




















However, the exact sciences, including mathematics, have had only
suggestive value, but have not yet directly affected the shaping of structural-
ism. It was the development of modern linguistics, within which one must
first of all mention the work of Ferdinand de Saussure ! in general linguis-
tics, that people really competed to exploit in order to create structuralism.
Tt was maintained that, among all the "representative systems" and "symbolic
systems" produced by men (religion, mythology, thought systems, culture, etc.),
language is the most complete system which contains structures, relationships
and systems capable of helping philosophy elaborate principles of observa-
tion and methods of research regarding things in general, and particularly
regarding man's conceptual and social forms. Hence linguistics is considered
the "savior" of philosophy, and all the bourgeois social sciences are trying
to stretch out and continually fight one another, especially to fight Marxism,
the scientific truth of present times.

"Synchronic" Versus "Diachronics," Relationships and Systems, "Signified"
and Signifier’

In his Course in General Linguistics, Saussure was determined to
oppose the conservative and biased traditional viewpoints of linguistics
at that time and before. Before Saussure, linguistics tended to start with
the language of one country to study the language of another country accord-
ing to the comparative method, it tended toward historical linguistics or
"external linguistics," that is to say, the effects of extra-linguistic fac-
tors (society, thought system, ete.) upon the development of language it-
self, etc. As for "internal language" -- language considered in its own
order -- it was not given adequate emphasis, which explains why linguistics
made such slow progress.

Saussure recognized the historical method and the social character of
language, but his main thought was a real desire to return to language it-
self, with its inner part considered as an entity that exists objectively
in a stable state, something outside man and unrelated to its historical
process. He called it "synchrony," and he maintained that only "synchronic
linguistics" can really help man discover the internal rules of language.

Saussure found relationships and systems unconsciously made by man
within the structure of language. In language, such elements as phonemes,
morphemes, semantics, grammar, words, etc. are all interrelated, and all
of them make up systems, that is to say, complete groups that include ele-
ments whose relationships follow specific rules.

According to Saussure, language exists thanks to those relationships,
and not thanks to the .elements and their units. And the word relationships
means form, and not content or substance. Hence, "language is a form and
not a substance."

Also according to Saussure, the elements *n lenguage do not exist in
a dicorderly and chaotic fashion. Whatever area we consider, phonemes,







Saussure's great contribution was to have posited and promptly em-
phasized "synchrony" and "internal linguistics” at the time, when it was
necessary to break the inertia of conservative thought that stood in the
way. His discovery of relationships and internal systems of language,
syntagmatic relations and associative relations, etc. opened up new capa-
bilities for linguistics and several related sciences. The two-sided
character of the linguistic sign and the "arbitrary" character of "the
signifier" and of the relation between "the signifier" and "the signified"
were important discoveries. They rejected the naive views of Greek philosophy,
including that of Plato, who maintained that "names belong to substantive
things," that is to say, a name accurately reflects and imitates the ba31c
nature of things (for instance, the word rice carries the substance "rice"
in it). They helped people further understand many interesting and "mysteri-
ous" phenomena in language, such as the phenomenon of one word carrying
several meanings, that of implicit meaning, and those of change such as
metaphors, metonymy, imagery in literature, etc.

However, Saussure's viewpoint was not consistent and often it was
extremist, and consequently became idealist and metaphysical.

He recognized the "diachronic method" and "external linguistics,”
but absolutely opposed "diachrony" to "synchrony." According to him, in
order to study a language, one must sever all connections with its histori-
cal process and with everything (man, society) that has produced it. One
needs only to examine a language in itself and for itself. If it is so,
then in the present language of Vietnam, for instance, how can we understand
why, on the age-old and stable tradition of Vietnamese, there evolves right
now & rich and multi-faceted development of language in every field of
revolutionary life? And if we do not understand this, how can we discover
"the internal laws" of present-day Vietnamese?

