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 Sign and Value in Saussure
 HUGH BREDIN

 The most important, or at least the most central, part of Ferdinand de
 Saussure's Course in General Linguistics is found in the first six chapters
 of Part Two.1 Here, Saussure formulates one of the basic principles of
 Structuralism. Yet the text is in some ways oddly impenetrable. It is
 clear enough on a quick reading, but closer attention discovers doubtful
 meanings, ambiguity, the beginnings even of contradictions. These defects
 may, of course, be inevitable in a reconstructed text.2 Or they may testify
 to some profound erroneousness in the thought, to a theory whose natal
 difficulties are symptoms, not of the elusiveness of truth, but of a miscarriage.
 It is my purpose here to argue the latter.

 I will begin by summarizing the principal ideas contained in these
 chapters in as favourable and as clear a fashion as possible. In so doing,
 I will show what most people believe the Saussurean theory to be, and
 so what it is that has impressed and influenced so many great thinkers in
 so many disciplines for so much of this century.

 I

 Earlier in the book (pp. 65-67) Saussure introduced the notion of a
 linguistic sign. A linguistic sign is the basic unit of language, for a language
 is simply a large number of signs related to one another in various ways.
 The internal structure of a sign is binary: it consists of a slice or segment
 of sound, which he calls a 'signifier' (signifiant), combined with a slice

 or segment of thought, a 'signified' (signifie). Frequently, the signified
 is also called a 'concept'. The signifier is strictly speaking a sound-image
 (image acoustique) rather than a sound-for people may utter the 'same'
 sound in different ways or with different accents. The phonological
 aspect of a linguistic sign is therefore not an actual physical sound, but a

 1 Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics (London: Fontana,
 I974). All page references are to this edition. The translation of one passage
 cited has been slightly altered, as is indicated in n. 3.

 2 Saussure died in I9I3. His Course in General Linguistics, which appeared in
 19I5, was compiled by Charles Bally and Albert Sechehaye, on the basis mainly
 of student lecture notes. For a critical edition giving the text and collated notes
 see Cours de Linguistique Gine'rale, Rudolf Engler (ed.) (Wiesbaden: Otto
 Harrassowitz, I967).
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 'sound-image', a sound type rather than a sound token. A particular
 sound-image thus combines with a particular concept to yield a particular
 sign.

 In Part Two of the Course, Saussure embarks on a detailed investigation
 of linguistic signs. He asks first how we might pick out or recognize an
 individual sign: whether we might, for example, equate signs with words,
 or with sentences. For various reasons, though, he rejects both of these
 equations. In fact he comes to the rather disconcerting conclusion that
 signs might not be recognizable at all:

 Language then has the strange, striking characteristic of not having
 entities that are perceptible at the outset and yet of not permitting us to
 doubt that they exist and that their functioning constitutes it (p. 107).

 But let us overlook the oddity of this and pass on. Saussure next asks
 what is the criterion of identity of a linguistic sign. What is it that enables
 us to recognize that the 'same' sign is being used on several occasions?
 In the course of answering this he gives his well-known analogy with a
 train, which I will quote in full since it will be referred to again later:

 We speak of the identity of two '8:25 p.m. Geneva-to-Paris' trains that
 leave at twenty-four hour intervals. We feel that it is the same train
 each day, yet everything-the locomotive, coaches, personnel-is
 probably different. Of if a street is demolished, then rebuilt, we say
 that it is the same street even though in a material sense perhaps nothing
 of the old one remains. Why can a street be completely rebuilt and still be
 the same? Because it does not constitute a purely material entity;
 it is based on certain conditions that are distinct from the materials
 that fit the conditions, e.g. its location with respect to other streets.
 Similarly, what makes the express is its hour of departure, its route,
 and in general every circumstance that sets it apart from other trains

 (pp. Io8-109).

