussure situates his own work in relatiornt.tdhen | think we can go on in the

next chapter to better answer our second and ghiiding questions.

Section 2: A metaphor with a long history

The linguistic-biological analogy can be traced the beginning of the

comparative philology tradition in the late eighidie century.
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* In its earlier stages the argument was used to arfpr the natural scientific
character of linguistics because its developmenpeaped to escape human

volition.

» Soon after the publication of the Origin of the 8pg, Muller modifies this view,
arguing that language development combines in badwo opposite elements of

necessity and free will.

The analogy can be traced to the beginning of tmeparative philology tradition.
At this stage it was mainly focused on the questbmommon origin but we will see

how it remained essential in the development oNBegrammarian position.

The analogy was first prompted by the theory adednia 1786 by the English
judge Sir William Jones — and subsequently developg the German Franz Bopp
(Saussure, 1974, p. 2) - that Sanskrit, Greeklatith, and possibly Celtic and Gothic
(the ancestor of Germanic languages) appearedvaaommon origin (Cavalli-Sforza,
2000, p. 166). In perhaps its earliest expresdtoedrich Schlegel in 1808 called on
philologists to studyhe inner structure of languages or comparative greamar, which will give us

altogether new insights into the genealogy of lang@ges, in a manner similar to that in which

comparative anatomy has shed light on the higher naral history (Alter, 2005 p.124). Schlegel

noted that the affinity of Sanskrit with anciente®k and Latirconsists not only in a great

number of [word-] roots which it shared with them, but it extends to the innermost structure and
grammar. The agreement is accordingly not one of @nce, which might be explained by mixture, but

rather an essential one which points to common desiat from an ancestral tongugAlter, 2005 p.125).
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Stephen Alter notes thathat Schlegel called “mixture” of languages resulteé from

contingent historical processes such as migrationg;onquests and culture contact and mainly
produced similar vocabularies. Parallel grammars, a the other hand, pointed to an inherited
genealogical connection. By focusing on comparativgrammar, the researcher filtered out mere

accidental factors and tested whether a given set$é languages had a common ancestor (2005, p.125).

By 1861 Max Muller was able to take this naturdlistorical tradition of language theory
a step further. Muller sought to argue that phiglovas a science because it was a
natural science. The criterion of demarcation Mullsed between natural and historical
science still has intuitive appeal today. It acdsuh think, for what we find startling in
the precise level of analogy that has been exjploite contemporary science. That
criterion wasthe mode of causality that normally operates amongsts phenomena ... the natural
sciences have nothing to do with the products of nan volition (Alter, 2005, p.127).Muller argues
that language is not the product of human volittod so its study belongs among the

family of natural sciences. Changes in languageirogadually but irresistibly, and, what is

most important, they are completely beyond the redtor control of the free will of man ... Though
the individual seems to be the prime agent in prodting new words and new grammatical forms, he is
so only after his individuality has been merged ithe common action of the family, tribe or nation to

which he belongs (Alter, 2005, p.127).

Muller highlights this paradoxThe process by which language is settled and unset
combines in one the two opposite elements of nedgsand free will (Alter, 2005 p.128). Then, in a
second series of lectures, in 1862, having digeB@avin’s Origin of the Species, he

produces a surprising solution to this contraditti@e want an idea that is to exclude caprice

as well as necessity - that is to include individu exertion as well as general co-operation — aned
applicable neither to the unconscious building of &es nor to the conscious architecture of human

beings, yet combining within itself both these opeations and raising them to a new and higher
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conception ... It is the idea of natural Selection ..(Alter, 2005 p.128).It appears that this was the
earliest application, even if only rhetorical inacacter, of a Darwinian concept to a

socio-cultural phenomenon (Alter, 2005, p.128).

It is not quite accurate, then, for Saussure toteaya crucial feature of language,
though the one that is least remarked, is thatdapes both the individual and collective
will (1974, p. 17). It was much remarked, at lemstthe period when Saussure was
growing up and before he became precociously aeva linguist. By emphasizing this
feature himself Saussure aligns himself in an irtgsarway with the natural-historical
tradition. But Saussure’s position in relation talplogists such as Muller and Auguste
Schleicher, who both appeared to embrace Darwimiaolution, is nuanced in an
unexpected way. That is because of the persistehttes life cycle thesis — and various
associated notions - alongside the more progressngencies of these theorists. For the
Neogrammarians, who provide the primary basis fausSure’s theoretical work, the
priority had been to establish a more fundameghuinely evolutionary, perspective.
That is provided by the work of Dwight Whitney anthers and involves two central

theses. These are: uniformitarianism and analogycsative force.

Section 3: Uniformitarianism and analogy as a creave force

» Establishing a genuine evolutionary perspectivéistorical linguistics requires
the rejection of the life cycle thesis and the mposation of two alternative
theses: uniformitarianism (which includes an asstiomp of gradualism) and

analogy as a creative force.
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e Saussure’s theory registers the full force of th#seses. His theory gives a
central role to analogy, for example, saying it wgies a preponderant place in

the theory of evolution.

» His careful account of the analogical process lsaveom for a mechanism of
selection — based, for example, on a rule of ecgnonhis possibility is not

developed however.

 There is a double movement in analogy. It is resjid@ equally for the

conservation of terms as for their transformation.

The life—cycle thesis, as | have said, was the \tfeavt some prehistoric or primeval
period of growth in languages precedes their subs#gdecay. Grammatical fullness is
to be found only in the earliest periods of a laagrl Decay then follows naturally but
inevitably by means of phonetic and grammaticahgea— “lazy” speech, for example -
that disrupts regularity in the language. The amiftarian principle articulated by
Whitney was first popularized by the geologist GésrLyell. The subtitle to his
Principles of Geology (1830 — 33) is indicative: i'/AAttempt to Explain the Former
Changes of the Earth’s Surface by Reference to&salNsw in Operation” (Alter 2005,

p. 89). Whitney put it this way in his lecturesls but shallow philology, as it is shallow

geology, which explains past changes by catastopha®d cataclysms (Alter, 2005 p. 89).
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Whitney’s view is that current processes can bgepted back to the earliest times,

making it unnecessary to invoke unknown cau3es:nature and uses of speech, and the

forces which act upon it and produce its changesannot but have been essentially the same during

all the periods of its history, amid all its changng circumstances, in all its varying phases(Alter,
2005 p.219).As Saussure puts ithere had to be a reaction against the aberrationsf the old

school, and the appropriate slogan was this: Obseevwhat happens in the everyday speech of

present-day languages and attribute to older periogl no process, no phenomenon that is not

observable today(1974, p.184). Whitney acknowledged that the Indo-European langsidd
lost much of their inflectional apparatus since timee of ancient Sanskrit, Greek and
Latin. Even so, he found the larger trend to haaenbone of increasing complexification.
As we noted earlier in the thesis, this understamdievelops alongside the attention in
linguistics to the full range of speech phenomeathar than just to literary texts. As
Saussure sayBeople attach even more importance to the writtermiage of a vocal sign than to the
sign itself. A similar mistake would be in thinking that more can be learned about someone by
looking at his photograph than by viewing him dire¢ly (1974, p. 24). Simply: Language is

constantly evolving, whereas writing tends to remai stable (1974, p. 27).

In some ways, perhaps, Saussure embraces unifdanisan to an even greater
extent than Whitney. For Saussure it is mattegprofciple that originary conditions are
always present. In the chapter entitlechutability and Mutability of the Sign (1974, p. 71) he
argues against Whitney and the conventionalist viiswemphasizing that language is
always the heritage of the preceding period ant ttespite the arbitrariness of the sign,
there can have been no simple convention or cdritsagvhich names were assigned to

things or concepts to sound imageis: so-called primitive contract merges with what appens

every day. There is no moment at which genesis diffs characteristically from the life of language,
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and the essential thing is to have understood thatter (Saussure, n.12 in Gadet 1986, p. 36)n the

CourseSaussure puts the matter in this Wt is why the question of the origin of speech is

not so important as it is generally assumed to b&he question is not even worth asking; the only rda
object of linguistics is the normal regular life ofan existing idiom. A particular language state is

always the product of historical forces ... (1974, [20).

Whitney, on the other hand, had engaged with Damnnthe question of the
genesis of language itself. He expresses some sgynpar Darwin’s views that the
imitation of animal cries as warnings or to attratates might have formed a proto-
language before these became conventionalized s@&'s statements above seem to
rule out this kind of theory, as does Saussurgiddacy to think of signifier arbitrariness
as essential to linguistic evolution. Evolutionais origin but not in the sense of being a
starting point on a linear timeline — it is a preseondition that illuminates the structure

of linguistic phenomenarhe form of a word at a particular moment stands fo a moment in its

enforced evolution (1974, p. 31).

Gradualism is also an essential element of theotmitarian thesis. The realisation
in the mid 1850s that human pre-history stretchadkbmuch further than previously
thought allows Whitney and thence Saussure to gt changes occurred gradually
over very long periods of time. This strengtheres dhalogy with geological change and
biological evolution. For change to be uniform ishbe gradual and that in turn requires
plenty of time. When Saussure refers to time aw@efin language evolution, then, he is

imagining this gradualist, uniform force. As Alteotes theevolution in ethnographic time

which Whitney registered so fully supplied the thery of essential continuity (“without a break, being

of one piece”) on which Neogrammarian doctrine woul be based and on which historical linguistics
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has been based ever sincg005, p. 219). The analogy with biological evolution is perhaps
increasingly striking from a contemporary perspecis the gaps in the fossil record to
which Darwin referred are filled in. Indeed it cae argued that these gaps are now most
notable by their absence, with an abundance otitranal forms available for all the

major lines of descent (Prothero, 2008).

The doctrine of uniformitarianism, then, is crucia paving the way for a
description of language evolution as having a steadhiform path of gradual
development - thus securing a crucial componenthef analogy. The other critical
element in the development of the Neogrammariaitipngs the revision of the role of

analogy. Saussure’s own account is perhaps theresie The first linguists did not

understand the nature of the phenomenon of analogywhich they called “false analogy”. They
thought that in inventing honor, Latin “had made a mistake” concerning the prototye honos. For
them, everything that deviated from the original sate was an irregularity, a distortion of an ideal
form. The fact is that, through an illusion characeristic of their time, they saw in the original stae of
the language something superior and perfect, withhe result that they did not even ask themselves
whether this state had been preceded by another. Exy liberty with respect to this state was then an
anomaly. The Neogrammarian school was the first tassign analogy to its proper place by showing
that it is, along with phonetic changes, the primdorce in the evolution of languages, the procedure

through which languages pass from one state of orgeation to another (1974, p. 162).

The Neogrammarian argued that the sound laws #exhad to govern phonetic
change were, by definition, exceptionless. Excagtito such rules actually follow an
additional rule of their own — namely analogicajukarity (Alter, 2005, p. 220). Saussure

teachesThat phonetic evolution is a disturbing force is na obvious. Wherever it does not create

alternations, it helps to loosen the grammatical bads between words; the total number of forms is
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uselessly increased; the linguistic mechanism is sdured and complicated to the extent that
irregularities born of phonetic changes win out ovethe forms grouped under general patterns; in
other words, to the extent that absolute arbitrariress wins out over relative arbitrariness.

Fortunately analogy counterbalances the effect oftpnetic transformations. To analogy are due all

normal, non phonetic modifications of the externakide of words(1974, P. 161)As Whitney puts it

in “The Life and Growth of Languagesithen phonetic corruption has disguised too much or

has swept away the characteristics of a form, so déh it becomes an exceptional or anomalous case,
there is an inclination to remodel it on a prevailng norm. The great mass of cases exerts an

assimilative influence upon the smaller (Alter, 208, p. 222).

Saussure emphasizes that the process has threes.stagst, the analogical
innovation must be created. Second, it coexists ustrival. Third it eliminates its rival.
Many innovations do not make it to the second stagine typical example is the
regularities that children produce on learning tle but not the exception: the
comparative “badder” in place of “worse”, for exdmpAnalogical innovation is a
process Saussure calls “paraplasm” and can beastedr with “metaplasm”. He brings

out this contrast by noting thaie analogical fact is a play with a cast of three(1) the
traditional, legitimate heir (e.g. honos) (2) the rival (honor); and (3) a collective character made up of

the forms that created the rival flonorem, orator, oratorem, etc). Honoremitself came into being
by the phonetic process of rhotacisation by whioh intervocalicr replaced thes in
honosemln a sense that creates two rodtsnor and honos After that the radical had a

double form. This duality was eliminated by the newform honor, created on the pattern oforator:

ortatorem (Saussure, 1974, p. 1615aussure is at pains to separate out the stageslofgical

change and allow for the co-existence of the twon®in languageone might readily

suppose thathonor is a modification, a “metaplasm” of honos and say that it drew most of its
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substance fromhonos. But the only form that has no part in the production of honor is this very

honos (1974, p. 163)!

It is because of this process that, he saya:is evident that analogy by itself could not

be a force in evolution, and the constant substitign of new forms for old ones is one of the most
striking features in the transformation of languages. Each time a new formation becomes definitely

installed and eliminates its rival, something is aaally created and something else abandoned, with

the result that analogy occupies a preponderant p& in the theory of evolution This is the point that

| should like to emphasise(1974, p. 169).This last passage is certainly a little opaque. The
point Saussure wishes to emphasise has, | thimlynaber of elements. One is that
analogy, as he says, depends on the models probgetie larger system, not just
individual invention. In this respect, it #de more lesson in the need to separate languagerfr
speaking(1974, p. 165).Another element, though, is that some form of seladakes place.
This is in addition to the analogical creation @me& So analogy has a preponderant place
in evolution in enabling the transition from onadaage state to another but this is not
accomplished by the creation of new forms aloneer&his a process of selection

involved as well.

