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The founder of modern linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure 
inaugurated semiology, structuralism, and deconstruction and made possible the 

work of Jacques Derrida, Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault, and Jacques Lacan, thus 

enabling the development of French feminism, gender studies, New Historicism, and 

postcolonialism. Based on Saussure’s lectures, Course in General Linguistics (1916) 

traces the rise and fall of the historical linguistics in which Saussure was trained, 

the synchronic or structural linguistics with which he replaced it, and the new  

look of diachronic linguistics that followed this change. Most important, Saussure 

presents the principles of a new linguistic science that includes the invention 

of semiology, or the theory of the “signifier,” the “signified,” and the “sign” that  

they combine to produce.

This is the first critical edition of Course in General Linguistics to appear in English 

and restores Wade Baskin’s original translation of 1959, in which the terms “signifier” 

and “signified”  are introduced into English in this precise way. Baskin renders 

Saussure clearly and accessibly, allowing readers to experience his shift of the theory 

of reference from mimesis to performance and his expansion of poetics to include 

all media, including the life sciences and environmentalism. An introduction situates 

Saussure within the history of ideas and describes the history of scholarship that 

made Course in General Linguistics legendary. New endnotes enlarge Saussure’s 

contexts to include literary criticism, cultural studies, and philosophy.

“I am delighted that Wade Baskin’s classic translation is back in print, especially 
since Saussy and Meisel’s judicious updating and summary of recent scholarly 
discoveries make this an invaluable resource for English readers.”

Jonathan Culler, Cornell University

Ferdinand de Saussure (1857–1913) received his doctorate from the University of 

Leipzig in 1880 and lectured on ancient and modern languages in Paris until 1891.  

He then taught Sanskrit and Indo-European languages at the University of Geneva 

until the end of his life. Among his published works is Memoir on the Primitive 
System of Vowels in Indo-European Languages, published in 1878 when Saussure 

was twenty-one.

Wade Baskin (1924–1974) was a professor of languages at Southeastern Oklahoma 

State University and translated many works from French, including books by  

Jean-Paul Sartre.

Perry Meisel is professor of English at New York University. His books include The 
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Haun Saussy is university professor in the Department of Comparative Literature 

at the University of Chicago. His books include The Problem of a Chinese Aesthetic 
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 Editors’ Preface and 
Acknowledgments 

 A new English text of Saussure’s  Course in General Linguistics 

 (1916) is long overdue. Wade Baskin’s splendid original transla-

tion (1959) is now unavailable, and a proper edition of the  Course  

in English has never been done. Saussure was granted full-scale 

academic editions fi rst in Italian (1967) and German (1968, 

1974), and, with a French translation of de Mauro’s apparatus, 

at last in French (de Mauro 1972). Baskin’s modest translation 

was his doctoral dissertation at Columbia (1956) and sports 

only a brief translator’s introduction appended to the unorna-

mented fi rst French text of 1916, which contains only the brief 

introductory commentary by those students of Saussure who 

assembled the text of the  Course  from the notes of his lectures 

(Bally and Sechehaye 1916). Roy Harris’s English translation 

of 1983 also presents Saussure’s text unornamented except for 

polemical annotations. 

 Our labors have been divided as follows: Perry Meisel has 

written the principal parts of the introduction. Haun Saussy 

has provided a sketch of Saussure’s life and described in  detail 

the many versions of the  Course  discovered in other sources 

since 1916, including the consequences each one has for un-

derstanding, and misunderstanding, what Saussure has to 

say. Saussy’s notes to this new edition widen the traditional 

focus on Saussure as linguist to include his epochal infl uence 

on the human sciences as a whole. An annotated textual note 

follows this preface outlining reference protocols for this new 

edition. 

 We wish to thank our editor, Jennifer Crewe; Jonathan Culler; 

Regeen Runes Najar; and Wade Baskin Jr. Thanks also to Natalie 

Adler, Naomi McDougall Jones, Michael Miller, Rachel Tanner, 

and Lindsay Welsch. Thanks to Chris Gisonny for preparation 

of the manuscript. 





 Textual Note 

 The following editions of work by Ferdinand de Saussure are 

cited. Each is preceded by an abbreviation and date of fi rst 

publication: 

  CLG  (1916)  Cours de linguistique générale . Charles 

Bally and Albert Sechehaye, eds., with 

the assistance of Albert Riedlinger. 

Lausanne and Paris: Payot. Second 

edition, repaginated, 1922; third edition, 

1931; subsequent editions closely follow 

this last. 

  Recueil  (1922)  Recueil des publications scientifi ques de 

Ferdinand de Saussure . Charles Bally 

and Léopold Gautier, eds. Lausanne: 

Payot. 

 Godel (1957) Godel, Robert.  Les sources manuscrites 

du Cours de linguistique générale de F. de 

Saussure . Geneva: Droz. A study, with 

abundant quotation of excerpts, of the 

materials that Bally and Sechehaye used 

in compiling  CLG  1916. 

  CGL  (1959)  Course in General Linguistics . Wade 

Baskin, trans. New York: Philosophical 

Library. An English translation of  CLG  

1916. Reprinted 1968, New York: 

McGraw-Hill. 

  CLG  (1967)  Corso di linguistica generale . Tullio de 

Mauro, trans. and annot. Bari: Laterza. 

French edition cited below as  CLG  1972. 

  CLG  (1968–1974)  Ferdinand de Saussure, Cours de linguis-

tique générale, édition critique . Rudolf 

Engler, ed. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz. 

Engler’s critical edition provides 
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 transcriptions of the student notes used 

(and some not used) in the composition of 

 CLG  1916, keyed to the corresponding 

paragraphs of the  CLG  1916/1922 pub-

lished texts. Émile Constantin’s detailed 

notes on version III of the course, not 

known to the 1916 editors but supplied 

here, provide a check on their work. 

  CLG  (1972)  Cours de linguistique générale . Charles 

Bally and Albert Sechehaye, eds., with 

the assistance of Albert Riedlinger; 

annotated by Tullio de Mauro. Frequently 

reprinted. The notes by de Mauro, keyed 

to passages of the text, provide a large 

linguistic and intellectual background. 

  CGL   (1983)  Course in General Linguistics . Roy 

Harris, trans. and annot. London: 

Duckworth. 

 Komatsu (1993)  Troisième cours de linguistique générale 

(1910–1911) d’après les cahiers d’Émile 

Constantin / Saussure’s Third Course of 

Lectures on General Linguistics (1910–

1911) from the Notebooks of Emile 

 Constantin . Eisuke Komatsu, ed., Roy 

 Harris, trans. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 

 Komatsu (1996)  Premier cours de linguistique générale 

(1907) d’après les cahiers d’Albert 

Riedlinger / Saussure’s First Course of 

Lectures on General Linguistics (1907) 

from the Notebooks of Albert Riedlinger . 

Eisuke Komatsu, ed., George Wolf, trans. 

Oxford: Pergamon Press. 

 Komatsu (1997)  Deuxième cours de linguistique générale 

(1908–1909) d’après les cahiers d’Albert 

Riedlinger et Charles Patois / Saussure’s 

Second Course of Lectures on General 

Linguistics (1908–1909) from the Note-

books of Albert Riedlinger and Charles 



 TEXTUAL NOTE xiii

Patois . Eisuke Komatsu, ed., George 

Wolf, trans. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 

Unlike  CLG  (1968–1974), the editions of 

student notes by Komatsu retain the 

original continuity and paragraph order. 

  ELG  (2002)  Écrits de linguistique générale . Simon 

Bouquet and Rudolf Engler, eds. Paris: 

Gallimard. A collection of manuscript 

notes and drafts left behind by Saussure 

at his death, some of them rediscovered 

only in 1996. These notes afford our best 

glimpse of Saussure’s developing thoughts 

about linguistic theory. 

  WGL  (2006)  Writings in General Linguistics . Carol 

Sanders and Matthew Pires, trans. New 

York: Oxford University Press. English 

translation of  ELG  (2002). 





 Introduction: 
 Saussure and His Contexts 

  “Signifi er” and “Signifi ed”: Reclaiming Saussure’s Legacy 

        This new edition of Saussure’s  Course in General Linguistics  

(1916) restores the Saussure that generations of English read-

ers grew up on: Wade Baskin’s 1959 translation. In addition to 

its inherent elegance, Baskin’s translation of the lectures Sau-

ssure gave at the end of his life at the University of Geneva is 

indispensable for a very particular reason, one that Roy Harris’s 

1983 translation wholly obscures: the rendition of Saussure’s 

terms “ signifi ant ” and “ signifi é  ” ( CLG  1972, 99) as “signifi er” 

and “signifi ed” ( CGL  1959, 67). These equivalent neologisms in 

French and English embody precisely what is revolutionary 

about Saussure’s thought and what is specifi c to it. Baskin’s 

translation makes this revolution clear. Saussure presents the 

solution to a problem in the history of ideas that stretches back 

to Plato and that reached crisis proportions in the late nine-

teenth century: the problem of reference. Most familiar as a 

problem in poetics, it is a problem in all media, including the 

life sciences, which is why Saussure reconceived the problem of 

reference as one of signifi cation. Many false starts delayed Sau-

ssure’s discovery until the end of his life, daunted as he was by 

the numerous historical contexts in which he had to test his 

ideas in order to ensure their durability. Traditionally cast as 

the problem of mimesis—of language as imitating or represent-

ing what it refers to—the problem of reference is put on an en-

tirely different footing by what Saussure eventually achieved. 

 Regarding Saussure in this way situates his achievement not 

only specifi cally but also outside of linguistics proper, where he 

has never been accorded an especially happy position. Saussure 

is not a system builder, and his fi ndings are not easy to apply 

to the ambitions of scientifi c projects. Rather, as his position in 
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the history of ideas suggests, he is a philosopher, however un-

willingly, and a philosopher with the particular mission of solv-

ing a problem in poetics. It is no surprise that structuralism 

faded when it tried to become a systematic semiology. The phil-

osophical consequences of Saussure’s inventiveness are more 

indirect and profound than they are programmatic. Roland 

Barthes, Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Jacques Lacan 

are the surest proofs. By reconceiving reference as signifi cation 

rather than as mimesis, Saussure and his disciples no longer 

allow one to take for granted the assumptions that mimesis as 

a notion traditionally puts in place: the separation of word and 

thing, subject and object, self and world. Saussure requires a 

reimagination of these categories and a makeover of the way we 

think. 

 Decisive, of course, are the notions of signifi er and signifi ed. 

Despite Saussure’s own lucidity, what these terms mean re-

quires repetition and constant clarifi cation. The notion of the 

“signifi er” is presumably assimilable to our notion of the “vehi-

cle” of reference, to use I. A. Richards’s term in  The Philosophy 

of Rhetoric  (1936, 96). It is what in Richards’s theory of meta-

phor indicates that an act of reference has occurred. The notion 

of the “signifi ed,” however, is not assimilable to Richards’s term 

“tenor” (96), or what it is, exactly, to which the “signifi er,” or the 

“vehicle” of signifi cation, refers. Though a metaphor is, in Rich-

ards’s phrase, “a transaction between contexts” (94)—what 

Umberto Eco will describe as a match between items in the se-

mantic inventories of both “tenor” and “vehicle” that the reader 

has been “entitled” to discover (1976, 284)—“the tenor,” says 

Richards, is, by the same token, “the underlying idea or princi-

pal subject which the vehicle or fi gure means” (1936, 97). “Idea,” 

“subject,” “means”—these cannot be synonyms in so rigorous an 

analysis. In  The Meaning of Meaning  (1923), C. K. Ogden and 

Richards fl atly call reference a reference to “things” (1923, 6), 

deriding Saussure in the process (8). Even Émile Benveniste, a 

good Saussurean, requires a third term in addition to “signifi er” 

and “signifi ed” and proposes, scandalously, that “this third term” 

is, quite simply, “the thing itself, reality” (1939, 44). But the “sig-

nifi ed” is a “concept,” says Saussure, and “psychological” ( CGL 
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 1959, 66;  CLG  1972,   98). It is not a “thing in itself,” or an object 

in the world distinct from language, or even an “idea” that may, 

as it does in Richards, preexist its verbal expression. Derrida’s 

term “logocentrism” (1967a) well describes this classical as-

sumption about reference—the very assumption that Saussure 

overrides. Derrida’s notion of the “signifi ed” as simply another 

signifi er (1967a, 7, 71) is the clearest way of showing why it is a 

problematic assumption to have. 

