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Positive and Negative Aspects of an Empirical Linguistic

Theory —— with reference to Not Saussure by Raymond Tallis
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The conceptual side of value is made up
solely of relations and differences with
respect to the other terms of language .
differences carry signification . . . a seg-
ment of language can never in the final
analysis be based on anything except its
noncoincidence with the rest. Arbitrary and
_ differential are two correlative qualities.
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Behind the idea that language is somehow
closed off from reality so that it refers to
nothing other than itself is a confusion
between structure and event, between the
system or institution and its use in dis-
course. (p. 78)

Moreover, it is language users who put to-
gether specific formations of words. Lan-
guage itself (an abstract construction if
ever there was one) is not a language user;
it is not an agent; it has neither the ca-
pacity nor the need to refer to anything.
Hawkes’'s conclusion that language is sealed
off from reality because it is structured is
due ultimately to a confusion between the
institution, the system, the structure called
language, and the use of that system by
individual speakers and writers in partic-
ular discourses that take place at a partic-
ular time. (p. 79)
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Ultimately, the transition from the (gen-
eral) meaning of a referring expression to
the particular, unique referent will involve
utilising the context of - the utterance in
which the expression occurs. A significant
part of this context will be the deictic or
spatio-temporal co-ordinates of the act of
utterance. Without the existential situa-
tions of speakers and hearers to provide an
extralinguistic point of reference, inescap-
ably general meaning could not be used to
pin down reference to unique particulars.
Without the ‘thisness’ implicit in the fact
that the utterance is originating from a
particular body, a particular mouth, and
that it is being emitted into a particular
shared world whose co-ordinates could be



at least in part specifiable in spatio-tem-
poral terms, reference would remain inde-
terminate — or, more precisely, would not
take place. (pp. 83-4)
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Where there are values in the Saussurean
sense, there must also be system; but ref-
erence is not always mediated through val-
ue; and, as we have shown, reference can-
not be realised solely through the system.
The system has no referents; reference, if
it utilises the system at all (rather than
bypassing it by using ostensively defined

proper names), must also involve the ex-
tra-linguistic reality within which the sys-
tem is operating at the time; the deictic
co-ordinates that are implicit in the spatio-
temporal context of the utterance. (p. 85)
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To sum up these arguments of Saussure’s, language is not a nomenclature, a way
of naming pre-existing concepts. The value of a term emanates from a system of
differences, defined by their opposing relations to the other terms of the system,
not by their positive contents. In this regard, we are led to his cardinal view that
by dividing the continuums of both sounds and concepts, language “sets up an ar-
bitrary relation between signifiers of its own choosing on the one hand, and sig-
nifieds of its own choosing on the other.” Let me illustrate Saussure’s conceptions
of language.
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The value of a term is completely negative in a opposing system (2). And yet the
sign which is only a result of the negative relations of terms, removed from neg-
ativity, becomes positive by its own attribute (3). Saussure writes :

But the statement that everything in language is negative is true only if the sig-
nified and the signifier are considered separately; when we consider the sign in
its totality, we have something that is positive in its own class. . . Although both
the signified and the signifier are purely differential and negative when consid-
ered separately, their combination is a positive fact.

Both the signified and the signifier are purely differential and negative when con-
sidered separately. Nevertheless, once they are combined, a positive unit is realized.
That 1s why a unit is again treated as a “concrete entity,” a “reality” or an “iden-
: » (7)

tity.
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Derrida develops Peirce’s observation that
one sign leads to another. If a sign makes
sense, then it will signify another sign which
will, in turn,.signify another sign and so ad
infinitum. The chain of signs never comes
to an end. This implies, Derrida says, that
the chain of signifiers never comes to an
end; more specifically, that the signifiers
never reach the plane of the signified. Dis-
courses, texts, utterances, are strands of an
‘endless chain of signifiers’. (p. 213)
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but the statement that everything in lan-
guage is negative is true only if the signi-
fied and the signifier are considered sepa-
rately; when we consider the sign in its
totality, we have something that is posi-
tive in its own class. . . . Although both
the signified and the signifier are purely
differential and negative when considered
separately, their combination is a positive
fact: it is even the sole type of facts that
language has, for maintaining the parallel-
ism between the two classes of differences
is the distinctive function of the linguistic
institution. (Course, pp. 120 -1)
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Although the institution of language con-
‘classes . of differences’, actual
speech is composed of signs which are not
merely differential but also positive. In
speech we deploy not signifiers or signifieds