Here then we seem to find another more detailedtpafi analogy. The question
then arises, if there is selection, what is theedon at work? Whitney had no doubt as to

the answer, at least in terms of phonetic charige, he saya case of mental economy: an
avoidance of the effort of memory involved in remernering exceptions and observing them
accurately in practice (Alter, 2005, p. 221)Alter notes thaslthough confident that the least-effort

principle furnished the motive underlying almost al forms of language change, Whitney conceded

that “the details of this working are ... not a little obscure” (2005, p.221).Saussure certainly
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favours Whitney’s theory over explanations basedammal factors or those of soil and

climate (Saussure, 1974, p. 148ut the difficulty Saussure identifies with thevlaf

least is thatve can scarcely determine what is most difficult foeach language to pronouncg1974,

p. 149) Dipthongs sometimes become monopthongs, for examidat the reverse also

seems to occurperhaps because dipthongs help differentiate elsriete law of least

effort would require extensive study, Saussure concludes. would be necessary to consider

simultaneously the physiological viewpoint (the qution of articulation) and the psychological

viewpoint (the question of attention) (1974, p. 18).

It is important to note the central role analoggysl in Saussure’s view, in the

evolution of languagerour fifths of French is Proto-Indo-European, he saysif we think of the
substance that constitutes sentences but the wordlsat have been transmitted without analogical

change would occupy less than the space of one pd874, p. 172)More than this, though, the
stability of certain forms — their conservations-just as much the work of analogy as
their transformation. The most systematically inéégd forms are those that are most
analogically productive — and these forms are tledwves reciprocally produced by their
products. Saussure uses the exampleagiint which survived almost intact from

prehistoric period through Latin to the beginnirfgiee romance periodthe form did not
change because ag- and -unt regularly appeared inther series and the support of these forms

preserved agunt (1974, p. 172Jnity and divisibility are somehow combined in thign: A
word is apprehended simultaneously as a unit and ayntagm (1974, p. 172). The sign is

simultaneously synthesized as a unit and dispelsedgh the system.

In summary then, we see that the Neogrammariane wenry much opposed, as

Saussure reflects, to the idea that languageawas that leads a life of its own outside of and
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above human beings (Brugmann, in Alter, 2005, p.224 AS Saussure saysanguage was
considered a specific sphere, a fourth natural kindgom; this led to methods of reasoning that would

have caused astonishment in other sciences (19744p But this critique is directed specifically
at the life cycle thesis and in support of its agpment by the doctrines of
uniformitarianism and analogy as a creative foBaussure, in particular, has no desire to
throw the biological baby out with the vitalist batater. It is necessary, he says to
maintain a metaphorical middle ground. When we ictemshis extraordinary vision of
analogy as both a transformational and a conseevédrce — of a stability that is no less
vibrant than change — we can see why he mightttakesiew. Referring to the advent of

the Neogrammarian school of linguistics on whick dwn work is based, Saussure says:

One no longer dared say, “Language does this or tiiaor “life of language” since language is not an
entity and exists only within speakers. One must riago too far, however, and a compromise is in
order. Certain metaphors are indispensible. To regire that only words that correspond to the facts
of speech be used is to pretend that these facts lomger perplex us. This is by no means true, anadhi
some instances | shall not hesitate to use one bktexpressions condemned at that time (1974, p. 5,

footnote).

Section 4: Further points of analogy

e The order of the Course hides the importance ofsSae’s engagement with
contemporary accounts of common ancestry and famngs of languages — the

most obvious point of analogy between linguistid biological evolution.
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e Saussure’s position rests on a deeper commitmeavdtutionary change — one
that allows for no enduring material element thauld be immune to such

change.

* The question then arises whether this understandifmguistic evolution could
be a closer match to the processes of biologicalution as we now understand

them. There are certainly reasons for thinkingit i

* Apart from supporting similar forms of origin anéstent this understanding of
linguistic evolution also, for example, provides @ more specific and suggestive

analogy between master genes and word roots.

I've suggested that one way in which Saussure’sitipnsin relation to the
biological “metaphor” or analogy is obscured in dav of a conventionalist view of
language is the order in which the original edit@allye and Sechehaye, have arranged
the book of SaussureGourseof lectures. The sequence of Saussure’s teachistpied
in the quotation given at the start of this chapted reflected in the order of lectures in
the original thirdCoursein general linguistics. It seems that in the th@durse of
lectures, the conception of the arbitrary naturéhefsign that is central to the discussion
of language and linguistic value is introduced dwaling a lengthy and comprehensive
consideration of all the random and sometimes itods forms of change that occur in
the evolution of languages, including a whole chaplevoted to the diversification of

languages over geographical space and time.
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Indeed Saussure’s most forceful exposition of whaam calling “system
arbitrariness” - the potentially all pervasive cwder of evolutionary change - occurs in
what is now the last chapter of t®urse This chapter — Chapter V of Part V - is one
that the editors say they have taken from elsewheoause, while it is not concerned
with retrospective linguistics, (the subject of tteenainder of Part V), it forms an apt
conclusion to the book. In fact, the chapter de==rsto have to do with retrospective
linguistics — but, more importantly, it forms antaptroduction, from the evolutionary
point of view, to Saussure’s theory of languagedéftying the whole of Part V is this
guestion: how can evolutionary deductions — whatmight call retrospective predictions

- be made from arbitrary systems and what areitthiés|of that process?

The fundamental problem, identified in Chapter &the all pervasive character

of change... no family of languages rightly belongs once andf all to a particular linguistic type.

To ask the type to which a group of languages belgs is to forget that languages evolve; the

implication is that there is an element of stabiliy in evolution. How is it possible to impose limithons
on an activity that has none? (1974, p. 229Y he chapter identifies a principle of evolution:

When we assume that there are permanent traits whit neither time nor space can change in any

way we clash head-on with the fundamental principle of evolutionary linguistics. No characteristic

has a right to permanent existence; it persists oyl through sheer luck (1974, p. 229) ...any
characteristic that is preserved in time may also idappear with time (1974, p. 230).He also notes

thata trait of the prototype may not appear in some ofhe derived languages. The reverse is equally

true. It is not unusual even to find that the comma traits of all the representatives of a family dmnot

appear in the original idiom (1974, p. 230).Saussure is seeking to rebut simplistic conceptions
of phylogenetic inheritance in language. He conetudh the last paragraph of the

chapter:we now realize that Schleicher was wrong in lookingipon language as an organic thing
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with its own law of evolution but we continue, witlout suspecting it, to try to make language organic

in another sense by assuming that the “genius” of sace or ethnic group tends constantly to lead

language along certain fixed routes (1974, p. 23B2). Saussure is concerned to avoid any
superficial linguistic—biological analogy - partlady those associated with t_“ngentury
‘scientific racism’ of the kind espoused by his eldorother Leopold (Joseph, J., in
Sanders, 2004, p. 69) — but to do so from the bafsis deeper commitment to the
evolutionary character of language. That permigsiticlusion of no essential element or
“genius”. That, in turn, is connected to the corimep of internal linguistics and the
exclusion of any external factor in evolution. ThEshe fundamental idea of this course: the
true and unique object of linguistics is languagetadied in and of itself (Saussure, 1974, p. 232y his
concluding statement echoes the same propositam frery near the beginning of the
book in which Saussure asks what the object olilstgs might be. It can be seen either
as a bookend, as did Saussure’s editors (Bouqueth Sanders, 2004, p.207), or as an

earlier stage in a sequence of thought.

The question arises, then, whether this deeper rstaoheling of linguistic
evolution is likely to be a closer match to theqasses of biological evolution as we now
understand them. There are certainly reasons ifakitly it is. Part 5, for example, argues
that diachronic linguistics does not proceed in direction only through time. A key
point in this discussion is that while the commaeigioal language, Proto-Indo-European
- the mother language of Greek, Latin and Sanskmtas able to be reconstructed
retrospectively from Sanskrit, Sanskrit did not elep earlier chronologically than Greek
or Latin. It developed later but preserved certaiiginal forms of the mother language

that were lost in the subsequent evolution of Grae#t Latin.Because it was the oldest
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document of Proto-Indo-European, they promoted Sansit to the rank of prototype. To imagine that
Proto-Indo-European engendered Sanskrit, Greek, Slac, Celtic, Italic etc is one thing; to substitute

one of these languages for Proto-Indo-European i®sething else entirely. The glaring mistake of the

earliest scholars had varied and far reaching consgiences ... (1974, p. 215kere, then, is another
more detailed point of analogy with one of the dm$ of contemporary evolutionary
theory as opposed to a Victorian understanding. [Bfter supposed a single linear
process of evolution, a ‘great chain of being’ asvas often called. Tennyson, for
example, abjured humanity kove upward, working out the beast and let the apand tiger die
(Tennyson, 1849, p. 118)Now it is understood that the overall form of exan is bush
like, with earlier forms — including transitionadrims — co-existing with later ones. This
is something Saussure also contemplates at thé dévmguistic analogy, as we have
seen, with the later rival co-existing with therfoit seeks to supplant. He also notes the
persistence of vestigial characteristics in lingaiforms: elements that endure because

they become peripheral to the current of evolutipméange (Saussure, 1974, p. 173).

As we have noted, common origin is the most exptioint of analogy and this is
the issue which Saussure tackles in Part V ofGQberseand Chapter V in particular. It
dates at least from Schlegel. Darwin’s work shagpleswareness of the analogy amongst

linguists — but he himself was also acutely awdrg. €avalli-Sforza writesin 1863 the

German linguist August Schleicher published a treshowing the origins of the Indo-Europeans very
much like the one we would draw today using modermmethods. The ties between biology and
linguistics were evident at once. Schleicher wasrtainly influenced by Charles Darwin’s use of trees
to explain the theory of organismal evolution. In ‘On the Origin of Species” Darwin clearly stated

that if we knew the tree of biological descent ofie human groups, we could extract the tree relating

languages (2000, p. 166).Saussure was clearly aware, first of all, of the®f common
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origin. At the age of fifteemafter he had learned Greek to add to his French, Genan, English
and Latin, Saussure wrote an “Essay on Languageshiwhich he argued that all languages have their
root in a system of two or three basic consonan(€uller, 1986, p. 21)Saussure said of himself:

The idea that with the help of one or two Sanskritsyllables — since that was the main idea of the
[Pictet’s] book and of all contemporary linguistics— one could reconstruct the life of people who had
disappeared, inflamed me with an enthusiasm unequald in its naivete. (Davies, A.M., in Sanders,

2004, p. 13. In the mature theory, however, the pursuit ok ccommon origin is
abandoned. Historical linguistics has become aanatmply of tracing common origin
as far as possible. As with many biologists, Sawsss relaxed on the question of

whether there could be a single source of languBegdes diversity within related groups,

then, there is absolute diversity — differences beken languages that have no recognizable or
demonstrable kinship ... a good example is Chinese thirespect to the Indo-European languages

(1974, p. 192).

Word roots, however, suggest a more subtle areanafogy with gene based
evolution. Saussure sayHie root is the irreducible element common to all wrds of the same
family. (1974, P. 186)This element was also called the “material” as @pploto the
“formal” element of word formation, the latter bginnflections of various kinds
including prefixes and suffixes such as verb andnnendingsRoots are, arguahlyhe

oldest heritable units in a family of languagBaussure continueBut any subjective and

synchronic analysis separates material elements gnlby considering the share of meaning that

matches each element and the root is in this respgdabe element in which the meaning common to all

related words reaches the highest degree of absttan and generality (1974, P. 186)This may be
reflected within a root — the more reduced the aaldis the greater the likelihood that its
meaning will become abstract Thus zeugmation suggests a little teamzeugma any team whatsoever

and zeug — the indefinite notion of yoking or harnessing (1974, P. 186).This concept of



The Life of Language:

Saussure and Evolution 105
abstraction is certainly suggestive. Recent workppitey genes has identified very
abstract and very ancient genes functioning athigkest level of commonality. These
are “master genes”. The so-called “Tinman” gewe,example, is responsible for the
initial production of the heart in embryologicaM@opment and is common to animals as
diverse as humans, fish and fruit flies (Zimmeé0Q@). The gene may have come from
the first marine creature that modified a systencfculating water over gills. Now it is
the necessary trigger for further specificationshaf heart by clusters of genes that vary
across these families of animal. What is intriguadgput this point of analogy is the
relativity of abstraction it suggests. The mostidatement undergoes a kind of semantic

ascent in evolution due to the subsequent spetdicaor inflections that attach to it.

This kind of insight of Saussure’s into word rootsmes from his insistence that
grammatical elements can only be defined in evohatry terms, as the ongoing result of
changing paradigmatic and syntagmatic relationterathan by distinct grammatical
structures. This is something we saw in his disoassef grammar in Chapter 2 of this
thesis, where he pushes further into an evolution@erspective than the
Neogrammarians had done. Part of this insistencef isourse, Saussure’s view that no
element is immutable, including the “material” elsm of any sign. Indeed, when he
talks of “radical arbitrariness” we may hear instbérm an evocation of the mutability of
the root. There may be some that have not changed this point, says Saussure - word
roots in the Semitic family of languages seem paldrly stable, for example — but that

does not mean they will not change in the futurgeneral, everything that time has done,

time can undo (Saussure, 1974, p. 231).
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Section 5: Saussure pushes deeper into the analogy

» The wholly arbitrary nature of language and thegglistic sign does not, Saussure

argues, result in language being best understooa esnvention.

» Rather, it distinguishes language from other cotieeal, social institutionshat
are all based in varying degrees on the natural rations of things (1974, p. 75)and is

responsible for the manner and complexity of lisgaievolution.

