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Abstract 

This study focuses on the central concepts put forward by Ferdinand de Saussure in the field of 

linguistics. In the 20th century, linguistics began to develop in various perspectives, and it would not 

be wrong to acknowledge that famous Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure made a notable 

contribution to the emergence of those theories. Saussure, the central examination of the present 

study, scrutinizes language as a structured system of signs and introduces many ideas that have 

shaped the development of language studies. In this context, the paper defines and thoroughly 

elucidates the terms that Saussure pioneered to present his theory of language. The research includes 

of views. Therefore, we would like to believe that this research constitutes a contribution to the 

 

Keywords: Linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure, Structuralism, Saussurean Linguistics 

il  

 

Ferdinand de dilbilim 
 

 

                                                             
1  ayca.bakiner@bilecik.edu.tr, ORCID 

ID: 0000-0003-4441-9703 02.01.2023-kabul tarihi: 20.02.2023; DOI: 
10.29000/rumelide.1253817] 

2  osman_ozdemir73@hotmail.com, ORCID ID: 
0000-0002-4536-4049  



1430 / RumeliDE  Journal of Language and Literature Studies 2 0 2 3 .32 (February) 

A guide to the science of lan inguistics / . 

Adres 
 

e-posta: editor@rumelide.com 
tel: +90 505 7958124 

Address 
RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 
e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,  
phone: +90 505 7958124 

 

Anahtar kelimeler: Dilbilim, Ferdinand de Saussure,  

1. Introduction 

It is safe to say that significant developments in the realm of language were seen and important 
evaluations which can be considered to be principles in the field were settled in the 20th century (Aksan, 

2020). When we look into the literature, we see that two names in the field prominently stand out in the 
birth of the structuralist linguistic tradition. One is the Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure, and the 
other is American linguist Edward Sapir. Sapir made notable contributions in laying the foundations of 
structural linguistics (Sturrock, 1986). Also, we see the contributions of Russian formalists, Prague and 
Copenhagen Schools, and then Chomsky to the development 
2020); however, Saussure undeniably directed the process of turning the field into a scientific discipline.  

Along with these developments mentioned above, many of the important findings in the field of 
linguistics 

features of language as well as various aspects of language that could not be well comprehended, and at 
the same time, determining what linguistics is and in which directions it should take its course (Scholes, 
1974). Saussure laid the foundations of linguistics, and it has gained great importance today. The 

foundations o  

et 
of elements ruled by contexts. In Cours de Linguistique Generale, we can clearly see why Saussure was 
the first linguist to domain linguistics in the 20th century and beyond. In his masterpiece, Saussure both 

tried to establish a linguistic method and sought for an epistemological connection. Saussure designed 

 

2. Literature review 

Because human beings cannot live without communicating with one another, language developed over 
 this improvement. In its broadest sense, 

we can define language as the transformation of sounds into words (Lee, 1998). Sign, signifier, and 

elements of the organization of language into a semiotic system (Saussure, 1976). 

that a language can be conceived as a mere and simple set of words. According to this scheme, language 
is a collection of words corresponding to a univocal form, that is, from term to term. In other words, 
according to this understanding, a language is something formed by words only, neglecting the context 
perspective of language. In this approach, differences between languages can be reduced to differences 
in just naming things. For example, the word carpet is carpet in English, while Zustand in German. This 
reduction takes language learning out of its context, and learning another language simply means 
memorizing a list of words. In this case, naturally, the sound productions themselves will be created 
with the same sounds in all languages, and there will be no difference between languages. The only 
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difference from one language to another would be in the way these words come together for each word 
and in the choice. Saussurean linguistics reveals the fallacy of such comprehension. In this sense, each 
language corresponds to a special arrangement that arises from experience and context. To learn a 
language is not simply to put new tags on familiar objects, but to analyse that language in a contextual 
way. Linguistic refers to a complex process, not words that are out of context. According to Saussure, 
the reality of language corresponds to the elements of concrete concepts, sound-images, and the spoken 

 

To Saussure, language is not a set of terms, but a system of signs (Firth, 1957). During the conversation 
of two people, the concepts in the mind of the speaker depend on the designs of the signs or sound 
images (Kayaalp , 2020). As individuals, we exchange information through meaningful units called 
signs. A sign is an object or phenomenon that shows something other than itself and can take its place. 
Every single sign consists of the signifier and the signified. The signifier is the sound-related concrete 
part of the linguistic sign. The signified is the thought or concept that the signifier awakens in our minds 
(Birkiye, 1984). For example, the signifier of the female sign is the combination of the sound in the form 
of /w.o.m.a.n/. This combination is not just a sound, but an image formed by the combination of sounds. 
The sound can be heard, but the sound image is not transformed into speech in our minds. When we 
hear the /w.o.m.a.n/ sound combination, the concept of woman comes to mind, and when we want to 
talk about a woman, the /w.o.m.a.n/ sound combination comes to mind, that is, it combines a sign 

 

According to Fiske (2019), there are 3 main fields of study in semiotics. First, the field of study focusing 
on the sign itself includes the exploration of the kinds of signs, the ways in which they convey meaning, 
and the way they are associated with the people who use the signs. Because signs are human 

systems wherein signs are organized (Saussure, 1959). These studies focus on codes developed to meet 
the needs of society or culture and the search for ways to operate existing communication channels for 
the transmission of these codes. The third area of study is culture (Saussure, 1974). Codes and signs are 
processed within the culture. The very own existence of culture and form also depend on the use of these 
codes and signs (Saussure, 1983; Tagai, 2009). 