It is correct and dialectic to speak of relationships and of systems,
but Saussure denied the elements, which are the material bases and concrete
purts of the system. That is why he thought of language as nothing but form,
although he did mention the concept within the linguistic sign and speak
of' the social character of language. This idealist viewpoint had many
effects upon modern bourgeois philosophy, which, in its attempt to save it-
self, is searching for a new kind of idealism that looks scientific. In
language, if there is only distinctiveness (through which different units
exist side by side) and no real elements, no real units, then one may ask,
"First of all, what is distinct from what?" If a exists only because it
is not b, if a exists only thanks to its relation (of distinctiveness) to
b, but cannot exist independently, then how can a differ from b if it is not
Lhrough 'its own substance, its own existence?" ~The meaning of a word,
truly, is determined by the meanings of other words through given grammati-
cal relations among them, within one semantic field. But this is not
absolute. If a word does not have its own existence and does not have an
independent semantic content, then how can it relp human communication?
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synchronic method, that is to say, to go directly into existing things in
their fixed and stable position and disregard its past and its previous de-
velopment, since everything that belongs to it in the final analysis resides
right in it in the existing state. Only then can one discover objectively
and accurately the internal laws and the internal structures of those very
things.

2. A thing is an entity whose structure consists of many elements
which are interrelated into a whole with internal systems. Considered
separately the elements are meaningless, valueless. The elements exist
only in a whole, in different systems, through relationships among themselves.
Thus the relationships create existence, and to speak of relationships is
to speak of form, and therefore content resides inside form and is created
by form. Language is the typical example of this. The relations among
phonemes make up words, that have meaning, or content. Grammatical rela-
tions make up meaningful sentences.

If we take examples from literature, a work of literature, since it
is made through language, is merely a group of linguistic relations which
make up systems of sentences, words and images. A literary work takes shape
through relations, that is to say, through form. Therefore literature is
language, form and technique. What counts is the uniqueness in linguistic
technique. "Literature basically and substantively is irrealist." "To
the writer, the real responsibility is to see literature as a failure to
commit oneself, as a look by Moses at the promised land of reality,” (that
is to say, the land that can be seen but not reached) "It is not the basic
nature of a copied object which will define art, but it is precisely what
man has added in the course of recreating it; technique is the reality of
every creation.”3 If we want to talk about content, it is also created by
form, because only through relationships can we have a meaningful work of
literature. That is why the higher the form the more easily created the
content.

3. Things have internal laws that are independent, spontaneous and
self-generating. Examples are language, and the primitive social institu-
tions.

If we study the social institutions of the remaining primitive
tribes, we see that inside there are very tight systems, such as the kin-
ship system, the system of names, the system of attitudes, which are inter-
related according to some laws, and which do not exist in an incoherent or
haphazard manner. These are spontaneous, self-generating and self-sufficient
laws within "unconscious structures."®

A literary work also has its own internal laws. Literary language
develops by itself through the internal logic of the work, through the
special laws of language, which the writer cannot control or be conscious
of . Therefore the work does not depend on the writer's consciousness,
thought or motivation. "A literary act has no cause and no end." Reality
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(b) The second step takes place as follows: forms of consciousness
arc basically systems of signs, and existing potential units, for example,
this or that deity in religion, concepts and images of things, of the uni-
verse and of social phenomena in man's world view. These systems of symbols
have their own internal laws. They either rely upon one another or oppose
one another in their growth, and human consciousness cannot control or guide
them (just like in language). Through language those potential symbols will
interlock into a system, and only then will they have meaning and become a
discourse, a real thought system. Therefore those units or symbols have
become here the signified, i.e., content, whereas language is the means to
signify, thc signifier, i.e., form. Here we will see the same contradiction
between the signifier and the signified which has evolved inside language,
as seen above, evolve once more: the signified (that is to say, the symbols
in religion or thought system), which belongs to another system and posseses
its own laws, must obey the laws of language, i.e., of the signifier, which
belongs to a different kind of system, before it can become a discourse
(spoken words or written texts) and a thought system. This contradiction
prevents words and meaning, discourse and thought from ever coinciding com-
pletely. Put together, the two successive contradictions render doctrines
originully constructed by means of language (either spoken words or written
texts) incapable of reflecting reality according to the accurate meaning of
reality. Those contradictions also cause doctrines to carry vague and
ambiguous meanings, which each person can understand and carry out in his
own way.

According to this theoretician's reasoning, because Marxism is also
a doctrine, a discourse, it cannot avoid the above contradictions. Symbols
(or social phenomena) have been wrongly evaluated by Karl Marx and given forced
meanings. Marxist theory cannot accurately reflect reality. It also forces
reality. People can understand Marxism in several ways. That is why the
pract%ce)of Marxists never agrees with the theory and the language of the
books(?!).