 Roman Jakobson’s assaults upon Saussure feature promi-

nently in the fl urry of discontent that Derrida resolves. Jakobson 

claims that Saussure is inclined to “isolate” the “sensible” and 

the “intelligible” (1949a, 396), but this is exactly what he does 

not do. The reciprocity of the “sensible” and “intelligible” is the 

hinge upon which the economy of the sign turns ( CGL  1959, 

66, 112, 120). Nor are  langue  and  parole , language and speech, 

“fi xed” (1949b, 54) in relation to each other. Bakhtin, writing as 

his friend Vološinov (1929), had already taken Saussure to task 

for the same reason. Saussure, he says, neglects the very dialec-

tic between  langue  and  parole  that he shows. Many years later, 

Pierre Bourdieu actually reconstitutes the Saussurean system 

that he degrades as formal and ahistorical (1980, 1992) by trans-

forming  langue  and  parole  into “fi eld” and “ habitus ” (1972, 1979). 

No wonder Leonard Bloomfi eld was generous to Saussure, recog-

nizing in his review of the  Course  in 1923 that Saussure shows 

how changes in  parole  accumulate over time and sink deeply 

enough into the fabric of speech so as to create changes in 

 langue . 

 That Saussure’s “signifi ed” is conceptual and psychological 

does not mean that it is any more “abstract,” to use Bakhtin’s 

term (1929, 58), than the plainly “sensory” or “material” status 

of Saussure’s “signifi er” ( CGL  1959, 66;  CLG  1972, 98). Above 

all, it does not mean that it is not in the world or part of its 

 history. In their reciprocity, signifi er and signifi ed produce a 

world that is both wholly concrete and wholly conceptual at one 

and the same time. Indeed, the world itself—the real, external 

world—is a matrix of signifi cation, real because it is symbolic 

and symbolic because it is real. Language and the world are 

continuous. The object-world, including nature and our own 
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bodies, is a web of signs continuous with the languages and im-

ages with which we describe them. Saussure’s belief that the 

object of linguistic study is the structure of language does not 

mean that language is placed outside of history. Far from it. 

Language is “evolutionary,” a function of ceaseless “change” 

( CGL  1959, 98;  CLG  1972, 138). “Every time an  event  of what-

ever magnitude,” says Saussure, “occurs within a language 

system, the evident consequence is that the reciprocal state of 

the terms after the event is not the same as it was before” 

( WGL  2006, 156). Saussure invents a new kind of historicism. 

 This is because Saussure’s signifi cation is a process, not a 

product. Language is part of the reality to which it refers. It 

does not resemble social or organic life, nor is it simply a part of 

social or organic life. It is identical with them both. Language 

is a vast interactive project, an exchange with the environment 

that puts the world in focus only to the extent that the world 

puts language in focus. As Samuel Johnson observes in the 

preface to his  Dictionary  (1755), life and language are stan-

dardized in relation to each other. No lexicographer, says John-

son, can “lash the wind” (1755, 239). Language is both subject 

and object in relation to itself, something to which it responds 

as much as something that it uses. Neither Johnson in the  Dic-

tionary  nor Saussure in the  Course  attempt to bind its vicissi-

tudes. Eschewing a universal estimation of language, Saussure 

gives us instead a picture of how language functions at any 

particular moment, introducing by contrast and necessity a 

picture also of the pressures of time upon it. 

 To replace Baskin’s “signifi er” and “signifi ed,” as Harris does, 

with “signifi cation” and “signal” ( CGL  1983, 67;  CLG  1972, 98) 

foils Saussure’s decided intent. Harris’s translation, like his pug-

nacious study,  Saussure and   H  is Interpreters  (2001), fi ghts hard 

to foil this clarity. So trenchant is this clarity, however, that  Sau-

ssure and His Interpreters  is, quite ironically, an excellent, if 

 inadvertent, history of Saussure’s many discipleships and mis-

readings, from Jakobson to Derrida. As a linguist, Harris is lit-

tle interested in Saussure’s philosophical breakthroughs, and he 

is desperate to show how unfi t Saussure is as the engineer of an 

applied, technical linguistics. Saussure’s belated similarities to 
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Bloomfi eld’s structural linguistics are legion, but they contribute 

a philosophical justifi cation for Bloomfi eld’s project more than 

they provide it a methodological supplement (Bloomfi eld 1922, 

56). Saussure’s wholesale difference in assumption from later 

linguists, Noam Chomsky in particular, despite Chomsky’s bor-

rowings from Saussure, suggests even more plainly just how lit-

tle Saussure’s real context is linguistics proper. 

 Saussure’s sedentary life in Geneva after his years teaching 

in Paris contrasts with Baskin’s rather more active life as a 

teacher of language and literature in Oklahoma. A Christian 

existentialist devoted to Sartre, whom he also translated, 

Baskin was personal secretary to Dwight D. Eisenhower when 

Eisenhower was president of Columbia University and Baskin 

was a graduate student there. Baskin’s translation of Saussure 

was originally his doctoral dissertation in Teachers College in 

1956. Both veterans of World War II (a medic, Baskin stayed on 

in Europe after the war to study at the Sorbonne), Eisenhower 

and Baskin found in the New York of the 1950s rich ground for 

developing an egalitarian and global approach to life, one in 

politics, the other in literature and the land. Born in the Ozarks, 

Baskin returned to the region to teach language and literature 

at Southeast Oklahoma State. He also established a bilingual 

education program for the Choctaw nation, teaching English 

while also compiling a vocabulary of the endangered Choctaw 

tongue. Baskin’s lifelong interest in Native American speech 

was part of a tradition of American thinking about language. 

Franz Boas’s  Handbook of American Indian Languages  (1911), 

one of many published by the Bureau of American Ethnology, is 

the principal scholarly benchmark. 

 This edition of Saussure is therefore not oriented toward lin-

guistics but toward literature, philosophy, and cultural criticism. 

Unlike Tullio de Mauro’s notes to the French edition ( CLG  1972), 

the notes that follow Baskin’s translation here do not trace the 

many criticisms of Saussure leveled at him by linguists over the 

years. Rather, they trace Saussure’s reception, good and bad, 

among literary critics, philosophers, and cultural theorists. Nor 

does our introduction aim to reestablish the possibility of a gen-

eral semiology. Our account of the contexts that lie behind 
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 Saussure’s revolutionary achievement is designed instead to 

show how precise Saussure’s solution is to a series of familiar, 

and presumably intractable, problems in the history of ideas. 

 Life and Afterlife 

 A plaque on the side of the Saussure family’s neoclassical town 

house in rue de la Cité, Geneva, depicts the linguist in profi le 

and quotes the sentences from the  Course in General Linguistics 

 that proclaim the discipline of semiology. Two blocks up the 

street, another plaque announces the birthplace of Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau; another three or four blocks bring the visitor to John 

Calvin’s former seat in the cathedral of St. Peter. Calvin, Rous-

seau, Saussure: three distinguished Genevois, each in his own 

way a reformer, all three concerned with the right relation be-

tween words and things. 

 Saussure was born into a prominent family of alternating 

bankers and scientists (for a detailed biography, see Joseph in 

press). Though he left to study in Paris and Leipzig and later 

taught for ten years in Paris, he returned to Geneva and mar-

ried a cousin (as the Saussures usually did). His father, known 

for publications in entomology, was plagued by fi nancial wor-

ries following a series of poor investments but encouraged his 

children’s intellectual interests. Already captivated by languages 

as an adolescent, Saussure at fi rst planned to study physics and 

chemistry at the University of Geneva but soon changed his 

 direction to comparative philology. In Leipzig, he studied with 

the leading exponents of the then-emerging “neogrammatical 

tendency” and published, at twenty-one, a study of the ancient 

Indo-European vowels. This study already exhibited his way 

of conceiving of features of language as interdependent func-

tions of a system. Thereafter, he joined the Linguistic Society of 

Paris, taught at the École Pratique des Hautes Études, and 

stretched his bare professorial salary through almost nightly 

poker games with the best Parisian society. 

 His rare publications of this period bore on questions of ety-

mology and phonetic change. Returning in 1891 to Geneva, he 

taught smaller audiences Sanskrit, phonology, Greek, Latin, and 

Germanic languages, and, starting in 1907, general linguistics. 
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Early in his second Geneva period, he began to write a book 

about terms and methods in linguistics but, unsatisfi ed, aban-

doned the project. Manuscript sketches relating to this book were 

rediscovered over a hundred years later and published in 2002. 

Less and less frequently in contact with his Parisian associates, 

he opened investigations into apparent patterns of anagrams in 

Latin poetry and into early Germanic legends—projects aban-

doned midway. He died of heart failure in February 1913, coin-

cidentally with a struggle in the university and in the Genevan 

press over the introduction of practical business courses. The 

fi rst edition of the  Course in General Linguistics  appeared three 

years later. 

 As a document, Saussure’s  Course in General Linguistics  is a 

lost original, the lectures that Saussure pronounced to a small 

audience in a Geneva auditorium for which no written text ex-

ists. After Saussure’s death, his students, Charles Bally, Albert 

Sechehaye, and Albert Riedlinger, wishing to perpetuate his 

teaching, looked for the master’s notes but found little. As a 

substitute, they collected the notebooks of students who had 

taken Saussure’s class. They found that Saussure’s oral teach-

ing survived in several transcriptions. These, however, bore on 

three versions of the course (1907, 1908–1909, and 1910–1911), 

taken down by several auditors, each transcription incomplete, 

and some of them contradicting the others on various points. 

The editors established a table of contents on the basis of the 

third version of the course, which none of them had actually 

heard. Riedlinger had attended the fi rst two versions; Mrs. 

Sechehaye had attended the third ( CLG  1968–1974; see x–xii 

for a list of manuscript materials used in the compilation of the 

1916  CLG ). But they changed the order of topics, practically 

reversing the order in which they were given in 1910–1911 

(Godel 1957, 77–92, 95–102; on the editorial process generally, 

see Harris 2001, 15–58). Engler’s critical edition ( CLG  1968–

1974) provides transcriptions of the course notes used (and 

some not used) in the composition of the  CLG , keyed to the cor-

responding paragraphs of the 1916 text. Émile Constantin’s 

detailed notes on version III of the course, not known to the 

1916 editors, provide a check on their work ( CLG  1968–1974, 
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xi). These notes have been published in full (Komatsu 1993). 

The chapters “The Students’ Saussure” and “The Editors’ Saus-

sure” in Harris’s  Saussure and   H  is Interpreters  (2001, 15–58) 

narrate the process that resulted in the 1916 text. For each 

paragraph, the editors collated and condensed the students’ 

notes, sometimes adding other material left behind by Saussure 

and in a few places inventing what they thought Saussure 

should have said. Though the original editors were convinced 

that their work was a reverent reconstruction, later manu-

script discoveries have shown that they are responsible for a 

number of Saussurean myths. Thus Saussure the Semiologist, 

like a medieval saint or hero, survives in a legend compiled from 

diverse written sources recording a vanished oral tradition. Not 

every piece of the legend is equally authentic, and some of its 

best-known passages may be the least trustworthy, precisely 

because they seemed so apposite to its compilers (Vansina 1961, 

76–87). 

 The text translated by Wade Baskin in 1959 is, for most Eng-

lish speakers, the home of this legendary Saussure. Why repub-

lish it? Why not publish a corrected edition, one taking into 

account as far as possible the differences between what Bally, 

Sechehaye, and Riedlinger wrote in Saussure’s name and what 

he said or wrote himself? While we are now aware that Saus-

sure is not identical with the presumed author of the posthu-

mous 1916 publication, it is the 1916 Saussure who has exerted 

the immense infl uence on twentieth-century linguistics, liter-

ary study, and social science for which he has come to be known 

as much by the emulation of his ideas as by their rejection. The 

legendary Saussure is the effective Saussure, the Saussure of 

record, for most contexts in which “Saussure” is mentioned. 

The Saussure known to Saussure specialists substitutes for the 

fi gure of legend as little as St. Nicholas of Myra can replace 

Santa Claus. From this point of view, the Wade Baskin transla-

tion, too, has its specifi c merits and its place in Saussure’s re-

ception. This introduction and the notes following the main text 

will locate the linguist that Baskin translated—the Saussure 

of the 1916  Course —in relation to some of the other earlier and 
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subsequent Saussures and point out the ways in which the 1916 

Saussure, even in its inauthenticities, caught the temper of its 

times. 

