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INTRODUCTION

In his Course in General Linguistics, first published
in 1916, Saussure postulated the existence of a general
science of signs, or Semiology, of which linguistics
would form only one part. Semiology therefore aims
to take in any system of signs, whatever their sub-
stance and limits; images, gestures, musical sounds,
objects, and the complex associations of all these,
which form the content of ritual, convention or
public entertainment: these constitute, if not lan-
quages, at least systems of signification. There is no
doubt that the development of mass communications
confers particular relevance today upon the vast field
of signifying media, just when the success of disci-
plines such as linguistics, information theory, formal
logic and structural anthropology provide semantic
analysis with new instruments. There is at present
a kind of demand for semiology, stemming not from
the fads of a few scholars, but from the very history
of the modern world.

The fact remains that, although Saussure’s ideas
have made great headway, semiology remains a
tentative science. The reason for this may well be
simple. Saussure, followed in this by the main semi-
ologists, thought that linguistics merely formed a
part of the general science of signs. Now it is far
from certain that in the social life of today there are
to be found any extensive systems of signs outside
human language. Semiology has so far concerned
itself with codes of no more than slight interest, such
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INTRODUCTION

as the Highway Code; the Inoment we go on 8,

systems where the sociological significance is more
than superficial, we are once more confronted with
language. It is true that objects, images and patterns
of behaviour can signify, and do so on a large scale,
but never autonomously; every semiological system
has its linguistic admixture. Where there is a visual
substance, for example, the meaning is confirmed by
being duplicated in a linguistic message (which hap-
pens in the case of the cinema, advertising, comic
strips, press photography, etc.) so that at least a part
of the iconic message is, in terms of structural rela-
tionship, either redundant or taken up by the linguis-
tic system. As for collections of objects (clothes, food),
they enjoy the status of systems only in so far as
they pass through the relay of language, which ex-
tracts their signifiers (in the form of nomenclature)
and names their signifieds* (in the forms of usages or
reasons): we are, much more than in former times,
and despite the spread of pictorial illustration, a civil-
ization of the written word, Finally, and in more
general terms, it appears increasingly more difficult
to conceive a system of images and objects whose
signifieds can exist independently of language: to
perceive what a substance signifies is inevitably to
fall back on the individuation of a language : there is
no meaning which is not designated, and the world
of signifieds is none other than that of lang

* We have preferred English to Latin in translating signi-

fiant and signifié, even at the cost of the inelegant plural
‘signifieds’,
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declaration : linguistics is not a part of the .mmzmam_
" science of signs, even a wﬂﬁ_om&. part, i
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ven so, such language
1s not quite that of the linguist: it is a monosa.o&om
language, with its unities no _onmow. Eosﬂm_nm o
phonemes, but larger fragments of Emno.:wmm re Mﬁwﬁm
to objects or episodes s&.omn. meaning un mM ~.Mm
language, but can never exist Emm@.mcmnu:%vo Hv
Semiology is therefore perhaps aomﬁ:m.a to mwm 1
sorbed into a trans-linguistics, S.m materials of whic
may be myth, narrative, u.oc._,smr.mg. or on the other
hand objects of our civilization, in mo.mmu. as they are
spoken (through press, prospectus, interview, nmzw.
versation and perhaps even the inner language, whic
is ruled by the laws of mEmmmsmcmuE. Hb. fact, we chn
now face the possibility of inverting Saussure’s

_ rse. By this inversion we may expect to E@m
to light the unity of the research at present .voEm
done in anthropology, sociology, w.mwnrmvms&%ma and
stylistics round the concept of &mEm.omﬂo?

Though it will doubtless be required some mmu_\ :m
change its character, semiology must first .om all, i
not exactly take definite mrm@@ at _omm_.” try itself out,
explore its possibilities and uEwOmmH_u:Eom.. ﬁ:m. 1s
feasible only on the basis of preparatory investiga-
tion. And indeed it must be acknowledged in advance
that such an investigation is both diffident and rash:
diffident because semiological knowledge at present
can be only a copy of linguistic wnwiﬁmmﬂ S.mw be-
cause this knowledge must be mwvrwm forthwith, at
least as a project, to non-linguistic objects.
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INTRODUCTION

The Elements here presented have as their sole aim
the extraction from linguistics of analytical concepts*
which we think a priori to be sufficiently general to
start semiological research on its way. In assembling
them, it is not presupposed that they will remain in-
tact during the course of research:; nor that semi-
ology will always be forced to follow the linguistic
model closely.? We are merely suggesting and eluci-"

dating a terminology in the hope that it may enable |

an initial (albeit provisional) order to be introduced |

into the heterogeneous mass of significant facts. In _
fact what we purport to do is to furnish a principle
of classification of the questions.

These elements of semiology will therefore be

grouped under four main headings borrowed from
structural linguistics :

I Language and Speech.

II.  Signified and Signifier.

III. Syntagm and System.

IV. Denotation and Connotation.

It will be seen that these headings appear in dicho-
tomic form; the reader will also notice that the
binary classification of concepts seems frequent in
structural thought,® as if the metalanguage of the
linguist reproduced, like a mirror, the binary struc-
ture of the system it is describing; and we shall point
out, as the occasion arises, that it would probably
be very instructive to study the pre-eminence of
binary classification in the discourse of contemporary
social sciences. The taxonomy of these sciences, if
it were well known, would undoubtedly provide a
great deal of information on what might be called the
field of intellectual imagination in our time.
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I. LANGUAGE (LANGUE) AND
SPEECH

I.1. IN LINGUISTICS

Lix. In Saussure: The (dichotomic) concept of
Enm:nmm\wwmmwme is central in Saussure* msm. was cer-
tainly a great novelty in relation to earlier linguistics
which sought to find the causes of historical changes
in the evolution of pronunciation, spontaneous asso-
ciations and the working of analogy, and was there-
fore a linguistics of the individual act. In working out
this famous dichotomy, Saussure started from the
‘multiform and heterogeneous’ nature of language,
which appears at first sight as an unclassifiable wnm_.#vm
the unity of which cannot be brought to light, since
it partakes at the same time of the physical, the EJG.S.
logical, the mental, the individual and Q.:w social.
Now this disorder disappears if, from this _hetero
geneous whole, is extracted rely

W r——____

Wm.O-HuOmOQ HO SWHOT speecl

* The Saussurean notions of langue and E.:.&m present to
the translator into English notorious difficulties, which their
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