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Abstract. The article explores five notions which erstwhile played an im-
portant role in Structural Linguistics but continue, often implicitly or in
an altered form, to live on in current linguistics: (1) the view that each
language should be described in its own terms, (2) the claim that a dis-
tinction must be made between language-specific encoded meaning and
non-language-specific meaning, viz. contextually and encyclopaedically
enriched utterance meaning, (3) the view that in between the grammar
of a language system and individual acts of discourse an intermediary
level of ‘normal language use’ must be taken into account, (4) the claim
that paradigmatic contrasts are of paramount importance to arrive at a
coherent understanding of language systems, and (5) the conviction that
language systems and grammars are of an inherently intersubjective and
social nature. As well as examining convergences that reflect the legacy of
structuralism in contemporary linguistic research, the article pays atten-
tion to epistemologically significant differences in approach, which require
careful reconsideration of structuralist notions that are widely taken for
granted but not always interpreted in the same way.
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“The seductive siren song of structuralism has yet to fade away”

(Givén 2016, 699)
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1. Introduction

There are many possible approaches to the history of linguistics,
including launching new editions of historical publications, study-
ing influences, affinities, intellectual crosscurrents, and evaluating
former schools of thought and frameworks with a view to establish
whether current research may profit from them or not (Gordon
1992, 387). It is the latter approach we are primarily interested in
in this article. The introductory quote from Givén shows that such
an evaluation can turn out differently depending on what one con-
siders to be the objective of historiographical research, but also on
one’s understanding of what has actually happened in the history
of linguistics. Whereas Givon (2016) openly expresses his irritation
about Lazard’s (2012) claim that we can still learn from linguists
such as Ferdinand de Saussure, we will take a more favourable view
on structuralism in a spirit shared, we believe, by most contem-
porary historians of the language sciences. From this perspective,
we maintain that linguists should not outright reject the work of
previous generations but try to understand it and integrate their
insights into current research. This is to some extent acknowledged
by Givén as well when he points out that all linguists since struc-
turalism in a sense ‘must be structuralists plus’ (Givon 2016, 682,
emphasis in the original).

In this article, we discuss the legacy of structuralism with a fo-
cus on the presence of theoretical concepts and empirical analyses
typical of structuralism in contemporary linguistics. We distinguish
two perspectives on structuralism: in addition to taking into account
contemporary linguistic schools of thought that have been explic-
itly founded on key notions of structuralism from their inception
onwards, we will also pay attention to recent developments in lin-
guistics that indicate a revival of structuralist concepts and analyses
in frameworks that do not explicitly acknowledge any intellectual
indebtedness to the structuralist tradition. We do not maintain that
there currently is a conscious restoration of structuralist notions in
contemporary linguistics, nor do we pretend that current linguis-
tic frameworks fall short compared to the ones developed in the
heyday of Structural Linguistics. We agree with most historians of
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the language sciences that Structural Linguistics suffered from a
number of shortcomings and is now justifiably considered obsolete
as a paradigm (cf. Albrecht 2007, Ch. 10 for discussion). Structural
Linguistics has moreover been surpassed, roughly since the 1970s,
by frameworks which are often (though by no means always) more
comprehensive and better attuned to the rich and diverse reality
of language and language use. While it is our explicit aim to steer
clear of any “kind of reactionary nostalgia for the certainties of
an earlier age” (Sinha 2002, 275), what guides our enquiry is the
observation that one can easily come across contemporary studies
in linguistics in which concepts, distinctions, claims and analyses
are put forward that are similar to what can be found in erstwhile
structuralist accounts.

Before a comparison between some contemporary approaches
in linguistics and the structuralist paradigm can be carried out, it is
necessary to briefly recall the main characteristics of structuralism
in linguistics (Section 2). We also specify which contemporary lin-
guistic frameworks will be taken into consideration in our analysis,
both with regard to accounts that are explicitly based on core tenets
of structuralism and accounts that are not. We will then focus on
five specific notions that played an important role in Structural
Linguistics and continue to live on in current linguistics. The five
specific issues we will discuss are the view that each language should
be described in its own terms (Section 3), the claim that a distinction
must be made between language-specific encoded meaning and
non-language-specific meaning, viz. contextually and encyclopae-
dically enriched utterance meaning (Section 4), the view that in
between the grammar of a language system and individual acts of
discourse an intermediary level of ‘normal language use’ must be
taken into account (Section 5), the claim that paradigmatic contrasts
are of paramount importance to arrive at a coherent understanding
of language systems (Section 6), and the conviction that language
systems and norms are of an inherently intersubjective and social
nature (Section 7). To conclude the article, we briefly address the
general question of how modern linguistics can integrate still rele-
vant structuralist insights by drawing on Hegel’s notion of Aufheben
(‘sublation’).
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We add two caveats from the outset. First, we do not intend
to contribute to the ongoing debate about the exact relationship
between the historical figure of Ferdinand de Saussure and the his-
torical movement called structuralism. Some scholars — in particular
Jager (1976, 1978, 2003, 2010); cf. also Rastier (ed., 2016) — have
challenged the view that structuralism, understood as a framework
based on a series of theoretical and methodological assumptions
that emerged at the beginning of the twentieth century, developed
the theory of language and linguistics outlined by Saussure in the
Cours de linguistique générale (Saussure 1916/1922 [1975]); in the re-
mainder of this article we refer to the critical edition by R. Engler,
Saussure 1967-1968). This debate has demonstrated that Saussure
and structuralism as a paradigm should not be confused with each
other, neither historically nor conceptually. We will make sure that
claims about structuralism and claims about Saussure are clearly
distinguished in this article.

Second, in our exploration of the five aspects mentioned
above, we will not address the distinction between an intuitionist
approach to linguistics and what is now commonly known as a
‘corpus-based approach’, basically because the difference between
these approaches is orthogonal to the issues we will discuss. Both
intuitionist and corpus-based approaches can be found in nine-
teenth-century Historical and Comparative Linguistics as much as in
twentieth-century Structural, Cognitive and Functional Linguistics.
The difference between ‘arm-chair linguistics’ based on intuition
and corpus-based linguistics cuts through all frameworks of the
previous and current century to some extent and is not suited as a
criterion that can be used to distinguish particular notions typical
of different frameworks or to reveal the different theoretical and
methodological assumptions of the frameworks we will focus on
in this article.
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2. Structuralism and contemporary linguistics

2.1 The basic assumptions of Structural Linguistics

As Van de Walle et al. (2006) point out, it has to be borne in mind
that there have been several structuralist theories rather than one
single structuralist theory (see Joseph this volume). Like all other
modern linguistic frameworks, structuralism had many faces, which
is not surprising given the international diversification of the para-
digm in the twentieth century (see Newmeyer this volume, Jensen &
Gregersen this volume). It is customary to distinguish, e.g., between
European, North-American and Russian schools of structuralism,
but there were also many scholars in other parts of the world who
adhered to structuralist assumptions until well into the 1970s (cf.
Albrecht 2007). However, although structuralism was not, as oc-
casionally thought, a unitary paradigm, it is possible to pinpoint
a number of basic assumptions which were shared by arguably
most scholars who more or less expressly positioned themselves
as representatives of structuralism. Following Van de Walle et al.
(2006, 2—3), we would like to highlight the following five sets of
assumptions.

a) “Structuralists tend to stress the autonomy of the language
system vis-d-vis other aspects of language, such as sociological,
psychological and pragmatic or discourse factors, which are
considered ‘external’” (Van de Walle et al. 2006, 3). A language
system is a specific ‘social system’ (Joseph 1995, 225). A corollary
of this view is that “there are as many particular systems as there
are languages”, which in turn translates into empirical analyses
of linguistic phenomena that favour categorial particularism, as
opposed to categorial universalism (cf. Lazard 2006).

b) A language-specific ‘functional’ system (langue) is based on
relations which are foundational for the formal and semantic
properties of the linguistic units between which these relations
exist. This may be called the ‘principle of anti-atomism’ that
was instrumental in forwarding the Saussurean approach to ‘a
language’ after the publication of the Cours de linguistique générale
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d)

(Saussure 1916/1922 [1975]). The ‘systematic’ approach entails a
relational, differential approach to linguistic signs. The linguistic
sign is defined as a bilateral entity consisting of the inseparable
juncture of a signified (signifié) and a signifier (signifiant), which
entertains both paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations with
other signs.

From a structuralist perspective, it is imperative to distinguish
synchronic from diachronic analyses of language, which are con-
sidered two perspectives on language with far-reaching method-
ological consequences. Languages should moreover first be stud-
ied from a synchronic point of view, which has logical priority
over the diachronic point of view. For Saussure in particular, the
synchronic point of view corresponds to the knowledge speakers
possess of a language understood as a system of linguistic signs
(Van de Walle et al. 2006, 6), which does not preclude the pos-
sibility that speakers entertain opinions and judgments about
historical features of their language.

Structuralism subscribes to the famous words in the Cours de
linguistique générale (Saussure 1916/1922 [1975], 169) that language
is not a ‘substance’ but a ‘form’.?° To the extent that ‘form’ can
be taken to mean that a langue is a ‘structure’ and/or consists of
structures (Van de Walle et al. 2006, 3), the structuralist focus on
form entails that language should not be studied with the meth-
odology of the natural sciences but by means of new, genuinely
linguistic methods that are appropriate to its object of study.
Already Saussure himself — who never used the term ‘structur-
alism’ — occasionally referred to ‘structures’, in particular the
structure of words (Saussure 1967-1968, 278) and differences in

8o.

The assertion “la langue est une forme et non une substance” is actually an ad-

dition by the editors of the Cours (1916/1922), Ch. Bally and A. Sechehaye. Saussure
himself entertained a more nuanced understanding of ‘form’ in language. He empha-

sised that ‘form’ and ‘meaning’ constitute an original synthesis in linguistic signs,

separable only as a result of posterior analysis (see Saussure 1967-1968, 256—264

and Saussure 2011, 72, 104, 140141, 148-149; cf. Jager 1976, 1978 and Willems 2016a

for discussions).
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structure with regard to ‘different types of language’ (441) (cf.
also Saussure 2011, 127).

e) Finally, in contrast to Bloomfield (1933) and post-Bloomfield-
ian structural linguists, who emphasised the study of linguistic
forms (expressions) with as little regard as possible for substance
(Van de Walle et al. 2006, 19, Newmeyer this volume), Euro-
pean structuralists such as Jakobson (1936 [1971]) and Hjelmslev
(1935-1937, 1959) stressed the need to analyse meaning as an
inherent aspect of language systems (cf. Jensen & Gregersen this
volume). Meaning is considered by these structuralist scholars to
be “not reducible to external factors or reference” (Van de Walle
et al. 2006, 3). Meaning is furthermore amenable to an analysis
in terms of functional oppositions that has been successfully
applied to the domain of phonology in Prague structuralism
(cf. Trubetzkoy 1939 [1958]).%

It is not possible to address the status of all these assumptions
and points of view in contemporary linguistics in detail in this ar-
ticle. We will instead focus on five specific ideas that have loomed
large in the history of Structural Linguistics and that we consider
of particular relevance for our purpose to examine the traces of
structuralism in contemporary linguistics (Sections 3 through 7).
In accordance with the conceptual clarifications put forward under
d) in this section, we will continue to use the terminological pair
‘form’ and ‘meaning’ to refer in general terms to the two sides of
the bilateral linguistic sign. Hjelmslev (1943 [1961], §13) proposed to
further differentiate Saussure’s notions ‘signified’” and ‘signifier’ by
combining the distinction between ‘content’ and ‘expression’” with

81. Hjelmslev does not model the analysis of grammar and the lexicon on the prin-
ciples of phonology, but instead advocates an account of all aspects of language
on the basis of general sets of categories that are not derived from the study of any
specific level of language. This is actually one of the major aspects of the continu-
ity between Hjelmslev’s so-called preglossematic and glossematic periods, which
is easily overlooked or underestimated (see Van de Walle 2009, 230-232; see also
Cigana, this volume).
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the distinction between ‘form’ and ‘substance’ and delimiting the
four strata thus defined (‘content-form’ and ‘content-substance’,
‘expression-form’ and ‘expression-substance’) vis-d-vis the general
layer of ‘purport’ (cf. Albrecht 2007, 141-144, Fudge 1995, Graffi this
volume and Jensen & Gregersen this volume for brief overviews).
In order not to complicate matters, we do not rely on Hjelmslev’s
further differentiations in this article.

