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To convince oneself of this, it suffices to consider the singular form

*i.e.at the end of one’s strength’ (Translator's note)
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istics are much more important than the individual differences. With
sentences, on the contrary, it is diversity which is predominant. As
s00n as one looks for something to link them together in spite of this
diversity, one finds that one has unintentionally come back to the
word and its grammatical features, with all the attendant difficulties
already familiar.

§4. Conclusion

In most scientific domains, the question of units does not even arise:
they are given in advance. In zoology, the animal is the obvious unit.
In astronomy, likewise, there are items already separated out in space:
the stars, planets, etc. In chemistry, one can study the nature and
composition of bichromate of potash without worrying for a moment
about whether it is a well defined object.

When a science offers no immediately recognizable concrete units,
that means they are not essential. In history, for example, is the unit
the individual, the epoch, or the nation? No one knows. But does it
matter? To study history it is not at all necessary to decide.

But just as chess is based entirely on the combinations afforded by
the various pieces, so t00 a language has the character of a system
based entirely on the contrasts between its concrete units. One cannot
dispense with identifying them, nor move a step without having re-
course to them. And yet delimiting them is such a tricky problem that
one is led to ask whether they are really there.

A language thus has this curious and striking feature. It has no
immediately perceptible entities. And yet one cannot doubt that they
exist, or that the interplay of these units is what constitutes linguistic
structure. That is undoubtedly a characteristic which distinguishes
languages from all other semiological institutions.
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CHAPTER III

Identities, Realities, Values

The foregoing considerations raise a crucial problem. It is all the more
important in that the fundamental concepts of static linguistics are
directly based upon, or even merge with, the concept of a linguistic
unit. This we now propose to show, by examining the notions of syn-
chronic identity, synchronic reality, and synchronic value.

A. What is a synchronic identity? What is at issue here is not the
kind of identity which links the French negative particle pas (‘not’) to
the Latin noun passum (‘pace): that is a diachronic identity (cf. p.
[249)). It is the no less interesting kind of identity which permits us
to say that two sentences like je ne sais pas (1 don't know’) and ne
dites pas cela (Don't say that) include the same element (pas, ‘not)
An idle question, it may be thought. For clearly the identity resides
in the fact that these two sentences include the same sequence of
sound (pas) bearing the same meaning in both cases. But this explana-
tion will not do. Although correlations of phonic segments and concepts
establish identities (as in the example previously given: la force du
vent and a bout de force, p. [147)), the converse does not hold. It is
possible to have an identity without any such correlation. For example,
we may hear in the course of a lecture several repetitions of the word
Messieurs! (Gentlement). We feel that in each case it is the same
expression: and yet there are variations of delivery and intonation
which give rise in the several instances to very noticeable phonic
differences - differences as marked as those which in other cases serve
to differentiate one word from another (e.g. pomme from paume, goutte
from goite, fuir from fouir, etc.).' Furthermore, this feeling of identity
persists in spite of the fact that from a semantic point of view too

* Comparable English pairs would be come — comb, look ~ luck, fear  fir. (Translator’s
note)
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there is no absolute reduplication from one Messieurs! to the next. A
word can express quite different ideas without seriously compromising
its own identity (cf. adopter une mode, 'to adopt a fashion’, adopter un
enfant, ‘to adopt a child’; la fleur du pommier ‘the flower of the
apple-tree’, la fleur de la noblesse, ‘the flower of the nobility).

The mechanism of a language turns entirely on identities and dif-
ferences. The latter are merely counterparts of the former. The prob-
lem of identities crops up everywhere. It merges in part with the
problem of entities and units, to which it adds complications. But the
complications are valuable complications. Let us examine the problem
of identity in linguistics in the light of some non-linguistic examples.
We assign identity, for instance, to two trains (‘the 8.45 from Geneva
to Paris’), one of which leaves twenty-four hours after the other. We
treat it as the 'same’ train, even though probably the locomotive, the
carriages, the staff etc. are not the same. Or if a street is demolished
and then rebuilt, we say it is the same street, although there may be
physically little or nothing left of the old one. How is it that a street
can be reconstructed entirely and still be the same? Because it is not
a purely material structure. It has other characteristics which are
independent of its bricks and mortar; for example, its situation in
relation to other streets. Similarly, the train is identified by its de-
parture time, its route, and any other features which distinguish it
from other trains. Whenever the same conditions are fulfilled, the
same entities reappear. But they are not abstractions. The street and
the train are real enough. Their physical existence is essential to our
understanding of what they are.