 This seems quite clear and even unremarkable. What identifies a train-
 identifies it as a type, not as a concrete particular-is its relations to other
 trains within an overall schedule of trains. What identifies a street is its
 relations to other streets in a whole network of streets. Identity in these
 cases is determined by the relations that hold between the item in question
 and the other items which belong to the same system as itself. It is Sauss-
 ure's contention that linguistic signs are identified in this way too:
 each is recognized over and over again to be the 'same' sign because it has
 the same set of relations to other signs that belong to the same language
 as itself. It occupies, as it were, the same place in the system.

 Here it is that the notion of value enters the play. For, as Saussure

 uses the word 'value', the state of affairs when a sign occupies the same
 place in a system is expressed by saying that it has 'the same value'. In

 68
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 this usage, a sign's value is determined by (or perhaps 'is', as we shall see)
 the set of its relations to other signs-always, of course, within the same
 sign system, the same language.

 Next, a strenuous effort is made to analyse and clarify the concept of
 linguistic value. The analysis commences with a distinction between
 value and signification: signification is that property of a sign by virtue of
 which it expresses a concept, whereas value accrues to a sign by virtue
 of its relations to other signs. Signification is within signs, value arises from
 among signs. By way of illustration, Saussure compares sheep with mouton.
 In many contexts, these two words have the same signification. But they
 can never have the same value, because the value of sheep is in part deter-
 mined by its relation to mutton, whereas mouton, which means both sheep
 and mutton, enjoys no such relation within the French language. Another
 illustration is this. A French plural and a Sanskrit plural may have the
 same signification but never the same value. For the value of French
 plurals is determined by their relation to French singulars, while the
 Sanskrit plural is determined by its relation to both a singular and a dual
 form of the noun.

 If a sign's value is not its signification, what kind of thing is it? It has two
 aspects, one conceptual and one material. Its conceptual aspect arises
 from the fact that the concept which a sign expresses must be understood
 as something defined by its difference from the concepts expressed by
 other signs. For linguistic concepts do not have any independent existence
 or character. Rather, their existence depends upon, and their identity is
 determined by, the system of all the concepts expressed by the language
 to which they belong:

 Concepts are purely differential and defined not by their positive
 content but negatively by their relations with the other terms of the
 system. Their most precise characteristic is in being what the others are
 not (p I I7).

 The material aspect of value is due to the sound-image that belongs to a
 sign. For a sound-image is defined, again, not by its own independent
 character but by its difference from other sound-images in the language.
 This negative and differential character attaches to every part of a sound-
 image, even its phonemes:

 Phonemes are characterized not, as one might think, by their own
 positive quality but simply by the fact that they are distinct. Phonemes
 are above all else opposing, relative, and negative entities (p. I i9).

 When a sound-image, thus negatively determined, combines with a
 concept, also negatively determined, the product is a sign. Each sign in a
 language is thus related, negatively, to the other signs through its sound-
 image and also through its concept. But signs of the same language
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 are related to one another in two further ways, associatively and syntag-
 matically. Nowadays it is usual to refer to associative relations between

 signs as paradigmatic relations: the relation between sheep and mutton is a
 paradigmatic relation. While the fact that we can say 'the large sheep'
 but not 'the largely sheep' tells us something of the syntagmatic relations
 between 'sheep' and other English signs. Syntagmatic relations are re-
 vealed by the manner in which signs combine to form strings; paradigmatic
 relations are found in groups of signs which are similar to one another,
 whether phonically, morphologically, or conceptually.

 Let me now pull this together in summary form. A linguistic sign
 possesses certain identifying characteristics-has a certain value-because
 of four factors: (a) the fact that its concept is not any other concept ex-
 pressed in the language; (b) the fact that its sound-image is not any other
 sound-image in the language; (c) the conventions or rules governing its
 syntagmatic combinations with other signs in the language; (d) its para-
 digmatic similarities to, and differences from, other signs in the language.
 No sign has any property other than the property of having these relations
 to other signs within its own system, and thus it is those relations. 'In
 language', writes Saussure, 'as in any semiological system, whatever
 distinguishes one sign from another constitutes it' (p. I2I). Signs are
 thus defined in a purely formal, relational manner, and since a language
 consists of nothing but signs and their relations, language is to be under-
 stood in the same way: 'Language is a form, and not a substance' (p. I22).