2.2 Two complementary perspectives

As mentioned in the introduction, there are two main areas that
are relevant for the study of the legacy of structuralism in current
linguistics. First, several contemporary linguistic schools of thought
express their allegiance to the structuralist tradition and continue
to defend, albeit with important qualifications, structuralist ideas
and assumptions.?? Second, authors of different persuasions who
often explicitly reject structuralism as a paradigm occasionally make
claims, or rely on concepts, distinctions and methods, that are sim-
ilar to what can be found in former structuralist accounts. The
resulting analyses are reminiscent of notions that were once taken
for granted in Structural Linguistics before largely falling into obliv-
ion, but they apparently keep re-entering linguistic accounts by the
back door. In this section, we briefly characterise both perspectives.

It is not our aim to provide an exhaustive list of the schools
of thought and scholars that have explicitly adopted and further
developed structuralist notions, either directly from Saussure or
indirectly through early American or European (in particular Dan-
ish) Structuralism; compare, for example the work of Henry Glea-
son (1917-2007), Sydney Lamb (1929-) and Sebastian Shaumyan

82. We deliberately refrain from using the term ‘neo-structuralist’, which might
cause confusion because of the lack of clear criteria for how to define and apply it.
The term has been used to refer to a wide range of approaches, e.g. Wierzbicka’s
‘Natural Semantic Metalanguage’, Pustejovsky’s ‘Generative Lexicon’ and Fellbaum’s
‘WordNet’ (cf. Geeraerts 2010, Ch. 4), which do not necessarily share basic assump-
tions about language. Some of these approaches even explicitly reject basic claims of
classical Structuralism, e.g. about linguistic particularism or about the bilateralness
of the linguistic sign (see also Section 4).
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(1916—2007) in the United States, Alan Gardiner (1879-1963) in
the United Kingdom, Emile Benveniste (1902-1976), André Marti-
net (1908-1999), Gustave Guillaume (1883-1960), Antoine Culioli
(1924—2018) in France, Leo Weisgerber (1899-1985) in Germany,
among many other scholars in the Soviet Union, Eastern and South-
ern Europe and South-America.?® Moreover, while several linguistic
frameworks in the second half of the twentieth century have been
explicitly built on Structural Linguistics, e.g. the Columbia School
of Linguistics (Kirsner 1979, Diver 1995), only a handful of them
have been able to continue that effort until the present day. The
frameworks that are particularly relevant to mention in the context
of this article are Eugen Coseriu’s (1921-2002) school of Integral
Linguistics, alternatively known as the Tiibingen School of linguis-
tics (Coseriu 1958 [1974], 1962 [1975], 1985, 1987, 1992, 2001, 2007,
Albrecht et al., eds. 1988, Stehl and Hafller, eds. 2017, Kabatek 2018,
2022, Willems and Munteanu, eds. 2021, among others), M.A.K.
Halliday’s (1925—2018) school of Systemic Functional Linguistics
(Halliday 1973, 1978, 1995, Halliday and Matthiessen 2004, 2014,
Martin 1992, Butler 2003, Taverniers 2011, among others) and the
initiatives to revive, integrate and continue the school of Danish
structuralism and the work of Louis Hjelmslev in particular (Ras-
mussen, ed. 1993, Piotrowski 1997, Vykypél 2005, Zinna and Cigana,
eds. 2017, among others).

Both Integral Linguistics and Systemic Functional Linguistics
can be classified under the common denominator of ‘structural-func-
tional approaches.” They explicitly draw inspiration from structur-
alism, in the case of Integral Linguistics mostly from the work of
Saussure, but also from Trubetzkoy, Hjelmslev, Jakobson, Bloom-
field and Martinet (cf. Coseriu 1958 [1974]), in the case of Systemic
Functional Linguistics mostly from the work of Hjelmslev and the
Copenhagen School of linguistics and the work of J.R. Firth (189o—
1960) and the London School of linguistics (cf. Halliday 1995, Tav-
erniers 2011). At the same time, both frameworks pay due attention
to the diversity and richness of language use, including discourse

83. See the various articles in Section X ‘2oth Century Linguistics’ of Koerner and
Asher (eds. 1995) and Albrecht (2007, Ch. 4) for succinct overviews.
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traditions and text linguistics (Kabatek 2018, 2022, Martin 1992).
Integral Linguistics and Systemic Functional Linguistics not only
incorporate many structuralist insights, but also go ‘beyond struc-
turalism’ (Coseriu 2001, 109-115). The current initiatives to revive the
school of Danish structuralism, on the other hand, remain closer to
the original structuralist edifice of Hjelmslev and his school, while
leaving room for innovation in domains such as linguistic change,
connotation, linguistic norms and even mathematical linguistics.
In addition to the overall similarities, these schools of thought also
differ with regard to many aspects. In the ensuing sections we will
make reference to some of these schools of thought and provide
examples of the analyses they have put forward so as to bring out
the points we consider revelatory of the legacy of structuralism in
contemporary linguistics. For the sake of coherence, our focus will
mainly be on European structural functionalism.

With regard to the second perspective, we will, for the purposes
of this article, focus on frameworks that pertain to the broad par-
adigm of functionally oriented linguistics, in particular Cognitive
Linguistics (Langacker 1987, 1988a, 1988b, 1999, 2007, Taylor 1999,
2002, 2003, 2012, Geeraerts and Cuyckens, eds. 2007) and Con-
struction grammar (Fillmore 1988, Fillmore and Kay 1993, Gold-
berg 1995, 2006, Hoffmann and Trousdale, eds. 2013), Functional
Typology (Dryer 1997, Evans and Levinson 2009, Haspelmath 2007,
2010, Mati¢ and Wedgwood 2013), and a number of pragmatic ap-
proaches to language, in particular Neo-Gricean pragmatics (Atlas
1989, 2005, Bach 1994, 2010, Grice 1989, Levinson 2000). These
various frameworks are undoubtedly highly diverse, both with
regard to their historical background and their scope, aims and
analyses. What makes it relevant to group them together is that all
of them have little, if any, affinity for the structuralist tradition and
yet frequently rely on structuralist notions in their investigations of
linguistic phenomena.

None of these latter frameworks present themselves as being
explicitly built on previous work in the structuralist tradition,
but rather consider themselves to have left behind structuralism.
Occasionally reference is made to structuralist ideas with a nod
to structuralist precursors, for example as when cognitive gram-
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marians maintain that the cognitive definition of the linguistic
sign is “profoundly Saussurean in spirit” (Taylor 1999, 18-19),
which is however based on an interpretation that glosses over
considerations that were central to Saussure (cf. Willems 2011,
2016a). It is more common that concepts, distinctions and claims
with a distinctly structuralist flavour are introduced without being
acknowledged as having already a history in structuralist work.
When surveying this type of structuralist aftermath, we will not
only point out similarities but also address differences in approach.
The legacy of structuralism in these frameworks should not be mis-
construed as acts of historiographically informed restoration. It is
important to keep in mind that similarity of concepts, distinctions,
arguments and methods across periods of time and across different
frameworks does not mean that they are identical. The disruption
that took place in the decades after the heyday of structuralism
should not be underestimated. This is why the issues on which
we will focus are treated with equal attention to convergences
and differences.

3. Structuralist notion no. 1: Each language should be
described in its own terms

With the Chomskyan turn in linguistics, one of the guiding princi-
ples of structuralism, viz. that each language should be described
in its own terms, came under severe criticism. Contrary to Struc-
tural Linguistics, Generative Grammar has been first and foremost
interested in the principles of Universal Grammar (UG) and the
constraints on parametric variation of linguistic structures across
languages. The criticism was intimately associated with Chomsky’s
major charge that, like most nineteenth-century historical linguists,
Saussure had effectively placed syntax outside the scope of linguis-
tics proper (Chomsky 1972 [2006],18). By contrast, many function-
alist researchers who emphasise the importance of a multidisci-
plinary approach to language have explicitly reverted to the guiding
principle that linguistic enquiry should not be driven by a prior:
formal assumptions regarding Language, but by the interest in the
substantive variation encountered in particular languages.
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In Integral Linguistics, it has been argued, for instance, that the
syntax of Japanese cannot be adequately captured by relying on
putative universal categories such as ‘subject’, ‘object’, ‘active’ and
‘passive’, which are well-established in the tradition of grammati-
cal analysis of Indo-European languages. Japanese syntax should
instead be analysed by relying on categories that capture the speci-
ficity of the Japanese language system. Japanese verbs are inflected
for tense, aspect, mood, honorific relationship, etc., but not for
person and number, and Japanese shows no agreement. Coseriu
(1987, 96-118) links this finding to an analysis of verbal semantics
and valency. He argues that Japanese does not have a ‘subject’ or
‘direct object’ in the common understanding of these terms, because
Japanese verbs are fundamentally ‘impersonal’. Coseriu (1987) goes
on to argue that diathesis in Japanese cannot be understood in terms
of the contrast between ‘active’ and ‘passive’ voice familiar from In-
do-European languages. In fact, Japanese distinguishes two types of
‘passive diathesis’, viz. judo and ukemi, the latter being the original
and historically older passive voice in Japanese. Ukemi in particular
is characterised by various language-specific properties that cannot
be subsumed under an Indo-European informed understanding of
what passive diathesis is without distorting the relevant linguistic
facts, according to Coseriu. This kind of particularist approach to
linguistic categories does not prevent Coseriu from defining any
linguistic category encountered in a specific language at the same
time as a ‘potential universal’ in view of Language in general (Cose-
riu 1974 [1977]; see Willems 2016b for discussion).

The focus on language-particular categories is widely shared
in contemporary Functional Typology. Functional Typology does
not openly subscribe to a structuralist point of view, yet it adopts
several ideas that are structuralist in spirit. For instance, in a widely
discussed paper, Evans & Levinson (2009) argue against the gen-
erative view that all languages share a common blueprint (UG) or
are built to a common plan. Differences between languages, the
authors claim, are substantial and the true object of linguistics, viz.
these differences are not reducible to the structures proposed by
the restrictivist approach advocated by generative linguists. Most
functional linguists nowadays share the view that the renewed focus
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on language diversity and variation is to be applauded. What is less
often recognised is that this focus dovetails with one of the basic
claims of structuralism.®*

Another particularly interesting case in point is the recent ty-
pologically informed criticism of the basic information structural
category of ‘focus’ by Mati¢ and Wedgwood (2013). In virtually
every theory of information structure, the notion of focus plays a
key role. Depending on the specific account, focus has been defined
in various ways, for example as “indicator of alternatives” (Féry and
Krifka 2008, 125) or as “the semantic component of a pragmatically
structured proposition whereby the assertion differs from the pre-
supposition” (Lambrecht 1994, 213). While it is generally acknowl-
edged that the formal manifestations of focus can differ from lan-
guage to language, potentially involving word order, morphology
and prosody, the standard view in information structure research is
to assume that the functional category of focus is a cross-linguisti-
cally stable category that is manifested in virtually every language.
On the basis of a typological study of the many particular uses
of focus constructions in languages around the world, Mati¢ and
Wedgwood (2013) challenge this view. They argue that by relying
on a number of focus diagnostics, such as elicitation questions, it is
possible to identify various ‘focus constructions’ in a sundry variety
of languages in the world, but as soon as one takes a semasiological
perspective and starts examining the so-called ‘focus constructions’
in more detail, it becomes clear that a universal notion of focus, re-
gardless of how it is defined, does not do justice to the diversity and
richness of the uses of the various focus constructions. For example,
the Somali morpheme baa has been analysed as a focus particle
because it is used in answer to standard elicitation tests for focus,

84. It also complies with a Humboldtian approach to language and linguistics,
which places particular emphasis on language diversity (Trabant 1986, Coseriu 2015,
IT, Ch. 12). This approach had already been lent support before the publication of
Saussure’s Cours (1916) by the work of German-born anthropologist and linguist
Franz Boas, who greatly influenced categorial particularism through his work on
native American languages (Boas 1911). The work of Boas was instrumental in the
development of American structuralism (cf. Hymes and Fought 1981, Fought 1995
and Kilarski 2021).
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such as WH-questions that can elicit focus on particular constituents
in the answer to such questions. Mati¢ and Wedgwood (2013) point
out that if baa is examined without the a priori assumption that it
is purely a focus morpheme, then it is evident that baa has many
other uses that have nothing to do with the category of focus. Baa
can also be used to indicate a change of topic, to increase textual
coherence and as a marker of realis mood. On the basis of similar
cases, Mati¢ and Wedgwood (2013) conclude that focus is at most
‘a comparative concept’ and not a ‘language-particular category’,
in accordance with the conceptual distinction proposed by Haspel-
math (2010). Under their view, a universal notion of focus is at most
a useful tool for linguists to compare various related interpretational
effects across languages, but not a category that captures aspects
of the grammar of specific languages. In developing their analysis,
Mati¢ and Wedgwood (2013) thus adopt a strikingly structuralist
perspective, without mentioning this explicitly.