 One of the editors’ most successful “duck eggs” (cf.  CGL  1959, 

76;  CLG  1972, 111) comes at the very end of the 1916 book. 

There the lecturer states, “the fundamental idea of this course: 

 the true and unique object of linguistics is language studied in 

and for itself  ” ( CGL  1959, 232;  CLG  1972, 317). This sentence 

appears to establish linguistics as a separate domain of knowl-

edge that should distinguish itself from every other science; 

furthermore, it should ratify its independence by identifying as 

its object of study  langue , the language system, as distinguished 

both from external factors and from  parole , the performance of 

acts of language by individuals in particular situations. Hence 

Saussure the formalist straw man who turns his back on his-

tory, geography, psychology, physiology, sociology, and so on. But 

Robert Godel long ago pointed out that “this fi nal sentence, of-

ten cited . . . does not come from Saussure, but from the editors” 

(1957, 181), who rewrote and transposed a paragraph from Saus-

sure’s introductory section on the history of linguistic ideas. 

How did Saussure conclude his course in 1911? The fullest set 

of notes from this third and last version of the course, taken 

down by Constantin, shows that the last topic covered was the 

theory of linguistic “value” (now located at  CLG  1959, 114–120; 

 CLG  1972, 158–166). Then followed a few lines situating more 

precisely the content of the  Course  within Saussure’s concep-

tion of linguistics: 

 In this course only the external part is more or less complete. 

 In the internal part, evolutionary linguistics has been ne-

glected in favor of synchronic linguistics and I have dealt 

with only a few general principles of linguistics. 

 These general principles provide the basis for a productive 

approach to the details of a static state or the law of static 

states. 

 (Komatsu 1993, 143) 
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 “The external part” (dialectology, sociolinguistics, the place of 

language among other human institutions) corresponds to the 

less-read sections of  CLG  1916; Saussure acknowledges his ne-

glect of historical change and explains his emphasis on “static” 

linguistics as a pedagogical choice. The aims of the 1910–1911 

course, then, were far from consecrating “a true and unique 

object of linguistics” or urging that language be studied “in and 

for itself.” Nonetheless, the editors’ concluding sentence has 

been quoted often enough to have become Saussure’s decisive 

formulation of the essence of his teaching. Another of Bour-

dieu’s adversarial formulations well summarizes the stakes of 

the common reception of the 1916 text: 

 The whole fate of modern linguistics was decided, in effect, 

by the inaugural move whereby Saussure separated “exter-

nal linguistics” from “internal linguistics” and, reserving 

the name of linguistics for this second discipline, excluded 

from it all forms of research that put a language in contact 

with the ethnology or political history of those who speak 

it, or the geography of the area where it is spoken, on the 

grounds that these factors would bring nothing to the knowl-

edge of language taken in itself. Structural linguistics, born 

from the autonomization of language from its social condi-

tions of production, reproduction and utilization, could not 

become the dominant fi eld among the social sciences with-

out exerting an ideological effect by giving an appearance 

of scientifi city to the naturalization of symbolic objects, 

those products of history. The transfer of the phonological 

model to fi elds other than linguistics had the effect of gen-

eralizing to the totality of symbolic products (taxonomies of 

kinship, mythical systems or works of art) the inaugural 

operation that makes linguistics  the most natural of social 

sciences.  

 (Bourdieu 1982, 8–9) 

 A similar repudiation of Saussure’s “abstract objectivism” in-

spires Bakhtin, writing under Vološinov’s name (1929, 52–61). 
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Saussure, in this view, excludes from linguistics everything 

that is historical, individual, conscious, voluntary, contextual, 

or, in Terry Eagleton’s desperate formulation, “actual” (1983, 

40, 97). Whatever accuracy this may have as a portrayal of Saus-

sureanism or structuralism, it is plainly a projection from the 

simplifi cations of the 1916 text. Not only did the 1916 editors 

make Saussure conclude with an appeal to “language studied 

in and for itself,” but they also designed the published  Course  to 

foreground the analysis of linguistic “system,” the synchronic 

representation of what Saussure called “ langue .” Its introduc-

tion, giving a fi rst exposure to the concepts of semiology,  langue  

and  parole , and the two fi rst parts expounding general princi-

ples and synchronic linguistics, occupy the greater number of 

pages in the book and have received the greater part of the at-

tention of readers. These are the chapters that most people know 

as containing Saussure’s linguistic thought. The sections on 

diachronic linguistics and dialectology come later in the book. 

Less original in their formulations, proceeding through the enu-

meration of examples rather than through striking metaphors, 

they seem to have been read by only a few specialists, and, in 

any case, they are followed (and seemingly dismissed) by the 

editors’ ringing internalist conclusion. 

 But when Saussure taught his course, he put its stresses dif-

ferently. In the third version, after an opening set of lessons de-

fi ning  langue  as a semiological institution, Saussure spent from 

late October 1910 to late April 1911 describing linguistic diver-

sity, with excursuses on phonology and writing. From April 25 to 

July 4, Saussure talked about  langue , the nature of the sign, 

diachronic versus synchronic, and value as a result of difference 

within a system. The editors, by reversing this order, made his-

tory and geography appear to be a mere annex to the real busi-

ness of linguistics, which would be capturing and describing 

systems of differentially opposed elements at particular mo-

ments in time. As for the exclusion of history, geography, and 

society from linguistics, Riedlinger’s notes from the second 

course show that although Saussure insisted that the “essential” 

(Komatsu 1997, 11, 13) or “central” (17) features of language for 

the linguist are those relating to the nature of the sign and the 
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economy of sign systems, he was hardly adamant about the sepa-

ration of linguistics from other human sciences: 

 We must fi rst of all put on one side everything that we call 

the external side of linguistics, everything that is not directly 

related to the internal organism of language. Objections have 

been made to the use of the term  organism : language cannot 

be compared to a living being! . . . Can we speak of external 

linguistics? If one hesitates by scrupulousness to do so, one 

might say: the internal and external  study  of linguistics. 

What goes into the external side: history and external de-

scription. This side includes important things. The word “lin-

guistics” [at the present time] makes people think primarily 

of this set of things. This is the side by which linguistics 

touches on a number of domains that do not belong to it; this 

side is not linguistics in the pure or proper sense. Thus our 

defi nition [of linguistics] is entirely negative. 

 (Komatsu 1997, 25, translation modifi ed) 

 The relation of linguistics to the other sciences of human 

 behavior must then be “oppositive, relative and negative” ( CGL  

1959, 119;  CLG  1972, 164)—a relation nonetheless implying 

membership in a set of comparable entities, not isolation and 

exclusion. Linguistics will have as its main feature that of being 

what the neighboring sciences are not. As Harris observes, the 

 Course  is “the great masterpiece” of its own method (1987, 15). 

The method, however, was deformed in its application: to assert 

priority for “internal linguistics” is not to reject the “external” 

from the fi eld of linguistics. Indeed, a good half of the third ver-

sion of the course as Saussure taught it bore on those “external” 

questions, and the “internal” theorems such as the  langue / parole  

distinction emerge from the discussion of historical and analogi-

cal change (see, for example, Komatsu 1996, 65). Moreover, Saus-

sure’s lively interest in sociology, economics, psychology, politics, 

natural science, and history shows on nearly every page,  yielding, 

in a characteristic paradox, the very metaphors and technical 

terms whereby to capture the specifi city of linguistics (see 
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 Koerner 1973, 45–71; Aarsleff 1982, 356–371; and compare 

Bouquet 1997, 29–53). 

 The very suggestion that linguistics could have a “ true and 

unique object ” would have made Saussure smile. As he put it 

in the opening words of the second course, “linguistics is not 

 simple . . . because language is not simple” (Komatsu 1997, 1, 

translation modifi ed). Not simple, but (as the recently rediscov-

ered notes for a book on linguistic theory put it) “dual.” Lan-

guage has a “dual essence”: 

 There is no linguistic entity among those available to us which 

is simple, since even when reduced to its simplest expression it 

requires that account be taken simultaneously of a sign and a 

meaning . . . [and] if the unity of each linguistic entity itself 

results from a complex reality consisting of a union of ele-

ments, it results moreover from a union of a very particular 

sort in that there is nothing in common in essence between a 

sign and that which it signifi es. 

 ( WGL  2006, 5;  ELG  2002, 20) 

 If language’s essence is “dual,” and if Saussure means what 

he says here, then there is no essence of language. “Dual es-

sence” is an almost ungrammatical statement in the language 

of Aristotelian philosophy from which the word “essence” comes: 

the essence of a thing should be single; otherwise, it is a mere 

lumping together of separate essences. Would it not be more fi t-

ting to concede that in language two “essences” are conjoined? 

But to divide language into its subparts is to lose what makes it 

language. Language is primarily a relation between two sets of 

things that have “nothing in common in essence” between them. 

Their binding is obligatory but irrational. This relation is brought 

out much more strongly in the manuscript notes than in the 

 Course  of 1916: 

 A linguistic entity is unique in that it involves the associa-

tion of two distinct elements. If we were invited fi rst to deter-

mine the chemical classifi cation of a sheet of iron, gold, or 
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copper, and then the zoological species of a horse, cow, or 

sheep, these would be two easy tasks. But if we were asked to 

determine what “species” is represented by the odd combina-

tion of an iron plaque attached to a horse, a gold plate on a 

cow, or a sheep adorned with something copper, we would ex-

claim that the task is absurd. The linguist has to realize that 

it is precisely this absurd task that faces him right from the 

very outset. 

 ( WLG  2006, 3;  ELG  2002, 18) 

 “What species?” That is, “what essence”? This combination of 

gold and cow yields two separate and unrelated essences. A 

dual essence is no essence at all. An analogous passage in the 

 CLG  of 1916, long thought to be a result of misunderstanding 

by Saussure’s hearers, deliberately misemploys another set of 

terms from the Aristotelian vocabulary: “in language, a con-

cept is a quality of its phonic substance just as a particular 

slice of sound is a quality of the concept” ( CGL  1959, 103;  CLG  

1972, 144–145). The students heard correctly, and the editors 

did not swerve, as Engler’s edition confi rms ( CLG  1968–1974, 

xi, 232–233). In this passage, an apparently loose and vague 

expression gives rise, when taken in a sharper sense, to a 

scandal in the house of science. For qualities normally adhere 

in substances: mortality is part of Socrates; hardness belongs 

to a stone (Aristotle 1984, 14–16). Thus nasality might, with-

out startling anyone, be a “quality of the phonic substance” of a 

syllable. But Saussure here makes the concept a quality of the 

sound and the sound a quality of the thought, as if, to take up 

the manuscript’s analogy, the iron were to be horselike, the 

gold to exhibit bovine characteristics, and the sheep, cuprous 

ones. The philosophical malapropism of the 1916 sentence hints 

that language is the object of an unnatural science, where qual-

ities are found wandering outside the material envelopes of 

their substances. 

 Such anomalies are a normal part of linguistic epistemology. 

Saussure will be their critic, but he will also present them as 

irreducible to any superior method: 
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 Having named a certain object, instituted the point of view 

A, which has absolutely no existence except in the A cate-

gory, and which would not even be a delimited thing except 

in the A category, it is perhaps possible (in certain cases) to 

look at how this object is presented in the A category, as seen 

from the viewpoint of B. 

 In that instance, is one seeing things from viewpoint A, or 

viewpoint B? . . . The most diffi cult, but the most salutary, of 

linguistic truths to grasp, is to comprehend that in such a 

case one has on the contrary not ceased to remain basically 

within the A point of view, by the very fact that one is mak-

ing use of a term in the A category, the very notion of which 

would escape us if seen from B. 

 Thus, many linguists believe that they have positioned 

themselves within the physiological-acoustics fi eld when they 

abstract from the meaning of a word so as to consider its vo-

cal elements. Thus, they state that from the vocal point of 

view the [French] word  champ  is identical to the word  chant , 

saying that a word is made up of a vocal aspect, which is to 

be examined, plus another aspect, etc. But where does the 

idea come from in the fi rst place that there is a  word  which 

has then to be considered from different points of view? . . .  

 Hence in linguistics one constantly considers in the B cat-

egory  a  objects which really belong to A and not to B; and 

in the A category  b  objects which belong to B but not to A, 

etc. . . . [To illustrate with the example given: in order to ex-

press the phonetic identity of  champ  and  chant , the linguist 

must refer to them as “words”—though the “word” is a unit 

without reality for phonetics.] 