 II

 The summary account which I have just given of Saussure's thought is in
 fact a clearer one than is found in, or warranted by, the text. For example,
 it is not clear whether the four value-determining factors listed in the
 last paragraph-that is, conceptual difference, phonic difference, syntag-
 matic relations, and paradigmatic relations-are really meant to be taken
 separately; or whether, instead, some of them overlap or coincide with
 others, or interact in some way which would invalidate their separate
 enumeration. In the text, the first two are dealt with in one place, the last
 two in another. In one rather obscure sentence, though, they are brought
 together, with the suggestion that the last two bring about the first two:

 All the phonic and conceptual differences that constitute language
 result from two sorts of relations between signs: sometimes associative,
 sometimes syntagmatic (p. I27).3

 3 L'ensemble des differences phoniques et conceptuelles qui constitue la langue
 resulte donc de deux sortes de comparaisons: les rapprochements sont tantot asso-
 ciatifs, tanto't syntagmatiques. (I have altered the translation slightly.)
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 However, if 'difference' has the purely negative character that Saussure
 insists upon, it is hard to see how it results from either the syntagmatic
 or the paradigmatic type of relation. The latter type does produce differ-
 ences, it is true, but they are differences between signs, such as sheep and
 mutton, which are also similar, and indeed are paradigmatically related
 just because of that similarity. And syntagmatic relations, for their part,
 are ordered connections between signs, not differences between them.
 One may suppose that the signs so ordered are different signs; but the
 differences between them are one thing, their syntactic or morphological
 connections another.

 Elsewhere, Saussure seems to distinguish between two kinds of value,
 though only, so far as I can discover, in the following single sentence:

 Relations and differences between linguistic items fall into two distinct
 groups, each of which generates a certain class of values (p. 123).

 The 'two distinct groups' are of course the paradigmatic and the syntag-
 matic. Perhaps it is wrong to make too much of this, but there certainly
 seems to be no advantage in saying that a sign has two values. It is clearer
 to think of its value as the attribute which confers upon it its identity,
 distinctness, and unity, and to which paradigmatic and syntagmatic
 relations contribute together.

 The notion of value, however, is itself not always clear. In one passage,
 Saussure insists that a sign's value is something quite independent of its
 concept and sound-image:

 The value of a term may be modified without either its meaning or its
 sound being affected, solely because a neighbouring term has been
 modified (p. I zo).

 But it is difficult to agree with this. Surely if a sign's value changes at
 least one of these constituents must change also. By way of illustration,
 Saussure refers us to sheep, mutton and mouton, and also to the contrast
 between French and Sanskrit plurals. But neither illustration sustains his
 claim. When mutton entered the English language from Norman-French,
 sheep changed its meaning. Its signification shrank, so to speak, and part of
 its erstwhile meaning was now expressed by the new word. The change in
 value was the change in meaning. And if a French plural signifies 'more
 than one' while a Sanskrit plural signifies 'more than two', this is a con-
 ceptual difference, however subtle, between them.

 We are forced, it seems to me, to reduce the Saussurean concept of
 linguistic value to something like 'conceptual or phonic character'. 'Value'
 is not a new piece of conceptual apparatus for discussing language, just a
 conveniently brief way of referring to an apparatus that has always been
 available. A sign's value is just its individual identity, and some such term
 as 'identity' or 'character' would have done just as well.

 7I
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 But let us suppose that these infelicities and obscurities in the text can be
 overlooked or cleared up-perhaps by some such enumeration of value-
 determining factors as the fourfold one I have given above. In such a case,
 we are still not out of trouble; for the enumeration itself is by no means as
 plausible as might at first sight appear.