Although contemporary Functional Typology sides with earlier
structuralist research in emphasising language diversity and favour-
ing categorial particularism, there are also substantial differences be-
tween both approaches. In the structuralist tradition, subscribing to
the view that each language should be described in its own terms did
not entail that generalisations across languages were ignored. For
example, structural linguists already pointed out that language con-
tact and cultural factors may affect structures across languages; com-
pare, in particular, the seminal contributions to the study of areal
linguistics by Trubetzkoy (1931), Jakobson (1931 [1962]), Bloomfield
(1933, Ch. 19) and Coseriu (1955 [1975]), among others. However,
the focus of structuralism with regard to cross-linguistic generali-
sations was on general principles of language structuring that were
assumed to be universally applicable, in particular the systems of
oppositions and paradigmatic contrasts that can be found both in
phonology and grammar overall (cf. Section 6). By contrast, current
functional typologists stress that universal properties of languages
are not to be explained on language-internal grounds but in view
of external ‘universal-functional pressures’ or ‘general functional
and cognitive principles’, including processing constraints (Dryer
1997, Haspelmath 2007, Evans and Levinson 2009).
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While the structuralist focus on systematic properties of grammar
does not itself contradict the view that grammars are historically
shaped by functional and cognitive principles, many functional and
cognitive linguists associate the assumption of the vital role external
functional pressures and cognitive principles play in language with
the profoundly un-structuralist claim that the distinction between
grammar (langue, the language system) and language use (parole)
cannot be maintained. This is, as Newmeyer (1998) argues, an es-
sential feature of the holistic ‘usage-based approach’ that dominates
both current functional and cognitive linguistics. This particular
point of view does not merely imply that linguistic analyses should
be based on accounts of language use, but linguistic analyses can
give up the very concept of langue or a language-specific grammar
altogether, with all the circularity this involves (cf. already Silver-
stein 1981; see also Newmeyer 2003). For example, Taylor (2012)
conceives of a language as a ‘mental corpus’, which amounts to
equating knowledge of a language with a memorised repository of
previous experiences with language, resulting in a hierarchically
structured, interrelated network of linguistic units that are to various
degrees schematic. Under this view, there is no place for langue-spe-
cific systematic contrasts in phonology, morphology and syntax
as conceived by structuralists, just as there is no reason to bring
out the specific differences between the grammars and lexicons of
different languages other than the language variation in particular
instances of language use. We will return to the structuralist dis-
tinction between langue and parole in Section 5.

The distinction between Structural Linguistics and the holistic,
usage-based approach can also be linked to the debate concerning
the relation between ‘crosslinguistic concepts’ and ‘language-par-
ticular categories’ already mentioned above (cf. Haspelmath 2007,
2010, Newmeyer 2010). The claim that language-particular general-
isations and universal, cross-linguistic generalisations are virtually
disconnected can only be upheld if it is assumed that the concepts
used for cross-linguistic comparison are arbitrary artefacts of lin-
guists. For example, this is evident in the assertion that focus merely
is ‘a heuristic tool’ (Matic and Wedgwood 2013, 158-160). Under
this view, the delimitation and definition of concepts advanced by

239



THE LEGACY OF STRUCTURALISM SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21

linguists for cross-linguistic comparison are not guided by the cat-
egories structurally encoded in particular language systems, which
are ultimately considered unique, possibly idiosyncratic, but not
potentially universal. Linguistic typology can accordingly dispense
with ‘language-particular categories,” and their formal and seman-
tic description is not considered necessary in order to arrive at
cross-linguistic generalisations. ‘Semantic maps’ are another case
in point. Drawing ‘semantic maps’ allows functional typologists to
compare how linguistic items partially overlap and partially differ
in their uses, e.g. the prepositions 70 in English and & in French and
the functionally partly similar dative case in German (Haspelmath
2003). The empirical analyses that lead to semantic maps draw on
‘crosslinguistic concepts’ with a view to compare languages from an
onomasiological point of view. The functions displayed on the maps
are general concepts that capture (typical) uses of linguistic items
in various languages, they do not aim to capture the language-spe-
cific encoded signifieds of the items under study. By charting and
comparing their ‘multifunctionality’ by means of concepts that
are considered merely tools for typological enquiry, it is possible
to sidestep the question how crosslinguistic concepts relate to the
language-particular categories of the different languages — yet it is
the knowledge of the various language-particular categories that
informs the delimitation and definition of the different crosslinguis-
tic concepts in the first place.

Thus, despite acknowledging that particular languages have
their own categories, which is in accordance with the structural-
ist emphasis on studying languages in its own terms, the aims of
Functional Typology and the former structuralist research agenda
regarding linguistic generalisations are opposed to one another
in this particular respect. Whereas structural linguists resorted to
general principles of linguistic structuring to account in a systematic
fashion for the irreducible cross-linguistic diversity of the world’s
languages, functional typologists draw on language-particular cat-
egories in order to show that diversity and variation are universally
constrained by general functional and cognitive principles and pro-
cessing constraints.
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4. Structuralist notion no. 2: The distinction between
language-specific signifieds and non-language-specific
senses

Saussure pioneered the difference between language-specific signi-
fieds (Fr. signifiés) grounded in a system of differing valeurs in the
langue of a particular language, on the one hand, and the multifunc-
tionality of the language-specific form-meaning pairings in parole
(Saussure 1967-1968, 251-276).%° The distinction was taken up by
early European structuralists, in particular Trubetzkoy (1939 [1958]),
Hjelmslev (1928, 1935-1937, 1943 [1961]), Reichling (1935), Jakob-
son (1936 [1971]), among others. It is in this context that Jakobson
(1936 [1971]) introduced the notion Gesamtbedeutung and Hjelmslev
(1935-1937) the notion Grundbedeutung (which he adopted from
Wiillner 1827) with regard to grammatical signifieds. Full-fledged
accounts of the language-specific structures of lexical signifieds were
not developed until later, in particular by German scholars such
as Jost Trier (1894-1970), Gunther Ipsen (1899-1984) and Walter
Porzig (1895-1961) (Wortfeldtheorie ‘semantic field theory’) and Amer-
ican anthropological linguists like Ward Goodenough (1919—2013),
Harold Conklin (1926—-2016) and Floyd Lounsbury (1914-1998).
These latter scholars developed componential semantic analyses
similar to European accounts, with Uriel Weinreich (1926-1967) as
an important figure for the explanation of the rationale underlying
the concept of feature analysis. The European structuralist approach
was continued, but gradually adapted to a less strict approach of sig-
nifieds in the work of Algirdas Greimas (1917-1992), Bernard Pottier
(1924-), Luis Prieto (1926-1996) and several other structuralists (cf.
Geckeler 1971, Coseriu and Geckeler 1974 and Lyons 1977, Ch. 8—9).

Among contemporary structural-functional approaches to lan-
guage, Integral Linguistics continues to play the role of ardent
defender of the need to observe the distinction between indefeasible
language-specific signifieds, which are underspecified, and the con-

85. See Wunderli (1981), Joseph (2004), Willems (2016a), among others, for dis-
cussions. The difference is already addressed by Saussure at various places in De la
double essence du langage (Saussure 2011).
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textual and/or encyclopaedic enrichments signifieds undergo when
linguistic signs are instantiated in specific instances of language
use (cf. Coseriu 1970, 1987, 1992, Dietrich 1997, Willems 1994, 2011,
Kabatek 2000, among others). Proponents of Integral Linguistics
have defended this position time and again against criticisms from
different quarters. As an example to illustrate this effort, recall the
discussion about the meaning of the English verb c/imb, a word that
has been much discussed in the literature. Fillmore (1982) adopts
a cognitive approach to semantics and considers ‘clambering’ and
‘ascending’ as the two ‘critical conditions’ of the semantic proto-
type of climb. This entails that in non-prototypical uses either of the
two conditions may be absent, but they may not both be absent.
Compare The snake climbed (up) the tree but?The snake climbed (down)
the tree.®® Coseriu (1990 [2000], 28—29) argues that it is essential to
distinguish the unitary language-specific encoded signified of the
verb climb from its various instantiations depending on the contexts
of use. While features such as ‘ascending’ and ‘clambering’ are ade-
quate to characterise specific salient uses of the verb, they cannot be
used to determine the language-specific encoded signified of climb.
According to Coseriu, the signified of c/imb only specifies “on a ver-
tical or inclined plane” (not ‘up’ nor ‘down’) and “with effortful use
of extremitie” (not necessarily ‘with limbs’) (Coseriu 1990 [2000],
28). The semantic features that Coseriu proposes for the semantic
paraphrase of the verb are not derived from its prototypical use(s)
in discourse but established with a view to capture the unitary sig-
nified that licenses prototypical and non-prototypical senses alike.

In a similar vein, Van der Gucht et al. (2007) show that the
language-specific encoded signified of the English preposition over
is a unitary combinatorial meaning (‘instrumental meaning’ in the
terminology of Coseriu 1987, 149) that can be paraphrased as “po-
sitioning of X vis-d-vis a reference point Y which is inferior to X”,
while various more specific uses of the preposition belong to a level

86. Alternative analyses along similar lines were proposed by Jackendoff (1990),
Wierzbicka (1990) and Taylor (2003, 108-111). See Hanks (2013, 99—101) for a brief
overview and yet another analysis in accordance with prototype theory, albeit in
terms of preferential and probabilistic features.

242



SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21 KLAAS WILLEMS AND THOMAS BELLIGH

of non-language-specific referential functions. De Cuypere (2013)
argues that the language-specific encoded signified of the English
preposition fo should historically be paraphrased as “establisher
of relationship between X and reference point Y’. More specific
uses, such as ‘temporal boundary’, e.g. in She worked from dawn
to dusk, and ‘addressee’, e.g. in She talked to him, are analysed as
contextually and conceptually enriched senses. A similar account
has recently been provided for the preposition with in English and
its counterparts in German, Swedish and French by Widoff (2021).
Recent work in the context of Integral Linguistics has thus made
a strong case for observing the difference between language-spe-
cific encoded signifieds and the much more specialised non-lan-
guage-specific referential functions (‘senses’) to which linguistic
signs — i.e. form—meaning pairings of language-specific signifiers
with language-specific signifieds — are put to use. According to this
line of research, the difference between the meaning that is given in
a particular language system and the meaning that is constructed in
a speech act, which involves reference to some object of discourse,
is key to a coherent approach to natural language semantics, in line
with one of Structural Linguistics’ basic assumptions.