 A vast vicious circle which cannot be broken except by re-

placing once and for all in linguistics the discussion of “facts” 

with the discussion of points of view. 

 ( WGL  2006, 9;  ELG  2002, 23–24) 

 To be a speaker of a language means, fi rst of all, adopting a 

“point of view” for which the cow and the plaque of gold form a 

single thing: a sign, the forced combination of a signifi er (a group 
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of vocal sounds; an arrangement of carved, painted, or printed 

lines; a sequence of semaphore fl ags; a gesture; a string of ze-

roes and ones) with a signifi ed (a name, a concept, an impres-

sion, an emotion). Moreover, any signifi er can be the signifi ed 

of another signifi er. The written word can be the signifi er of the 

spoken word, or vice versa.  A  can be the signifi er of a certain 

speech sound, of the fi rst item in a series, of a musical note, of 

an exhibit, of a long poem by Louis Zukofsky, and so forth. What 

holds the signifi ed and signifi er together is a relation, and this 

relation is nothing other than the sign; the sign is nothing other 

than this relation. 

 On the sign, the  CLG  of 1916 is more discreet than the man-

uscript notes and therefore invites misunderstanding. “The 

 linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a name”—this crucial 

formulation is worth repeating—“but a concept and a sound-

image” ( CGL  1959, 66;  CLG  1972, 98). No one will object to a 

thesis so gently put, but, despite it, Saussure’s readers are always 

sliding back into the error of “nomenclature.” The little drawings 

representing the sign as a bubble divided into two halves, signi-

fi ed on top, signifi er on the bottom, suggest that the sign is a 

whole that can be analytically divided into parts (as if  sign = 

signifi er + signifi ed ) and that these parts fi t together like two 

halves of a split egg. Symmetrical to each other, these halves 

seem as inseparable as the front and back sides of a single 

“sheet of paper” ( CGL  1959, 113;  CLG  1972, 157). But this would 

be to naturalize the sign, to make it into a thing, to offer it a 

position in reality that would confer on it an essence. Such opti-

mistic visions of the sign are commonplace in paraphrases of 

Saussure, easily found by searching for class notes on the Inter-

net. The surreal combinations of farm animals and metals that 

the manuscript notes present as typical of the sign do a much 

better job of bringing to mind the profoundly contingent, irratio-

nal, historical character of the sign-relation (cf. de Mauro in 

 CLG  1972, 448). Somebody had to go out and hang the plaque of 

iron on that horse, but why? 

 Yet once the sign is established, it becomes indivisible (this is 

the context to which the famous sheet of paper applies). The 

“certain slice of sound” becomes the outline of a “certain concept” 



 INTRODUCTION: SAUSSURE AND HIS CONTEXTS xxxi

 because , not although, there is no basis in reason for the two to 

cohere. Speaking a language is a steady matter of considering 

“in the A category  b  objects which belong to B but not to A,” us-

ing sound to leverage thought. 

 As Simon Bouquet has shown in great detail, the epistemol-

ogy of linguistics in Saussure threatened to cut him off, as a 

matter of conscience, from the assumptions that guided the 

kind of linguistics he did in the fi rst part of his career. To a 

radical skeptic like Saussure, what legitimated linguistics as a 

positive fi eld of knowledge is indistinguishable from its meth-

odological blunders. The great philologists of the nineteenth 

century studied the history of words and worked out compari-

sons among languages belonging to a few families (starting 

with Indo-European). But in order to make this enterprise pos-

sible, they had to grant the entities of language—words, roots, 

conjugation patterns, sound—a persistent identity over time 

and space. This assumption Saussure was unable to make. The 

distinction he proposed in the  Course  between diachrony and 

synchrony was not intended to split linguistics down the mid-

dle and create a profession of linguists who know nothing about 

history and philology but rather to solve a problem that had 

never been recognized as such or had always been leapt over by 

faith and intuition. To take seriously a small matter, it is non-

sense to say, for example, that the  a  of Latin  facio  (“I make”) 

“turns into” an  i  when the verb is extended by a prefi x to be-

come  confi cio  (“I bring together”). It is only on the blackboard 

that the  a  turns into an  i . In the past, presumably, people said 

 facio  side by side with  confacio , and then after a time they were 

saying  facio  side by side with  confi cio , the shortened form. But at 

no moment could anyone have observed  facio  turning into - fi cio . 

When recognized for what it is, a useful shorthand rule that 

the learner can generalize to cover a number of other cases of 

Latin compound verbs, there is no harm in it, but if thought to 

be a description of the behavior of speakers, it projects into his-

tory a process that happens inside our minds. The literature of 

historical linguistics is full of such retrojections. 

 To refrain from substantializing analogies as events, Saus-

sure would rewrite any historical or diachronic proposition as 
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a series of synchronic states, each of which exhibits a somewhat 

different organization from those before and after it. In this 

way, rather than saying that Latin  civitas  became French  cité  

and Spanish  ciudad , or the like, the linguist would represent 

the term “city” as a node in a double network of ever-changing 

sound-patterns ( CGL  1959, 66;  CLG  1972, 98) and semantic 

units, three phases of which have just been enumerated, with 

many more needing to be added before we can have anything 

like an account of the “changes” that produced  cité  and  ciudad . 

 Far from being a “binary opposition” that would impose an 

exclusionary taboo on linguists, the difference between syn-

chronic and diachronic linguistics should have resolved into a 

distinction between representation that fi ts into a single syn-

chronic frame and representation that requires a series of such 

frames. Here again the editors of the  CLG  of 1916 damaged 

Saussure’s argument by overstating it. Were we to take the edi-

tors at their word, historical linguistics would be inaccessible 

to the linguist attentive to structure: they make Saussure say, 

“Since changes never affect the system as a whole but rather 

one or another of its elements, they can be studied only outside 

the system” ( CGL  1959, 87;  CLG  1972, 124). But Georges Dégal-

lier’s notes say at the corresponding point: “Language is a sys-

tem, and in any system, one must consider the whole; that is 

what makes the system. But changes never operate on the en-

tirety of a system, but on partial points. The change will make 

itself felt on the system by solidarity, but the fact will have oc-

curred on a special point. Language being a system, one cannot 

follow the two things simultaneously” ( CLG  1968–1974, 191). 

This does not mean that one cannot follow the two things and 

still be a linguist. 

 The effort to do without convenient illusions and describe ac-

curately what is going on in the odd realm of language, or in 

the minds that try to observe it, gave Saussure little satisfac-

tion. His critique of linguistic reason joined the other projects of 

his Geneva years in terminal incompleteness. The Saussure 

of the  CLG  of 1916 is a reconstruction and a projection. Not 

only a memory in the minds of his former students, he became 

what they wanted him to be, if that will serve as an explanation 
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for the overdrawn contrasts, the excluded middles, the categori-

cal affi rmations and denials that have survived in some of the 

most vigorously disseminated versions of Saussure. The falla-

cious, self-contradictory Saussure is also, it must be admitted, 

exactly what his opponents wanted him to be: an exemplar of 

scholarly hubris. Among the many possible Saussures, the 

Saussure some readers have long desired to meet, the conjec-

tural “real Saussure,” the  Saussure who understands Saussure  

emerges hesitantly from the variant notes and the manuscript 

materials. A reprinting of the 1959 translation of the 1916  Course  

cannot fail to evoke him. 

 The Materiality of the Sign: Solving the Problem 

of “Sensations” and “Ideas” 

 No reader of the  Course  can fail to see that the signifi er is 

“material,” says Saussure, because it is “sensory” ( CGL  1959, 

66;  CLG  1972, 98). Viewing Saussure within the history of the 

philosophy of sense, as Hans Aarsleff does (1982), makes Sau-

ssure’s materiality a foregone conclusion. But Saussure’s mate-

riality is, in good sensory tradition, impressionistic, not objec-

tive. Its emphasis on the physical is of a “psychological character” 

( CGL  1959, 66;  CLG  1972, 98). The signifi er is “not the material 

sound, a purely physical thing, but the psychological imprint of 

the sound, the impression that it makes on our senses” ( CGL 

 1959, 66;  CLG  1972, 98). In this sense, the signifi er is always 

already a signifi ed, just as the signifi ed,  mutatis mutandis , is 

always another signifi er. 

 The psychological note should remind us that the history of 

the philosophy of sense that begins with Locke fi nds its resolu-

tion not only with Saussure himself but also with Freud. Berg-

son is the turning point or crisis moment in this history. For 

Saussure’s student Charles Bally, the path from Bergson to Saus-

sure was plain (Médina 1985). Bergson functions as precursor 

for Saussure and Freud alike, both of whom solve the problems 

he cannot. They put them on a securely impressionistic plane, 

and with good precedent. With Hume, Locke’s ban on the Pla-

tonic notion of inherent ideas to explain thinking fi nds new 

working terms, which derive, with good humor on Hume’s part, 
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from the vocabulary of medieval medicine. The medieval dis-

tinction between body and soul had its medical counterpart in 

the difference between “sensations” and “ideas.” Hume turns 

this distinction into a fresh way of thinking about the relation-

ship between the sensory and the conceptual. This is the simple 

manner in which he structures the history of sensory philoso-

phy that makes Saussure’s place in it abundantly clear. “Sensa-

tions” and “ideas”—“sensations” and “impressions” (1748, 99) 

in Hume’s own vocabulary—become “signifi er” and “signifi ed.” 

Hume’s concern with how associations between the sensory and 

the conceptual take place centers on how to fi nd a mechanism or 

dynamic—an “economy,” to use the term Freud will use—that 

joins them. This Hume himself accomplishes by showing how 

“resemblance” and “contiguity” (101)—metaphor and meton-

ymy—are the chief mechanisms in what is already a notion of 

the sign, or what Hume calls a “necessary connexion” (145). 

 “Necessary connexion” is, as it will be for Pater, “habit”: “The 

mind,” says Hume, “is carried by habit, upon the appearance of 

one event, to expect its usual attendant, and to believe, that it 

will exist. This connexion, therefore, which we feel in the mind, 

this customary transition of the imagination from one object to 

its usual attendant, is the sentiment or impression, from which 

we form the idea of power or necessary connexion” (145). 

 In order to explain “fresh” impressions, “necessary connexion” 

becomes a part of what Hume calls “a customary connexion” 

(147) in a hierarchy of association. “Customary connexion” is re-

ally a recognition of sameness in a fi eld of otherwise slightly dif-

ferent “impressions” (147): the second-order construction of ideas 

that have many contributing originals but no single or unique 

one. As in Derrida’s description of the Freudian psychical appa-

ratus (1967b), “fresh” impressions may occur simultaneously 

with the retention of past ones. This is hardly a philosophy of 

consciousness. Consciousness is supererogatory. Hume has, like 

Saussure and like Freud, invented a doctrine of the unconscious, 

together with a new notion of time. 

 The philosophy of sense includes in its history the history of 

literary criticism, too. Our example from Samuel Johnson well 

represents eighteenth-century thinking about reference as a 
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question of “association” between a sense perception and an 

“idea.” Like his contemporary Hume, Johnson is by no means 

Saussure’s sole precursor in English in pointing out the materi-

ality of signifi cation. Wordsworth makes this dimension of John-

son’s thinking even sharper in his own prefatory remarks to 

 Lyrical Ballads  (1800–1802). As with Johnson in the preface to 

the  Dictionary , what is important to Wordsworth in the preface 

to  Lyrical Ballads  is that the reader sees that writing is not mi-

metic. It is made up—at least with the birth of the novel and 

with Wordsworth’s own poetry—of “the real language of men in 

a state of vivid sensation” (1800–1802, 241). “The real language 

of men” and literary language are, says Wordsworth, “of the 

same substance” (253). The material metaphor—“substance”—is 

noteworthy. Like the words of an eighteenth-century novel or 

newspaper, or like Wordsworth’s own verse, endlessly revised 

until the end of his life in the case of  The Prelude  (1850), literary 

language and what it represents do not stand in a hierarchical 

relation to each other. Literary language does not, from a sum-

mit, copy life below. Johnson jests about this pretension in his 

refl ections on the garret (1751), whose loftlike views of the street 

below represent the pretensions of the self-exiled artist who dis-

dainfully surveys the crowd beneath him. For Wordsworth, liter-

ary language and the life it describes are, as they are in John-

son, continuous. They both reside on the ground fl oor. They are 

in “substance” one and the same. They are made up of the same 

material: “the real language of men.” Baudelaire will make this 

belief concrete by taking the artist out of the loft and into the 

street in “The Painter of Modern Life” (1863). 