There are various objects, entities, events, and movements in the nature that surrounds us (Bloomfield, 
1933; Evans & Green, 2006; Mills, 1997). For instance, a mammal is named in English with the word 
dolphin. This sign does not connect the animal we call the dolphin with its name; it combines a concept 
in a language unity with the sound image that is attached to it in the human mind. This sound image, 
which Saussure calls the signifier, is not the sound, but the trace, the image of the sound in our minds; 
however, when it is pronounced with our speech organs, it turns into sound. The concept or the signified 
is the design of the object in our minds (Aksan, 2021; Chomsky, 1965). 

3. Method  

linguistics. With this aim, we utilised literat
(Karasar, 2005; Neuman, 2008). We believe that this paper will contribute to the literature because 

ld of 
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guiding for future studies in the realm. 

4. Discussion 

As we look into the developments in the field of linguistics, we can see why Saussure is often referred as 

signified (Asher & Simpson, 1994; Bayrav, 1998; Hervey, 1982; Young, 1981). Therefore, we must begin 
with elucidating what he indicates by these terms. Signifier is the sound of the letters we use to define 
things, such as table. Signified, on the other hand, is the actual concept of the thing we talk about (Lyons, 
1977; Robins, 1993). In that case, signified is the thought of a table. The actual real thing in the world is 
the referent (Vardar, 2001). Here, the referent is the real table. Because one cannot exist without the 
other, sign can also be defined as a two-sided psychological entity. Saussure emphasizes that there is an 
arbitrary and conventional relationship between the signifier and the item which we signify (Vardar, 
1998). First of all, it is arbitrary as there is no natural reason why we identify a table a table. That is why 

same things are called different things in different languages. Second of all, by the convention of the 
language, it is referred to the idea that a speech community needs to hold on to the same connections 
between a signifier and its signified. For example, we, Turkish speakers all share very similar concept of 
table when we hear that word. A speaker cannot call a table something else and await anyone to know 
what she is talking about. This applies to other languages and nationalities as well. 

In addition, Saussure distinguishes between parole and langue (Guiraud, 1994). Parole is the use of a 
language, whereas langue is the system of it. Langue is the system of the language, and similar to syntax 
and phonology, it is an abstract system (Cobley & Jansz, 1999). However, by parole, Saussure refers to 
the use of that language. This is the individual side; it is the individual speech and the actual use of 

language (Thibault, 1997). 

system of linguistics (Harris, 1
in time. This time usually refers to present, but it can be considered as a snapshot of language at a 
particular time in the past. Diachrony, then again, refers to how that language develops over time. It is 
how meanings of the words change over time. It is basically the study of the history of words, which is 
also known as historical linguistics (Holdcroft, 1991). We may notice changes in languages over our life 
time, for example, different words appear or disappear (Harris, 2001). This conveys us to diachrony.  

terms of words, it can be defined as the holistic relationship that a sign creates with other elements that 

means to s
 

party as a 
different meaning. We can increase the number of these examples further in every language. These 
examples show us how words acquire new and different meanings in different contexts. 
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Finally, paradigm and syntagm are two terms we should touch upon in this paper. By paradigm, a set of 

replace one with another in 

, these words could 

words follow a particu

meaning. Similarly, the letters in a word cannot be changed. For instance, once the letters in the word 
 

5. Conclusion 

As can be seen in the literature, linguistics has made significant developments with F. de Saussure, 
especially after the turn of the 20th century. The understanding of language system has notably settled, 
and the spoken language has gained importance as well due to the developments in communication 
technologies (Chandler, 2002; Rifat, 2009). Today's linguistics comprises universal dimensions 

the examination of languages in terms of sound, structure, syntax, semantics to language acquisition, 
mother tongue education, foreign language teaching, text linguistics, and literature review. It would not 
be off the ground to claim that the border between linguistic and literary studies has also almost 
disappeared. In this regard, all kinds of language studies has started to be carried out by making use of 
the possibilities of the computer age, and interrelated studies with other fields of science have brought 
linguistics to an interdisciplinary science (Aksan, 2004). 

inguistics but also in semiotics. Saussure presented his 
theory of language from two points of views. First of all, he considered language to be a system of signs. 
Secondly, Saussure emphasized the social side of language, which is the product of the communities. 
Saussure, the central examination of the present study, scrutinized language as a structured system of 
signs and introduced many ideas that have shaped the development of language studies. Sign, signifier, 
signified, referent, parole, langue, synchrony, diachrony, paradigm, and syntagm are some of the terms 
he used so as to explain his theories of the nature of the language. In this study, we proposed to develop 
a detailed presentation of our reading as to what these terms mean. 
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