sists of



In isolation but signs in which they are
fused. Differences are used to establish pos-
itive, present meaning. Which is precisely
what we might have thought all along. A
particular speech act is not all a matter of
difference (or form); it is also a matter of
presence (or content). The sign in use is not
purely differential, non-substantial.

These points are missed or confused by
Derrida. In his essay ‘Differance’, he writes,

As the condition for signification, this
principle of difference affects the whole
sign, that is, both the signified and the
signifying aspects. (p. 212)
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Grammatical rules cannot be specified
without explicit or implicit reference to
meaning. The ‘system’ such as it is cannot
even begin to be described without refer-
ence to its particular operations on specific
occasions in the real world. It is my knowl-
edge of extra-linguistic reality, rather than
of the internal rules of grammar, that en-
ables me to recognise that ‘Golf playsdJohn’
1s ill-formed.

. meaning cannot be entirely controlled
from within by syntax and that a context-
based intuition of the speaker’s intentions is
necessary not only to determine the meaning
but also the grammatical structure of what
has been said. There is no syntax without
semantics: without interpretation, without
meaning, structure cannot be seen.

And the same observations apply to struc-
turalist linguistics as a whole. It is ulti-
mately on the basis of referential meaning
that the oppositions that make up the field
of a particular term are perceived. The
structure cannot be seen, the conmtrasts can-
not be observed, wihtout the referents of
the elements being known, without inter-
pretation. The structuralist principle that
‘where there is meaning there is also struc-
ture’ could just as well be inverted: there
is no structure without meaning. (pp.72-3)
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. his argument seems to depend on a
confusion between the system, to which
verbal types could be plausibly said to be-
long, and the use of the system on a par-
ticular occasion, when types are instant-
iated as tokens, which is not itself part of
the system. If he hadn’t confused the type
and the token, the system and its use on
particular occasions, it is unlikely that he
would wish us to belive that words ‘func-
tion within the structure [my emphasis] of
the English language’. (pp. 70- 1)
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Yes, difference does affect both aspects of
the sign; but »#of the sign as a whole. (p. 212)

1t is of course obvious that the system should
be purely negative and differential although
the signs % use are positive. (p. 213)
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Even natural signs do not produce a total
closure of meaning: when grey clouds sig-
nify rain, this is not the end of the matter.
The sense of the world is not rounded off.
No sign is an island, able to solve the world
one and for all. (p. 213)
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Psychologically our thought — apart from its
expression in words — is only a shapeless and
indistinct mass . . . without the help of
signs we would be unable to make a clear-
cut, consistent distinction between two ideas.
Without language, thought is a vague, un-
charted nebula. There are no pre-existing
ideas before the appearance of language.
(Course, pp. 111 - 12)
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. ideas, perhaps, have distinct bounda-
ries only when they are expressed in distinct
sentences; they do not come with their own
edges. Moreover, their ‘distinctness’, like
vagueness, can be assessed only when they
are made public; that is to say communi-
cated; that is to say uttered or written.

(p. 56)
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Derrida misreads [Peirce] as referring to the
relationship between signifier and signified.
The endlessness of the chain of signs is read
as ‘the absence of the transcendental signi-
fied’ and consequently ‘the destruction of
ontotheology and the metaphysics of pres-
ence’. He confuses, in other words, the rela-
tionship between whole signs with the rela-
tionship between the signifier and the sig-
nified of an individual sign. ‘One sign leads
to another’ becomes ‘one sign refers to an-
other’ becomes ‘one signifier refers to an-
other’ or ‘the (exclusive) referent of a sig-
nifier is another signifier’.