This distinction was not retained in many frameworks (at least
not in the sense intended by Saussure and many of his structuralist
followers in Europe), which nevertheless adopted the originally
structuralist method of componential analysis. The feature analysis
Katz and Fodor (1963) and Katz and Postal (1964) developed as part
of their Generative Semantics extended the componential approach
to all traits that play a role in the interpretation of lexical items in
context, disregarding whether the trait is an encoded language-spe-
cific feature or not (cf. Geckeler 1971, 433—444 for discussion). Leh-
rer (1974), too, proposed an approach to lexical fields in which
language-specific signifieds are no longer distinguished from other
components of meaning as a matter of principle. The same holds
true for more recent accounts, for example Wierzbicka’s Natural
Semantic Metalanguage and Pustejovsky’s Generative Lexicon. In
these accounts, language-specific semantic features and encyclopae-
dic features are conflated with a view to map out a theory of disam-
biguation and interpretation of words in context. This conflation
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goes hand in hand with an explicit universalist claim regarding the
features put forward in the componential analyses. It is assumed
that language-specific meanings can in large part be reduced to
universal features. This claim is very explicit in a framework such as
Wierzbicka’s (1972, 1996) Natural Semantic Metalanguage, while it
remains implicit in Pustejovsky’s (1995) Generative Lexicon model
(cf. Willems 2011 and 2013 for discussion).

Cognitive linguists, on the other hand, usually reject compo-
nential semantic analysis altogether and instead favour semantic
analyses in terms of prototypes or prototypicality effects, mental
spaces and idealised cognitive models and frames (cf. Kleiber 1990,
Blank 1997, Geeraerts 1997, 2010). These notions reflect the holis-
tic approach to meaning cognitive linguists endorse. It focuses on
the conceptual nature of meaning, broadly construed, rather than
on disentangling language-specific signifieds from the enriched
conceptual representations in language use. In Cognitive Linguis-
tics it has moreover been claimed that distinguishing between lan-
guage-specific and non-language-specific features of meaning is
either irrelevant or not feasible (Langacker 1987, 1988a, 1988b, 1999,
Fillmore 1982, 1985, Taylor 2002, 2003, 2012, Geeraerts 2010, Geer-
aerts and Cuyckens, eds. 2007). The main argument is that there
are no cut-and-dried, broadly applicable procedures to separate the
two kinds of features, all the more so because speakers consistently
rely on encyclopaedic knowledge for the necessary enrichment of
any meaning in discourse. For instance, Langacker writes:

Certainly an autonomous semantics [...] can be formulated, but the
account it offers of the meanings of the linguistic expressions is apt to
be so restricted and impoverished relative to the full richness of how we
actually understand them that one can question its utility and cognitive
reality. (Langacker 1987, 155)

Similarly, Fillmore’s model of Frame Semantics, which aims to be a
“semantics of understanding” (Fillmore 1985, 222) that promotes the
perspective of the hearer/listener (as contrasted to the perspective
of the speaker), is based on the assumption that linguists should
determine “cognitive structures (or ‘frames’), knowledge of which
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is presupposed for the concepts encoded by the words” (Fillmore
and Atkins 1992, 75). Language is viewed as “a repository of world
knowledge” (Geeraerts 1997, 8) and semantics should consequently
be “broadly encyclopaedic in scope” (Taylor 2002, 21; 2003, Ch.
5). This also entails that “pragmatics is fully subsumed into a se-
mantic characterization” (Taylor 2002, 104) in order to arrive at a
cognitively ‘realistic’ account of meaning.

Despite reluctance to acknowledge it, the distinction between
language-specific signifieds and the broadly encyclopaedic content
of language in discourse has never been completely abandoned
in the linguistic frameworks that have little or no affinity for the
structuralist tradition, even if it was largely consigned to the status
of an unresolved issue of semantic theory. This situation may have
contributed to a change of heart among some linguists, who in
the last two decades have become increasingly aware of the theo-
retical and empirical problems the holistic approach to meaning
pose. An important indication of this change is that the conceptual
distinction between ‘encoded meaning’ and ‘pragmatic sense’ is
being taken seriously in an increasing number of studies. This is
particularly conspicuous in current Neo-Gricean pragmatics, but
also in recent work conducted by a number of cognitive linguists.

In the work of Neo-Gricean pragmatists, the distinction between
underspecified encoded meanings and the enriched pragmatic
senses that can be found in actual discourse figures prominently.
For example, Atlas (1989, 2005) argues that the encoded meaning of
the English numeral three is fundamentally underspecified, whereas
specific uses of the numeral such as ‘exactly 3’, ‘at least 3’ and ‘at
most 3’ are in his account pragmatic senses rather than encoded
meanings. While the distinction between encoded meanings and
pragmatically enriched senses has been around since the inception
of Neo-Gricean Pragmatics and is shared by virtually all its adher-
ents, it must be pointed out that in this framework encoded meaning
is not necessarily conceived of as being language-specific. Only in
the work of a few authors, e.g. Levinson (2000), meanings are seen
as language-specific, but the language-specific nature of encoded
meaning is not an issue in the seminal work of Grice (1913-1988)
(1989) and other Neo-Gricean pragmatists such as Atlas (1989, 2005)
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and Bach (1994, 2010). In the related approach of Relevance Theory
(Sperber and Wilson 1986, Carston 2002, Carston and Hall 2012),
too, the distinction between encoded meanings and pragmatically
enriched senses abstracts away from the language-specificity of the
encoded meanings. Thus, whereas for Structural Linguistics and
a number of structural-functional approaches the assumptions of
encoded meaning and language-specific meaning are intrinsically
connected, this is not the case for most contemporary pragmatic
approaches to language (cf. Belligh and Willems 2021 for discus-
sion). This shows that the distinction between encoded meaning
and pragmatic senses and the distinction between language-spe-
cific and encyclopaedic, broadly conceptual aspects of meaning
are orthogonal distinctions that can be combined in various ways,
depending on the framework.

Some cognitive linguists have recently maintained that semantics
and pragmatics ought not be conflated, for example Langacker
(2007, 431-432) and Evans (2009, 2015), among others. Whereas
Langacker (1987, 155) initially rejected “an autonomous semantics”
on the ground that the account it offers of meanings is too “impov-
erished” and does not reflect any “cognitive reality”, in some recent
publications he claims that the “encyclopedic view of linguistic se-
mantics” does not forego the semantics/pragmatics distinction even
if it is still considered “largely artifactual” (Langacker 2007, 432).
He even claims that his position is actually “quite close to the one
Levinson espouses”, at the same time criticising Levinson for “egre-
gious misunderstandings” of Cognitive Grammar (Langacker 2007,
451, n. 14). Langacker then reiterates the major cognitivist claims
that follow from the “encyclopedic view of linguistic semantics”
and the rejection of the semantics/pragmatics distinction (2007,
431-438), to which Levinson’s semantic theory is opposed (Levinson
2000, 21), without further discussion or analysis.

Other cognitive linguists have gone so far as to reintroduce the
Saussurean distinction between meaning in the langue and meaning
in parole, claiming that both have to be kept apart, e.g. Geeraerts
(2015). However, the two Saussurean notions are still interpreted
according to the holistic view of meaning. For instance, according to
Geeraerts (2015, 242), whenever a polyseme is uttered or interpreted,
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“only a subset of features is activated”. A similar account of ‘making’
meaning in terms of feature selection is advocated by Hanks (2013).
Accounting for the specific sense a lexical item (or any linguistic
sign, for that matter) takes on in language use in this way effectively
constitutes a relapse into the pattern of feature analysis found in
early Generative Semantics, which also construed interpretation
or utterance meaning in terms of feature selection (cf. Katz and
Fodor 1963, 188, 199—202). The reification of semantic features as
traits among which a selection can be made on particular occasions
of language use is alien to a Structural Semantics that takes into
account Saussure’s distinction between a word’s encoded signified
and its various instantiations in context (cf. Saussure 1967-1968,
259—264; Saussure 2011, 148-154, 191-192). Hjelmslev (1943 [1961],
46) already called attention to the “purely operative” nature of so-
called components in semantic analysis, which Hjelmslev termed
‘figurae’ (compare also Bloomfield 1933, 145-146). Moreover, Cose-
riu (2001, 355-369) expressly calls attention to the fact that distinc-
tive features in componential analyses must not be construed as
‘building blocks’ of language-specific signifieds:

Primary lexical items correspond to unitary intuitions, they are by no
means the product of an assembly of distinctive features that are already
given. They present distinctive features only because they entertain
oppositions with other lexical items: distinctive features exist by vir-
tue of oppositions, not the other way round. (Coseriu 2001, 364; our
translation)

Language-specific encoded meanings can be analysed in terms
of features, but these features do not in turn constitute encoded
meanings. Feature selection is thus ruled out as an explanatory
mechanism in structural-functional approaches because it assumes
(explicitly or implicitly) that the features are already present ‘before’
the signifieds.

Contemporary research in pragmatics and psycholinguistics
stresses the importance of ‘meaning construction’ based on gen-
eral, unitary but underspecified meanings (cf. Atlas 1989, 2005 and
Frisson 2009, 2015). These accounts have for their part not drawn
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on componential analysis. It is a matter of future research to deter-
mine how these strands of research can be combined to overcome
the drawbacks of the feature selection paradigm and to present
more realistic accounts of how enriched senses in context relate
to language-specific encoded signifieds which underdetermine the
referential and inferential processes in language use.

To conclude this section, it is worthwhile to discuss a recent
development in current research on alternating constructions in
morphosyntax. As is well known, many pairs of constructions al-
ternate in the expression of a specific function. Famous examples
include the genitive alternation, e.g. 7ohn’s shoes and the shoes of fohn,
the dative alternation, e.g. She gave him the book and She gave the
book to him, and the particle placement alternation, e.g. They picked
up the key and They picked the key up. The standard approach to deal
with alternations such as these in the framework of Construction
Grammar has been to analyse both structures as constructions in
their own right, whereas the alternation is regarded as an epiphe-
nomenon of the fact that the two constructions partially overlap in
their uses (cf. Goldberg 1995, 2006 and much related work). More
recently, Cappelle (2006) proposed an alternative approach, sug-
gesting that it might be appropriate to analyse pairs of alternating
constructions as ‘allostructions’, similar to treating variants of pho-
nemes and morphemes as allophones and allomorphs in Structural
Linguistics. Allostructions, then, are more ‘filled-in’ instantiations
of an underlying, general and schematic constructional pattern, a
so-called ‘constructeme’ (Perek 2015, 154). Cappelle’s (2006) pro-
posal is to be situated firmly within the context of Construction
Grammar, but it obviously draws on a well-evidenced insight from
structuralist phonology and morphology.

Cappelle (2006) elaborated on the formal aspects of the un-
derspecified constructeme while leaving the question of the na-
ture of its meaning unresolved. This question was subsequently
taken up by Perek (2015), but Perek’s analysis is couched in terms
of the cognitive approach to semantics typical of Construction
Grammar and does not differentiate between structurally encoded,
language-specific meaning and pragmatically enriched senses. A
number of studies from the perspective of Integral Linguistics fur-
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ther addressed the semantics of the underspecified constructeme
in relation to the more fleshed out senses that are associated with
the allostructions (De Vaere et al. 2018, 2020, 2021). De Vaere et al.
take the constructeme/allostructions distinction as an occasion to
present the distinction between language-specific encoded meaning
and pragmatic sense in a new light. In their view, the difference
between a constructeme and allostructions must acknowledge the
pivotal status of semantic invariance in the analysis. Since linguis-
tic structures, viz. phonological and morphological units, but also
words and syntactic patterns, are always instantiated as variants
in discourse, it is necessary to establish their invariant systematic
properties on a level of abstraction that does not prejudge in any
way the creative use of the linguistic structures.®” De Vaere et al.
(2018, 2020, 2021) argue that the meanings of the constructeme and
the allostructions should be aligned with the distinction between
an invariant language-specific encoded signified and the concep-
tual variation of its instantiations in a corpus. For example, for the
German ditransitive alternation, i.e. the alternation between the
Indirect Object Construction, e.g. Kanada will den Vereinigten Staaten
Erdgas verkaufen [Canada wants to sell natural gas to the United
States], and the Prepositional Object Construction, e.g. Motorola
will eine Lizenz an Texas Instruments verkaufen [Motorola wants to sell
a licence to Texas Instruments], the authors propose an underlying
‘AGENT-THEME-GOAL constructeme with a schematic argument
structure and a schematic ‘three-placed transfer’ meaning that is
paradigmatically anchored in the grammar of German. By contrast,
the meanings of the two allostructions, with either a dative NP or a
prepositional phrase, include uses such as ‘caused motion’, ‘caused
possession’, ‘concrete transfer’, ‘abstract transfer’ and ‘propositional
transfer’. These specific uses are pragmatically enriched senses that
cannot be reduced to the invariant, unitary signified of the con-
structeme. However, although the meanings of the allostructions
are pragmatically enriched, rather than semantically encoded, they
do not constitute nonce-interpretations but are shown to be reg-

87. On the relation between the ‘concrete’ reality of variants and linguistic ‘abstrac-
tion’, see in particular Coseriu (1958 [1974], Ch. 2).
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ularly recurring pragmatic meanings (De Vaere et al. 2020). The
distinction between regularly recurring uses and one-off uses can
be subsumed under another structuralist distinction, viz. between
‘normal language use’ and ‘individual acts of discourse’, to which
we turn in the next section.

