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Saussure’s Theory of Language

Saussure was unhappy with linguistics as he knew it be-
cause he thought that his predecessors had failed to think se-
riously or perceptively about what they were doing. Linguis-
tics, he wrote,! “never attempted to determine the nature of
the object it was studying, and without this elementary oper-
ation a science cannot develop an appropriate method”
(Course, 35 Cours, 16).

This operation is all the more necessary because human
language is an extremely complex and heterogeneous phe-
nomenon. Even a single speech act involves an extraordinary
range of factors and¢ould be considered from many differ-
ent, even conflicting points of view. One could study the
way sounds are produced by the mouth, vocal chords, and
tongue; one could investigate the sound waves that are emit-
ted and the way they affect the hearing mechanism. One
could consider the signifying intention of the, speaker, the as-
pects of the world to which his utterance refers, the immedi-
ate circumstances of the communicative context that might
have led him to produce a particular series of noises. One

[ use expressions such as “Saussure wrote” purely for convenience. As
was mentioned in-Chapter 1, very few passages of the Course were actnally
written by Saussure.
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