(pp. 213 - 14)

(G EY | OFEFENMRLTHNTAY >
2 —ADRENEEROBRBDOHEERDO KRB
B EECE Iy 2 0 AR EEORKOE

DIERLENRLTLE S5 DT &R HTEES
BOXPRICE L TAR B Eb 5,
SIAXORICE Y AL, ©T7TADEKETY
ARHETH e TEEFR] Zvdth
BELTZA5E 5, ETANEERBCELT
BRESZL2DTCES KL LTOLSHD
BIR & XT V5D LT, 7V FxETh%xF
B TOBRERL D, T hbLBERESH O
TR ERIEARARCH L TH LR TV
DL, 7YX TREBER (5 v27) »HABEHE
EOHLTLES> S ER LD EVH, LHLID
SR T, o TBRE O\ S D HEHL BER
Va7 4 xDOREELELTHEND] S LicicbD
HEDWTR, THRRBAE LRV, v =
74=Rv =27 4 7R BIED T v RE
FORBBEOEEMED, 2V AL IKELLRT
W ebe (p. 213)
FIRAXDOHICHELSA L. £ ) ADMBILRAE%
BERELTV 5,

As we noted in Chapter 3, Section 3, no
sign is ever purely or exclusively a sign.
Objects and events are (in themselves) as
well as having significance. The fact that
the chain of signs never comes to an end
does not mean that there is only an inter-
minable trail of traces and that presence
is never reached. For presence does not lie
at the end of the trail of signs; rather, it
1s there from the beginning; the sign is
present as well as signifying. For it can
signify only if it is present — present to me
for whom it is significant. A sign may
signify an absence; but only in virtue of
being itself present. (p. 214)
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The most obvious is that, in so far as a
token has a meaning, that meaning is gen-
eral; material objects, on the other hand,
are particulars occupying specific regions of
space time. The meaning of a word cannot
be a particular object. So the relation .be-
tween word and object when the word is
used to signify a particular object cannot
be a direct correlation. The relation be-
tween word and object must be mediated.
(p. 107)
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In the model I wish to present here, refer-
ence to an object is secured by material-
ising in a sign one (general) sense that
the object has. The token (or more pre-
cisely the referring expression which may
be composed of one or several tokens) acts
as proxy for a semse of the object. A given
object may have any number of senses....
(p. 107)
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In reference, word and object meet in the
identity of the general meaning of a par-
ticular token with one of the (general)
senses of an intelligible object. Under this
analysis, the sign, or the chain of signs
constituting a referring expression, acts as
an alternative materialisation of one of the
general senses of the object, and ‘reference’
1s the coincidence between the signified of
the linguistic sign(s) and the sense of the
particular object.

This model makes a clear distinction be-
tween the signified on the one hand and the
referent of a sign on the other — in contrast
to post-Saussurean theory where the two
are persistently confused. In most cases,
we referentially take hold of objects in the
world via the general senses that they have.
Reference resides in the coincidence between
the signified of a particular token or group
of tokens and one of the senses of an ob-
ject. The linguistic signified is not the ref-
erent; and, outside of the particular occa-
sions when its parent sign is used to secure
reference, it is not even a meaning; it is a
value, which is best thought of as a ‘vir-
tual meaning’ realised only when the word
type is materialised in a token in wuse on a
particular occasion. (pp. 107 - 08)
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. whether or not the linguistic materi-
alisation of one of the senses secures ref-
erence to it will depend upon the context in
which the referring expression is used. The
context will include what has just been
said, what can be assumed in the shared
world of the communicants, and the actual
physical surroundings of the utterance.
Because an object has an indefinite number
of possible senses (corresponding to the
different relations speakers may have to
it, the different ways they may see it, the
different uses they may have for it, and so
on), then there is room for repeated clas-
sification and reclassification. (p. 107)

Correlation between a particular token and
a particular object is possible only when
the textual and physical co-ordinates of
the utterance have been mobilised to secure
reference. (p. 108)