 Wordsworth’s achievement is dauntingly ambitious philo-

sophically, and in a way that one does not expect from him. 

Like Hume, he provides us with an epistemology of perception, 

an epistemology of epistemology. No determinist, Wordsworth 

wonders “in what manner language and the human mind act 

and react” (1800–1802, 243). This is really to ask what the na-

ture of the reciprocity is between species and environment, in 

the human case a reciprocity not between “mind” and “nature” 

but between “mind” and “language.” They are, materially, of a 

piece, but it is their exchange as “impressions” one upon the 



xxxvi INTRODUCTION: SAUSSURE AND HIS CONTEXTS

other that both creates and separates them. Indeed, it separates 

them by joining them, just as it joins them by means of their 

separation. Like Freud’s  Beyond the Pleasure Principle  (1920), 

Wordsworth’s preface shows the organism emerging from the 

environment in a defensive posture. It does so in order to pro-

tect itself from the stimulation that continually threatens it. It 

becomes alienated from the environment in order to survive. 

“The primary laws of our nature” (1800–1802, 245), as a seem-

ingly naturalist Wordsworth calls them, are actually a system 

of exchange between species and landscape, mind and language. 

The key remains impressionistic—“the manner in which we as-

sociate ideas in a state of excitement” (245). As with Coleridge, 

Wordsworth’s philosophical origins are in the associative tradi-

tion of Hume and David Hartley. The relation between “ideas” 

and “sensations” (258), as nineteenth-century science will also 

call them, is precisely what custom structures. Custom struc-

tures nothing less than this interrelationship. “Continued in-

fl uxes of feeling,” says Wordsworth, are “modifi ed and directed 

by our thoughts, which are”—here is the surprise—“the repre-

sentatives of all our past feelings” (246). The formulation of a 

series of buffers is a refi nement of Hume’s doctrine of associa-

tion and a good example of it. Prior experience or predilection 

affects how we receive new feelings or stimulation. “Thought”—

majestic “thought”—is no more than “the representative . . . of 

all”—all—“our past feelings.” The prophecy of Freud’s equally 

surprising defi nition of “instinct” in 1915 is astonishing: “the 

psychical representative of the stimuli originating from within 

the organism and reaching the mind” (14:122). The implica-

tion here is also astonishing, well before the Freudian fact. For 

Wordsworth, “thought” is not only “feeling”; “feeling,” neces-

sarily, is also “thought.” And custom—the new lord, custom—

structures thought and feeling alike because it is custom that 

structures whatever historical interrelationship thought and 

feeling, sensation and idea may have. This is already Saussure 

to a fault. 

 Saussure’s largely unexamined relation to Bergson later in 

the nineteenth century very clearly places him, as it does Freud, 

at the conclusion of this history. The need to solve the question 
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of the nature of the bond between “sensations” and “ideas” comes 

to a head with the pressure that experimental psychology 

brings to bear on philosophical thinking about sense and mean-

ing with Gustav Fechner’s  Elements of Psychophysics  in 1860. A 

professor of philosophy at Leipzig, also the center of linguistics 

where Saussure had taken his doctorate in 1880, Fechner’s in-

fl uence was widespread, particularly the way in which he raised, 

for the fi rst time, questions regarding the relation between 

thought and perception from a clinical point of view. Its penum-

bra well prepared Saussure for what he would encounter when 

he moved to Paris later that same year. Saussure was resident 

in Paris from 1880 to 1891, the years of Bergson’s ascendance. 

Like Freud, who attended Charcot’s lectures in Paris in 1885 

and 1886, Saussure was doubtless versed in the terms of Berg-

son’s attempt to provide a mechanism for the relation between 

“sensations” and “ideas” in his infl uential dissertation, which 

was published as the  Essay on Time and Consciousness  in 1889. 

With a fi ne rigor, Bergson invents, before the fact, an almost 

psychoanalytic distinction between what he calls the “affective” 

and the “representative” (1889, 42) or, in a Freudian vocabulary, 

“affect” and “idea.” It is also a Saussurean invention, a distinction 

between signifi er and signifi ed. The  Essay ’s formulation of the 

relation between “sensations” and “ideas” is in retrospect very 

familiar: “I do not see how . . . differences of sensation would be 

interpreted by our consciousness as differences of quantity un-

less we connected them with the reactions which usually accom-

pany them, and which are more or less extended and more or 

less important” (37–38). 

 Bergson has already established not only Saussure’s distinc-

tion between signifi er and signifi ed but also Freud’s distinction 

between “quantity” and “quality.” But he requires “conscious-

ness” to validate the link between “quantity” and our “reactions” 

to it in order to know that the link has occurred. Here is the 

 fi nal step—the Saussurean step—that Bergson cannot take. 

He requires, unlike Saussure or Freud, the category of con-

sciousness to vouchsafe the link between signifi er and signi-

fi ed, even though the practical life of language assures us that 

the ease with which language is used makes unconscious life 
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necessary to assume. This Bergson admits when he says 

that meaning is simply “convention” (64). Yet his philosophy of 

consciousness prohibits him from accepting the Saussurean 

consequences. That the idea that is linked to a sensation is 

arbitrary because it is conventional is what disturbs Bergson 

most of all. 

 Saussure’s relation to Bergson makes his relation to Freud 

inevitable. Freud’s neurological background and the model it 

provides for psychical representation is the widest frame we 

have for understanding Saussure’s own materiality. It also al-

lows us to see how Freud and Saussure alike solve the problem 

of “sensations” and “ideas” that Bergson cannot. No wonder the 

young Lévi-Strauss reports a deep frustration that his teachers 

lionized Bergson rather than Saussure and Freud when at-

tempting to solve problems of method: 

 They were more intent on Bergson’s  Essai sur les données im-

médiates de la conscience  than on F. de Saussure’s  Cours de 

linguistique générale . Next, Freud’s work showed me that the 

oppositions did not really exist in this form, since it is pre-

cisely the most apparently emotional behavior, the least ra-

tional procedures and so-called pre-logical manifestations 

which are at the same time the most meaningful. 

 (1955, 55) 

 Lévi-Strauss saw that Freud and Saussure both invent vo-

cabularies to describe what Bergson does not. For Freud, begin-

ning with the  Project for a Scientifi c Psychology  (1895), “quan-

tity” is the “signifi er,” “quality” the “signifi ed.” The signifi er is 

the physical, the impact or “impression” of stimuli on the senses, 

whether the rush of the wind, or the word. The signifi ed is the 

“idea” with which it is joined by “association” and that rises up 

as though within it. Signifi er and signifi ed are always already 

each other. In  The Interpretation of Dreams  (1900, 5:528), the 

signifi ed is a “memory-trace,” as Freud calls it, of a prior sen-

sory experience, or cluster of them. These associations, more-

over, are a function of what a Saussurean Freud and Breuer 
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have already called “chance coincidences” in the sign systems 

of  conversion hysteria in 1895. “Chance coincidences,” writes 

Breuer of the fi rst great “hysteric,” Anna O., “set up pathological 

associations and sensory or motor disturbances which thence-

forward appeared along with the affect” (Freud 1895, 2:43). The 

association of signifi er and signifi ed is “arbitrary,” to use Sau-

ssure’s word ( CGL  1959, 67;  CLG  1972, 100), because it is only 

circumstantially determined. Emmy Von N.’s nervous cough in 

 Studies on Hysteria  is simply “the accident,” as Freud puts it 

there, of its “connection” to its “precipitating cause” (1895, 2:4–

5); Anna O.’s inability to drink is the result of her seeing the 

family dog drink from her English lady-companion’s glass. “Be-

cause the sign is arbitrary,” says Saussure in the  Course , “it fol-

lows no law other than that of tradition, and because it is based 

on tradition, it is arbitrary” ( CGL  1959, 74;  CLG  1972, 108). No 

natural link attends the relation between signifi er and signi-

fi ed, only a historical one. The sign is metaphysically arbitrary, 

but it is socially determined. 

 Saussure calls the systems of “unconscious” association ( CGL 

 1959, 165;  CLG  1972, 227) that link “sensations” and “ideas” a 

“storehouse” ( CGL  1959, 15;  CLG  1972, 32), “a social institu-

tion” ( CGL  1959, 15;  CLG  1972, 33), as he puts it, borrowing 

the latter term from the American linguist William Dwight 

Whitney, with whom he had allied himself in moving beyond 

his Neogrammarian teachers. Saussure’s “storehouse” is a po-

litical unconscious. Like Freud’s, Saussure’s unconscious is a 

bustling thoroughfare, a perpetually shifting series of “path-

ways,” to use Freud’s term, with the resources of a lifetime at 

its disposal. Freud’s unconscious transforms signs into “memory-

traces,” each of which is structured by the historical association 

of signifi er and signifi ed, “affect” or somatic stimulation, partic-

ularly anxiety, and “idea.” “A trace is left in our psychical appa-

ratus,” writes Freud in the seventh chapter of  The Interpretation 

of Dreams , “of the perceptions which impinge upon it. This we 

may describe as a ‘memory-trace’; and to the function relating 

to it we give the name of ‘memory.’ ” Not only that. “Memory-

traces can only consist in permanent modifi cations of the ele-

ments of the system” (1900, 5:538). The “storehouse” of the 
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unconscious is not only residual. If every new memory modifi es 

those that precede it, then, like Saussure’s view of change in 

language, the unconscious is structured by its cumulative dif-

ferences from itself. It is a sponge, in Derrida’s metaphor (1976), 

or, in Freud’s, a “crust” (1920, 18:26). Languages, too, absorb 

events, to use Saussure’s term, and transform their features 

over time. This is how phylogeny, in Freud’s apothegm, reca-

pitulates ontogeny. “French,” says a hilarious Saussure, “does 

not  come  from Latin, it  is  Latin” ( WGL  2006, 101;  ELG  2002, 

153). Nor does this process rob the subject of its history or its 

prehistory. It is what gives the subject both. In Freud’s model, 

“sensation,” especially in its earliest incarnations, is entirely 

somatic, although it is still impressionistic and memorial in its 

structure. Embryologically and during infancy, its signifi ers 

as well as its signifi eds—its “sensations” and its “ideas”—are 

made up of histological and neurological sign systems that gen-

erate and sustain cognition, long before unconscious language 

acquisition or even socially designated behavior make the or-

ganism psychological. This is the passage that Lacan calls the 

passage from need to desire. Nor is the later life of the psycho-

logical or speaking subject particularly conscious. Saussure 

himself abrogates the distinction between consciousness and 

the unconscious by using the term “signifi cation” to account for 

both behavior and assumption. Freud does so in  The Ego and 

the Id  (1923) by declaring that the ego, too—once the seat of 

consciousness in Freud’s own earlier thinking—is also largely 

unconscious. 

 Like Freud’s unconscious systems of memory, Saussure’s 

“storehouse” solves not only the problems accumulated by the 

history of the philosophy of sense. Once these problems are 

solved, the “storehouse” also joins the history of the philosophy 

of sense with the tradition of Hegel’s philosophy of mind. Neu-

rology gives way to psychology because “sensation” begins to 

associate with “idea.” Soma gives way to cognition in a succes-

sion that makes cognition psychological in retrospect. The 

 infant reacts to survival anxiety regarding the parents, par-

ticularly the mother, by creating a world of psychological fan-

tasy that puts in place a belatedly psychologized family envi-
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ronment that was initially only sensory. Propped upon the 

cognitive, the psyche transforms it into the psychological, seek-

ing recognition where it once sought only succor. The infant 

stipulates a dialectic with its parents as a defense against the 

mortal rigors it faces in order to endure their care. Desire 

emerges from need, and the psychological subject emerges from 

the biological one. As with Freud, Saussure’s solution to the 

problem of the association of “sensations” and “ideas” that as-

sures competent cognitive functioning is also a solution to the 

problem of the subject. Like Freud, Saussure requires a psy-

chological subject to interpret, belatedly and unconsciously, the 

exigencies of sensory survival as a drama of love and hate, 

recognition and nonrecognition. The itinerary of the subject 

leads us to recognize, too, the temporal conditions that under-

write Saussure’s dynamic world. 