5. Structuralist notion no. §: The distinction between a
language system, normal language use and individual
acts of discourse

Any possible revival of the Saussurean distinction between langue
and parole is not without difficulties. It encounters the same kind
of problems as when it was first launched by Saussure. A major
problem is that the distinction between langue and parole is eas-
ily presented as a dichotomy, as if the distinction concerned two
different linguistic phenomena that not only have an autonomous
existence of their own, but that also are two impenetrable and sep-
arate spheres which are only connected to each other by virtue of
instantiation: the abstract, social, intersubjectively shared langue is
taken to be realised in the concrete, individual activity of parole.
Such an interpretation cannot be upheld without important quali-
fications. This issue was already addressed by structuralist scholars
from the Copenhagen and Prague schools.

The first structuralist scholar who was particularly concerned
with the mediation and transitions between langue and parole was
Louis Hjelmslev (1899-1965). Hjelmslev dealt with this issue in his
preglossematic period (cf. Hjelmslev 1928 and 1935-1937) but also
in his later writings.?® Hjelmslev replaces Saussure’s dichotomy by
a complex four-tiered model which adds important distinctions to
Saussure’s binary model of abstract langue and instantiating parole.
Langue is differentiated by Hjelmslev into ‘schema’, or ‘pure form’,
i.e. differential values by virtue of mutual relations within the system
regardless of any material realisation, and norme, i.e. the abstract,

88. There are differences in emphasis in the preglossematic account and the glos-
sematic one, but these do not concern us here. For discussion see Van de Walle
(2009, Ch. 5 and 11) and Jensen (2015).
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socially defined formes matérielles of linguistic units. Conversely,
parole is differentiated into usage, i.e. the conventionalised, habit-
ualised realisation of units adopted by the members of a speech
community in their linguistic activity, and acte, i.e. the individual
speech activity of utterance (Hjelmslev 1943b, 32—38). Differentia-
tions such as these introduce a layered approach to language that
allows for a more fine-grained and more realistic account of (the
relation between) language and language use.

While the application of Hjelmslev’s model to concrete linguistic
phenomena may pose difficulties, a comparable three-levelled model
introduced by Trubetzkoy (1890-1938) in the introduction to his
Grundziige der Phonologie (1939 [1958], 10-12) is considerably easier to
apply. When discussing the aims and tasks of a coherent Structural
Phonology as opposed to a phonetic description of speech sounds,
Trubetzkoy takes issue with Zwirner’s phonometry (Zwirner and
Zwirner 1936). According to Trubetzkoy, phonometrical analyses are
useful to determine mean variations, i.e. ‘norms’ in the realisation of
the phonemes of a language in a population of speakers. There is,
however, no path from such quantitative analyses to the establish-
ment of the phonological system of a particular language because
phonemes do not differ from each other in terms of quantity but
qualitatively in terms of ‘functional’ oppositions. At the same time,
Trubetzkoy concedes that the phonometrical study of variation in
the production of speech sounds is important, not only to establish
what can be considered the ‘normal’ realisation of specific speech
sounds across speakers of a linguistic community, but also to deter-
mine the realisation norms the individual speaker adheres to with re-
gard to different speech situations (Gesprdchssituationen, 1939 [1958],
12). Trubetzkoy thus establishes, with regard to phonology and
phonetics, a plausible tripartite distinction between phonemes in
the language system, ‘normal’ realisations of sounds and the unique
sound realisations in actual speech as an alternative to Saussure’s
dichotomy between langue and parole. While the phonetic properties
of speech sounds in parole are related to the phonemes, which must
be determined on the basis of oppositions in the functional system
of the langue, it is important not to construe the sounds found in
parole as an undifferentiated set of individually realised phonetic
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manifestations. On the contrary, parole encompasses specific habits,
‘norms’, which depend on conventionalised realisations of speech
sounds according to specific criteria of language use that have to
be accounted for, even though such normal realisations are not to
be mistaken for phonemes in the langue. Trubetzkoy outlines in
considerable detail the objectives of a stylistics of speech sounds
(Lautstilistik, 1939 [1958], 17—-29). Even though falling outside the
purview of phonology proper, such a stylistics of speech sounds
should embark on the vast task of establishing how, for example,
emotive and conative speech (i.e. emotions and appeal, cf. Bithlers
‘Organon model’, Bithler 1934, 1990) are commonly realised by
means of speech sounds.

The most elaborate theory of ‘normal language use’ to date has
been developed in the structural-functional framework of Integral
Linguistics. Drawing on the work of Copenhagen and Prague struc-
turalists, Coseriu makes a strong case for why linguistics needs to
overcome Saussure’s dichotomy (Coseriu 1952 [1975], 1958 [1974],
46-51).%° In Integral Linguistics, ‘norm’ or ‘normal language use’
designates an intermediary level of language which allows us to
take into account linguistic facts that go beyond purely opposi-
tional features of langue. The central claim is that there are, between
individual acts of parole and systematic langue, traditional, non-dis-
tinctive realisations of langue within speech communities. One of
Coseriu’s examples to illustrate this is the Spanish vowel system.
There are only five oppositional vowel phonemes in Spanish, i.e.
/a/, /e/, /i/, /o/, and /u/, but speakers of Spanish ‘normally’ realise
the first /e/ in a word like verde (‘green’) as an open vowel and the
second /e/ as a closed vowel ([verde]). Any other realisation would
be possible and understood by hearers (as long as it remains within
phoneme boundaries), but it would not be considered ‘normal’
(Kabatek 2020, 128).

In several of his publications, Coseriu demonstrates the impor-
tance of the threefold distinction, not only with respect to matters of

89. See Jensen (2015) for a comparison of the concept of ‘norm’ in the work of
Coseriu and Hjelmslev, and Kabatek (2020) for a brief presentation of Coseriu’s
theory of norms in language.
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form, but also with regard to meaning. Regarding lexical semantics,
Coseriu explains the role of normal language use by pointing out
that the normal meaning of compounds, i.e. the conventionalised
interpretation among the members of a speech community, should
not be confused with their language-specific encoded signified. It
is, for instance, a matter of normal language use that the German
compounds Goldwaage and Straffenhdndler are generally used to refer
to a ‘balance to weigh gold’ and a ‘street vendor’, respectively. In
accordance with German word formation rules, these compounds
could just as well be used to refer to a ‘balance made of gold’ or
a ‘person who deals in streets’. Alternative readings such as these
are not ruled out on the basis of the rules of word formation in the
German language system, even if they might be exceptional (Cose-
riu 1970; cf. Willems 1994, 2019). The same argument holds with
regard to syntax. For example, Coseriu disagrees with Fillmore’s
(1968) well-known analysis of the two English sentences (1) and (2)
in terms of a difference in semantic roles:

(1) John broke the window.

(2) A hammer broke the window.

According to Fillmore (1968, 25), the subject of the sentence is an
AGENT in (1) but an INSTRUMENT in (2). According to Coseriu,
the subject in English sentences such as (1) and (2) structurally
encodes the same semantic role, which however is underspecified
and does not differentiate between the roles of AGENT and IN-
STRUMENT. Whether john and a hammer actually perform the
act of breaking or are used as instruments cannot be determined
on the basis of the syntactic patterns instantiated in (1) and (2).
There is nothing in the grammar of the English language system
that prevents us, for example, from interpreting (1) in such a way
that fohn is thought of as an INSTRUMENT, which is the default
interpretation of a hammer in (2), but not of John in (1) (Coseriu
1970, 109, Coseriu 1987, 179, see Willems 2020 and Héllein 2021 for
detailed accounts). Hence, AGENT is not a structurally encoded se-
mantic role in the grammar of English, but a denotational function
of normal language use (and the same holds for INSTRUMENT).
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In other languages the situation is different, for example in an er-
gative language such as Hindi. Compare (1)-(2) with (3)-(4):

(3) LaDakii=ne khiDakii=ko toD  di-yaa
boy-ERG window-ACC  break give-PERF.SG.MASC

“The boy broke the window.”

(4) KhiDakii hathauDa=se TuuT ga-yii
window-NOM  hammer=INSbreak go-PERF.SG.FEM

~ “The window broke due to the hammer.”

With the transitive verb 7oD-naa ‘to break’ in (3), the direct object
khiDakii=ko ‘the window’ is in the accusative case and the AGENT
subject laDakii=ne ‘the boy’ is in the ergative case. By contrast, with
the intransitive verb TuuT-naa ‘to get broken’ in (4), khiDakii ‘the
window’ is the subject in the nominative case and ‘the hammer’ is
in the instrumental case (hathauDa=se) (cf. De Hoop & Narasimhan
2008, 66). Using a construction with the subject ‘a hammer’ in the
ergative case (hathauDa=ne), the transitive verb ToD-naa and the
object ‘a window’ in the accusative would not be ungrammatical
but highly unusual. It would entail that the hammer is coerced into
the role of AGENT, which in Hindi turns out to be a structurally
encoded semantic role, unlike in English. Not surprisingly, with
inanimate subjects an ergative construction is considerably more
natural if the subject refers to a natural force, e.g. lightning (bi-
clii=ne), than to a hammer or a stone (Saartje Verbeke, c.).

Several authors working within the framework of Integral Lin-
guistics have followed the same lead and applied the distinction
between ‘system’, ‘normal language use’ and ‘individual acts of dis-
course’ to various phenomena in lexical semantics, word formation,
syntax, alternating argument structure constructions and contrastive
linguistics (Willems 1994, 2001, Dietrich 1997, 2021, Kabatek 2000,
Coene and Willems 2006, Willems and Willems 2010, Belligh 20204,
2020b, Belligh and Crocco 2022, Widoff 2021, Héllein 2021, among
others). In Romance linguistics in particular, the introduction of
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the concept of ‘discourse traditions’, which are characteristic of
texts, genres and registers, has been instrumental in further devel-
oping and refining Coseriu’s layered theory of linguistic compe-
tence (Koch and Oesterreicher 1985, 2012). Importantly, Coseriu
has shown that different types of norms play a role according to the
level of language that is the subject of analysis. Whereas i) general
laws of thinking, logic, world knowledge etc. are norms of any
linguistic activity in general and ii) idiomatically correct language
use is guided by the norms that define the speech traditions that
hold in a linguistic community, speakers also conform to iii) what
is conventionally considered adequate and appropriate in specific
communicative situations, discourses and the production of various
kinds of texts. These latter issues touch on historical speech prac-
tices in linguistic communities that are differentiated beyond the
Saussurean dichotomy between langue and parole (cf. Oesterreicher
2001, Kabatek 2021).