A quite different kind of case would be, say, a suit of mine which is
stolen, but which I find subsequently on a second-hand stall. That suit
is indeed a material object, made up simply of various inert substances
~ cloth, lining, facings, etc. Any other suit, however similar, would
not be my suit. Now linguistic identity is not the kind of identity the
suit has, but the kind of identity the train and the street have. Every
time I utter the word Messieurs (‘Gentlemen’), I renew its material
being; it is a new act of phonation and a new psychological act. The
link between two uses of the same word is not based upon material
identity, nor upon exact similarity of meaning, but upon factors the
linguist must discover, if he is to come anywhere near to revealing
the true nature of linguistic units.
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B. What is a synchronic reality? What concrete or abstract elements
of linguistic structure can be thus designated?

Take the distinctions between the various parts of speech. On what
is the classification of words into nouns, adjectives, etc. based? Is it on
some purely logical principle of an extra-linguistic nature, applied to
grammar from outside like lines of longitude and latitude on the
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earth's globe? Or does it correspond to something which belongs
within, and is determined by the language system? In other words, is
it a synchronic reality? The second answer seems likely to be correct,
but there may be something to be said in favour of the first. In the
French sentence ces gants sont bon marché (these gloves are good
value), is bon marché (‘good value) an adjective? Logically, it has the
right meaning. But grammatically it is less clear. For bon marché
does not behave like a normal French adjective: it is invariable, never
precedes its noun, and so on. Furthermore, it consists of two words.
What the parts of speech provide is a classification of individual words:
50 how can a group of two words belong to one or other of the paris of
speech? Yet if we split it up into two words, and say bon (‘good) is an
adjective, whereas marché (value) is a noun, we have not accounted
for the single expression bon marché (‘good value). The conclusion is
that our ‘parts of speech’ classification must be defective or incomplete:
its division of words into nouns, verbs, adjectives, etc. does not corre-
spond to any undeniable linguistic reality.

Linguistics is always working with concepts originally introduced
by the grammarians. It is unclear whether or not these concepts really
reflect constituent features of linguistic structure. But how can we
find out? And if they are illusory, what realities can we put in their
place?

To avoid being misled, it is first of all important to realise that
canerete linguistic entitics do not just present themselves for inspec-
tion of their own accord, It is in seeking them out that one makes
contact with linguistic reality. Taking this as our point of departure,
we have to proceed to work out all the classifications linguistics needs
to accommodate the facts it has to deal with. But to base these clas-
sifications on anything other than concrete entities — to say, for in-
stance, that the parts of speech do reflect linguistic structure, simply
because they are logically viable categories - is to forget that linguistic
cts do not exist independently of sound-sequences divided into mean-
ingful segments.
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C. Finally, the notions discussed above do not differ in essentials
from what we have elsewhere referred to as values. The point can be
brought out once again by comparison with chess (cf. p. [125] L.
Consider a knight in chess. Is the piece by itself an element of the
game? Certainly not. For as a material object, separated from its
square on the board and the other conditions of play, it is of no
significance for the player. It becomes a real, concrete element only
when it takes on or becomes identified with its value in the game.
Suppose that during a game this piece gets destroyed or lost. Can it
be replaced? Of course it can. Not only by some other knight, but even
by an object of quite a different shape, which can be counted as a
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knight, provided it is assigned the same value as the missing piece
Thus it can be seen that in semiological systems, such as languages,
where the elements keep one another in a state of equilibrium in
accordance with fixed rules, the notions of identity and value merge.

That is why in the final analysis the notion of value covers units,
concrete entities and realities. There is no fundamental difference
between these notions, but they allow the same problem to be for-
mulated in a variety of different ways. Whether we are trying to
determine units, realities, concrete entities, or values, it will always
come down to the same central question, which runs throughout the
whole of static linguistics.

From a practical point of view, it would be of interest to begin with
units; to determine units, and recognize the various kinds of units by
providing a classification. It would be necessary to examine what the
basis is for division into words. For the word, in spite of being so
difficult to define, is a unit which compels recognition by the mind. It
has a central role in the linguistic mechanism. (But a discussion of
that topic alone would fill a book.) Then one would proceed to classify
smaller units, larger units, and so on. By determining in this way the
elements to be dealt with, a science of linguistics would fully achieve
its goals, having related all relevant phenomena in its domain to one
first principle. It cannot be said that this central problem has ever
been tackled, or that the scope and difficulty of it have been realised.
Where languages are concerned, peaple have always been satisfied to
work with poorly defined units.