The sense of a piece of matter will, as we
have already remarked, be highly variable,
even when its physical properties remain
macroscopically constant. It will depend
upon the interests, moods, physiological
states and personal history of the individ-
ual taking notice of it, as well as, more
remotely, upon the history of the society
in which he lives. (p. 110)
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Reference, which is the coincidence of one



sense of the object with the signified of a
linguistic sign brought down from gener-
ality of meaning by tokenisation and the
mobilisation of deictic co-ordinates, con-
nects, as we always thought it did, the lin-
guistic and the extra-linguistic realms. The
sharp edges of the emergent separate senses
are due to the mutual pressure of rival sig-
nifieds, as described by Saussure. The sense
itself, however, is not intra-linguistic: it
"still remains tethered to the object as a
sense of that object and that object comes
armed with its own, spatio-temporal rather
than semantic, edges, which language can-
not supersede or obliterate. The theory
shows, moreover, how the division of mean-
ing is not the same as the generation of
meaning. To reiterate what we have said
in Sections 3.2 and 3.3: it is values, not
meanings, that are purely differential and
negative; and it is values, not senses, that
are pure form without content. (p. 112)
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. it would be even more foolish to sug-
gest that language has the sole authority

to legislate over the division and articula-
tion of reality. If the world of words really
did produce the world of things and if dif-
ferentiated meanings did not pre-exist lan-
guage, it would be difficult to see what
possible function could be served by a lan-
guage that discriminated meanings. Surely
it is because there is an inescapable differ-
entiation of meaning in the universe — food
signifying differently from rocks and both
having a different significance from fire
or predators — that we have language. . ..
If there were no differentiated significances
prior to the emergence of language and
other modes of signification, if reality
were undivided before linguistic segmenta-
tion, there would be no purpose in commu-
nication. Not only would language be re-
dundant, it would of itself be unable to
produce meaning: for how should the pro-
duction of signs bring (differentiated)
meaning into a homogeneous universe ?

(p. 60)
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The senses of an object — which are potential
lines along which it may be classified and
narrow the range of expressions that may
be used to grasp hold of it linguistically —
are determined to a great extent extra-
linguistically. But they are not fixed solely
by physical properties or by some other
‘natural’ classifying feature. The sense of
an object is potentially as variable as its
significance; it is certainly relative to the



situation of the individual observing or
talking about it. The sense of the object
will have historical and social as well as
physical determinants. (p. 108)
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The senses of the object are external to the
psyche of the language user in two respects:
firstly, they are tethered to a particular
object rather than being abstracted as a
result of repeated encounters with suppos-
edly similar objects; and secondly, they
owe their independénce, their separate and
distinct existence, such as it is, to the po-
sition they have come to adopt in the lan-
guage system. It is language, not the psy-
che of the individual, that confers the edges
upon the senses. For this reason, the theory
I have put forward is in no way a return
to psychologism. The ‘sense’ retains its
attachment both to the public object and
-to the public language: it is not a private
entity. (pp. 109 - 10)
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Let us conduct the thought experiment of
considering an object being encountered
alinguistically. It has a significance which
we may characterise as a nimbus around
it. This nimbus of unstable or nascent
meaning becomes differentiated into stable,
denumerable, discrete, hard-edged senses
only when they are picked out linguistic-
ally., The word freezes one sense of the
object from a shifting cloud of signifi-
cance. Until the relevant terms pick them
out, the senses are really ‘sense ions’ whose
distinct or separate existence is only no-
tional.

It must not be thought that language
creates or generates either the senses of
the object or the object itself. Rather, it
confers an gseity upon senses that, prior
to their secondary materialisation in the
signifier of the sign, are confused with
other senses. Language does not create dif-
ferentiated meaning; rather it stabilises
senses that are pre-linguistically fused in
the significance of an intelligible object.
(p. 112)
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The fundamental post-Saussurean confu-
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sion is between the signified of a sign and
the referent of an utterance or a piece of
text. Eagleton, for example, tells us that
Saussure argued that the relationship ‘be-
tween sign and referent’ was an arbitrary
one; but Saussure’s central argument was,
of course, about the arbitrariness of the
relationship between signifier and signi-
fied and the nature of these two notional
entities and not about the relation between
the sign as a whole in use and its referent.
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