The general acceptance of the role of ‘normal language use’ in
language may have suffered from the fact that the term ‘norm’ is
liable to cause confusion. It is often used to refer to a prescrip-
tive standard of language behaviour, rather than being used in a
descriptive sense to denote a traditional way of instantiating the
systematic resources (‘possibilities’) of a particular langue.”® The
possible confusion that might arise is unfortunate because the in-
sights that undergird the theory of descriptive norms such as it
was developed in the tradition sketched out above may be key
to several issues that are currently raised in linguistic pragmatics
(including historical pragmatics), text linguistics, sociolinguistics,
discourse analysis, conversation analysis, linguistic anthropology,
and so forth. In order to successfully pursue this line of enquiry,
an important remark already made by Coseriu (1958 [1974], 1962
[1975]) is in order. We have to remind ourselves that the traditional
modelling of language use (parole) in terms of ‘instantiating’ the
underlying grammar (langue) is easily misconstrued as a relation-
ship between a static, seemingly immutable system and an infinitely

90. Hjelmslev’s notion of ‘norm’ actually straddles both approaches to norms in
language (Van de Walle 2009, 168-172).
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variable, heterogeneous series of individual performances. Yet, an
underlying grammar is ever-changing as well: the relationship of
langue underpinning actual speech (parole), mediated by normal
language use, is a dynamic process which is grounded in the activity
of speaking itself. After all, a langue is not an object that is being
used in speech but the incessantly renewed ‘historical manifestation’
(Coseriu 1962 [1975], 256—258 and 1983) of a continuous process of
creation and re-creation by speakers and hearers who instantiate the
units, rules and procedures of linguistic activity according to the
traditions laid down in their languages.®!

The structuralist concept of ‘normal language use’ has not only
been applied by scholars working in the context of Integral Lin-
guistics but was also partly adopted by other scholars in the 1970s
and 1980s who otherwise rejected most structuralist principles and
methods. Several authors have put forward a number of arguments
for revising dichotomous distinctions such as langue and parole,
‘competence’ and ‘performance’ or ‘grammar’ and ‘usage’, which
also seem to hark back to the preoccupation with norms among
structuralists, if only implicitly or tacitly. Whereas Bartsch (1985,
1987) restricts ‘norms’ to guidelines of communication as part of
her overall pragmatic theory of language developed in critical re-
sponse to Chomsky’s theory of language, Newmeyer (2003) pro-
vides a thoughtful discussion of why he thinks that the Saussurean
position with respect to langue and parole should be maintained.
While acknowledging that grammars have been shaped in the course
of time by “processing considerations — that is, by language in
use” (2003, 684), Newmeyer shows that mainstream cognitive us-

91. Recall that we use langue and ‘language-specific’ in the sense explained in Section
4, viz. referring to a particular language system. In a more encompassing sense ‘a
language’ can also be characterised by specific normal language usages, e.g. in pro-
nunciation, the use of specific syntactic constructions, the realisation and occurrence
of particular word formation procedures, etc. Under such a view, ‘a language’ is not
only ‘a language system’ but the combination of a language system with particular
traditions of ‘normal language use’ in a specific linguistic community. Cf. Coseriu
(1975 [1952]) and (1979, 45—59) for the difference between a narrow and a broad
definition of ‘language’ and the consequences that ensue for the coherence of a
three-layered linguistic analysis.
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age-based models of grammar and stochastic models of grammar
often run into trouble by assuming that the distinction between
‘knowledge of language’ and ‘use of language’ is wrongheaded. As
much as he emphasises the importance of Saussure’s separation of
langue and parole, Newmeyer recognises that language use frequently
displays characteristics that are not systematic. For instance, actual
discourse is rife with incomplete sentences, in particular sentences
that lack the expression of an argument required by the verb’s va-
lency. This observation does not contradict the assumption that
the corresponding grammatical representation of such sentences
is fully specified, according to Newmeyer (2003, 689), but incom-
plete utterances are an illustration of the fact that “knowledge of
grammatical structure is only one of many systems that underlie
usage” (692). Coherent discourse obviously hinges on several other
systems besides grammar, and it does so in regular ways. Prefer-
ences in discourse may be recurrent, even across languages, but
neither does this entail that they are part of grammar nor that the
distinction between grammar and usage is to be done away with.
According to Newmeyer (2003), this also holds for linguistic con-
tent: “Grammar is such a poor reflection of usage because we have
many more meanings to convey than could ever be supported by
our grammatical resources in a reasonable period of time” (693). In
other words, speakers are guided by ‘norms’ that are not encoded in
the grammars of their languages but manifest themselves habitually
in actual speech. Rather than invalidating the distinction between
langue and parole, the recurrence of such norms in actual speech
on the contrary underscores its importance, on the condition that
both langue and parole are defined in such a way that they refer to
clearly delimited interrelated parts of language as object of enquiry
(Coseriu 1952 [1975], 43-93, 1979, 45-59, 1985, 2007, 70-75; cf. also
Schlieben-Lange 1975, 9—20).

It is with regard to recurrent patterns of linguistic content that
arguably the most elaborate theory of normal language use not
seeking any affiliation with a structuralist school of thought has
been developed in recent decades. We are referring here to Stephen
Levinson’s (1947-) Neo-Gricean theory of Generalised Conversa-
tional Implicatures (Levinson 2000). In this theory, two of Grice’s
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conversational maxims, viz. the maxim of quantity and the maxim of
manner, are deployed to account for meanings of utterances which
go beyond that which is structurally encoded in the lexicon and
grammar of a language. Despite containing not a single reference to
the structuralist theories of normal language use, Levinson’s theory
is centrally concerned with developing a sophisticated account of
utterance meanings in a way that is in many respects similar to the
layered approach discussed earlier in this section. For an extensive
comparison of Levinson’s three-levelled account of meaning with
the three-layered approach to language in Integral Linguistics, we
refer the reader to Belligh and Willems (2021). Here we briefly point
out some of the specifics of Levinson’s approach and illustrate its
main tenets by means of a few examples.

Whereas Coseriu’s conceptual pair ‘normal language use’ / ‘in-
dividual acts of discourse’ primarily differentiates Saussure’s parole
by disentangling the unique properties of individuals’ speech and
those formal and semantic structures in utterances that are tradi-
tional, recurrent and more or less firmly established according to
various diasystematic conditions of language use, Levinson’s ap-
proach is more narrowly focused on the meaning of syntagmatic
structures and revolves around Grice’s (1989) distinction between
‘what is said’ and ‘what is implicated’ (Levinson 2000, 13). If we take
the level of the sentence as object of enquiry, then the tripartition
amounts to distinguishing i) encoded sentence meaning, ii) ‘utter-
ance-type meaning’ by virtue of ‘default inferences’ on the basis of
Generalised Conversational Implicatures and iii) ‘utterance-token
meaning’ characterised by the particularities of every single speech
act, including once-off inferences (Levinson 2000, 22). The second
layer of default inferences corresponds, mutatis mutandis, to the level
of normal language use. Not surprisingly, Levinson uses the word
‘normal’ when he specifies this intermediate layer, which

is a level of systematic pragmatic inference based not on direct com-
putations about speaker-intentions but rather on general expectations
about how language is normally used. These expectations give rise to
presumptions, default inferences, about both content and force |[...].
(Levinson 2000, 22, emphasis added)
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For instance, compounds such as bread knife, kitchen knife and steel
knife are semantically general expressions whose meanings are nar-
rowed down only because their structural simplicity prompts us
to interpret them in a stereotypical manner, that is, to refer to a
knife ‘used for’ cutting bread, ‘used in’ the kitchen and ‘made from’
steel. It would be erroneous to think of these conventional inter-
pretations as structurally encoded meanings. Likewise, inferences
such as ‘p and then ¢’, ‘p caused q’, ‘John intended p to cause q’
are normal enrichments of the meaning of a sentence such as Fohn
turned the switch and the motor started, but there is nothing in the
grammar of the English language encoded to that effect (Levinson
2000, 37-38). Examples such as these show that in Levinson’s ac-
count speech fundamentally depends on inferences on the basis of
normal language use, an observation that has meanwhile become
quite commonly accepted in linguistic pragmatics and some other
frameworks — but many linguistic circles have yet to follow suit.
The kind of inference involved has been described as a Generalised
Conversational Implicature by Levinson (2000), but whether or
not such implicatures lie at the basis of utterance-type meaning
has been controversial in Neo-Gricean Pragmatics and Relevance
Theory. Alternative accounts of utterance-type meaning have been
proposed, in the form of a theory of ‘explicature’ in Relevance
Theory (Sperber and Wilson 1986, Carston and Hall 2012) and a
theory of ‘impliciture’ by Bach (1994, 2010). The theoretical differ-
ences between these accounts do not interest us here (see Belligh
and Willems 2021).

To conclude this section, we briefly mention the altogether dif-
ferent notion of ‘normal language use’ that informs Hanks’ Norms
and Exploitations model (Hanks 2013). The model is rooted in
the author’s extensive experience as a lexicographer and combines
insights and assumptions from corpus linguistics (especially John
Sinclair’s approach), Systemic Functional Linguistics, Cognitive
Linguistics (especially prototype theory) and Grice’s theory of con-
versational maxims. A norm is defined by Hanks (2013, 92) as “a
pattern of ordinary usage in everyday language” or alternatively
as a “prototype of usage” (2013, 147). Conversely, an ‘exploitation’
is a ‘noncentral’ use: “Normal usage can be identified by evidence
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of repeated use, while exploitations can be identified because they
show some abnormality, aberration, eccentricity or other departure
from the norm” (2013, 147), which according to Hanks also includes
metaphors and puns (see Teubert 2016 for some discussion). Again,
no reference whatsoever is made to the already established tradition
of normal language use research initiated by Hjelmslev in Structural
Linguistics. Relevant work of Hjelmslev, Coseriu, Bartsch, Koch
and Oesterreicher, and many other authors, is not mentioned in
Hanks’ book and no theoretical basis for determining the status of
conventionalised norms vis-d-vis systematic language-specific struc-
tures and individual instances of language use is offered.

6. Structuralist notion no. 4: The role of paradigmatic
contrasts

As already highlighted in Section 2, the notion of paradigmatic
contrast is central to the accounts of language proposed by Saussure
and structuralist scholars such as Hjelmslev, who introduced the
term ‘paradigmatic relation’ with regard to one of Saussure’s ‘asso-
ciative relations’ (cf. Saussure 1967-1968, 276—-289 and Hjelmslev
1943a [1961], §11). In some of the contemporary structural-functional
schools of thought the notion of paradigmatic contrast has remained
pivotal. Both Integral Linguistics and Systemic Functional Lin-
guistics rely for their theories of meaning on Saussure’s theory of
the linguistic sign and Hjelmslev’s subsequent elaboration of this
theory (cf. Saussure 1967-1968, 2011, Hjelmslev 1943a [1961], 1963
[1970]). Structurally encoded meanings are conceived of, in both
frameworks, in terms of relations of contrast (oppositions) that hold
between linguistic signs, giving rise to what in Saussure’s theory of
meaning is called valeur. Meaning contrasts can be defined both
from a paradigmatic and a syntagmatic point of view.

The primary focus in Integral Linguistics is on meaning contrasts
from a paradigmatic point of view (see Coseriu 1979, 1987, 1992,
2001, 2007 for extensive discussions). Central to Integral Linguis-
tics is the assumption that any structurally encoded meaning has
to be defined in relation to the structurally encoded meanings of
other elements in the same linguistic system with which it con-
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trasts paradigmatically. Taken together, the contrasting elements
constitute language-specific paradigms, both in the lexicon and in
the grammar. It is a word’s or construction’s valeur that delimits
its encoded meaning in the language system, the signified (signifié,
Saussure 1967-1968, 252—257). A structurally encoded meaning is
emphatically not considered a mental ‘representation’ of an extra-
linguistic object or state of affairs, not even of an abstract kind.
Given that the valeur of a linguistic sign is that which is not the
valeurs of related signs, paradigmatic relations jointly delimit any
one sign’s semantic ‘intension’ in the system. For instance, accord-
ing to Coseriu (1978, 195), the structurally encoded meaning of the
French verb venir (‘to come’) has to be established in contrast with
related French verbs such as marcher (‘to walk’), aller (‘to go’), partir
(‘to leave), sortir (‘to go out’), entrer (‘to enter’) etc., which together
form a paradigm of verbs of movement in the standard variety of
French. Similarly, when one aims to determine the signified of the
noun stair in English, the paradigmatic contrast with /ladder must
be taken into account. The language-specific nature of these nouns
and their signifieds becomes clear when the English word pair stair—
ladder is compared with, e.g., Italian. In contrast to English, Italian
scala does not discriminate between ‘stair’ and ‘ladder’ in terms of
a paradigmatic contrast (Coseriu 1978, 209).