However, in spite of the capital importance of units, it is preferable
to approach the problem by considering values. For that, in our view,
is the heart of the matter.
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PART TWO

Synchronic Linguistics

CHAPTER I

General Observations

The aim of general synchronic linguistics is to establish the funda-
mental principles of any idiosynchronic system, the facts which con-
stitute any linguistic state. Many matters already discussed in the
preceding section properly belong to synchrony. The general properties
of the linguistic sign may be considered an integral part of synchronic
studies, although we previously examined these properties in order to
demonstrate the necessity for distinguishing synchronic from dia-
chronic linguistics.

To synchrony belongs everything called ‘general grammar’; for only
through linguistic states are the various relations involved in gram-
‘mar established. In what follows we shall simply be concerned with
certain essential principles, without which it would be impossible to
tackle more specific problems connected with states, or to give any
detailed explanation of a linguistic state.

Generally speaking, static linguistics is much more difficult than
historical linguistics. Facts of evolution are more concrete, and stir
the imagination more readily: the connexions link sequences of terms
which are easily grasped. It is simple, and often entertaining even, to
follow through a series of linguistic changes. But a linguistics con-
cerned with values and coexisting terms is much harder going.

In practice, a linguistic state occupies not a point in time, but a
period of time of varying length, during which the sum total of changes
occurring is minimal. It may be ten years, a generation, a century, or
even longer. A language may hardly change at all for a long period,
only to undergo considerable changes in the next few years. Of two
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contemporary languages, one may evolve considerably and the other
hardly at all over the same period. In the latter case, any study will
necessarily be synchronic, but in the former case diachronic. An absol-
ute state is defined by lack of change. But since languages are always
changing, however minimally, studying a linguistic state amounts in
practice to ignoring unimportant changes. Mathematicians do likewise
when they ignore very small fractions for certain purposes, such as
logarithmic calculation.

Historians distinguish between epochs and periods. The former are
points in time, and the latter lengths of time. None the less, a historian
speaks of the ‘Antonine epoch’ o the ‘Crusading epoch’ when he is
taking into consideration a set of features which remained constant
over the period in question. One could likewise say that static lin-
guistics is also in this sense concerned with epochs; but the term state
is preferable. The beginning and end of an epoch are usually marked
by some more or less sudden upheaval which tends to alter the estab-
lished order. The term state avoids the suggestion that anything like
that oceurs in a language. In addition, the term epoch, precisely be-
cause it is borrowed from history, directs attention less to the language
itself than to the circumstances and conditions in which it occurs. In
short, epoch suggests more the idea of what we have called ‘external
linguistics’ (cf. p. [40]).

Demarcation in time is not the only problem encountered in defining
a linguistic state. Exactly the same question arises over demarcation
in space. So the notion of a linguistic state can only be an approxi-
mation. In static linguistics, as in most sciences, no demonstration is
possible without a conventional simplification of the data.
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CHAPTER I

Concrete Entities of a Language

§1. Entities and units. Definitions

The signs comprising a language are not abstractions, but real objects
(cf. p. [32)). Linguistics studies these objects and the relations between
them. They may be termed the concrete entities of that science,

Let us remind ourselves first of all of two principles which bear on
the whole question,

1. Any linguistic entity exists only in virtue of the association be-
tween signal and signification (cf. p. (99)). It disappears the moment
we concentrate exclusively on just one or the other. We are then left
with a pure abstraction in place of a conerete object. There is a constant
risk of taking one part o other of the entity and believing that we are
dealing with the totality. That is what would happen, for instance, if
one were to begin by dividing the spoken sequence into syllables. A
syllable is defined solely in phonetic terms. But a sequence of sounds
is a linguistic sequence only if it is the bearer of an idea:" in itself, it
is merely an item for physiological investigation.