 One difficulty concerns the 'differences' which allegedly distinguish
 concept from concept, and sound-image from sound-image. To repeat,
 Saussure uses the word in an exclusively negative sense. 'Both the signified
 and the signifier', he writes, 'are purely differential and negative when
 considered separately' (p. I20). Now when we say that two things are
 different we may mean that at least one of them has at least one property
 that the other has not. Or we may mean that, although they both possess
 the same properties, they are none the less distinct entities: they are, it is
 usually put, numerically distinct. In Saussure, concepts and sound-
 images differ among themselves in the latter sense, for they have no
 positive character, no property or properties, in respect of which they
 might diverge: they differ in no respect. The Saussurean theory is that
 they differ, not about how they differ. They differ only in that they are
 different.

 However, since any concept and any sound-image is different in this
 sense from any other, all concepts, thus conceived, are the same concept,
 and all sound-images the same sound-image. In such a purview, language
 would be an infinite variation on a single idea and a single sound. And so,
 one must suppose, since neither has another one to differ from, they pass
 out of existence, and we may pronounce the Death of Language.

 It will be said that this contemptuous dismissal is too facile by half.
 For what differentiates one concept or sound-image from another is the
 place that it occupies in the system. When it is said that a concept is
 defined by its 'not being' any other concept, this is a shorthand, perhaps
 misleading, way of saying that it occupies a different place in the language
 system from any other. In a sense all concepts are intersubstitutable-
 but then, if one concept were substituted for another it would come to
 occupy the other's place and would thus become the other concept. For a
 concept simply is a point in a system. The same type of argument would
 hold, with appropriate changes, for sound-images.

 Let us pursue this line of thought, and discard the notion of 'negative'
 differences altogether. Let us discard with them any separate consideration
 of concepts and sound-images, and confine ourselves to complete signs.
 The Saussurean theory, now shrunk a little, but not perhaps fundamentally
 altered, becomes this: a language is a system of signs, related syntag-
 matically and paradigmatically. In this theory, furthermore, an individual
 sign will be defined exclusively by the syntagmatic and paradigmatic
 relations between it and the other signs of the language.

 In order to assess this theory it is necessary to consider the notion
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 of a system. A system consists of two components, which we may call

 its elements and its rules. Now, if the set of elements together with the
 set of rules is to be truly a system, rather than a random collection, there
 is an important, if obvious, condition operating on the rules. This is
 that similar elements are subject to the same rules.4 For if in one case
 certain kinds of elements combine according to one rule, and in another
 case according to a different rule, without any circumstances to explain
 this difference, we perforce have two different systems, or we may have
 no system at all. To put the same point more formally, consider the logical
 form of a rule. If we represent any rule as Whenever A, then B, A contains
 the name of at least one category of entity which is subject to the rule;
 and as in any logical representation, we assume that A refers to a single
 category. If it did not, either the rule would be incoherent, or it would
 have to be rewritten as more than one rule.

 It follows-and this is now to our purpose-that the elements are
 logically prior to the rules, for if we did not know what eternal and change-
 less category of element was signified by A, we would not know what the
 rule stated.5 In general, we may say that in any system the elements can
 be identified independently of the rules, but the rules cannot be identified
 independently of the elements.

 This conclusion directly contradicts the thinking of Saussure and many
 Structuralists. For them, the rules come first, elements afterwards:
 the elements are created by the rules. But it is difficult to see what form
 a rule could have, or how it could be found intelligible, if there were not
 already, and independently, some way of identifying the entities subject
 to it.

 Let us revert to language in order to press this point. In our present
 terminology, Saussure's theory is that every language is a system, whose
 elements are its signs, and whose rules are statements of the relations
 regularly found to hold between the signs. Some rules, the syntagmatic,
 are statements of the relations regularly manifested in the way that signs
 or parts of signs follow one another in strings. Paradigmatic rules are
 statements of the relations regularly manifested among signs grouped
 according to conceptual, phonic, or morphological resemblances.