» Arbitrariness means that language changes, or naéivelves, under the influence
of all the forces which can affect either sound meanings. It exposes the
linguistic sign to change because that change, exetits origin, always result

in a shift in the relationship between the sigmiféend the signifier

There is no easy resolution, then for Saussurgydsgt conventionalism and a more
naturalistic approach. We have seen that Whitndgsh®aussure repudiate the life cycle
thesis. The story is a little more complicated tttdas however. For what came along with
the life cycle thesis, especially as it was co-dgig theological interests, was the notion
that the rapid early development of language ifEdenic phase is only explicable by the
“natural significancy” of its terms (Alter, 2005, p9). That is why, despite having the
authority of Webster’s dictionary definition behiddm, Whitney had been forced to
defend the arbitrary nature of the sign along wilie other principles that were so

influential in the establishment of the Neogramimarschool. Once again | am indebted
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to Stephen Alter for this accourirst writing on this subject in 1839, Gibbs said hat this thesis

[natural significancy] although neglected of latewas assuming its place once again as “one of the
deepest and most important doctrines in philology ..In order to explain the existence of language, it
is not enough that man has the organ of speech, thae has sensations and ideas, and that he has a

desire to communicate them to others; but it is ats necessary that sounds should have a natural

adaptedness to express the particular sensationsideas (Alter, 2005, p. 59).The doctrine can be
traced back to Epicurus and re-emerges as lateeak3860s as a kind of audio-resonance

theory, most notably in Muller’s wordalter, 2005, p. 89). Epicurus wrotehames ... were

not at first deliberately given to things, but mens natures according to their different nationalities
had their own peculiar feelings and received theipeculiar impressions, and so each in their own way
emitted air formed into shape by each of these farfys and impressions, according to the differences
made in the different nations by the places of theiabode as well. (Epicurus] etter to Herodotus 75-6,

trans. Bailey, 1926, quoted by Joseph in Sander&)04, p.68)

Saussure’s intuition is one that follows quite mally from Whitney’s work: that
the very arbitrariness of the sign is tied not tsiraple contract or convention but to the
evolution of language, when that evolution is rigldonceived. But Saussure wants to
push further down this line of thought — and herlogpuld suggest, go deeper into the
linguistic biological analogy. In one chapter oé tBoursein particular, he wrestles with
the tension inherent in connecting arbitrarinessassociated with Whitney’s
conventionalism - with historical evolution. This the chapter of th€ourseentitled
“Immutability and Mutability of the Sign”. It is e that we find the tribute to Whitney
and his insistence on the arbitrary nature of tige s together with the view that
Whitney did not “follow through” on his insight. 8ssure’s argument in this chapter is a

complex one but might be outlined as follows:
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a. The signifier, though to all appearances freelysemowith respect to the idea that

it represents, is fixed not free with respect @ lthguistic community that uses it.

b. That is not because the community by some simpir&ct or convention agrees
on signifiers and imposes them as a law. It iYyamtbecause language is only
ever experienced as an inheritance, as the pradinstorical forces — the deck is

always already stacked.

c. But that doesn’t get us very far as an explanatiewven inherited, traditional
institutions can change radically, and languagesdu# do that. What Whitney
does not see is that the radically arbitrary natdirdne particular social institution
that is language separates that institution oumh fothers. Other social institutions
— even those as apparently arbitrary as fashiare all based in varying degrees on
the natural relations of things (1974, P.75).The arbitrariness of language is responsible

for its characteristic evolution, both the mutaliind immutability of signs.

d. Signifier arbitrariness creates the continuousgdgaa yet exhaustive nature of
linguistic change. It exposes the sign to changalse change, although it can
originate through a myriad of forces that affe¢chei sound or meaning, always

results in a shift in the signifier-signified retat.

e. This kind of arbitrariness is closely connectedhwiime. The thing which keeps

language from being a simple convention that can bmodified at the whim of interested
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parties is not its social nature. Rather it is theaction of time combined with the social force

(1974, P. 78).

In the last part of the chapter, Saussure retuxpsicély to the language-speech
distinction he made in the introductory lectures.ilustrates this framework very simply
with a circle for language connected to a squar¢hi® community of speakers or speech.
He presents this diagram — essentially the conwealiist position - and then presents his
own position by modifying the diagram by the adtfitiof an arrow to represent time

mediating between the two.

The argument represents both a deeper positiveg@nalith biological evolution
but also a certain negative analogy. It is an adednom conventionalism toward the
linguistic-biological analogy because of its comment to “the action of time” in
combination with the social force and the way inchiithat works in the relation between
speech and language. But the analogy is limitethbymove Saussure makes in c. above
to install signifier—signified arbitrariness at @egher level of abstraction than evolutionary
forces such as the syntagmatic and paradigmattioes he describes as the mechanism
of language. Signifier—signified arbitrariness aifofor an explanation, he contends, of
both mutability and immutability. The sign is immbte because it is arbitrary in the
sense that there is no reasoned argument thatecadduced to persuade a community of
speakers to change it. It is mutable because, ceelyethere is no reason why it should

not change.
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The problem is that this conception of arbitrarsi@s the separability of the

signifier assumes a pre-existing signified andkad structure of reference. If there is a
pre-existing opposition between signifier and digdi there must be a pre-existing
delimitation of both the signified and the signifi#@he premise of the arbitrary nature of
the sign is inescapably a conventionalist prentsg. Saussure wants to argue that it is
the gap between the signifier and the signified #ounts for the mutable nature —

more precisely, perhaps, the labile nature - ofdilga. As it is a product of both the social

force and time, no one can change anything in it @hon the other hand the arbitrariness of its signs
theoretically entails the freedom of establishingyst any relationship between phonetic substance and
ideas. The result is that each of the two elementa the sign maintains its own life to a degree

unknown elsewhere, and that language changes, orther evolves, under the influence of all the

forces which can affect either sound or meanings 974, P. 76)All change, whatever its origin,
results in a shift in the signifier-signified retat, i.e. a semantic change. This is given

emphasis more than one&gardless of what the forces of change are, whetha isolation or in

combination they always result in a shift in the réationship between the signified and the signifier
(1974, P. 74). Language is powerless to defend ifssgainst the forces which from one moment to the

next are shifting the relationship between the sigfied and the signifier. This is one of the

consequences of the arbitrary nature of the sign @r4, P. 76).The question is whether the
opposition of signifier and signified is itself dvimg along with other relations of
opposition and association — or whether it staqstadrom those relations as the fixed,
structural cause of their evolution. | will considhis question in more detail in the last
chapter of this thesis. Whatever the mechanismlved) though, Saussure commits in
this chapter to a much more systematic processhef dvolution of signs than
conventionalism would allow. To that extent he gdesper into the linguistic-biological

analogy.
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Section 6: The missing unit

» Saussure finds it very difficult to identify a uoit linguistic evolution and this

may be considered both a point of analogy and ofrest.

» Cavalli-Sforza is more certain on both sides of #malogy, comparing words

with genes and noting a strong similarity in terofigvariability”.

» Lexical diffusion aligns with Saussure’s concepitdthe creative role of analogy
and Saussure’s account of this process is more astipp of the linguistic-

biological analogy than that of Cavalli- Sforza.

Another point of analogy with biological evolutienand perhaps a point of contrast -
is the difficulty in identifying any unit of evoligtn. Perhaps the best known confrontation
with this question in biology is marked by Rich@dwkins’ discussion at the beginning
of “The Selfish Gene” (Dawkins, 1976). Dawkins aglby a process of elimination that
it can only be genes themselves that are the battis selected in evolution, a view
which now enjoys widespread support (Cone, J.A0620Saussure experiences the same
difficulty but, crucially, is unable to reach argsplution. First, the object that linguistics
studies seems to be a function of the scientis¢wpoint on speech rather than an object
capable of determining that viewpoint. Second, hg\settled on language or languages
as the object of linguistics, it is impossible tdemtify the unit within language

undergoing evolutionary change. It could be words ib appears that it can also be



The Life of Language:

Saussure and Evolution 112
combinations of words or subsections of words. Agdescribed in the first chapter,
Saussure opts for a certain level of abstractipneferring to speak wherever possible of

the terms of language, since a term is what beltmgssystem.

But this does not seem to have allayed Saussureleetg — and sometimes
despair - at ever being able to demonstrate “wbét & object language is” (Culler,
1986, p. 24) Of course, Saussure is not able msider any analogy with genes as the
heritable unit of evolution since a genotypic models not developed until the 1920s.
Saussure could only have been familiar with Darsvppre-Mendellian, phenotypic model

of inheritance: “pangenesisangenesis holds that body cells shed gemmules, gthcollect in the

reproductive organs prior to fertilization. Thus every cell in the body has a 'vote' in the constitutin

of the offspring (Pangenesis, Wikipedia, 2008).

For Cavalli-Sforza the analogy is very much onet tisaconstituted between
words and genes. One way in which it applies atoaendletailed level concerns their

variability: | have already mentioned that there are some wordthat change very little over time

and space, either in their phonology or meaning: thy are especially useful for establishing
relationships between languages that have been segi@d. Unfortunately, these words are rare. At
the opposite extreme are the highly variable wordshe ones that have a high mutation rate. Highly
variable genes have a great number of alleles; sikarly highly variable words have a great number of
synonyms. They can be found in a thesaurus. For exgle, there are many synonyms for the word

“drunk” ... the same is true for the word “penis”. Studying the variation of words would certainly

offer interesting psychological information (Cavall-Sforza, 2000, p. 197).It is not clear whether
Saussure considers the variability of words butibes consider their productivity. That

productivity occurs through analogy — and thatiesl to decomposabilitywords can be

rated for capacity to engender other words to the xent to which they themselves are
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decomposable... each language has both productive astkrile words in varying proportions ... An

Esperantist has unlimited freedom to build new word on a given root (Saussure, 1974, p. 166).

Productive forms are “stored” within languages’gghgmatic and syntagmatic relations.
Following on from what we might call Saussure’sgaage-speech-time model we find a
more analogous role for speech. Speech is the nadan@nsmission and replication of
the language within the community of speakers, lagt tcommunity is defined

geographically and as it continues over time. Timsans thatSpeech is continuously
engaged in decomposing its units and this activitgontains not only every possibility of effective tk
but every possibility of analogical formation (Sausure, 1974, p. 166)At the same timeAny

[analogical] creation must be preceded by an uncon®us comparison of the materials deposited in

the storehouse of language where productive formge@arranged according to their syntagmatic and

associative relations (Saussure, 1974, p. 166j0r Saussure terms can be preserved in one of
two ways. Either the term is at the very centrahaf evolutionary current and highly
productive. Or, as in the case of a place-nameés preserved because it is on the
periphery of the language as an evolving entitys in the intermediate area between

these two zones that terms are most subject tagonary transformation.

What Saussure thinks of as the productivity of worday be closer to what
Cavalli-Sforza calls “lexical diffusion”. But thewe encounter a marked difference in
interpretation, with Cavalli-Sforza appearing tlget the influence of Chomsky’s theses

of the native and mental character of basic gratiealastructure we could not leave this

subject without mentioning the most interesting asect of linguistic evolution — lexical diffusion,

whose importance was demonstrated by William Wang . Lexical diffusion does not refer to the way
an innovation spreads from one person to another,ut to the effect that the change in one word may
have on the other words in one person’s vocabularylhis is especially important because it also tells

us about the working of the brain which seems to agate from a set of rules. Although each language
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preserves many grammatical, phonological and syntéical irregularities, there is a tendency for

homogenization and extension of rules (Cavalli-Sfaa, 2000, p. 203)Saussure’s approach seems

more helpful in explaining the linguistic biologlcanalogy: We have seen (p.195) that the

innovation was due to an accident which was not oplmaterial but also negative, the elimination of
the a in betahus. Everything occurred outside the mind and in the ealm of sound changes, which
readily impose a tight yoke on thought and force iinto the special way that the material state of

signs opens to it. ... language is not controlled dictly by the mind of speakers (1974, p. 228)Ve
may also note that Cavalli-Sforza’s example in ttase supports Saussure’s analysis of
the complexity of the syntagmatic and paradigmétices whose build up results in
analogical formations. It seems that it could netds simple as Whitney suggests with

regard to the assimilative effect of the majorifycases on the minorit¥nglish verbs are

in the process of becoming more regular as time psss. Another example is the differentiation of
verbs and nouns by the position of the accent: theord “present” is a noun if the accent is on the
first syllable, and a verb if on the second syllalel. In 1570 there were only three examples (outlaw,
rebel, record). Between 1582 and 1934 they grew ati#ly from 8 to 150 (Cavalli Sforza, 2000, p.

203).

Cavalli-Sforza Sforza suggests, however, that vatiard to the complexity in the
transformation of linguistic terms we may be reaghthe limit of the analogy with

biological evolution:We must note a significant difference between biogpcal and genetic

mutation. A genetic mutant is generally very simila to the original gene since one gives rise to the

other with only a small change. Words vary in morecomplicated ways. The same root can vary

phonologically from language to language and it caralso change meaning2000, p. 197).The
question remains, perhaps, as to whether thisrdiftee is due to the accelerated rate of
linguistic transmission and hence the acceleratgzl of linguistic evolution - rather than

to a difference in mechanism.
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Finally, it seems important to note a certain ed®ween the assumption
articulated by Cavalli-Sforza thatnguistic evolution is a special type of culturalevolution
(2000, p. 150)and Saussure’s desire to situate language witamiadogy, the broader
study of the life of signs in society. This echagi&s despite the fact that Cavalli-Sforza
does not describe the relationship between lingusstd cultural evolution in any detail.
The feeling of similarity persist, perhaps, beca&missure ties the perception of
language as one of many semiological systems &rnak linguistics, to the study of
language in itself (1974, p. 16)s we shall see below, for Saussure what belongs to

internal linguistics is what tends to support tinguistic-biological analogy.

Section 7: The negative analogy and the demarcatidretween internal and external

linguistics

e Saussure consistently characterizes the elemerds riegate the empirical
application of the linguistic-biological analogy asternal to language studied in

and of itself.