 The Temporality of the Sign: Dialectic of  Langue  and  Parole  

 Saussurean temporality is not a notion of time in the tradi-

tional sense of either human development or historical process. 

It is not linear but recursive. It is, however, deeply historicist 

and dialectical, though in a way that has not been clarifi ed by 

New Historicism, a reaction-formation to both structuralism 

and psychoanalysis despite its own vexed relation to Michel 

Foucault, a consummate Saussurean and Freudian in his own 

right. Foucault’s stately historiographies of difference well de-

scribe how it is semiotic negation that puts in place assumptions 

about life and behavior. What even Foucault lacks, however, as 

Sartre pointed out (1966), is an account of historical agency 

and, by defi nition, of historical process, a criticism typically lev-

eled at Saussure (Jameson 1972; Eagleton 1983, 40, 97) but 

which Saussure himself easily engages and solves. What, then, 

is the real status of time in Saussure’s work? It emerges in two 

registers, one hypothetical and heuristic, the other existential 

and, quite surprisingly, also didactic. The fi rst is the relation 

between  langue  and  parole , or language and speech, in Baskin’s 

translation. The second is the relation of signifi er and signifi ed 

in the active life of the speaking subject, for whom the condi-

tions required by the relationship of  langue  and  parole  impart 
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a strangeness—an “uncanniness,” to use Freud’s word—to the 

lived experience of signifi cation. They give it a relationship to 

time that links Saussure not only to psychoanalysis but also, 

and in a renewed way, to historiography and environmental-

ism. Both relationships hinge on the splendid notion of “recip-

rocal delimitation” ( CGL  1959, 112;  CLG  1972, 156), or double 

articulation, the way in which signifi er and signifi ed are asso-

ciated, which lends an austere clarity to the homologous way in 

which  langue  and  parole  also intersect. Between them, they 

give an unsuspected power to Saussure’s notion of both the sub-

ject in history and history in the subject. 

 Saussure’s posthumously published work from the years prior 

to the lectures that make up the  Course  show him struggling to 

fi nd a vocabulary appropriate to describe the reciprocal rela-

tionship of both  langue  and  parole  and signifi er and signifi ed, 

particularly in the broken odds and ends of the draft for the 

awkwardly titled  De l’essence double du langage  ( ELG  2002, 

15–88;  WGL  2006, 1–60). Such a vocabulary would also solve 

the problem of how to represent the subject and how to repre-

sent historical process. Solving the problem of reference always 

comes fi rst for Saussure, and it is the precondition for the solu-

tion to the problem of both the subject and of history. The reci-

procity of  langue  and  parole , signifi er and signifi ed, requires 

admitting time into the picture. It is the road to the understand-

ing of Saussure’s notion of the sign as an economy or dialectic. 

This economy or dialectic is, as de Mauro puts it, “ un jeu ,” or “a 

play” ( CLG  1972, 403), between signifi er and signifi ed, speech 

and language. Much as “sensations” and “ideas” come into being 

because of one another,  langue  and  parole , signifi er and signi-

fi ed also require each other to be what they are. This, of course, 

cannot be conceived of by means of a conventional, chronological 

notion of cause and effect but by a wholly different conception of 

time and how it works. 

 Saussure’s work as a young linguist had led him, in his 1878 

monograph on vowels and in his dissertation in 1880, to a no-

tion of difference along the signifying chain that constitutes the 

signifi er as a differential event, particularly in the way vowels 

shift in Sanskrit. It was the less mechanistic problem of differ-
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ence in the signifi ed that preoccupied him in subsequent years, 

leading, both in Paris and, later, in Geneva, to a similar though 

more startling solution regarding how we think and feel. Ever 

fearful of a lapse into a belief in “pre-existing ideas,” as he 

puts it in the  Course  ( CGL  1959, 112;  CLG  1972, 155), Saus-

sure is quick to point out in the  Écrits  that signifi er and 

 signifi ed do not merely “correspond” ( WGL  2006, 41;  ELG  2002, 

64). Their interplay is, as he puts it, “not so simple as that” 

( WGL  2006, 41;  ELG  2002, 64). They are structured not as 

cause and effect but as a  chiasmus , or crossing over. Signifi er 

and signifi ed are mutually constitutive, not mimetic, in their 

relationship. It is not a question of which comes fi rst. “Each,” 

says Saussure in the  Course , “recalls the other” ( CGL  1959, 66; 

 CLG  1972, 99). 

 This investigation is what preoccupied Saussure more than 

any other in the years between his work on vowels and his com-

ing to terms with the epistemological status of the signifi ed in 

the  Course . He came to reject the notion of a “correspondence” 

between signifi er and signifi ed, or of a word’s “representing” an 

“idea,” a notion that haunts him in the  Écrits  and that he exor-

cises in the  Course : 

  Langue  has a physical side and a psychological side. But the 

unforgivable error which is found in every paragraph of the 

grammars is the belief that the psychological side is the  idea , 

while the physical side is the  sound , the  form , the  word . 

 Things are rather more complicated than that. 

 It is not true, indeed it is extremely false to imagine there 

to be a distinction between the sound and the idea. These are 

in fact inseparably one in our minds. 

 ( WGL  2006, 41;  ELG  2002, 64) 

 Concepts function no differently from sound images. There is 

no signifi ed as such, nothing to which a signifi er simply “corre-

sponds.” Like the signifi er, the signifi ed is also produced by dif-

ference, a function of contrasts and comparisons among ideas 

that shift in time and that shift in relation to the different 
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 sensors with which they are associated. Signifi cation is not, as 

he is quick to insist, one of simple but of “complicated” associa-

tion. The word recalls Hume’s “complex”: “A fi rst-order DIFFER-

ENCE is constantly incorporated into a second-order difference 

and vice versa” ( WGL  2006, 49;  ELG  2002, 73). This kind of 

“complex” or “complicated” association makes room for the histo-

ries of difference that constitute the signifi ed as well as the sig-

nifi er—that is, of the history of accumulated signifi ers that put 

signifi eds in place. These proceed from “fi rst-order” to “second-

order” ones in an increasingly denser history of both the subject 

and the linguistic community in which he dwells. Saussure’s vo-

cabulary recalls Freud’s and looks forward to Barthes’s. It is no 

wonder, then, that “every sign . . . absorbs,” says Saussure and 

thereby “elaborates  post hoc  a defi ned value” ( WGL  2006, 60; 

 ELG  2002, 88). Here both history and the future are positioned 

as functions of the necessities that signifi cation requires. Ab-

sorption is the past; elaboration post hoc is what is to come. This 

is true for  langue  because it is true for  parole , a dialectic of com-

munity and speaker every bit as real and exact as the dialectic 

between signifi er and signifi ed that actualizes them both in the 

daily life of the speaking subject. Saussure’s “radical historicity,” 

in Jonathan Culler’s words, is “manifest” (1976, 28). 

 John E. Joseph maintains in his new biography of Saussure 

(in press) that reading Victor Egger’s  La parole intérieure  in 

1881 was what had solved the problem for Saussure, “all at 

once,” as Joseph puts it (279). Egger, whose fame is lost to us 

now, had come very close indeed, particularly with his distinc-

tion between “ images-signes ” and “ des images constitutives de 

l’idée ” (1881, 241ff.). This was the route, in style if not in stance, 

to the distinction between signifi er and signifi ed. But Egger 

could not fi nd the mechanism to connect them. The problem, 

writes Saussure in his reading notebook, is an “insuffi cient dis-

tinction between the passage from the  idea to the word  and the 

passage from the  word to the idea ” (quoted in Joseph in press). 

The problem, as it will be for Bergson and as it was for Hume, is 

what the factor is that allows the “passage” to occur. 

 Saussure’s disappointment with Egger led him to his epochal 

conclusion. The factor, quite simply, is time. The “idea” is not 



 INTRODUCTION: SAUSSURE AND HIS CONTEXTS xlv

qualitatively different from the “sensation.” The “idea” is an 

earlier “sensation,” one that had become a memory. “All the ele-

ments of language,” says Joseph, “seem to qualify as memories” 

(in press). The “idea” was a past “sensation.” The signifi ed is 

not simply another signifi er; it is a “retrospective” one ( WGL  

2006, 60;  ELG  2002, 87). This also provided the dialectical 

edge lacking in empiricism. Because the hinge between “sensa-

tion” and “idea” is temporal, it is a dynamic and dialogical hinge 

that allows conversations between the past and the present—

with others, with oneself, with culture—to unfold by necessity 

and at will. Freud called this “stream,” to use William James’s 

term (1890, 1:239), “free association.” One intervenes in time 

through speech, gaining agency and recognition by participat-

ing in history and doing so with one’s body. 

 This strenuous dialectic of speech and language, signifi er and 

signifi ed is what for Lacan is the dialectic of self and Other. How 

the subject knows and what the subject knows are one and the 

same thing. What the subject knows is the past. This is the tem-

poral dissymmetry that Saussure’s synchrony and diachrony 

present. They produce a series of familiar homologues. Hume’s 

“resemblance” and “contiguity” become Saussure’s “axis of simul-

taneities” and “axis of successions” ( CGL  1959, 80;  CLG  1972, 

115), the “associative” and “syntagmatic” ( CGL  1959, 122ff;  CLG  

1972, 170ff.), paradigm and syntagm. In 1956, they become Jako-

bson and Halle’s metaphor and metonymy; in 1966, they become 

Genette’s  récit  and  histoire .   The best novelistic example of their 

dialectical play is  Finnegans Wake  (1939), whose fundamental 

strategy is to highlight and exploit the axial structures that orga-

nize the fl ow of language; the novel’s language moves items in 

each axis to the other and back again (see Heath 1972). Joyce 

even used Egger’s term “ la parole intérieure ” to describe Édouard 

Dujardin’s 1887 version of such a novelistic strategy when he in-

scribed the French translation of  Ulysses  to him (Ellmann 1959, 

534n). Dujardin himself preferred the term “interior monologue,” 

the revision of Egger’s term by Paul Bourget in  Cosmopolis  (1893), 

although it had already been used by Dumas  père  almost fi fty 

years earlier (1849, 132). Dujardin used it to title a book of his 

own on fi ctional technique in 1931 (see Santone 1999, 2009). 
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 Saussure’s  langue  and  parole  are complementary principles of 

being. Hardly dualities, they are difference as such. Their dia-

lectic is the engine of both organic life and psychological desire. 

The subject lives this rift, or, rather, this tension between the 

axes of synchrony and diachrony, paradigm and syntagm, meta-

phor and metonymy, is what lives the subject. It testifi es to the 

subject’s life in time. Saussurean speech is, as both fact and 

metaphor, a sign of individual survival. Saussurean language is 

a sign of species survival. 

 Saussurean signifi cation is also an environmental site. The 

subject’s reaction to the environment produces, at one and the 

same time, whether embryologically or in infant development, 

both the internal world into which the subject fl ees and the ex-

ternal world that requires this fl ight. This is what Harold 

Bloom calls Freud’s “catastrophe theory” of the psyche (1978). 

External and internal are produced in the reaction of the one to 

the other. Alan Bass translates Freud’s  Bahnung  as “breach-

ing” in order to stress, as James Strachey’s milder “facilitation” 

does not, how mutual the production of inside and outside are 

in Freud’s chiasmatic representation of time (see Derrida 1967b). 

Freud’s “breaching” is Saussure’s double articulation. Like 

speech and language or signifi er and signifi ed, inside and out-

side are created in a single, recursive gesture. Saussure’s very 

authentic relation to Darwin resembles Freud’s own. Saussure 

regards language development in the same way that Darwin 

regards the different development of the same species in differ-

ent environments: “A language transported to a far-off local-

ity,” says Saussure in the  Écrits , “will develop differently in two 

places” ( WGL  2006, 204;  ELG  2002, 291). This is because the 

response to the localities is different; language, like ecology, is 

interactive. 

 Freud’s term for double articulation is deferred action. Later 

events, as he says in his “From the History of an Infantile Neu-

rosis” (1918), give a new meaning to earlier ones, changing past 

and present in the process. This anamorphic posture gives the 

subject a heightened sense of its relation to time and grants the 

subject a greater, and ironic, sense of originality. It also leads 

inevitably to a stringent and new kind of historicism and to a 
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negative historiography rather than to a positivist one. One re-

calls Saussure’s description of the effect that a given occur-

rence in a signifying system has on the whole system. It is how 

T. S. Eliot describes the effect that the production of a new 

work of art has on prior artistic history in “Tradition and the 

Individual Talent”: 

 No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete meaning alone. 