 Let us now imagine a very simple language, consisting of two signs and a
 single rule. We will call the signs A and B, and say that the rule is 'A
 comes before B': clearly a syntagmatic rule. However, if A's only identity
 is that it precedes B, and B's only that it follows A, then anything at all

 4This is not, of course, the only condition operating upon the rules if they
 are to be the rules of a system.

 5 This is strictly true only of first-order rules. Second-order rules, or rules
 about rules, are a different matter. It is not clear whether there is anything
 like second-order rules in language.
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 can fill the positions occupied by A and B. A could be the proboscis of a
 hornet, and B its sting. But if they were, they wouldn't be signs, and we
 wouldn't have a language. Far from having an identity, the fact that they
 are constituted only by the rule of their syntagmatic combination deprives
 them of any identity. As it is with this simple language, so it is with any
 language: an identity determined by the syntagmatic rules of the system
 is no identity at all.

 How about the other kind of rules, paradigmatic ones? Sheep, mutton
 and lamb are a paradigmatic group. They resemble one another in being
 conceptually ovine, so to speak, but differ in that each of them signifies
 a different portion of the ovine conceptual mass. Here, Saussure fares
 better, for we could argue that the particular identity of each of these
 words is determined by a combination of its resemblance to and difference

 from the others, something like a definition per genus et differentiam.
 To be precise, though, all that is determined here is the conceptual identity
 of each word. Presumably some quite different paradigmatic grouping
 would be required to determine their phonic and morphological character,
 though it is difficult to see what such groupings might be in the case of

 sheep, mutton and lamb. In fact, we soon realize that paradigmatically
 related linguistic signs form small heterogeneous groups within language,

 not a language in toto. It is thus doubtful whether the principle that the
 language system determines its units is manifested in paradigmatic rela-
 tions. If we look upon paradigmatic groups as systems at all, they are
 isolated and localized, distributed at random throughout a language,

 and contribute nothing to its overall systematic form.

 III

 If a linguistic sign is defined negatively, by its constituent concept and

 sound-image not being any others, we find that all concepts and all sound-
 images become identical. If we define a sign by its syntagmatic relations
 to other signs, we find that linguistic signs become indistinguishable
 from objects of any kind whatsoever. If we define a sign by its paradigmatic
 relations to other signs, we are forced to retreat from the notion that a
 language is a system.

 Can we save anything from the wreck? Perhaps we can. All that has
 been shown is that the value of a linguistic sign cannot be determined by
 its position within a complete linguistic system, a complete language.
 But perhaps it is none the less determined by its relations to other signs,
 though in a localized, piecemeal kind of way-say by its paradigmatic
 relations, or some kind of relations anyway. Perhaps Saussure is right to
 reject the notion of 'substance' where language is concerned, and is correct
 in claiming that a sign's value, or identity, is completely and exclusively
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 determined by relations-rather than by any 'substantial' property which
 it may have in itself.

 It is in connection with this claim that Saussure discusses the identity
 of trains and streets, and it is now time to consider these analogies. Trains
 and streets, he argues, are identified by their positions relative to other
 trains and streets, not by the material substance of which they are com-
 posed. But in fact this is not so. If I go to the railway station and find I
 have to travel in a mobile swimming-pool drawn by a low-flying heli-
 copter, this is by no stretch of the imagination a train, even if it follows
 the same route, at the same time, as the normal Geneva to Paris express.
 Or if I rebuild a street with cardboard cut-outs that look like houses,
 it is not a street of houses, whatever relations it may have to other streets
 in the vicinity. Trains and streets are identified by material substance
 as well as by their relations to one another.

 Of course, it may be retorted that the material substance does not
 determine type identity. It might be argued that the material substance
 determines that something is a train, and even that it is one particular
 assemblage of engine and carriages, but not that it is this train, the Geneva
 to Paris express. But matters are not as simple as that. For example, one
 would expect that the Geneva to Paris express would have facilities for
 carrying passengers, and its having these facilities is a matter of substance,
 not of relations to other trains. So too I will expect to be able to walk
 down a street, something I cannot do if it is replaced by a canal; and this,
 too, is a matter of substance.