» Language in Saussure’s account has an “inner orgarii capable of evolving

independently of external factors which may, howeegard that evolution.

* Anything that causes evolutionary change in langudglongs to this inner
organism, to internal linguistics. In effect, itasything that arises from the free

interaction of language and speech. This unhindenégtraction of language and
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speech is the empirical condition under which timguistic-biological analogy

holds.

e The initial points of analogy identified at the rtaf this chapter are all

consistent with the definition of internal lingucst.

The first point of negative analogy is the mostiobs and has been alluded to

already: languages evolve much more quickly thamegesenetic mutations are rare, and

transmission from one individual to another occursonly from parent to child, while linguistic
changes are much more frequent and can pass alsotween unrelated individuals. As a result
languages change more quickly than genes. In effeét a word can resist change for 1,000 years a

gene can remain substantially unchanged for milliorand even billions of years (Cavalli- Sforza, 2000,

p.150). For Cavalli-Sforza, linguistic evolution is a spactype of cultural evolution
because cultural transmission, replication and a&amgh — and their arbitrary
imperfections - are the medium of linguistic evalat This process, he says, is similar in
many ways to the transmission and replication cease organisms as modeled in
epidemiology. This is due to the inclusion of hontal as well as vertical, inter-
generational transmission. That, in turn, suggésslinguistic evolution will accelerate
to a much greater rate than hitherto imagined dueht current development of

information and communication technology.

As we explore the negative analogy further, howewerfind something startling.
We find that Saussure has assigned the positivenagdtive analogy clear, separate
categories. Those categories are the categoriesitefnal and external linguistics

respectively. Everything that is consistent witblbgical evolution belongs to “the inner
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organism” (Saussure, 1974, p. 21) or the interfehents of language and is studied by
internal linguistics. That includes some diachroglements and all synchronic elements.
The proper objects of external linguistics, onatiger hand, are those external forces and
mechanisms that interfere, we might say, with teces of “time” or natural evolution
on languages. In this sense, the internal/exteropposition is prior to the
diachronic/synchronic distinction. For the intdralements of language are identified in

turn with the unique and proper object of linguisti language studied in and of itself.

Cavalli-Sforza Sforza writeslevertheless, there are several major sources ofveirgence

between genetic and linguistic trees. One languagan be replaced by another in a relatively short
time. In Europe for example, Hungarian is spoken irthe geographic centre of many Indo-European
branches: Slavic, Germanic, and Romance; but it behgs to the Finno-Ugric branch of Uralic ... at
the end of the ninth century A.D., the nomadic Maggrs left their land in Russia, crossed the
Carpathians and invaded Hungary ... the conquest redted in a Magyar monarchy, which imposed
its language on the local Romance speaking populati. The number of conquerors was large but did

not constitute the majority of the population - pehaps less than 30% of the total. The genetic effec

of this conquest was therefore modest ...(2000, p.1)5 Language replacement through conquest
is just one means by which linguistic and biolog®eolution can diverge. Cavalli-Sforza

goes on to examine these in more detail — and Seatso provides a parallel summary
in his discussion of external linguistics, largeiyterms of the relations between language

and political history. For exampl@&reat historical events like the Roman conquest havan

incalculable influence on a host of linguistic fac. Colonisation, which is only one form that conqust
may take, brings about change in idiom, by transpding it into different surroundings ... The
internal politics of states is no less important tdhe life of languages; certain governments (likehe

Swiss) allow the co-existence of several idioms;hetrs (like the French) strive for linguistic unity

(1974, p. 20).Saussure also identifies as belonging to exteingulistics... all the points
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where linguistics borders on ethnology, all the reltions that link the history of a language and the

history of a race or civilization (1974, p. 20).

In the broadest terms, | suggest, Saussure identdxternal factors witthe traits
that attach language to the other social institutios — those that are more or less voluntary1974, p.
17). With regard to phonetic change in particular, kibg problem that Saussure sees in
what he classifies as external factors is thatetieno apparent explanation for why they
should act at one time rather than another. Treen® iaccount of what occursuaeash a

change whose general cause has existed for a loilgd. Climatic influence, racial predisposition, and
the tendency toward least effort are all permanentor lasting. Why do they act sporadically,

sometimes on one point of the phonological systenmé sometimes on another (Saussure, 1974, p.
150)? Saussure distinguishes these factors from exchagigesen populations that can be
classified as part of internal linguistiasid earlier populations introduce some of their own

articulatory habits into the new language on adoptig it? This is admissible and quite natural. But if
the imponderable forces of race etc. are called imnew, the pitfalls described earlier reappear

(Saussure, 1974, p. 151).

Again, in parallel with the points of negative awt noted by Cavalli-Sforza,
Saussure cites the relations between language. .adiicsorts of institutions (the Church, the
school etc.) All these institutions in turn are cleely tied to the literary development of a languagea
general phenomenon that is all the more inseparablfgom political history (1974, p. 20).Saussure
also consigns everything that relates to the gedgral spreading of languages and
dialectical splitting to the realm of the negataealogy. He sayinally everything that

relates to the geographical spreading of languageand dialectical splitting belongs to external
linguistics. Doubtless the distinction between inteal and external linguistics seems most paradoxita

here, since the geographical phenomenon is so cliysknked to the existence of any language; but
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geographical spreading and dialectical splitting danot actually affect the inner organism of an idiom

(1974, p. 22).

A very close parallel develops as Saussure justifiess exclusionTake as an example

the borrowing of foreign words. We observe from theoutset that borrowing is not a constant force in
the life of a language... More important still, a lom word no longer counts as such whenever it is

studied within a system; it exists only through itsrelation with, and opposition to, words associated
with it, just like any other sign (1974, p. 21 — p22). Likewise, Cavalli-SforzaEven though the

phenomenon of borrowing words from other languages,especially from neighbours, is well
established the most studied evolutionary trees givthe impression that a language changes in ways

that are largely independent of changes taking placin other languages. This is a prerequisite for #n

applicability of tree analysis (2000, p. 194)Chapter V of the Introduction to th@ourseis
entitled “Internal and External Elements of Langelagnd here Saussure marks out the
positive and negative analogy at some length. Tdirout the chapter, language as a
system is equated with language as an organisnd-deed as a “living” organism as
Saussure refers to it elsewhere. He begins thet@h&fy definition of language presupposes
the exclusion of everything outside its organism osystem — in a word, of everything known as
“external linguistics”. Saussure askSome have maintained that the foregoing issues sitgp

cannot be separated from the study of language prep... Just as the inner organism of a plant is

modified by alien forces (terrain, climate, etc) des not the grammatical organism depend constantly
on the external forces of linguistic change (1974p.20)? He answers this question in the
following way: | believe that the study of external linguistic ph@omena is most fruitful; but to say
that we cannot understand the internal linguistic aganism without studying external phenomena is
wrong (1974, p. 21).He concludes the discussiabne must always distinguish between what is

internal and what is external. In each instance onean determine the nature of the phenomenon by

applying this rule: everything that changes the syem in any way is internal (1974, p. 22).



The Life of Language:

Saussure and Evolution 120
Saussure’s remarks on loan woptsvide the clue to what he means here, | think,

by “changing the system”. It is a question of wieethelations of opposition and

association - syntagmatic and paradigmatic relatiorchange around any supposed

innovation. That, in turn, is a question of whetliee innovation can be analogical —

whether the speaker taps into the constellatiogigsfs around any given sign as “a build

up of forces” for evolutionary change.newly formed word like in-decorable already has a

potential existence in language; all its elementsafound in syntagms like décor-er ‘decorate’, déae
ation ‘decoration’, pardon-able ‘pardonable’ ... inconnu ‘unknown’, etc. and the final step of
realizing it in speaking is a small matter in compéson with the build-up of forces that makes it

possible (1974, p. 166).

Where there is such a change, a certain interealbm is in play. External factors

are those that, by definition, do not cause suemgé but can only inhibit itmmobility -

the relative fixation of an idiom — may have an exrnal cause (the influence of a court, school, an
academy, writing, etc.) which in turn is positivelyfavoured by social and political equilibrium. But if
some external upheaval that has affected the equilium of the nation precipitates linguistic
evolution, that is because language simply revertsack to its free state and follows its regular colge.
The immobility of Latin of the classical period isdue to external facts; the changes that it later

underwent, however, were self generated in the absee of certain external conditions (Saussure,

1974, p. 150). It seems that external factors can only stymiepgtueess of evolutionary
change, not participate in it. They impose limdason “an activity that has noneln
effect that is to say that they don’t arise frore tielation between a language and the
population that supports it. They don’t arise frthra free interaction — perhaps we should
say “embodied” or even “voluntary” interaction - lahguage and speech. That relation
seems to come about through the activities of srealvho are at once inside the

language, familiar to an automatic or unconscioegrele with itsstorehouse of forms as
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well as outside it at theery fringe of speech that exceeds language (Saussure, 1974, p
165). These are the conditions under which resanaot/ations can be produced. Those
conditions can be met by both native speakers pedkers from outside the language
whose interaction with the language is genuinebBative — or procreative. It may be
noted, too, that the initial points of analogy itied at the start of this chapter are all
consistent with this definition of internal lingtics and the free interaction of language

and speech.
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Saussure and Evolution

Chapter 4: The philosophical appropriation of Saussre’s theory

Section 1: The theory and the analogy

 The conditions under which the linguistic-biolodicanalogy holds are the
conditions which Saussure says define internalpgmosed to external linguistics:
they provide for the free interplay, without extrmterference or imposition, of

language and speech.

e Saussure thus succeeds in outlining a common éwoduy framework for two
apparently quite different semiological systemser&his, however, also a
contrary tendency in his thought. This is exemgaifn his view that language can
be distinguished from other semiological systemshbywholly arbitrary nature

of its signs.

e There is a material or natural substratum to maignssystems, says Saussure.
Language alone, because it has a signifier that fasatural connection to the

signified, functions as a system of pure values.
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In the previous chapter | explored the analogy betwbiological and linguistic
evolution in more depth - both historically andit&ycontemporary form - and examined
how Saussure’s work can be situated in relationth@t analogy. The aim of this
examination was to provide a more detailed andoprad answer to the first of the
guiding questions of this thesis: to what exterfbasissure’s theory of language a theory
that underpins and explains the linguistic-biolagi@nalogy? Providing a deeper answer
to that question enables us to provide an answitietsecond of our guiding questions: to
what extent shoul@aussure’s theory be one that explains and sugpp@tanalogy? That
question is the particular subject of this chaplidre answer to this second question,
though, continues to emerge very much in paradl¢hé answer to the first question. And
it leads on to the third question with which we eoacerned: a consideration of what the
answers to these first two questions suggest attmuiphilosophical appropriation of

Saussure’s theory.

What have we learned so far, then, about Saussure\lution? As long as each
system is allowed to evolve freely then the lingaibiological analogy will hold, even
to the extent that it can form the basis of sudoéssnpirical analysis and prediction.
What does “evolve freely” mean? It means that thereee interaction between speech
and language — between individual innovation antective conservation — without
external interference or imposition. These areehmirical conditions under which the
analogy holds as described by Cavalli-Sforza aeg #re the same as those under which
Saussure says we may observe the inner organitangiiage. It may be that the rate of
evolution differs in each system. But that diffeserappears to correspond to differing

rates of transmission — that is, differing ratesntéraction of speech and language. These
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differences also occur within biology, between geme, with viruses representing a
certain limit of evolutionary acceleration. The dalage-speech framework — by which |
mean the language-speech-time framework Saussurinesle and illustrates
diagrammatically in the Immutability and Mutabilidf the Sign (Saussure, 1974, p. 71) —
is, then, a common evolutionary framework. Thisfiist of all, how Saussure’s theory

explains the linguistic-biological analogy.

The unfettered interplay of speech and languagefdinens the subject of internal
linguistics can also be described as an ideal &wsSure. It is the condition of thely
semiological life (1974, p. 76)he envisages for Esperanto, for example. It i®rate an
evolutionary and a democratic ideal, consistenhwsiich descendants of his theory as
Jurgen Habermas’ conceptions of communicative matity and democratic participation
(Habermas, 1987). Saussure is concerned with whatmight describe as a self
transforming process enacted in the relationshipvden communities of speakers and
their systems — between the speech that lies wittenlanguage system and the speech
that lies beyond it. The fully semiological life éso though, as we will see below, a

theoretical ideal that is not quite fully realizedhe theory itself.

For while Saussure succeeds in outlining a commamédwork for two apparently
quite different semiological systems, there is, engontrary tendency in his thought. We
have encountered this from a number of anglesnibst acute of which has arisen in our
discussion of his argument in the Immutability akiditability of the Sign. This is
Saussure’s view that language can be distinguiiioed other semiological systems by

the arbitrariness of its signs — where arbitrasneseans the lack of any natural
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connection between the signifier and the signifidthere is a material or natural
substratum to many sign systems, says Saussueeohomics, for example, land has a
natural value. Language alone, because it hasrdfisigthat has no connection to the

signified, functions as a system of pure values.

There is a real ambivalence in Saussure’s teaamniipis point. For it is precisely
the arbitrariness of language that he contends snékthe most characteristic of all
semiological systemsigns that are wholly arbitrary realize better thanthe others the ideal of the

semiological process that is why language, the most complex and univerkaof all systems of

expression, is also the most characteristic; in thisense linguistics can become the master-pattermor f

all branches of semiology although language is onlgne particular semiological system (Saussure,

1974, p. 68). That contention suggests that the particular autyitrelation between the
signifier and the signified in language just reftea deeper arbitrariness — what | call
“system arbitrariness” - shared by ajlstems. Language makes the material medium of

any system visible, as Saussure puts it, as jsigiséance to be put to use (1974, p. 118).