In Systemic Functional Linguistics the paradigmatic and the
syntagmatic point of view are considered equally important. They
are referred to as ‘system’ and ‘structure’, respectively (Martin 1992).
Initially, the focus was on meaning contrasts from a syntagmatic
point of view, in line with Firth’s famous principle that “you shall
know a word by the company it keeps” (Firth 1957, 11; cf. Halliday
1973,1995, Hanks 2013), but the paradigmatic point of view became
increasingly important in later stages of the theory (cf. Martin 1992,
Taverniers 2011). Whereas in Integral Linguistics the focus has been
on the paradigmatically determined encoded meanings of both
lexical items and grammatical structures (see Coseriu 1987, 133-176
and 1989 for an outline of an Integral Linguistics approach to syn-
tax), Systemic Functional Linguistics has not so much focused on
developing a comparable theory of lexical semantics but instead put
emphasis on the encoded functions of phrases, clauses and clause
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complexes in a system network of interlocking options (Halliday
and Matthiessen 2004, 2014, Martin 1992).

The notion of paradigmatic contrast also pops up among contem-
porary linguistic approaches that do not expressly invoke structur-
alist assumptions. In what follows, we confine ourselves to two cases
in point that are particularly worthwhile, viz. the use of contrasts
with regard to some of the maxims relied upon in Neo-Gricean
Pragmatics (Levinson 2000) and the role contrasts play in one of
the most influential theories of information structure in the cogni-
tive-functional tradition, viz. Lambrecht’s (1987, 1994, 2000) theory
of focus types.

As already pointed out in Section 5, in the context of Neo-Gricean
Pragmatics various maxims have been proposed to explain how lan-
guage users construe conversational implicatures, starting from the
grammatically encoded meaning of words, phrases and sentences.
Many of these maxims draw on the knowledge of language users not
only about what is being said, but also about what is not being said.
For Levinson (2000), the notion of ‘contrast’ is pivotal in explaining
how maxims work. Instantiations of Grice’s maxims of quantity
and manner establish salient contrasts by virtue of which different
kinds of implicit meaning are conveyed. The maxim of quantity is
defined in terms of the heuristics “What isn’t said, isn’t” and “What
is simply described is stereotypically exemplified (i.e., is as usual)”,
the maxim of manner in terms of the heuristic “What is said in an
abnormal way, isn’t normal, or: marked message indicates marked
situation” (Levinson 2000, 33-34). For example, an utterance such
as Some of the boys came conveys on the basis of the scalar contrast
set <all, some> that “not all of the boys came”, if only implicitly. The
rationale behind this way of communicating what is actually meant is
“that the speaker would have chosen the stronger alternate if he was
in a position to do so” (2000, 36). Similarly, Not all of the boys came
is usually understood to express that “some of the boys did come”
by virtue of the negative scales contrast <none, not all> (2000, 36).

Thus, for Neo-Gricean pragmatics of this ilk, contrast and what
is not said both play a crucial role in the knowledge language users
put to use in ordinary discourse, and it is contrasts of the afore-
mentioned kind that license a certain interpretation rather than
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another. Interestingly, the contrasts referred to are situated on the
level of Generalised Conversational Implicatures and, hence, nor-
mal language use, rather than on the level of structurally encoded
semantics. The family resemblance with the semantic feature analysis
put forward by Katz and Fodor (1963) is obvious (cf. Section 4). In
that account, too, traits are established in view of interpretations
of utterances regardless of whether they are encoded features of
signifieds or encyclopaedic features associated with extralinguistic
referents and contexts. This is an important difference with the
work on paradigmatic contrasts in a framework such as Integral
Linguistics. In this framework, contrasts are instrumental in de-
limiting and structuring paradigms (lexical fields), which pertain
to the structurally encoded semantics of a particular language (see
Belligh and Willems 2021 for discussion).

Considerations such as those put forward by Levinson also draw
on the originally structuralist theory of markedness. This theory has
been developed in great detail by authors such as Trubetzkoy (1939
[1958], 66—75), Jakobson (1939 [1971] and Hjelmslev (1939 [1971]),
but the notion of ‘markedness’ has become so ingrained in modern
linguistics that it is taken for granted and no longer recognised as
an originally structuralist notion (cf. Battistella 1990, 1996 and De
Backer 2009 for discussions).

A second case in point is the theory of information structure
developed by Knud Lambrecht (1939—-2019) (1987, 1994, 2000).
Lambrecht’s theory of information structure has been very influ-
ential in contemporary functionally oriented linguistics and has
become the dominant theory of information structure in both Con-
struction Grammar and Role and Reference Grammar (see Leino
2013 for discussion). Lambrecht is a disciple of Charles Fillmore
(1929—-2014) and Wallace Chafe (1927-2019), his work is rooted in
the American Construction Grammar framework (Fillmore 1988,
Fillmore and Atkins 1992, Fillmore and Kay 1993; cf. Goldberg 1995,
2006). This framework can be situated within the broader paradigm
of Cognitive Linguistics and positions itself unambiguously in con-
trast to Generative Grammar and, albeit more obliquely, Structural
Linguistics. Lambrecht nevertheless regularly invokes the notion of
paradigmatic contrasts to develop his theory of information struc-

263



THE LEGACY OF STRUCTURALISM SCI.DAN.H. 8 - 21

ture. In doing so, Lambrecht goes considerably further than, for
example, Levinson (2000) in openly subscribing to ‘paradigmatic
contrasts’ in a manner that is reminiscent of a hallmark structuralist
assumption:

This [...] requires a ‘structuralist’ rather than ‘generativist approachy’, i.e.
an approach in which the interpretation of a given structure is viewed
as being determined within a system of formal oppositions rather than
by a set of rules. (Lambrecht 1994, 322)

In seeking to explain the form-function fit in focus constructions in
terms of the structuralist notion of paradigmatic opposition the anal-
ysis challenges both functional and formal generative approaches to
grammar. (Lambrecht 2000, 611)

Lambrecht relies on the notion of paradigmatic contrast to differen-
tiate between three types of formally distinguishable focus construc-
tions, each with its own typical focus construal, viz. predicate-focus
construal, argument-focus construal and sentence-focus construal
(Lambrecht 1994, 221-238). Predicate-focus construal entails that
the scope of the focus operator is limited to the predicate, with the
subject falling within the scope of the presupposition, as in (5). Al-
ternatively, the scope of the focus operator can be limited to an argu-
ment constituent only, with the predicate constituent falling within
the scope of the presupposition, which is labeled argument-focus
construal, e.g. (6). Finally, it is also possible that both the subject
and the predicate fall under the scope of the focus operator, which
is then said to be an instance of sentence-focus construal, e.g. (7).

(5) (What did John do?) John went to the LIBRARY.*?
(6) (Who went to the library?) JOHN went to the library.
(7) (What happened?) JOHN went to the library.

92. Capital letters indicate prosodic prominence on certain constituents, which is
mostly realised by a peak in pitch.
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In contrast to previous information-structural approaches to focus
structure, which mostly focused on the focal or non-focal status
of individual constituents rather than on the sentential pattern as
a whole, Lambrecht’s innovative contribution was to look at the
realisations of focus configurations as sentential constructions that
are determined paradigmatically in relation to other focus-related
sentential constructions. By adopting such a perspective, it becomes
understandable why in sentence-focus constructions such as (7)
only the subject is highlighted prosodically, rather than both the
subject and the predicate, which would be expected if the focused or
non-focused status of every phrasal constituent taken by itself would
be reflected in linguistic form. In Lambrecht’s (1987, 1994, 2000)
view, sentence-focus constructions have the form they do because
their form makes it possible to create a paradigmatic contrast with
the form of predicate-focus constructions, which according to Lam-
brecht are unmarked constructions. The difference with regard to
form, e.g. accentuation of the subject or the predicate, corresponds
on the functional level to the difference between sentence-focus
construal and predicate-focus construal.

While Lambrecht countenances the idea that paradigmatic con-
trasts have an important role to play in contemporary functionalist
linguistics, a number of critical remarks can be made pertaining
to how true to the structuralist notion of paradigmatic contrast his
theory actually is (cf. Belligh 2020a, 2020b, Belligh and Crocco
2022 for a fuller discussion). In structuralist accounts of paradig-
matic relations, the ‘one-to-one relationship’ between a form and
a unitary meaning is of paramount importance, yet Lambrecht’s
application of the notion of paradigmatic contrast differs in a num-
ber of respects. While on a functional level the three types of focus
construal are all defined in terms of paradigmatic oppositions, it
is not possible to establish the same opposition on the level of the
forms of the constructions. According to Lambrecht (1994, 2000),
argument-focus constructions and sentence-focus constructions are
often homonymous, which is already evident from the above exam-
ples (6) and (7). With respect to the form of the constructions, the
principle of paradigmatic contrast only plays out convincingly with
regard to the distinction between predicate-focus constructions, on
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the one hand, and argument-focus constructions and sentence-focus
constructions, on the other. Lambrecht (1987, 1994, 2000) motivates
this by maintaining that both argument-focus and sentence-focus
constructions are marked deviations from predicate-focus construc-
tions, which Lambrecht considers unmarked constructions par excel-
lence. Furthermore, Lambrecht (1994) concedes that predicate-focus
constructions can often be used to convey argument-focus construal
and sentence-focus construal as well. This further deviation from
the expected one-to-one relationship between form and meaning
is explained by Lambrecht as a result of the ‘neutral position’ of
predicate-focus constructions as unmarked constructions.

While Lambrecht’s system, as presented by the author himself,
already takes into account various deviations from the one-to-one re-
lationship between form and meaning, there are at least some cases
where he excludes additional deviations. In particular, Lambrecht
(1987, 1994, 2000) claims that full-fledged, i.e. formally marked,
sentence-focus constructions cannot be used for the expression
of predicate-focus construal. However, some sentence-focus con-
structions in both Dutch and Italian do allow for predicate-focus
construal (see Belligh 2020a, 2020b, Belligh and Crocco 2022).
Due to the very limited one-to-one correspondences between func-
tions and grammatical forms, it has been argued that Lambrecht’s
typology of three focus categories might better be reinterpreted
as a typology of categories of normal language use, rather than
as categories that characterise the grammar of particular language
systems (cf. Section 5). This view entails that in several languages
various sentential constructions can be used to convey predicate-fo-
cus, argument-focus and sentence-focus construal, but that none of
these categories corresponds to a structurally encoded signified of
any one construction involved (Belligh 2020a, 2020b, Belligh and
Crocco 2022). The paradigmatic contrast proposed by Lambrecht
thus ends up being a contrast on the level of normal language use
rather than a paradigmatic contrast in the grammar of language
systems.
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7. Structuralist notion no. 5: Language is an
intersubjectively shared system rather than a cognitive
module

Among the key insights Saussure and the structuralist scholars di-
rectly inspired by him brought to linguistics is the idea that lan-
guage (langue), in addition to being a mental phenomenon, is also
fundamentally a social phenomenon.” Although there has been
much controversy about the extent to which Saussure (1967-1968,
158-174) defined his concept of langue along the lines of Durkheim’s
(1895) notion of ‘social fact’ (see Bierbach 1978, Koerner 1989, Ch.
3, among others), there are several indications that Saussure con-
ceptualised language first and foremost in sociological terms.*
First of all, it is generally acknowledged that Saussure “tended
increasingly towards sociological rather than psychological formu-
lations of langue” (Joseph 1995, 224). Langue as an abstract socially
shared system is therefore beyond the direct reach of the individ-
ual will (see Thibault 1997, Linda 2001 and Joseph this volume
for extensive discussions). Secondly, the structuralist schools that
emerged after the publication of the Cours shared “a preference for
social abstraction over mental ones, including an axiomatic faith
in language as a fundamentally social phenomenon” (Joseph 1995,
225). The structuralist notion of language as a social phenomenon
is indebted to Saussure’s view that language is not only a tool for
cognition (cf. Saussure 1967-1968, 251-264) but also a tool for com-
munication, and that communication is inherently social (Saussure
1967-1968, 37-52, 172-174). At the same time, Saussure maintained
that a langue is deposited in an identical form in the mind of every
language user of a particular language (Joseph 1995, 235), thereby

93. Saussure and the structuralist scholars inspired by him were not the first to con-
sider language to be a social phenomenon, but historically they brought the social
nature of language to centre stage after previous paradigms in linguistics inclined to
characterise language primarily in biological or strictly psychological terms (Joseph
1995, 234—235 and Joseph this volume).