The same is true of the signification as soon as we separate it from
its signal.? Concepts like 'house’, 'white', ‘see’, ete. considered in them-
selves belong to psychology. They become linguistic entities only by
association with sound patterns. In linguistic structure, a concept

* An unfortunate way of putting the point, since it seems to imply that certain sound
sequences are linguistic phenomena, while others are merely speech phenomena
Whereas only signals, i.c. sound patterns, belong to the language in Saussure's sense.
(Translator's no

“The parallel is by no means convincing. While it is reasonably clear how one might
study sounds separately from studying the words they express, it is far from clear in
what sense concepts like "house' can be separated at all for purposes of investigation
from their association with particular English word forms. Cf. the remarks on the
‘amorphousness of thought on p. [155]. (Translator's note)
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becomes an identifying characteristic of a certain sound, just as a
given sound is an identifying characteristic of the corresponding
concept.

‘This unified duality has often been compared with that of the human
being, comprising body and soul. But the parallel is unsatisfactory. A
better one would be with chemical compounds, such as water. Water
is a combination of hydrogen and oxygen: but taken separately neither
element has any of the properties of water.

2. A linguistic entity is not ultimately defined until it is delimited,
i.e. separated from whatever there may be on either side of it in a
sequence of sounds. It is these delimited entities or units which con-
trast with one another in the mechanism of the language.

At first, one may be tempted to assimilate linguistic signs to visual
signs, which are observed to coexist in space without confusion. One
perhaps imagines that the separation of significant elements can be
carried out in the same kind of way, without requiring any mental
analysis. The word form, which is often used to designate these entities
(as in verb form, noun form, etc.), tends to confirm us in this error.
But, as we have already noted, a primary characteristic of the spoken
sequence is its linearity (cf. p. [103)). In itself, it is merely a line, a
continuous ribbon of sound, along which the ear picks out no adequate
or clearly marked divisions. In order to do so, recourse must be had to
meanings. When we listen to an unknown language, we are not in a
position to say how the sequence of sounds should be analysed: for the
analysis is impossible if one takes into account nothing more than the
phonic side of the linguistic event. But when we know what meaning
and what role to attribute to each segment in the sequence, then we
see those segments separated one from another, and the shapeless
ribbon is cut up into pieces. But the analysis involved is in no way a
‘material analysis.

To summarise, a language does not present itself to us as a set of
signs already delimited, requiring us merely to study their meanings
and organisation. It is an indistinct mass, in which attention and
habit alone enable us to distinguish particular elements. The unit has
no special phonic character, and the only definition it can be given is
the following: a segment of sound which is, as distinct from what
precedes and follows in the spoken sequence, the signal of a certain
concept.
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§2. Method of delimitation

Anyone familiar with a language can determine the units by a very
simple method — at least in theory. The method takes speech as its
linguistic evidence and envisages it as representing two parallel se-




image6.JPG
1I. Concrete Entities of a Language 103
quences, one of concepts (a) and one of sound patterns (5).
Correct delimitation of signs requires that the divisions established
in the sound sequence (a’, B', ¥’ ...) match the divisions in the
sequence of concepts (a, B, ¥ - . .\

Take the French sequence sizlaprd. Can I introduce a division
after  and take siZl as a unit? No. One has only to consider the
concepts to see that this division is a mistake. The division into syl-
lables (siz-la-pra) is not a priori a linguistic division either. The only
divisions admissible are: (1) si-2-la-prd (si je la prends, 'if I take it/
her'), and (2) si-¢-l-apra (si je lapprends, 'if 1 learn it). These divi-
sions are determined by the sense one attaches to the words.

To check the results of this analysis and make sure that one has
picked out the units, it is necessary to compare series of phrases in
which the same unit occurs, and be able in each case to separate the
unit in question from its context in a way corroborated by the sense.
In the two phrases lafprsdiiva (la force du vent, 'the strength of the
wind) and abudfors (a bout de force, ‘exhausted’),’ the same concept
coincides with the same sound-segment fprs in both cases: thus it is
clearly a linguistic unit. But in ilmofprsaparle (il me force a parler,
“he forces me to speak’), fors has quite a different meaning: so it is a
different unit.

$§3. Practical difficulties of delimitation

Can this method, in theory so straightforward, be easily applied in
practice? It is tempting to think so, if one supposes that the units to
be delimited will turn out to be words; for what is a phrase but a
combination of words? What could be easier to grasp? To go back to
the example discussed above, it can be said that the sequence sizlapra
divides into four units by our method of analysis, and these are four
words: si-je-I"-apprends. But a note of caution must be sounded here
For there has been a great deal of controversy about what a word is.
On further reflection, it becomes clear that what a word is usually
taken to be does not correspond to our notion of a concrete unit.
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