So there is this tension. On the one hand Saussticellates the popular — indeed
we could say culturally embedded — conception afjleage as a freely willed human
construction. This view depends on the lack of ratoonnection between the signifier
and the signified — the separability, let us safy,one from the other. As Muller
highlighted, this view cannot explain how languageslve in a manner that is analogous
to natural forms of evolution. On the other hand,lvave Saussure’s theory of systematic

values in which the signifier and signified aregparable. We would expect an account
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of sign systems on this basis to be consistentsadnoman-made and natural systems.

Accordingly, this aspect of the theory is consisteith the linguistic-biological analogy.

Section 2: Distinguishing between two forms of arliariness

| suggest that Saussure’s theory should supporiirtigeistic-biological analogy.
| therefore contend that we need to distinguiskviben two forms of arbitrariness
— signifier arbitrariness and system arbitrarinegsmaterial discontinuity — that

Saussure tends to conflate.

Despite appearances, signifier arbitrariness is sistently at odds with system
arbitrariness. Signifier arbitrariness is defineg the lack of a natural connection
between the signifier and the signified. Systenitrarness, by contrast, entails

the inseparability of signifier and signified withihe system

More specifically, in opposing the natural sigréficy thesis, Saussure appears
to assume the necessity of signifier differencenvitsepossibility would suffice. It
is only the necessity of signifier difference thstinconsistent with system

arbitrariness and the linguistic-biological analagy

Whitney’s insight that opposition plays a delimgtinole within systems fuels
Saussure’s desire to link the difference betwegnssin a system to the difference
between the signifier and the signified in a sidwevertheless, there are

compelling reasons to recall that the “decoupage”tbe cutting out of signs is
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solely the result of the evolving syntagmatic armdagigmatic relations that

constitute the linguistic system.

In considering the extent to which Saussure’s thesuwpports the linguistic-
biological analogy, then, we can say that the thesupports the analogy insofar as
Saussure proposes that language is a system ofvplures. But it does not support the
analogy insofar as Saussure conceives of the pofriysystem of values as measured by
the arbitrariness of its names or signifiers rathan by the free interaction of language
and speech. | want to argue that Saussure’s tremyld support the analogy and so in
what follows | will argue that we must distinguisatween two forms of arbitrariness that
Saussure consistently conflates. One is signifibitrariness. As Saussure puts tite
choice of a given slice of sound to name a giverealis completely arbitrary (1974, p. 113)lt is the
arbitrariness of the signifier as opposed to tgaiSed. The other form of arbitrariness is
what we might call “system arbitrariness”. Thighe arbitrariness of the signifier attte
signified together, of the whole sign. Saussurevsking this system arbitrariness when
he says, for example, that language only happensdosound images as its medium -
leaving aside some physiological questions, langwagld just as easily have developed

as a system of manual signs.

The distinction between the two forms of arbitrags can certainly appear subtle —
and connecting the two has proved a persuasiviegyréor Saussure. Buried within their
conflation, however, are some powerful contradidioWe can see this as soon as we

begin to look more closely into each form of awduitness.
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System arbitrariness is also what | have called ténel discontinuity”. In

Saussure’s view, historical linguistics reveal®a class of phenomenél974, p. 231without

any fixed units, identities or objects on which @esce can be based. Instead, these

phenomena manifest a material discontinuity in Wwhehange is all pervasive and

permanence results from sheer luck(Saussure, 1974, p. 231Yhe material medium of a sign

system is arbitrary in the sense of being irrelétants systematics because there are no

material elements that transcend the mechanisnvatitonary changeTo prove that

language is a system of pure valuesays Saussuré is enough to consider the two elements

involved in its functioning. Not only is thought before languageague uncharted nebulabut

the phonic substances neither more fixed nor more rigid than thought It is equallyplastic (1974,

p. 1129). For that reasomeither are thoughts given material form nor are sands transformed into

mental entities. The somewhat mysterious fact is ther that “thought-sound” implies division, and

that language works out its units while taking shap between two shapeless masses (Saussure, 1974,

p. 112). Saussure is saying that there is no indivisibéterial element - no element that
cannot be “cut up” or “sliced” for redistributionthrough the ongoing, evolutionary
mechanism of language. There is nothing that preteXnguistic value or could form

the base for it. This is system arbitrariness otemia discontinuity.

Now consider signifier arbitrariness — particulathe distinctive arbitrariness of the
signifier as opposed to the signified that Saussass we encounter in language. How
can we recognize the lack of “natural connectioateen the signifier and the signified
if we don't first of all suppose that there is somaterial basis to the signified, that it is
in some way a natural object? The signified musteha nature in itself. It cannot be

solely a product of relations of association anghagition, avalue emanating from the
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system (Saussure, 1974, p. 117t must somehow be an isolable object, capablbenfig
listed in an ontology in no particular order oraargement. Otherwise the nature of the
signified would just reflect the nature of its syst— and that nature would always be

shared by its systematic signifier.

Likewise, Saussure could not assign different sigithin the same system — or
different systems of signs - differing degrees dffiteariness if we did not assume pre-
existing natural objects as signifieds and some lgetveen these and their signifiers.
This assumption is essential to signifier arbitresis and to the conventional - and

conventionalist - view of language.

The separable signifier, then, assumes a sepasapefied, both laterally in
relation to other signifieds and vertically in & to its signifier. As Whitney sayge
have our idea and then we get a name for ifAlter, 2005, p. 72) But Saussure has this strong
desire to connect up these two contradictory caimmegx signifier arbitrariness and all
pervasive evolutionary change or system arbitragn&he well known passages in which
he rejects onomatapeia as an explanation for tigegnavf certain signs provide a further
example. It is an accident of their evolution, s8gsissure, that certain signifiers such as
glas sound like their signifieds — in this case, thelkof a bell. Originally there was a
separation of the signifier and the signified. #stDerrida argues (Derrida, 1974) there is
a significant contradiction lurking here. The natwonnection between the signifier and
the signified inglas is said to be an evolutionary accident. But iststorigin as an
arbitrary sign equally then an evolutionary acct@enf arbitrariness is just the

evolutionary, accidental character of the bond ketwsignifier and signified, though, we
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will be unable to discern by any essential featofehat bond whether any sign is
arbitrary as opposed to natural. And if a natu@hrnection in the signifier-signified
relation is just as arbitrary as a lack of naturahnection in the signifier-signified
relation how can we appeal to signifier-signifiaffetence as the source of arbitrariness
in the system — or as the source of the distinawaution of the linguistic system, as

Saussure wants to do?

To put the issue another way, we may recall thass8ae is rebutting the natural
significancy thesis. That thesis assumes thaetieea natural or necessary connection
between the signifier and the signified. But, igital terms, the negation of the necessity
of sameness in the signifier-signified relationn® the necessity of difference in that
relation: it is the possibility of difference inghrelation. That possibility is consistent, in
turn, with the possibility of sameness in thattiela Saussure does not need to argue that
signifier—signified difference is the original —dhariginating — condition of the sign. And
indeed he should not, if he is to adhere to théoumitarian principle. The conditions at
work in the past must be essentially the same asetlat work in the present. The
possibility of signifier-signified difference todedr with signifier-signified sameness is

such a condition.

Yet Saussure very often seems to hold to the weavdignifier—signified difference
is a necessary condition of linguistic systems.tTikaat odds with the all pervasive
potential for change in linguistic systems, thairgly contingent character. It is also at
odds with any analogy between the evolution ofdistic systems and natural systems,

including the linguistic-biological analogy. Simplyit is not signifiers or signs,
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considered in isolation, that are arbitrary. Itsisstems. The sign is evolving within a
system that is evolving. It is the system’s paradigic and syntagmatic relations that are
responsible for every aspect of the sign - alfelations of similarity and difference, its
division from other units and the division of unitgthin it. The evolution of those

relations is entirely arbitrary in the sense thaiis no perduring, necessary element.

If this were not the case — if evolutionary chamgéanguage were not potentially
all pervasive — then there might be some fixed resle structure or criterion,
transcending sign systems, by which we could juglgether isolated signs were wholly
or partially arbitrary. As it is, the fact that sgexist only within arbitrary systems makes
that judgement impossible. So while it seems naturdhink of the arbitrariness of a
system as being expressed in the arbitrarinestherwise of the signs that make up that
system, if we do this then, precisely, we elide elielutionary mechanism of language.

And, in doing that, we elide what language hasoimmon with other sign systems.

The conflation of signifier and system arbitrarimas also evident in Saussure’s
argument in the Immutability and Mutability of Sgynlt is a matter, says Saussure, of
“following through” on Whitney’s principle of therbitrary signifier and seeing that this
distinguishes it from all other social institutioaad is responsible for the manner and
complexity of linguistic evolution. This is despitee fact that Saussure knows that
semantic evolution is essential to linguistic eWioll and Whitney is explicit that the
signified or idea exists prior to its signifier. ig as if, for Saussure, the evolution of

language depends on signifier arbitrariness antl digm systems would otherwise be
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immobile. Needless to say, the linguistic-biologli@malogy directly challenges this

assumption too.

But Saussure also attempts to forge the connebitnween material discontinuity
and necessary signifier arbitrariness from the rosie of the pairing, from the side of
material discontinuity. He is encouraged, no douiy, some divergent views of
Whitney’s on semantics. This can be seen in aquéati passage in ti@ourse Alter tells

us that Whitney, especially in his 1875 book “Thieland Growth of Languages”, offers

a new interpretation of the familiar distinction between “material” and “formal” elements in
language. In his first book he set forth the standa view that material elements (such as théull in
fully) had descended from a language family’s root wordand so had retained their independent
significance. Formal elements, the theory ran, hacemerged with the development of inflective
grammar and expressed grammatical elaboration onlythey had no independent meaning. Although
he never abandoned this orthodox Boppian theory, Wimey introduced in his mid career writings
the idea that the material and formal aspects of laguage actually exist in a reciprocal relationshimpn
a strictly synchronic plane. He also expanded theealm of the “formal”, even to the point of implying
that no truly independent “material” elements exist He gave as examples paired terms such as
brook:brooks and man:men. The semantic difference between the members ofdebke pairs, he said,
was generated purely “by contrast”. Even the primay term, brook was itself “formed”, because it
received its ability to express singleness of numb#&ot by a [positive] sign, but by the absence oén

otherwise necessary sign to the contrary (Alter 252).

When we look at the corresponding passage in Seaissioursewe find Saussure
asserting a correlation between the arbitrarinekssignifiers and the differential

delimitation of signs.Since one vocal image is no better suited than theext to what it is

commissioned to express, it is evident, even a priothat a segment of language can never in the fah
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analysis be based on anything except its noncoineidce with the rest.Arbitrary and differential are
two correlative qualities. The alteration of linguistic signs clearly illustrates this. It is precisely
because the terms and b as such are radically incapable of coming to consmisness — one is always
conscious of only thea/b difference that each term is free to change accoimy to laws that are
unrelated to its signifying function. No positive gyn characterizes the genitive plural in Czech zen;
still the two forms zena: zen function as well asaglier forms zena: zenb; zen has value only because

it is different (1974, p. 118).

Again, Saussure slides from the arbitrariness efsignifier — the vocal image — to
the arbitrary segmentation of language, the ddditmih of signs that include the
signified. Terms evolve holistically through the n®agmatic and paradigmatic
mechanism of language and they do this independehtheir signified, says Saussure,
because they are not motivated by their signifiéet the point is that signifieds are
inseparable from signifiers in this process. Sigd$ evolve as well. That means that the

concept of signifier arbitrariness is no longerlaggble.

But Saussure’s intuition is that if the absenca afgn can function as a sign — and
if only oppositions are capable of coming to coogshess in language — then that seems
at once to explain the absence of any continuousriabelement in the evolution of sign
systems and to connect back to the oppositiongsfifser and signified. The system is
one of differences — and it is that way becaush@fradical arbitrariness of the signifier.
“Arbitrary anddifferential are two correlative qualities”. The gap betweamsiis the
same gap as that between names and objects. Tamsep of the signifier from the
signified is correlated with the delimiting differee or opposition between signs. Every

evolutionary change in signs can be conceived gtsifaiin the relationship between the
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signifier and the signified. Signifier arbitrarirseis tied to material discontinuity — and by
that means to the free evolution of sign systemsinternal as opposed to external

linguistics. The three concepts are knotted togeththis quotation, for examplelot only

are the two domains that are linked by the linguist fact shapeless and confused, but the choice of a
given slice of sound to name a given idea is comly arbitrary. If this were not true the notion of
value would be compromised because it would includan externally imposed element (Saussure,

1974, p. 113).

Yet once we incorporate this important insight ohitley’'s — that opposition is
systematic — we have another reason to distingogettveen signifier arbitrariness and
system arbitrariness. The choice of one materiadinne as opposed to another for a
system is arbitrary. The choice of one sound inos@n to another to name a given idea
within the system is not entirely arbitrary justchase opposition is systematic. The
sound in question must be sufficiently similar tiheys to be a part of the system and

sufficiently different to be non-coincident withhatr signs.

Certainly it is tempting to equate the arbitrarsied sound as the medium for
language with the arbitrariness of a particularnsbin language as the medium for a
particular idea. But particular sound-ideas araieslthat emanate from the medium.
Saussure often fails to make this distinction gawile could say, because he often fails to
make the distinction between absolute and relatifference. The delimiting differences
within the language system — more properly termgabsitions — that individuate values
are not absolute but relative in the sense that #ine held within associative relations.
The absence of a mark in Saussure’s example furscta the basis of the sameness of

every other feature of these two signs. Its sigaiice depends on both aspects. These
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associations between signs may be as broad asrharisy that makes a sound a part of
a language rather than background noise. It may bés that a sign consists “most
precisely” in being what other signs are not. Signs defined most generally, we can
say, by similarity or association — they are defimeost specifically by opposition. In
between they are defined by the alternation of @g8on and opposition. At the most
precise level the opposition must be between digaisare also most similar, as Saussure
and Whitney's examples of singular/plural opposiioshows. The rule of non
coincidence or non contradiction they follow at theost precise level, is then,
correspondingly strict. It is not difference as lsunot absolute difference that carries
significance. To reach the level of precision &ich a value is ultimately defined by
opposition requires a complex interplay of syntamgnand paradigmatic relations,
relations of association and opposition - as itatsd by Saussure’s “somnolent” and our

“paramedic” examples in chapter 2.