94. Saussure’s sociological view is also indebted to the work of other French sociol-
ogists, e.g. the work of Gabriel de Tarde (cf. Joseph 2012, 508).
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stressing that langue is a mental phenomenon as well. This double
nature attributed to langue by Saussure led to considerable debate in
the many theories that followed in the second half of the twentieth
century (cf. Itkonen 1978, 55—-90). Although language is inherently
intersubjective and social but at the same time exists in the individ-
ual minds of human agents, it seems that most linguistic schools of
thought tend to focus on one of these two aspects at the expense
of the other.

The understanding that language is at the same time a social
and a mental phenomenon is endorsed by two of the contemporary
structural-functional approaches we already discussed in previous
sections, viz. Integral Linguistics and Systemic Functional Linguis-
tics, albeit with differences in emphasis and focus. In Systemic Func-
tional Linguistics, the mental dimension is readily acknowledged,
but the main focus is on language as a social phenomenon. In
contrast to many other contemporary functionalist theories of lan-
guage, Systemic Functional Linguistics does not attempt to frame
its analyses in terms of a mental or psychological theory of language
(Butler 2003), in accordance with the basic assumption that

linguistics is a branch of sociology. Language is a part of the social
system, and there is no need to interpose a psychological level of in-
terpretation. (Halliday 1978, 39).

In Integral Linguistics (cf. Coseriu 1958 [1974], 1962 [1975], 2007),
emphasis is placed on the intersubjective nature of language, which
arguably resolves a possible conflict between the social and the
mental. While Coseriu claims that language is intrinsically tied
to human consciousness, the intuitive conscious knowledge every
speaker possesses of language is said to be shared by the members
of a linguistic community. This knowledge is therefore also of an
inherently social nature. However, there is a risk that a social fact
such as language is mistakenly defined as a phenomenon that exists
above and beyond all individual speakers/hearers ‘taken together’,
whereas it is a phenomenon that only exists above and beyond
individual speakers/hearers when they are ‘taken separately’. The
conception of language as independent from all individual speak-
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ers/hearers ‘taken together’ is based on a fallacious, sorites-like
argument (Coseriu 1958 [1974], 28). If language is understood as
an intersubjective system that occupies a level ‘above’ the language
users only when they are considered as separate individuals, no
conflict arises between the social and the mental. For Integral Lin-
guistics, a language exists in reality only inasmuch as individual
language users realise — or better still: continuously create and
re-create — language in the activity of speaking (or writing, or in
whatever modality). There is mutual interdependence: intersubjec-
tively shared ‘systems’ and ‘norms’ of languages are individuated
in acts of discourse, but then again these systems and norms exist
only insofar as they are manifested in individuals’ creative acts of
language use.

With the advent of Generative Grammar, language was dras-
tically reconceptualised as a purely mental — or even ‘material’ —
phenomenon, with little or no room for its social or intersubjective
nature. The scientific study of language was rebranded by Chomsky
as constituting an integral part of cognitive psychology and the
study of language was primarily seen as a possible way to probe into
the unconscious structures of the mind (cf. Chomsky 1972 [2006]).
The ‘cognitive turn’ in linguistics initiated by Chomsky abruptly
broke with some of the basic insights of Saussure and many struc-
turalist linguists. This way of approaching language in mental terms
has dominated American linguistics since the 1960s and continues
to exert a profound influence in contemporary linguistic research.
This is also evident if one considers some of the core tenets of the
broad paradigm of Cognitive Linguistics (cf. Langacker 1987, 1988a,
1988b, 1999, 2007, Taylor 1999, 2002, 2003, 2012, Geeraerts and
Cuyckens, eds. 2007). Cognitive Linguistics is radically opposed
to many core assumptions of Generative Grammar, including its
restrictivist focus on formal aspects of language, in particular syntax
and phonology, and its basic assumptions regarding the modularity
of the human mind (Geeraerts and Cuyckens, eds. 2007, Taylor
2007). Most cognitive linguists have nonetheless adopted the view
of generative grammarians that the individual mind is the ontolog-
ical locus of language. Furthermore, both generative grammarians
and cognitive linguists approach language and the human mind in
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terms of unconscious knowledge structures and subpersonal com-
putational modules, which can ultimately be considered functions
of physical brain states (cf. Itkonen 2008, Zlatev 2008, Belligh
2021 for discussion).

The attempt to conceive language in mental-material and non-so-
cial terms in Generative Grammar and Cognitive Linguistics has
been criticised over the past 50 years by a number of scholars, in
particular Esa Itkonen (1944-) (1978,1983, 1997, 2008). Itkonen has
argued that such a conception cannot adequately capture crucial
aspects of natural language, including what Itkonen calls its ‘nor-
mativity’. Itkonen’s notion of ‘normativity’ should not be confused
with the use of the term ‘norm’ to designate the role ‘normal lan-
guage use’ plays as an intermediary level between language systems
and individual acts of discourse (cf. Section 5). ‘Normativity’, in
Itkonen’s understanding, refers to the fact that the conventions
typical of language must be conceived in terms of ‘what ought to
be said’ rather than ‘what is said’ (Itkonen 1997, 53). ‘Normativity’
in this sense applies to the language system and normal language
use alike. The presence of normativity in languages means that
language is not only characterised by various types of ‘regulari-
ties’, but also by prescriptive ‘rules’. Based on arguments drawn
from the work of Ludwig Wittgenstein and Karl Popper, Itkonen
maintains that prescriptive rules cannot exist in a purely mental
or material world but only by virtue of intersubjectively shared
normative knowledge. According to Itkonen, neither Generative
Grammar nor mainstream Cognitive Linguistics adequately capture
this indispensable social dimension in their accounts of language.
Because both frameworks at the same time rely on normative judg-
ments regarding correctness and acceptability for their empirical
analyses, their “methodological self-understanding suffers from
serious defects” (Itkonen 1997, 49).

Itkonen’s criticism has so far largely been ignored in Generative
Grammar. Within Cognitive Linguistics, it has inspired a number
of scholars to reintroduce notions such as ‘socially shared conven-
tions’, ‘normativity’ and ‘intersubjectivity’ in the context of cogni-
tive-linguistic research, in line with previous structuralist thinking.
For instance, Zlatev (2007, 2008) explicitly draws on Itkonen (1978,
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1983,1997) to partly adjust the ontological commitments of Cogni-
tive Linguistics. While giving pride of place to consciousness in the
study of the human mind, rather than unconscious structures and
subpersonal mechanisms, Zlatev (2007, 2008) also connects this
shift in perspective with a renewed focus on the intersubjectivity
of language so as to avoid the ‘serious defects’ in the self-under-
standing of Cognitive Linguistics. This innovation could also align
Cognitive Linguistics with some of the basic tenets of Integral
Linguistics (cf. Belligh 2021). More generally speaking, the last
few years there has been an increased interest in social phenomena
in the work of several other cognitive linguists as well (cf. Schmid
2016, Geeraerts 2017, among others). This turn in approach has
primarily been informed by sociolinguistic research on linguistic
variation.

Recent developments such as these give credence to the conclu-
sion that the basic Saussurean and structuralist characterisation of
language as a social and intersubjective phenomenon has found
its way back to contemporary linguistics also among theoretical
frameworks which do not explicitly acknowledge any intellectual in-
debtedness to the structuralist tradition. Whether this trend will be
sustained in Cognitive Linguistics and perhaps even prove capable
of orienting future research in Generative Grammar (cf. Newmeyer
1998), is as yet an open question.

8. Conclusion

In this article, we addressed the legacy of structuralism in con-
temporary linguistics with a focus on the presence of theoretical
concepts and distinctions as well as empirical analyses reminiscent
of structuralism both in approaches that expressly continue the
structuralist tradition and those that consider themselves to pro-
foundly differ from Structural Linguistics. We started off with an
overview of the main assumptions that characterise Structural Lin-
guistics and briefly surveyed a number of structural-functional,
functionalist, cognitive and pragmatic schools of thought that are
particularly relevant with regard to our research question (Section
2). The main thrust of the article was a discussion of five specific
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notions which played an important role in Structural Linguistics and
continue to live on in current linguistics. The five specific notions
we discussed are the view that each language should be described
in its own terms (Section 3), the claim that a distinction must be
made between language-specific encoded meaning and non-lan-
guage-specific meaning, viz. contextually and encyclopaedically
enriched utterance meaning (Section 4), the view that in between
the grammar of a language system and individual acts of discourse
an intermediary level of ‘normal language use’ must be taken into
account (Section 5), the claim that paradigmatic contrasts are of
paramount importance to arrive at a coherent understanding of
language systems (Section 6), and the conviction that language
systems and grammars are of an inherently social and intersubjec-
tive nature (Section 7). We adduced evidence to show that these
five structuralist notions continue to guide contemporary linguistic
research, albeit often with important qualifications.

To conclude the article, we briefly dwell on the question what
kind of attitude, or mindset, towards structuralist notions might be
beneficial for linguistic scholarship. Linguists’ appraisals of previ-
ous scholarship frequently reflect a troubled relationship with the
history of the discipline in a strangely recurrent way. For instance,
while Chomsky criticises Saussure (and Whitney) for having had an
“impoverished and thoroughly inadequate conception of language”
(Chomsky 1972 [2006], 18; cf. Joseph 2002 for discussion), many
authors subsequently criticised Chomsky for largely the same rea-
son and, incidentally, often in one breath with Saussure (e.g. Agha
2007). Thus it would appear that obsolescence is not so much a
quality of the past but an assessment of the present — yet the pres-
ent is nothing but a temporary stop, it continually recedes into the
past. To us it seems that this conundrum can be resolved if a his-
toriographically informed perspective on the history of linguistics
is combined with a philosophical attitude that Hegel describes as
Aufheben (‘sublation’) (cf. Coseriu 1992 [2000]).

A historiographically informed perspective demands that ap-
praisals of previous scholarship are based on a reasonably compre-
hensive knowledge of scholars’ work and not on an overly selec-
tive or biased reading. It is, for example, noteworthy that neither
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Chomsky (1972 [2006]), nor Agha (2007) discuss Saussure’s theory
of the bilateral sign and his historically foundational understanding
of language-specific signifieds, but at the same time dismiss Sau-
ssure’s contribution to modern linguistics on grounds that cannot
be addressed without taking his theory of the bilateral sign into
account. Selective or biased readings of previous scholarship which
result in decontextualising those parts of the history of linguistics
that are not recoverable due to a specific focus might not be the best
strategy to move forward. This is where Hegel’s notion of Aufheben
(‘sublation’) turns out to be helpful. Aufheben means that what is
being surpassed in the history of thought should at the same time
be integrated and preserved:

7o sublate and being sublated (the idealized) constitute one of the most
important concepts of philosophy. It is a fundamental determination
that repeatedly occurs everywhere in it, the meaning of which must
be grasped with precision and especially distinguished from nothing.
— What is sublated does not thereby turn into nothing. Nothing is the
immediate; something sublated is on the contrary something mediated; it
is something non-existent but as a result that has proceeded from a be-
ing; it still sas in itself, therefore, the determinateness from which it derives.

The German aufheben (‘to sublate’ in English) has a twofold meaning
in the language: it equally means ‘to keep,” ‘to preserve,” and ‘to cause to
cease,” ‘to put an end to.” Even ‘to preserve’ already includes a negative
note, namely that something, in order to be retained, is removed from
its immediacy and hence from an existence which is open to external
influences. — That which is sublated is thus something at the same time
preserved, something that has lost its immediacy but has not come to
nothing for that. (Hegel 1832 [2010], 81-82)

If successful, the risk that structuralism is a siren whose song lures

unsuspecting linguists into favouring obsolete ideas and assump-
tions could at least be substantially reduced.
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