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On the Historical Origin of the Theory of Sign’s Arbitrariness:

from Whitney to Saussure
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Saussure’s theory of linguistic sign’s arbitrariness has to be attributed to William Dwight Whitney for its historical origin. The

two core facets of the theory of sign’s arbitrariness defined respectively as “arbitrary ”and “conventional” on the part of Saus—

sure were inherited from Whitney but they were extended with further development: arbitrariness of a linguistic sign acts as a

key criterion to characterize the distinction of language as a special social system from other social systems; on departure of such

theoretical reflection Saussure the brought forth a new pair of categories— “signifiant ”and “signifie” to achieve a theoretical u—

nifying of sign’s expression plane with its content plane; the coercive force of a tradition closely interrelated to the arbitrariness of

linguistic sign as elaborated in detail in Whitney’s writings was theorized formally as social community and time.
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