Semantic variation is proof, says Saussure, tis¢aa of pre-existing ideas we find
in language only values emanating from the sysfBnose values may well be partly
delimited, in the manner we’ve describadk by their positive content but negatively by the
relations with other terms of the system (Saussurel974, p. 117).But if the relation between
signs is solely or absolutely differential - oitifs arbitrary in the sense that signifiers are
thought to be arbitrary in opposition to their siggus - then signs are also separable
from each other. And if they are separable they iacdable and non-systematic.
Saussure’s conception of decoupage or the cuttih@founits of meaning runs the same

risk. If this process is supposed to be absolugthitrary in the manner that the signifier
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is arbitrary then we elide the mechanism of languagd the systematic character of

signs.

Section 3: Why Saussure’s theory should support thenalogy

» Conflating signifier and system arbitrariness geates two opposing models of
language. This is one good reason why Saussure®yishould be interpreted so

as to support the linguistic-biological analogy.

e There are other reasons however, why signifiertaainess should be unhooked

from system arbitrariness.

» These include freeing the theory from the contrtémiis and aporia outlined in
the immediately preceding section and the empiscgdport that the theory then
gains from the analogy. It also opens the posgybilif a fuller philosophical

appropriation of Saussure’s theory.

The linguistic-biological analogy directly challesgy then, this conflation between
signifier and system arbitrariness in Saussure®mh This is reflected in the way that
the conflation plays out in Saussure’s theory. dt responsible, for example, for
Saussure’s conception of relative as opposed tolaesarbitrariness. In this conception,
the systematic is partially superimposed on thetrarly. Signs are originallysolated,
absolutely arbitrary Or differential — and language isy nature chaotic (Saussure, 1974, p. 131).

The mind contrives to introduce a degree of rationity (Saussure, 1974, p. 131)n the form of a
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system that limits or partially transforms this alloge arbitrariness. Relations within the
system are purely those of similarity and analdgystematic signs are signs that are
productive of other signs by these means. The systedistinctively evolutionary and
diachronic. Signs that remain outside the systembelow it, as it were, as the system’s

raw material — remaiRolated, wholly arbitrary, unproductive (Saussure, 1974, p. 166).

In fact, in pursuing the connection between signifand system arbitrariness
Saussure generates two opposing models of langlragae model, he describes a static
or synchronic, crystalline structure of differencés this structure, the arbitrariness
between the signifier and the signified is respalesifor both the mutability and
immutability of signs. The real evolutionary mecisam — the mechanism of language
that Saussure also describes - is elided. Thissténdbe the dominant reading of
Saussure’s theory. The uniquely arbitrary characofethe signifier in language is the

ground on which synchronic linguistics is separatetfrom diachronic linguistics.

In the other model - that of relative arbitrarinegise system is constituted solely by
relations of similarity and analogy on a base ofi@y named objects. This system is
essentially diachronic. In both scenarios Sausdaiks to identify the ongoing
evolutionary mechanism of language with its siginify structure. In that mechanism,
syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations - samenedsdéference - work together to
create meaning. Indeed, it may be that what wéare calling “linguistic system” is just
what Heidegger calls the “originary being togethafr identity and difference”,
(Heidegger, 1969). But instead, Saussure endsdugnaing two models of language,

one based on relations of difference and one basedlations of sameness or analogy.
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The linguistic-biological analogy drives a weddeer, between the two senses of
the arbitrary that we find in Saussure’s theory.tdvial discontinuity or system
arbitrariness is consistent with the analogy — ifignarbitrariness contradicts it. If
Saussure’s theory is to support the analogy — arel wersa - then system arbitrariness
must be unhooked from signifier arbitrariness. Assaw above, “material discontinuity”
also names the absence of what are technicallgccafiaterial as opposed to formal
elements in language and the delimitation of sigpopposition. It is consistent with
what Saussure is striving to capture when he degldrat everything comes down to the

fact that language isfarm not a substance (1974, p. 113).

On the other hand, in striving to unite signifierdasystem arbitrariness, Saussure’s
theory ultimately splits into two contradictory medsl. That in itself is a good reason to
say that Saussure’s theory should be one that sispih@ linguistic-biological analogy.
At this point, though, we may take a step back i@view a number of reasons why the

theory should support the analogy.

» First, system arbitrariness goes to the heart aftv@aussure is trying to achieve
in his theory — an account of the forces that arwarsally and permanently at
work in language evolution. In accordance, in pattr, with the uniformitarian
thesis Saussure wants to identify the ongoing ewwolary mechanism of
language with its signifying structure - to deserithese as one and the same

thing.
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» Second, if Saussure’s theory is consistent withlitiguistic—biological analogy

then that analogy, in turn, provides considerabigigcal support for his theory.

» Third, the extent to which Saussure’s theory sujgpitire analogy is the extent to
which it is freed from the contradictions and apothat flow from uniting
signifier arbitrariness with material discontinuityhave discussed some of these
aporia above: the signifier is both separable arsgparable from the signified;
the relation between the signifier and the sigdifi® not necessarily differential
just not necessarily the same; two contradictoryei® of system emerge, one
based on relations of difference and the otheretetions of sameness; “cutting
out” is conceived as the mechanism rather than @msteffect of language

evolution.

I hope that these three reasons have been expioreoime extent already in this
thesis. They certainly encourage us to go on apdrage out signifier arbitrariness in
Saussure’s theory and rely solely on system arbigas. But that also opens the
possibility of a fuller philosophical appropriatiaf Saussure’s theory — and this is a
fourth reason why Saussure’s theory should be esad theory that underpins and
explains the linguistic-biological analogy. In tf@lowing section | want to explore the
possibility of such a fuller appropriation in matepth. Then | suggest that, crucially, this
requires an alternative account of signifier advitress — one that is consistent with,

rather than contradicting, systematic value.
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Section 4: The fourth, philosophical, reason for gmarating out signifier

arbitrariness.

* The philosophical appropriation of Saussure’s the@ limited by the fact that
simple arbitrary naming — and, therefore, pre-erigtextra-linguistic objects —

appear to continue alongside systematic value.

* A popular approach to locating simple, individuaming in relation to value -
which consists in grafting simple naming onto thegluage-speech opposition —
may be developed further by reference to Saussemiseption of systematic

latitude.

» This may, as Laclau and Mouffe suggest, help eaglithe seemingly intractable
philosophical problem of the relationship betweenmaterial base and an

ideological superstructure.

The philosophical implications of Saussure’s thealiyhave to do with semantics:
semantic variance over communities of speakerssandhntic evolution over time within
a community of speakers. Saussure foregroundspttéeomenon, first brought to light
by historical linguistics, by making it a principteat the ideas or objects referred to in
language do not exist prior to or outside the s$tméc of reference in language. This
semantic immanence or semantic relativism has ar giilosophical implication: it
offers an alternative model of ontology. The limie encounter in the philosophical

appropriation of Saussure’s theory, however, isdhexistence of simple naming with
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linguistic value. If the name or signifier is araity as opposed to the object it names or
signifies then that object must lie outside languag a system of signifiers. There must
be an extra-linguistic world. The theory is not, meght say, “fully ontologised”. It can

always be relegated to the realm of “language”m®eed to “reality”.

In the sections above I've highlighted some poattsvhich we can see Saussure
striving to connect these two concepts: the anlditess of names with system
arbitrariness. I've also argued that his theoryl widt cohere on this basis. Indeed it
divides into two contradictory models. The theonyychangs together if we can interpret
Saussure’s talk aothe choice of a given slice of sound to name a givédea (1974, p. 113AS

referring simultaneously to the arbitrariness @f signified as well as of the signifier.

This division in Saussure’s theory also arises from fact that Saussure is
attempting, in a quite single minded fashion, ttalelssh a theory of linguistics not a
philosophical semantics. As a consequence, thecotgevhich he refers is very often a
linguistic object, the object of study for lingucst. It is not any and every object - the
“world” to which a philosophical semantics refers @ continues the broader
philosophical project of metaphysical enquiry. éwkise, the facts to which Saussure
refers are “the facts of speech” - not all factst facts as such. This difference can be
observed at many points. As we have noted, whersstael describes the material
discontinuity he finds in diachronic linguistics bentrasts this with systems of value that
still have some material basis, such as econoriikswise, language is thought to be the
most exemplary of sign systems just because itrdoesintain a fixed material basis as

other semiotic systems may do — as fashion dodsregfard to certain parameters set by
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the human body, for example. Or, when discussingulistic identity, Saussure cites
objects like the 8.25pm Geneva-to-Paris train aregain street: These, he says, can
change in every material respect while remainirgstime because their circumstantial or
contextual definition — their delimitation - remaithe same. These objects are contrasted
by Saussure with an object such as his stolen whith persists across different
circumstances or contexts by virtue of a ceri@n, material identity (Saussure, 1974, p.

108 — p. 109)

Again, the arbitrariness of signifiers is illusedtby the fact that the same object - a
cattlebeast - has different names on different ssidé a geographical border. But
linguistic value is illustrated by the English womtLitton because it names something
different from the French wonehouton.lt is as if two different kinds of objects existed
the world— some with a kind of internal, inherent essence atihers with a purely

external, relative essence.

So long as Saussure’s synchronic or structuraluigtigs is appropriated to the
social sciences this issue can be parenthesizedn Foe social sciences, it may be said,
we are not studying a natural, material object dlojects that are, broadly speaking,
human values — despite a desire at times to incghadieral scientific objects within these
social scientific accounts. In these areas Saussiméuence has, of course, been
profound. But a full philosophical appropriatiomuéres a different approach. One way
of dealing with the appeal to signifier-signifiedodrariness in Saussure’s theory is to
accept that Saussure’s linguistics continues totai@ some element of simple naming

or signification alongside value. It is certainlggsible to justify readings that suggest
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that value and signification co-exist peacefullguSsure says of a word thaging part of

a system, it is endowed not only with significatiorbut also and especially with a value, and this is
something quite different. A few examples will showclearly that this is true. Modern French
“mouton” can have the same signification as Englistisheep” but not the same value and this for

several reasons particularly because in speaking af piece of meat ready to be served on the table,

English uses mutton and not sheep (1974, p. 118s Joseph noteShis discussion has troubled

many commentators (for a selection, see the long teo231 of the de Mauro edition of the Cours)
because when it comes to “meaning” (sens or sigrfition), Saussure reverts to the ordinary way of
talking about words and things that he has dismisseas “nomenclaturism” and that his whole

concept of the signe linguistique aims to supersed8anders, 2004, p. 66).

But if we maintain the co-existence of simple nagnalongside linguistic value
Saussure’s theory is not very different, as we adlé, from Gottlob Frege’s theory of
Sense and Reference (Frege, 1997). In Frege'sythesmse - the mode of determination
of the object of reference — co-exists with simpéanes and objects of reference. For
many interpreters the problem is compounded if Wwakt of the very doctrine of
arbitrariness itself as depending on a nomenckitureéw of signification. Such a concern
marks one major divergence in post-Saussureani$itigg; with the Russian linguist
Roman Jakobson contending that the theory of ari#ss isin blatant contradiction
(Holdcroft, 1991, p. 52) to the conception of linguistic value. Saussureonfuces the

concept of arbitrariness by saying thatie idea of ‘sister is not linked by any inner

relationship to the succession of sounds s-o-r whicerves as its signifier in French; that it couldbe
represented equally by just any other sequence isqved by differences among languages and by the

very existence of different languages: the signéd ‘ox’ has as its signifier ‘b-o-f’ on one side othe

border and 0-k-s (ochs) on the other (1974, p. 68Jakobson, quite reasonably, contends that

what is good for the sheep should also be goothfox:the scope of the word “boeuf” and
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that of the word “Ochs” do not coincide. (Holdcroft, 1991, p. 52) As a consequence Jakobson

supports the view articulated by Benveniste: connection between the signifier and the

signified is not arbitrary; on the contrary it is necessary (Holdcroft, 1991, p. 52).

Of course, the scope of these terms could coindidey could be the same values
just by coincidence or chance. We don’t have tonta& that there are no coincidences
of value between systems to maintain that languagesist solely of systematic values.
But differences in values between systems are ingrtavidence of the systematic

character of signs.

A popular view attempts to reconcile significatiand value by “grafting” them on
to Saussure’s speech/language distinction. Sigui€in, it is said, belongs to speech and
value to language. (Holdcroft 1991, Joseph in Semd2004, Culler, 1986). Joseph

describes the strategy in this wayt as Burger (1961) concluded, the discussion maksense if

we graft the value/meaning distinction onto that bveenlangue, the mental system angharole, what
people actually do with language. ‘Meaning’ is therio be understood in the ordinary way, as the use

we make of spoken words to denote things, actiongualities and so on, whereas ‘value’ is what is

intrinsic to mental signs that makes it possible taise spoken words in this way (Sanders p. 66)This

account seems quite implausible since it contradiemantic variation and evolution and
assumes pre-existing “things, actions, qualitied sm on”. However associating simple
naming with speech doe shave the appeal of sugge#itat simple naming can be
conceived originally as individual naming. It seetiat an innovative individual speech
act of naming could be thought of as significatipnor to its adoption or rejection by the

group - prior to its becoming, or failing to becagmaevalue within the system. That leads
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on to a more developed conception of systematitutkt as a way of comprehending

arbitrary naming — a conception | outline below.