 The concept of substance is a tricky one, especially so when we are
 talking of types rather than tokens. And it is trickier still when we are
 talking of language. Here, I am not using it in any technical metaphysical
 sense, but merely to indicate the presence of properties which something
 has 'in itself', independently of its relations to anything else. Now, it
 seems to me that a train is identified as a type by way of its relations to
 other trains, but also that no relation can be intelligible, or can even be
 stated, unless the items related are already equipped with some properties
 or other. A relation holds between, or among, things of a certain type,
 and it cannot be formulated, or thought of, if the properties which make
 them belong to that type are not already known. This is why we cannot
 say, for example, that a fairytale is fatter than a bar of soap: the relation
 is simply not appropriate to the relata. A relation is itself determined by
 the things that it relates.

 So is it too with language. No linguistic relation, syntagmatic, para-
 digmatic, or any other, can be formulated, understood, or even thought of,
 if the things among which the relation is asserted are not already endowed
 with an identifiable character. Just as a relation like 'is fatter than' pre-
 supposes that the items which it relates have certain properties, a language
 relation like 'precedes' presupposes that a linguistic sign is a certain type of
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 thing: for example, it occupies a segment of time or space. Relations like
 'resembles' or 'differs from' might seem to be exceptions, but this is be-

 cause they are incomplete relations. They are completed only when we
 specify in what respect things are asserted to be alike or to differ. Re-

 semblance and difference by themselves tell us nothing, because any two
 things whatsoever are similar in some respect, and differ in some respect.
 This is why paradigmatic relations by themselves tell us nothing about the

 signs that they relate. From the fact that two things differ, or are alike,
 nothing follows.

 After all this destructive criticism, it is best to conclude with some

 reference to the positive side of Saussure's theory of the linguistic sign.
 Xhat is wrong with the theory is that it is an ontology, an attempt to
 specify the kind of properties which signs possess and through which they
 acquire their phonic and conceptual identity; and, furthermore, that the
 ontology is wrong. For Saussure, signs have only relational properties,
 whereas in point of fact they have non-relational properties as well. But
 of course he is partly right. Signs have relational properties, and these
 properties are determinants, though not the only determinants, of meaning
 and of phonic and morphological features. In any case, the identification
 and distinction of paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations testify to Saus-
 sure's originality and genius.6

 There is another side to these relations, though, which is hinted at
 when Saussure writes, 'They correspond to two forms of our mental
 activity, both indispensable to the life of language' (p. I23). Here we find
 what may be called the epistemic interpretation of Saussure. Meaning,
 it is well known, is not a constant property of words, but continually
 changes and fluctuates with time, and indeed with geography as well.
 But it is less often noted that our knowledge of meaning is not constant
 either. The meanings words have for each of us individually are also subject
 to change and development. A shallow understanding can grow deeper,
 and newly acquired words can modify an existing vocabulary. Language
 has a life within each of us, and that life is influenced primarily by ex-
 perience, by constantly novel demands to combine words into sentences
 and sentences into discourse; and experience also of the speech and the
 writings of others.

 If paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations are understood as forms of
 thought, they can then be further interpreted as the factors which give
 shape to our linguistic experience. They will supply the rules which
 govern usage, and understanding, thus determining the forms and habits

 6 It is generally held that Baudouin de Courtenay was in some respects a
 precursor of Saussure. But so far as I am aware we find nothing in his writings
 resembling the distinction of paradigmatic and syntagmatic. See J. D. Apresjan,
 Principles and Methods of Structural Linguistics (The Hague: Mouton, 1973).
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 of speech, discourse, and text. Seen in this light, they are characteristic
 of what Saussure calls parole, rather than of la langue. It may be that Saus-
 sure, whose distinction of language and speech gave to modern linguistics
 its identity, had himself the deepest insights, not into language at all,
 but into speech.

 The Queen's University of Belfast
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