His signifi cance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his 

relation to the dead poets and artists. You cannot value him 

alone; you must set him, for contrast and comparison, among 

the dead. I mean this as a principle of aesthetic, not merely 

historical, criticism. The necessity that he shall conform, that 

he shall cohere, is not onesided; what happens when a new 

work of art is created is something that happens simultane-

ously to all the works of art which preceded it. The existing 

monuments form an ideal order among themselves, which is 

modifi ed by the introduction of the new (the really new) work 

of art among them. 

 (1919, 15) 

 This, of course, is also Foucault talking. New Historicism, 

with Foucault as its putative authorization, misses this key and 

enabling dimension of both Foucault’s own recursive thought 

and his Saussurean procedures as a historian. They are nega-

tive because they are differential. What comes later puts what 

comes before in place. One sees the past by virtue of what one 

knows in the future. Thomas Laqueur (2003), for example, 

makes the mistake of assuming that Freud’s essay on narcissism 

is simply one in a series of masturbation pamphlets whose his-

tory begins long before it, when in fact it is Freud’s narcissism 

essay in 1914 that calls our attention only belatedly to the impor-

tance of autoeroticism and its literature as a historical topic. In-

deed, primary or infantile narcissism is, for Freud in 1914, only 

a year after Saussure’s death, an exemplary Saussurean  topos . 

Here the child joins an image to what was hitherto an autonomic 

activity and converts autoerotism into autoeroticism. By fi nding 
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an object, the child also fi nds itself as a subject. Lawrence Buell’s 

remark that Darwin’s “metaphor of selection . . . carries a differ-

ent force in our time than in his” (1995, 284) is a far better ex-

ample than Laqueur’s of newer historicist and environmental 

thinking. It takes deferred action into account as the agent of 

historical process because it is its arbiter. 

 By the rule of double articulation, signifi er and signifi ed con-

struct each other in a mutuality that produces different psychical 

worlds for different cultures. By the rule of colonialism, this dif-

ference is reduced to a minimum. “Speakers of different lan-

guages,” in Harris’s words, “will thus see things differently” 

(2001, 208). Frantz Fanon, who attended Lacan’s lectures as a 

medical student in Paris, gives this link its clearest expression in 

his classic meditation on the colonial subject awash in the com-

peting sign systems of oppressed and oppressor (1952). As Paul 

Gilroy points out (2004), the postcolonial subject is an exacer-

bated instance of the normative subject, its terms more plainly 

political, its identifi cations and objects of desire disconcerting. 

 If Saussure’s temporality structures the reaction of subjects to 

their cultures, it also structures the reaction of cultures to their 

environment. The temporality of signifi cation installs history in 

the subject, although the subject also changes history by react-

ing to the history that he confronts. Species and environment 

mutually condition each other because species react to the condi-

tions that environments impose. The history of these adapta-

tions is called genetics. Its “memory-traces” form the subject’s 

phylogenetic heritage. Its study is called histology and neurology. 

The history of the subject’s psychological adaptation to culture 

is  called sociology. Saussure’s theory of signifi cation combines 

them all. 



 TRANSLATOR’S 
INTRODUCTION    

 Few other fi gures in the history of the science of language have 

commanded such lasting respect and inspired such varied ac-

complishments as Ferdinand de Saussure. Leonard Bloomfi eld 

justly credited the eminent Swiss professor with providing “a 

theoretic foundation to the newer trend in linguistics study,” 

and Eu ro pe an scholars have seldom failed to consider his views 

when dealing with any theoretical problem. But the full impli-

cations of his teachings, for both static and evolutionary stud-

ies, have still to be elaborated. 

 De Saussure succeeded in impressing his individual stamp 

on almost everything within his reach. At the age of twenty, 

while still a student at Leipzig, he published his monumental 

treatise on the Proto- Indo- European vocalic system. This trea-

tise, though based on theories and facts that  were common 

property in his day, is still recognized as the most inspired and 

exhaustive treatment of the Proto- Indo- European vocalism. He 

studied under Curtius, Hüschmann, Leskien, and Windisch, 

but his attempt to frame a coherent science of linguistics owes 

more to William Dwight Whitney’s concept of the arbitrary na-

ture of the sign than to the comparative studies of the neo-

grammarians. Despite the paucity of his publications (some 

600 pages during his lifetime), De Saussure’s infl uence has 

been far- reaching. In Paris, where he taught fi rst Germanic 

languages and then comparative grammar, and also served as 

secretary of the Linguistic Society of Paris (1881– 1891), his 

infl uence on the development of linguistics was decisive. His 

fi rst- hand studies of Phrygian inscriptions and Lithuanian di-

alects may have been responsible for some of the qualities that 

subsequently endeared him to his students at the University 

of  Geneva, where he taught comparative grammar, Sanskrit 
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(1891– 1907), and later general linguistics (1907– 1911). His 

unique insight into the phenomenon of language brought to 

fruition the best of contemporary thinking and long years of 

patient investigation and penetrating thought.

  The dominant philosophical system of each age makes its 

imprint on each step in the evolution of linguistic science. The 

nineteenth century had a fragmentary approach to reality which 

prevented scholars from getting beyond the immediate facts 

in matters of speech. To those investigators, language was sim-

ply an inventory or mechanical sum of the units used in speak-

ing. Piecemeal studies precluded the development of an insight 

into the structure ( Gestalteinheit , pattern, or  whole) into which 

the fragmentary facts fi t. The atomistic conception of speech, 

refl ected in the historical studies of the comparative philolo-

gists, had to give way to the functional and structural concep-

tion of language. De Saussure was among the fi rst to see that 

language is a self- contained system whose interdependent parts 

function and acquire value through their relationship to the 

 whole.

  By focusing attention on the distinctly human side of speech, 

i.e. the system of language, De Saussure gave unity and direc-

tion to his science. Until the publication of his work (later trans-

lated into German, Japa nese, Rus sian, and Spanish), only those 

who enjoyed the privilege of close association with De Saussure 

had access to his theories. By making available an En glish 

translation of his  Course , I hope to contribute toward the real-

ization of his goal: the study of language in and for itself.

  To all those who have given generously of their time and tal-

ents in the preparation of this translation, I offer heartfelt 

thanks: to Gerald Dykstra, Daniel Girard, Lennox Grey, Aileen 

Kitchin, and André Martinet of Columbia University; to Charles 

Bazell of Istanbul University; to Henri Frei, Robert Godel, and 

Edmond Sollberger of the University of Geneva; to Dwight 

Bolinger of Harvard University; to Rulon Wells of Yale Univer-

sity; and to my good friends Kenneth Jimenez, Paul Swart, and 

Hugh Whittemore. In making minor revisions for the reprinting 

of the  Course , I have been guided by the remarks of M. Godel, 
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Professor Leger Brosnahan of the University of Mary land, and 

Professor Ralph Paul deGorog, who reviewed the  Course  in  The 

Modern Language Journal. 

  Wade Baskin

  Southeastern State College





  PREFACE TO THE FIRST 
EDITION

  We have often heard Ferdinand de Saussure lament the dearth 

of principles and methods that marked linguistics during his 

developmental period. Throughout his lifetime, he stubbornly 

continued to search out the laws that would give direction to 

his thought amid the chaos. Not until 1906, when he took the 

place of Joseph Wertheimer at the University of Geneva, was he 

able to make known the ideas that he had nurtured through 

so many years. Although he taught three courses in general 

linguistics— in 1906– 1907, 1908– 1909, and 1910– 1911—his 

schedule forced him to devote half of each course to the history 

and description of the Indo- European languages, with the re-

sult that the basic part of his subject received considerably less 

attention than it merited.

  All those who had the privilege of participating in his richly 

rewarding instruction regretted that no book had resulted 

from it. After his death, we hoped to fi nd in his manuscripts, 

obligingly made available to us by Mme. de Saussure, a faith-

ful or at least an adequate outline of his inspiring lectures. At 

fi rst we thought that we might simply collate F. de Saussure’s 

personal notes and the notes of his students. We  were grossly 

misled. We found nothing— or almost nothing— that resem-

bled his students’ notebooks. As soon as they had served their 

purpose, F. de Saussure destroyed the rough drafts of the out-

lines used for his lectures. In the drawers of his secretary we 

found only older outlines which, although certainly not worth-

less, could not be integrated into the material of the three 

courses.

  Our discovery was all the more disappointing since profes-

sorial duties had made it impossible for us to attend F. de 

Saussure’s last lectures— and these mark just as brilliant a 

step in his career as the much earlier one that had witnessed 
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the appearance of his treatise on the vocalic system of 

Proto- Indo- European.

  We had to fall back on the notes collected by students during 

the course of his three series of lectures. Very complete note-

books  were placed at our disposal: for the fi rst two courses, by 

Messrs. Louis Caille, Léopold Gautier, Paul Regard, and Albert 

Riedlinger; for the third— the most important— by Mme. Al-

bert Sechehaye and by Messrs. George Dégallier and Francis 

Joseph. We are indebted to M. Louis Brütsch for notes on one 

special point. All these contributors deserve our sincere thanks. 

We also wish to express our profound gratitude to M. Jules 

Ronjat, the eminent Romance scholar, who was kind enough to 

review the manuscript before printing, and whose suggestions 

 were invaluable.

  What  were we to do with our materials? First, the task of 

criticism. For each course and for each detail of the course, we 

had to compare all versions and reconstruct F. de Saussure’s 

thought from faint, sometimes confl icting, hints. For the fi rst 

two courses we  were able to enlist the ser vices of M. Riedlinger, 

one of the students who have followed the thought of the master 

with the greatest interest; his work was most valuable. For the 

third course one of us, A. Sechehaye, performed the same de-

tailed task of collating and synthesizing the material.

  But after that? Oral delivery, which is often contradictory in 

form to written exposition, posed the greatest diffi culties. Be-

sides, F. de Saussure was one of those men who never stand still; 

his thought evolved in all directions without ever contradicting 

itself as a result. To publish everything in the original form was 

impossible; the repetitions— inevitable in free oral presentation— 

overlappings, and variant formulations would lend a motley ap-

pearance to such a publication. To limit the book to a single 

course— and which one?— was to deprive the reader of the rich 

and varied content of the other two courses; by itself the third, 

the most defi nitive of the three courses, would not give a com-

plete accounting of the theories and methods of F. de Saussure.

  One suggestion was that we publish certain particularly 

original passages without change. This idea was appealing at 

fi rst, but soon it became obvious that we would be distorting 
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the thought of our master if we presented but fragments of a 

plan whose value stands out only in its totality.

  We reached a bolder but also, we think, a more rational solu-

tion: to attempt a reconstruction, a synthesis, by using the third 

course as a starting point and by using all other materials at our 

disposal, including the personal notes of F. de Saussure, as sup-

plementary sources. The problem of re- creating F. de Saussure’s 

thought was all the more diffi cult because the re- creation had to 

be wholly objective. At each point we had to get to the crux of each 

par tic u lar thought by trying to see its defi nitive form in the light 

of the  whole system. We had fi rst to weed out variations and ir-

regularities characteristic of oral delivery, then to fi t the thought 

into its natural framework and present each part of it in the order 

intended by the author even when his intention, not always ap-

parent, had to be surmised.

 From this work of assimilation and reconstruction was born 

the book that we offer, not without apprehension, to the enlight-

ened public and to all friends of linguistics.

 Our aim was to draw together an organic  whole by omitting 

nothing that might contribute to the overall impression. But for 

that very reason, we shall probably be criticized on two counts.

  First, critics will say that this “whole” is incomplete. In his 

teaching the master never pretended to examine all parts of lin-

guistics or to devote the same attention to each of those exam-

ined; materially, he could not. Besides, his main concern was 

not that. Guided by some fundamental and personal principles 

which are found everywhere in his work— and which form the 

woof of this fabric which is as solid as it is varied— he tried to 

penetrate; only where these principles fi nd particularly striking 

applications or where they apparently confl ict with some theory 

did he try to encompass.

  That is why certain disciplines, such as semantics, are hardly 

touched upon. We do not feel that these lacunae detract from 

the overall architecture. The absence of a “linguistics of speak-

ing” is regrettable. This study, which had been promised to the 

students of the third course, would doubtlessly have had a place 

of honor; why his promise could not be kept is too well known. 

All we could do was to collect the fl eeting impressions from the 
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rough outlines of this project and put them into their natural 

place.