A somewhat different approach is evident in a t&xth as Ernesto Laclau and
Chantale Mouffe’s seminal apology for Post MarxisffiRost Marxism without
Apologies” (Laclau, E. & Mouffe, C., 1990). Hetetauthors contend that the object is
discursively constitutedin its being or essencg€1990, p. 104)- but distinguish the being of an

object from its existencé@he existence of an object is a necessary pre-cotidin of its having a

being but as a member of a certain community, | wil never encounter the object in its naked

existence — such a notion is a mere abstractigh990, p. 104).

Even if we don't think of language as a system afimg, however, there are at
least two problems that arise from any approachrttaantains the co-existence of simple
naming and systematic value. The first is that isopbphical appropriation of Saussure’s
theory demands an account of language in relaboalltkinds of object. We need one
story about how language relates to the world amhaot leave one form of reference - or
one kind of object of reference - outside that actoObjects such as Gross National
Product or Saussure’s stolen suit are signifig@sdny other. They have an inseparable
relation to their signifiers and form a sign — gliistic value - just as certainly as the
signifieds of linguistics. If this were not the eathe signifieds of linguistics would be
pure values only in the sense that they are thecolgf this exclusive discipline. The
question of their relation to any object outsidgliistics — their semantic value — would
remain unanswered. The signifieds of linguisticsstrhe the signifieds of language. So,

while it is Saussure’s disciplinary fervour thatgsepropel his theory toward its radical
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conclusions, the sign — even as the object of stfdynguistics - must be universal

because it must be capable of including any olgedts signified.

The second problem is that, sooner or later, atitigad or social scientific theory
circles back to its metaphysical base. For examipleye look again at Laclau and
Mouffe’'s article we see that Saussure’s theory sewmoffer a solution to the vexed

question of the relation between a material baskamideological superstructurene

possible way of understanding this embeddednessidkas in the material conditions of society would
be in terms of signifying totalities. The ‘state’ o ‘ideas’ would not be self constituted identitiesbut
rather ‘differences’ in the Saussurean sense, whosaly identity is established relationally with otter
differences such as ‘productive forces’, ‘relationsof production’, etc. The ‘materialist’ advance of
Marx would have been to show that the area of sodialifferences which constitutes the signifying

totalities is much wider and deeper than it had baesupposed hitherto (1990, p. 110).

But we have already seen that a purely differetitigjuistic system depends on
yoking material discontinuity to signifier arbitraess - and signifier arbitrariness pre-
supposes a natural, isolable signified. Likewise,have seen above that the distinction
between a material “existence” and a linguisticifigé or value is maintained in Laclau
and Mouffe’'s theory at a more abstract, fundameletatl. So contemporary Critical
Theory often evinces this dilemma: do we engagh witvholly articulable construct? Or
does some natural, bare life remains below suclttsites, a material remainder? The
difficulty associated with the first horn of thisleinma is that pure, differential values
begin to feel weightless and arbitrary in a negasense. The difficulty encountered on
the second horn is that matter or existence inslsdenething a-priori impenetrable and

mysterious — a component in which systematic vakezsn bound to be stowed out of
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sight. Either way, the tension between the origasdumptions of signifier arbitrariness
and the systematic role which Saussure seeks tgnaisgemains highly problematic —

particularly in the elevation of difference as stla structural principle.

Section 5: Systematic latitude - an alternative tgignifier arbitrariness

* If we do not want signifier arbitrariness to contitat Saussure’s evolutionary
systematics, we need to give an account of singi@ng as an effect of system

arbitrariness — effectively reversing Saussurefategy.

* New signifiers can be added to pre-existing systienvalues in a process that
extends or elaborates those values so long asdbeyot contradict pre-existing

values.

* That is because systems of linguistic value halmmiawhich coincides with the
limit of the interests of their community of speak&rom the point of the system
further elaborations are arbitrary in that they gnhave to obey a rule of non-

contradiction.

If the co-existence of signification and linguistiglue is not an option, then, what are
we to do with simple naming? While the linguistiolbgical analogy offers very strong
encouragement to rely solely on systematic valugoés not address the content of what
IS, as we saw at the beginning of this thesis,degpread and longstanding intuition. In

particular, we would not want to re-enact the leattlat Whitney fought on behalf of
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signifier arbitrariness against the linguistic-bigical analogy in the form of the doctrine
of natural significancy and linguistic natural thegy. In fact, we are accustomed to think
of the gap between the name and the object asasihdefween the subject and the object
- and in this sense as the source of both humaddra and human limitation. As Frege
put it: No-one can be forbidden from using any arbitrarily producible event or object as a sign for
something else(1892, p. 152). What we need, rather, is a satisfying accountigrifer
arbitrariness on the basis of system arbitrarind&swant to show signifier arbitrariness
as an effect of material discontinuity, not theestlvay around — reversing, in some
sense, Saussure’s strategy. That, | think, isscuotssible if we adapt one of Saussure’s

own concepts to the task.

For the systematic delimitation of objects leavesatvSaussure calls a certain
latitude between points of convergencg1974, p. 119) Saussure highlights the latitude between
these points with respect to the pronunciation lidnemes in speech and the form of
letters in writing. Phonemes a#Bove all else, opposing, relative and negative éigs (1974, p.
119). As long as one phoneme does not cross the boumddr another, individuals and
groups have considerable freedom in their formatidhis freedom is evidenced in
idiolects and, to some extent, in dialects. Hereaht to suggest that the same latitude
accounts for simple naming. Systematic latitudeldtdae the best explanation for a
certain nominal discretion that speakers enjoy tedbest way of resolving the issues

around the apparent co-existence of systematiewaith simple naming.

First, we need to acknowledge that there are abjbett are pre-existing in relation

to acts of naming. That seems undeniable. Perpets, body parts - all can be “dubbed”
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according to our fancy. The question is, are thpeeexisting objects isolated or
systematic? We assert that they are systematig/ dreealways already signs. And the
nature of a sign is the nature of its system. Buteathe system has defined the object in
accordance with its needs it then leaves plentyatfude for further variation and
elaboration, both by individuals or by groups. Bystem may require that Fido’s name
is registered, for example — or that the name anpagsport corresponds to that on our
birth certificate. It is systematic to that exteaf the systenmbrings out the desired
differentiation at the desired point (Saussure, 1974, p. 132)But this leaves wide latitude as to
what that name shall be. Indeed, whenever we thirgimple arbitrary naming we do so
by considering the signified in isolation — thergpwradoxically, taking its systematic
definition for granted. Once that definition is as®d, we are left with the latitude that

remains, a certain broad nominal discretion.

So it is with Saussure’s example of a substitutessipiece. The substitute for the
original only has to be different from the otheeqes says Saussure — it is necessary only
that it not blur its identity with other pieces 7 p. 110). But as we’ve seen earlier, this
is only true once the substitute has had its syatiemproperties conferred upon it: that is,
it is deemed capable of certain moves in relatiotné other pieces. With respect to those
systematic properties the original pieesists as Saussure puts abyy arbitrary substitution
(1974, p. 72).At the risk of mixing our ludic metaphors the siitoée chess piece has to
become part of the samecked deck(1974, p. 71)in which the original participated. There
then remains a certain latitude or margin of aabiiess as to its other properties, a
latitude whose boundaries are set by a weak ruteonfcontradiction, of consistency or

compatibility. It is only necessary that the sufoséi not be confused with other pieces
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that have other systematic properties. In this esehe substitute piece must only be
different. But it is equally vital to observe the piece’s systematic properties are not

themselves merely a result of this piece beingbffit from the other chess pieces.

Saussure’s innovation is to show that the objeeforie any apparently arbitrary
name is conferred upon it, is defined in a puraptmgent — and therefore arbitrary -
system of associative and combinatorial relatiofsat system is the subject of an
evolutionary continuity which has the potentialttansform any and all aspects of the
objects within it. Whatever name we use for an cbgech as rose it may indeed still
possess its definitional properties, such as iteeswsmell. But this definition is
systematic. That is the most - and the least - 8aatssure needs to claim. Indeed, in
Juliet's exclamation +that which we call a rose by any other name wouldnsell as sweet
(Shakespeare, 1597, Act 2, Scene 2, lines 44-45)ll the systematic work is already done at
another level. In using a rose as a signifier fomRo, Juliet has taken him from a system
of blood ties and arranged marriages into one aticedesire and romantic aspiration. In
sayingdeny thy father and refuse thy name(Shakespeare, 1597, Act 2, Scene 2, lines 33;3ghe
acknowledges that those two acts - obedience ttathef the father and attachment to
the family name - are inseparable. “Romeo” as guiistic value is a scion of the house of
Montague, a young man with a certain destiny. Omeaame him as a rose then we are
free to call that rose whatever we want. But atdbeeper level Juliet has dramatically
exceeded the latitude allowed by the dominant systder substitution of the value

“rose” for “Romeo” elicits a corresponding resistan
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Similarly, we can easily imagine objects withoueithnames when we imagine

them one by one, in isolation. But if we divest alljects of names then we lose the

systematic definition of objects. We are confrontith an unmanageable disorder —

something like the writhing, gravity-less realityar8e describes his protagonist

experiencing in his novel Nausea, when he losesaaties (Sartre, 1949). In this sense,

the freedom of naming is a latitude delimited bg flystem.

The objects in question may, by chance, be québletparts of a system. They
don’'t have to be changing. Or change could affest jhe periphery of an object. It is
rather that evolutionary change makes the charaft&bjects as values in a system
visible - and the all pervasive nature of evolutignchange makes the character of
objects as values in a pure system of values eisiliie change in question may be quite
dramatic, as is the case when the Morning Startla@dEvening Star turn out to be one
object, the planet Venus - or the planet Plutotoobe a planet at all. But the system
delimits objects, as I've put it, from the outsideso that changes in definition may occur

just at the edges of the object — and be very gildavolving.

Further, we must note that signs that appear disogry may become essential as
systems evolve and vice versa. The Higgs Bosonseaépresent to be a sign comprising
a discretionary and a definitional element respebti But there may turn out to be
different types of Higgsian Boson - or converddly Higgs Boson could turn out to be a

chimera and the Higgs element be lost altogether.
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We do also need to correctly identify the systerdedimitation of an object. Unless
we realize that Juliet is using “Romeo” as a metonfpr “Romeo Montague”, for
example, then her challen@enerefore art thou ‘Romeo’? (Shakespeare, 1597, [83) — her
placing of speech marks around a linguistic valdacks any force. More subtly, an
irrational reaction by an individual to an event abject may suggest that it has
significance in some inter-subjective system, pre=tk in that individual, that is not
apparent to others in the community. Equally, aonsalous empirical value - the
advance in the perihelion orbit of Mercury obsenaedund the beginning of the 20
Century, for example - may suggest that the unahgglgystem of values is not yet fully

or correctly delimited.

Sometimes the latitude at the limit of the systdommed by this rule, is quite
specific and narrow. But it still appears as a nmgg arbitrariness. A good example can
be found in late 19 Century Germany. In this case, when the governmenteived the
project of further integrating the Jewish communitip German society it provided lists
of permitted units of meaning - “gold”, “silver®praun”, “stein”, “berg” — to Jewish
citizens which they were free to combine at willfoom German names. These were
names that would be consistent with — but did nbtrige upon — the existing system of

identities.

The fundamental point is that systems are reldtveommunities of interest. It is
not that simple naming exists on top of systemadicie. Rather, it is the case that the
interests of the community — and with these, thedseof the system — have a certain

limit. From the point of view of those interestsdatieir system what lies beyond that
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limit need only comply with a weak rule of non aadiction. That rule defines the
latitude allowed by the system — and that latituday appear to the system as the

arbitrariness of names.

Again, Frege applies that principle of the freedohmaming | have quoted him
describing earlier when he sets about inventingl®jim logic. This, as he sees it, is
simply a system of names economical enough to hramgplex relations between large
units of meaning within the circle of the mind’'seey.e. within the limits of our
concentration within which they can be comparedneated and contrasted. But the key
question with any such artificial language is wieetih remains within the latitude of the
system it seeks to compress - or whether it géeera distinctive semantics. Is it

consistent with — or does it contradict — the sysiteclaims to translate?

Names may be proscribed on the basis that thelglasphemous and this may vary
between cultures. It is clearly considered blasphesrio use “Jesus” as a name for one’s
children in Anglophone cultures but it is popular do so in Hispanic cultures, for
example. Of course, names that are not consistenthat contradict the systematic
delimitation of the object named may deliberatety used by groups to challenge the
existing system of values. Obvious examples areusigeof terms like “gay” or “queer”
by a minority group. This re-enacts Juliet’s stggteThe appeal to arbitrariness hides the
project of transformation. The new name is not seearbitrary by the system to just the
extent that the system resists its own transfoonatBut the arbitrariness of names — a
certain margin of freedom — is itself a value witlihe system. So a small group can use

one part of the system as the basis for a demandoftsistency throughout the system
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and, in so doing, punch above its weight. Languagepporting us against language, we

could say.

To summarise, re-articulating simple, arbitrary magnas systematic latitude

involves the following elements:

1. Linguistic systems are located within a speakirrguti and so are co-extensive
with their community of speakers - which we mayoalhink of as their

community of interest.

2. The degree of precision in the delimitation of wsun a system is likewise

defined by the interest of its community of speaker

3. Binary oppositions form the boundaries of systenwlues are delimited most
precisely by their binary opposition. This leavesatain latitude for further
delimitation by other communities of interest. Thilimitation — in the first

instance, by association — follows a rule of nontcadiction.

4. Relative to the relevant system and community tdrast, this further elaboration

or delimitation has the character of arbitrary nagni

5. Systems or values may be further elaborated oméelil on this basis to the level

of an individual speaker.
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6. Truth is an expression of systematic preferencéhat most precise level of

systematic delimitation.

With reference to this sixth point, | am invokirfgetinchoate Saussurean theory of truth

briefly described in chapter 2.

Section 6: Testing systematic latitude

* We can test the six point proto-theory in a prefiany way by seeing how it
explains two of Frege’s puzzles. For example, Feegientity problem can be
accounted for by evolution in the systematic reladi of sameness and difference

that constitute objects.

« Our inability to substitute co-referential namesapaqgue contexts can be also be
explained - primarily by the co-extension of spe@fstems of value with specific

speakers, something that, paradoxically, theseecdstmake transparent.

» Subtleties, such as the way that values within rdesee may vary with their

varying oppositional relations, are also able todmrounted for.

There are some basic tests that can be applidtetsix point proto-theory outlined
above. In this section | want very briefly to ondihow the adaptation of the concept of

systematic latitude to simple naming might worlthase test cases.
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The tests | have in mind are those identified bysSare’s contemporary Gottlob

Frege, particularly in his articlen Sense and Reference (1997, p. 151)he similarities

between Frege’s concept of sense and Saussureesptoof linguistic value are notable.

Perhaps they are most obvious in this formulatipriFtege:The sense of a proper name is
grasped by everybody who is sufficiently familiar vith the language or totality of designations to

which it belongs (1892, p. 153)The differences between the theories revolve ard@dole

of simple naming. If we think of Saussure’s theasyinvolving a peaceful co-existence
of simple naming with value then there is in faitld difference between the two. In both
theories, however, the relations between these thlemments: the simple name; the sense
or value associated with that name; and the olnjacted, are highly problematic. What
we are concerned with here is whether an accousitrgdfle naming as systematic latitude
can deal in any plausible way with some of the lengles that Frege identifies for his

theory.

The first of these challenges is Frege’s identiyhpem. The problem goes like this:
if the meaning of a name is just the object it neamdat do we learn from identity
statements such as “The Morning Star is the EveBitag’? How do these seem to be
“synthetic” or informative about the world we live — at least when we affirm them as
true? For it would seem that such a sentence deillds only one of two things. First
that the convention we follow in the use of namssthat the “Evening Star” is
interchangeable with the “Morning Star”. They cahobe used to name the same thing.
Alternatively the sentence could be telling us ttit two objects named are the same,
one thing. The problem is that in neither case dbessentence tell us anything new

about the world. In the first case it tells us strmg about the conventions we use to
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name the world. If it is true it will be so anabdily — that is, by virtue of the meaning of
the terms used. In the second case, if the mearfingmes is the thing they name — and
this sentence is true — then the thing these twioesaname must already be one thing. All
the identity sentence can tell us is that the dlj@eed is identical with itself. That is

also an analytic - not a synthetic — truth.

How does Saussure’s theory — including the accofirsimple naming we have
outlined above - deal with this challenge? The esace tells us that two values that were
previously opposed — the “Morning Star” and the éBwg Star” - are now identified.
This can only be due to the evolution of the systemvhich these values are found. That
evolution will involve a redistribution of the reélans of sameness and difference — the
syntagmatic and paradigmatic relations — that ¢omst values in the system. The
informative identity sentence is not telling usthins case at least, of an elaboration to the
system that some individual or group is undertakimighin the scope of the latitude of
the system, such that these names are interchdagékither, on the other hand, is the
sentence telling us that the Planet Venus — whagipéns to be the one object in question
— is the same as itself. It was never simply theesas itself but was always constituted
as a value within a system of sameness and oppasitivas never an isolated object. Its
essence was always extended through the systenwasathat of the Morning Star and
the Evening Star. The Planet Venus is now a diffievalue, as are the Morning Star and
the Evening Star. If the sentence is true it isabee we judge that these new values are

parts of our overall, preferred system of values.
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We might object the values of these names certaippears to have changed — but
doesn’t that just concern, as Frege would say,ctwitive value associated with the
name? Their referent - the Planet Venus — contimaidsirtle through space in just the
way that it has in the past and will in the futdrthink the answer to this objection is that
things may indeed be said to exist prior to ourvkedge of them. They cannot ever,
though, be said to exist as absolute singular shimgose definition had nothing to do,
however simply, with any of the other things arouhdm. No man is an island — no
island is an island either. For Frege, the oppasitbe case — the referent is precisely a
particular, unique object named by a singular te@ertainly, Saussure can allow that we
observe isolated phenomena. But he can also poirthat those observations have to be
systematically reproducible before we begin to tddeam seriously and consider them a

challenge to any existing system of objects.

The second test of Frege’s that | want to consm®rcerns what Frege called
subordinate clauses but which are now more ofteswknas propositional attitudes,
opaque contexts or intentional contexts. Theses@mnénces of the kind) Lois knows that
Superman can fly. They are so named because they tell us abostlarie’s attitude to the
propositionSuperman can fly Or, similarly, they are opaque in that the relatbetween
the name and its referent is obscured by the mediatf an intentional verb such as
knowing, believing, seeing etc. The problem is th#he meaning of names is just their
referent then the namelark Kent, which has the same individual as its referent as
Superman, should be substitutable in sentence 1) withoait éiffecting its truth. However,
says Frege, that does not seem to be the caseampés of this kind. Lois knows

Superman can fly but it is not true to say thatlgh@vs Clark Kent can fly.
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Intuitions differ on this last point. Scott Soanfesls truth is preserved through
such substitutiongSoames, 2002)Frege does not. In these cases, says Frege, vehat w
normally think of as the cognitive value or senssoaiated with a name becomes its
referent — partly just because it is the sensedégrmines the truth of a sentence of this
kind and what determines the truth of a sentengst ibe the referent. The sense of the
name Superman is different for Lois from the seokeéhe name Clark Kent. As a

consequence truth, is not preserved when one resubstituted for the other.

The explanation provided by our proto-theory isadie going to run along similar
lines to Frege’s account. For in the proto-thedrhohbjects are always in an intentional
relationship to a community of speakers, down ® lével of the individual speaker. In
this sense, sentences of this kind may be seemaasparent contexts because they
specify the speaker or community of speakers ireahh\By this means they specify the
system in which the signified is found. In normahtexts that system is opaque because
it is unconsciously assumed — at the very momeat e take the referent to be an
isolated object. The account offered by the prbemty is very simple, then. In Lois’
systemcClark Kent and Superman have different values. One value includes theitgtiib
fly. The other does not. The two terms are not suibible therefore, while preserving

truth.

As I've said, from the point of view of our protbeory, in normal contexts the
system involved is assumed. Soames’ account theends simply on assuming that the

system in which a sign has value is always the roostprehensive or knowing system
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available. It ignores elaborations or partialisasioof that system — and with it the

pleasures of dramatic irony that drive the superstaries.

An encouraging aspect of the proto-theory is thaeems to be able to account for
examples in which both intuitions about the subtilility of co-referential expressions
— the Soamesian and the Fregean - appear to baremmmiConsider the senten@gLois
knows Clark can fly but she doesn’t know he has xay vision. Let us suppose that this sentence
is uttered by one of two interlocutors playing @orting role in the Superman story. Is
truth preserved in substitutir@ark for Supermanin this case? Is there, in other words, an

appropriate latitude allowed by the system?

Let us note to begin with that the latitude at btioeindary of the system is defined
by its ultimate binary opposition - and truth exgmes the preference of the system at that
level. If the ultimate opposition in this sentemsgaken to be the opposition between two
attributes possessed by a super being — the pdwfégltt and x-ray vision - then the
truth of the sentence will depend on Lois’s knoweaf those powers alone. Does she
know that Superman can, if he wishes, see throggiclothes? If not, the sentence is
true. The interlocutors are then free to add tbein conspiratorial nuance to the sentence
by calling Supermaciark. The sentence will be true regardless of what ndreg give
this super being because of the latitude the systeltimate opposition leaves. But if we
judge the ultimate opposition in the system tdokéween the valuellark andSuperman -
which values include their differing dress, compwht and public identity - then the

sentence will be false. If, for example, the asfmeaking the line emphasises or “hits” the
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word Clark instead of the wordy, that will mark a different ultimate oppositiordespite

the apparent absence of the opposing Siglerman - and entail a different truth value.

So the proto-theory promises to have explanatovyepat the most subtle level at
which interested individuals and communities ofadqes interact. To sum up: there are
objects that exist prior to being named — but they systematically delimited objects.
The apparently arbitrary character of names deffigs the latitude that delimitation by
opposition leaves. That latitude is a weak restmctof non-coincidence or non-
contradiction. To be true or authentic is to beaat pf the system that is used as the

criterion of truth or authenticity.

Section 7: Metaphysical implications

* The linguistic-biological analogy requires a re-@ulation of signifier
arbitrariness as systematic latitude and gives speech-language framework —
the evolutionary framework the two systems havedmmon - the central

explanatory role.

» Metaphysically, this common evolutionary framewar&n be seen as an
alternative response to what Aristotle calls “subdial change”. It is an
alternative to the material continuity Aristotlesteibed, which ultimately secures

the natural object opposite the human subject.
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« If we pursue this alternative, the subject-objealation — which is
paradigmatically aligned with the arbitrariness thfe signifier-signified relation

— gives way to a speech-language relation as osidoaetaphysical framework.

In the first part of this chapter | have argued signifier arbitrariness needs to be
strongly distinguished from material discontinuiBignifier arbitrariness is not the reason

that Language has the strange, striking characteristic fonot having entities that are perceptible at
the outset and yet of not permitting us to doubt tht they exist and that their functioning constitutes

it (Saussure, 1974, p. 107)And this feature — material discontinuity - rist a trait that
distinguishes language from all other semiologicahstitutions (Saussure, 1974, p. 107)lt is a trait
that unites semiological institutions so long asytlare free to evolve. As we have seen
with respect to language and at least one otherogmyical system in which signifier
arbitrariness does not feature, these systemsewdlive in similar ways so long as there
is free interaction between language and speecis. bt that the sign is necessarily
motivated in one system and necessarily unmotivategtie other. It is, rather, that the
presence or absence of any specific motivatiorafsign is irrelevant to its evolutionary

systematics.

In the second part of this chapter | have, theegfargued that signifier arbitrariness
needs to be removed from the mechanism of themayisself and relocated, as systematic
latitude, at the interface of language and spelédch here, at the edge of the system, that
the freedom that Saussure envisages for the Egeran located - in the complex

relationship between innovation and the system thath enables and limits that
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innovation. It is in maintaining the play in thislationship that the linguistic-biological
analogy is sustained. If Saussure can conceivé evalutionary change in language as a
shift in the relationship between signifier andngfigd it is just because the latitude at the
boundary of the system which accounts for the ajmea of signifier arbitrariness
changes with any change in the system itself. Byntaming the free play in the
relationship between language and speech, the kenaal ideal — the life of language -

becomes accessible to all sign systems.

In the second part of this chapter | have alsdesfaio use what | have called the
“‘inchoate theory of truth” that we find in Saussui@nd this, too, is structured around the
speech-language relationship. In fact, the full@fgsophical appropriation of Saussure’s
theory appears to involve a kind of transition @nslation of problems into a speech—
language framework as the means for their solut@ne way of understanding this
process — and perhaps all there is room to sagduwith regard to the way in which the
linguistic-biological analogy opens the prospectnfalternative explanatory framework
— is to point out that this common evolutionarynfiavork is an alternative response to

substantial change.

That is, it is an alternative to the Aristotelarc@ant of the object as an individual
substance (Aristotle 1998). That substance revesdl in an open space — it presences
itself in a space of disclosure. Saussure’s objettte sign - is encountered within a
system. The Aristotelean substance has its onmgitself. The Saussurean value has its
origin in an evolving system of sameness and diffee. The Aristotelean substance has

an internal essence, an enduring being in itsedt tan stand in opposition to its
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accidental properties and ephemeral surroundinigs.Saussurean object has an external
essence that changes with changes in its surrogsmdifhe Aristotelean substance is

individual. The Saussurean value is infinitely dibie.

The Aristotelean substance has an underlying nadteantinuity that transcends
changes in its essential nature. That materialtsathsn secures the object — it holds the
place of the object - opposite an intentional hursalnject that refers to such objects by
arbitrary names. But diachronic linguistics and“itew class of phenomena” compels
Saussure to think beyond this framework — to tlah&ystematic, evolutionary continuity
in place of material continuity. As we saw in Sawss example of the ternaguntand
zeugmahis systematic continuity includes not only theveard ripple of innovation and
change but the inward ripple of conservation arabibty that secures core, material
elements — ancient elements - by mean of a prgseness. The object then ceases to
have its ground or origin in its unique nature € éanguage ceases to be a question of
how an autonomous human subject, undifferentiaset deing collective or individual,
succeeds in referring to such objects over a oglatif difference. Instead, language
becomes the question of how objects are constitatedsalues by individuals and
communities of speakers using interdependent, sxdie relations of association and

opposition, sameness and difference.

Unhooking system arbitrariness — that is, the lack natural or material base to
evolutionary change — from signifier arbitrarinedlews the speech-language framework
to slide into position as our most basic assumpiirmplace of the subject—object

framework. If we don’t think of the signifier-sigired relation as necessarily a relation of
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difference then we can conceive of speech — andkepe - as occupying a space of
possibility in which they may, like our interlocuso in the Superman stories, be
simultaneously within a specific communal systend autside it. The interaction
between the individual will and the collective widl conceived as more fundamental -
more original, we might say - than the oppositi@ween a free human subject and a
pre-determined natural object. I've argued thatfteedom of arbitrary naming in fact
reflects the changing boundary between the spéetHies within a particular linguistic
system and the speech that lies beyond it. In thktion we find the means of
innovation, elaboration, concentration and tramsfdion. That, at least, is the

evolutionary innovation that this analogy - thegliistic-biological analogy — suggests.
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