  Conversely, critics may say that we have reproduced facts 

bearing on points developed by F. de Saussure’s pre de ces sors. 

Not everything in such an extensive treatise can be new. But if 

known principles are necessary for the understanding of a  whole, 

shall we be condemned for not having omitted them? The chap-

ter on phonetic changes, for example, includes things that have 

been said before, and perhaps more defi nitively; but, aside from 

the fact that this part contains many valuable and original de-

tails, even a superfi cial reading will show to what extent its 

omission would detract from an understanding of the princi-

ples upon which F. de Saussure erects his system of static 

linguistics.

  We are aware of our responsibility to our critics. We are also 

aware of our responsibility to the author, who probably would 

not have authorized the publication of these pages. 

 This responsibility we accept wholly, and we would willingly 

bear it alone. Will the critics be able to distinguish between the 

teacher and his interpreters? We would be grateful to them if 

they would direct toward us the blows which it would be unjust 

to heap upon one whose memory is dear to us. 

 Geneva, July 1915. Charles Bally, Albert Sechehaye

  PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

  The second edition is essentially the same as the fi rst. The 

editors have made some slight changes designed to facilitate 

reading and clarify certain points. Ch. B. Alb. S.

  PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION

 With the exception of a few minute corrections, this edition is 

the same as the preceding. Ch. B. Alb. S.
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  Errata 

 A few errors of typesetting or translation impede the under-

standing of Saussure in Baskin’s translation. We here give cor-

rections with reference to the currently available French text. 

 Page 13: Language is “a storehouse fi lled by the members of a 

given community through their active use of speaking”: to follow 

more exactly the text ( CLG  1972, 30), the English text should 

read “a treasure deposited, by the act of speaking, in each sub-

ject belonging to a given community.” 

 Page 15: “indeed, the science of language is possible only if 

the other elements are excluded”: the French says “only if these 

other elements are not mixed with it [ langue ]” ( CLG  1972, 31). 

 Page 22: “just like any other genuine sign”: less misleadingly, 

“just like any native-born [ autochtone ] sign” (cf.  CLG  1972, 42). 

The opposition is not between genuine and nongenuine signs but 

between loanwords and indigenous words. “Language is a sys-

tem that has its own arrangement”: a weak statement. More ac-

curately: “Language is a system that knows only its own order.” 

 Page 55: “3)  Implosive Link ” should be “3)  Explosive Link ” 

(see  CLG  1972, 84).

    Page 74: “At every moment solidarity with the past checks 

freedom of choice. We say  man  and  dog . This does not prevent 

the existence in the total phenomenon of a bond between the two 

antithetical forces.” The second sentence should read: “We say 

 man  and  dog  because others before us have said  man  and  dog ” 

(see  CLG  1972, 108). 

 Page 90: “What is said of journalism applies to diachrony: it 

leads everywhere if one departs from it.” The loss of a word 

causes the old joke to lose its point: it should be rather “it leads 

everywhere, if only one will get out of it” (see  CLG  1972, 128). 

 Page 108: “The linguistic mechanism is geared to differences 

and identities, the former being only the counterpart of the lat-

ter.” Here Baskin has misread the expression “ roule sur ”: rather 

than being geared or connected to differences and identities, the 
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linguistic mechanism  runs on  them, as a train runs on rails; the 

connotation is one of dependency, not just of connection. 

 Page 117: “But it is quite clear that initially the concept is 

nothing . . . ”: here Baskin seems to have misconstrued the sen-

tence “mais il est bien entendu que ce concept n’a rien d’initial,” 

which should be rendered as “but it is quite clear that this con-

cept has no primacy”; that is, it does not preexist the system of 

values with which it is interdependent. 

 Page 119: “The same person can write  t , for instance, in dif-

ferent ways”: this sentence is followed by a blank in Baskin’s 

translation, whereas in  CLG  (1972, 165) and its predecessors the 

statement is borne out by an illustration (which is here 

reproduced): 



 Notes 

 These notes do not purport to offer an exhaustive interpretation of 

Saussure’s  Course , only to explain some diffi culties and point to later 

developments fi rst hinted at in it. Tullio de Mauro’s annotations in 

 CLG  (1972) are still unrivaled for their learning and breadth and 

should be referred to by readers with French or Italian. 

  Page 1:  Wolf “started the movement” in 1777 by refusing to enroll 

as “student of theology” in the University of Göttingen and 

insisting on the title “student of philology.” Wolf’s later 

work suggesting collective authorship of the Homeric po-

ems ( Prolegomena ad Homerum , 1795) belongs to the his-

tory of both scholarship and Romanticism. 

   2:  Bopp initiated the “independent science” of comparative 

grammar (so called from his  Vergleichende Grammatik , 

1837), taking as his object of study the parallels among 

the Indo-European languages. 

   4:   “Schleicher supposed that each language has to pass 

through those grades separately and in exactly the same 

way”: on August Schleicher’s reliance on the model of his-

tory as development, derived from Hegel, see Koerner 

(1983, xxxviii–xxxix). 

   5:   Brugmann, Osthoff, Sievers, Paul, Leskien: all teachers or 

associates of Saussure’s during his studies in Leipzig and 

Berlin. 

   6:   Saussure’s defi nitions of anthropology (the study of human-

kind as such) and ethnography (the study of distinct human 

societies) follow French usage. In English-speaking coun-

tries, the boundaries are less distinct. 

   9:   “language [ langue ],” “human speech [ langage ]”: here 

Baskin fi rst confronts a terminological problem that no 

English-language translator has satisfactorily resolved. 

Saussure uses  langage  in the sense of “the human faculty of 

communication”: it is the broadest term in the set.  Langue , 

as defi ned later, is the system of norms accepted and used 
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by members of a speech community (what would ordinarily 

be referred to as “a language”).  Parole , which makes its fi rst 

appearance on p. 13, is the act of linguistic  expression as 

performed by an individual trained in (some version of) 

those norms; for this Baskin often uses “speaking.” Sau-

ssure is by no means as consistent as he might have been, 

either in the  CLG  or in his handwritten notes, nor does the 

translator uniformly follow Saussure’s terminology. 

   16:   Roland Barthes in 1957 offered a partial draft of “the sci-

ence of signs in social life” through his reading of what he 

called, elaborating a syntax for what Marxism calls “ideol-

ogy,” “myths.” “Myth,” he said, “is an act of speech [ une 

parole ]” (1957, 109, translation modifi ed [see  CLG  1972, 

33]; 1993, 683). A “mytheme” such as milk, wine, pro wres-

tling, saluting the fl ag, or the Tour de France is a semantic 

unit drawn from a vocabulary of such items characterized 

by difference, opposition, and mutual interreference; more-

over, it is made up of similar units. Barthes refers often to 

Saussure, to whose  Course  he had been introduced through 

Louis Hjelmslev and Algirdas Greimas. 

   23–32:  The section on writing is more than any other part of the 

 Course  a creation of the editors, who wove together sen-

tences and remarks from different versions of the courses 

on general linguistics, especially the fi rst (1907–1908). 

See Engler in  CLG  (1968–1974, 65–89). 

   32:   What Saussure here calls “phonology” is closer to what 

would later be called “phonetics,” that is, a descriptive study 

of speech sounds. The study of speech sounds as systems of 

differential units—the application of a theory of their func-

tioning fi rst articulated in Saussure’s  Course —would take 

the name of phonology or phonemics following the work of 

Nikolai Trubetzkoy, who defi ned the phoneme as a minimal 

opposable unit in such a system (International Congress of 

Linguists 1933, 109–113; Trubetzkoy 1939). Trubetzkoy’s 

primary inspirations were Baudouin de Courtenay and 

Saussure. Phonology, in this sense, the study of the pho-

neme as functional unit, does not occur in the chapter 

“Phonology” or in the appendix “Principles of Phonology” of 

Saussure’s  Course  but is lightly sketched in the chapters 
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on language system and change (e.g., p. 119). On the his-

tory of the term “phoneme,” see de Mauro in  CLG  (1972, 

421–434). 

   67:  “Signifi er” and “signifi ed” have a long history in Western 

speculations about language: see de Mauro in  CLG  (1972, 

380–381). 

   77:  “Speech less speaking”: cf. p. 66 above. 

   79:  On the question of Saussure’s debt to economics and sociol-

ogy, see de Mauro in  CLG  (1972, 450–451) and Koerner 

(1973, 67–71). 

   80:  The graph given here is perpendicular to a more widely 

circulated visualization indebted to Jakobson and Halle 

(1956) and to Jakobson (1987, 62–94), representing the axis 

of time as horizontal and that of simultaneity as vertical. 

   83:  The pairing of “diachronic” and “synchronic” points of view 

on language is an innovation of Saussure’s. “Synchronic” 

had long been used to describe historical timelines that 

showed simultaneous events occurring in different places 

through the device of parallel columns; in linguistics, its 

earliest use was in the branch of psychophysical phonetic 

research rejected in the early parts of the  Course  as insuf-

fi cient to give insight into the mechanism of language. 

Pierre Jean Rousselot’s work with probes that reported 

variations of movement and pressure in the throat and nose 

allowed him to break the pronunciation of a single letter 

into multiple events, some of them occurring simultane-

ously, others in succession; he described the former as “syn-

chroniques” (Rousselot 1891, 84). The representation of the 

fl ow of speech as a “continuous ribbon” segmented only by 

the mind (e.g.,  CGL  1959, 103–104;  CLG  1972, 146) may 

derive similarly from the techniques used in experimental 

phonetics (Marey 1868, 94; 1878, xiv; Rosapelly 1896; 

Brain 1998). 

   86–87:  Having no sensory realization of its own, the “zero sign” 

most clearly exhibits the differential relatedness of ele-

ments of a system. Cf. p. 118 and, for a fallacious instance, 

p. 139. 

   116:  Barthesian “myths” are good examples of different “val-

ues” for the same “signifi cation.” 
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   232:  On these famous concluding lines, see the introduction, 

pp. xxiii–xxiv. The student course notes from which the edi-

tors drew this material are far more tentative and prag-

matic in tone. One version reads: 

 All linguistics can study is the social product, [i.e.,] 

language. But this social product is manifested by a 

great diversity of languages (its concrete object then 

is the social product deposited in each person’s brain). 

But what is given is languag es  in the plural. 

 The fi rst task is to study languages, a diversity of 

languages. By observing these languages, what is uni-

versal can be extracted. The linguist will then exam-

ine a set of abstractions: this will be  language , where 

we will study what can be observed in different  lan-

guages . Thirdly, the linguist will be concerned with 

the individual. The execution [of linguistic patterns] 

has its importance but is not essential. For purposes 

of study, the general phenomenon and the individual 

mechanism of execution must not be confused. 

 (Georges Dégallier, quoted by Engler in 

 CLG  1968–1974, 515; also Godel 1957, 65; and 

see de Mauro in  CLG  1972, 476–477; 

Bouquet 1997, 138, 266–267) 
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linguistics, internal vs.; 

geographical linguistics; 

synchronic linguistics 

 linguistic substratum, 151 

 linguistic types: linguistic families 

and, 229–32; mind of social 

group and, 227–28 

 linguistic values.  See  values 
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 signifi er/signifi ed relation: 

“correspondence” and, xliii; 

difference and, xlviii, 120; 

double articulation and, xlii, 

xlvi, xlviii; “each recalls the 

other” in, xliii, 66; entities and, 

102–3; reciprocity, xvii–xviii, 

xlii; sensations/ideas as, xxxiv, 

xxxvii; shifts in, 75–76, 78, 181; 

sign as, xxx, 102; signs/ideas as, 

10, 75, 75n4; sound-images/
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paper and, xxx–xxxi, 113, 115; 
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discrepancies, 27–32, 28n8, 

29n9; reform, 25, 34 
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 sponge, xl 
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vs., 68 
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panchronic viewpoint and, 

95–96; perspective of, 90, 

212–14; Saussure’s emphasis on, 

xxiii–xxiv; static linguistics as, 

81 
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signifi ed and, 113, 114–17; 

signifi er and, 113, 117–20; signs 

and, 113, 120–22; units and, 

110–11 

 “vehicle” of reference, xvi 

 Verner’s law, 145 

 vertical axis.  See  axis of 
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 vocal apparatus, 10,  41 , 41–44, 

41n3 
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  Wellentheorie , 209 
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of, 23–25; language vs., 23–32, 
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