In the field of literature, structuralism maintains that, because
language is usually ambiguous, what has been written down actually covers
something unwritten or "absent." This is a characteristic of language. That
is why a work of literature may be understood in several ways, outside the
author's intention. So in literary criticism one must leave the author out,
one must set reality aside, and one needs only to know the effectiveness
of the work among the public. That is precisely the function of criticism(?!

5. Structuralism requires a kind of "structuralist thinking" over
tochnical diagrams. This is formalized thinking. It also requires a struc-
turalist method which is accurate, mathematical-experimental, that is to say,
which must manifest the object of the study through processes of methematics
and experimental sciences (by setting models, diagrams, statistics, formulas,
equations, function, etc.) and actions over these forms just as a mathematician
acts over mathematical structures. For example, one would draw models that
correspond to social institutions, or look for . methamatic formula to mani-
fest a psychological, social or cultural phenomenon.
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different states of consciousness and his different patterns of living are
not simply figures and statistics, or physical and chemical formulas, or
arbitrary symbols which can be pulled out as states of synchronic nature
as viewed in structuralism!

Understood in such a metaphysical way, the synchronic method will
lead to a coercion of reality, a separation of reality from its own nature,
a forcing of various laws, and a pure invention of laws at the pleasure
of subjective research workers.

(2) Relations

As for the problem of relations, dialectic materialism has also
solved it through principles that are absolutely predominant scientifically
speaking. Things meke up a whole entity. But this whole is constituted by
interconnected elements according to given mutual relationships. The re-
lations create existence, but they are not the same as existence. The mutual
relations and interconnections are due to the basic nature of concrete ele-
ments with their own contributions, their own existence: whether they are
absolutely or relatively independent depends on circumstances or on the en-
vironment. If, as structuralism claims, relations are the principal matier
then things constitute only a whole built upon zeroes, or a collectivity
without individualities.

The elements must exist first before they can, by virtue of their
interconnections, constitute things, that is to say, whole entities. To
give relations absoluteness is to fall into formalism, to move away from
the basic nature of things and to stand opposed to real life from the point
of view of methodology. For instance, let us ask: What is the real nature
of those structuralist arguments that are making a lot of noise? ("Litera-
ture is by language and for language,” "Criticism is an exact science which
has to consider linguistic techniques and linguistic structures,"” etc.).
Actually, some people are merely banded together to fight reelism, especially
socialist realism, to fight revolutionary literature, to fight the litera-
ture which serves politics and which is for life and for man. Those people
through the loss of faith in men and in truth are trying to deny everything,
to dehumanize, to de~-image, to push a-literature, to turn away from the
function of literature and the responsibility of the writer, and thus to
g0 back to formelism in the name of science and language.

(3) Concerning the independence of forms of consciousness and
sociely created by man, some people have overemphasized this problem through
the worship of Freudian subconscious philosophy, which is being restored
more vigorously than ever.

It is true that at the beginning men made language and various forms
of consciousness in a spontaneous way, without any principles, guidelines or
theory. Those forms of course had then a specific internal development of
their own. Each element required the appearance of the other elements.
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Generally speaking, in every case, a writer's thinking, his political,
social and esthetic views are all combined in his literary work, but to
different degrees and from different angles depending upon the circumstances
of its creation. If we do not associate the work with the whole person of
the author and with the enviromment of creation, then we cannot evaluate
any work of literature.

The view that considers objectives of social sciences just so many
"mathematical objectives" in our study is only a kind of modern "scientism"
which wishes to bring the methodology of natural sciences into social sciences
in a mechanical way. Lenin used to criticize people who wanted to put the
label "instinctivist" or "bio-sociological" on such phenomena as crises,
revolutions, class struggle, etc.T

(h) Supremacy and implicitness of language

Today, in the bourgeois human sciences, people everywhere talk about
language, people say that everything is language, that only through language
and the laws of language can one understand and study anything at all. They
betray Marxism, they follow rightist and leftist opportunism, they distort
Marxism-Leninism, then in the end they blame Marx and language, they blame
the contradiction between the signifier and the signified, they blame the
implicitness and ambiguousness of language'! If this is not the "linguistic
disease," maybe it is the disease of "crazy logic" or the "ruses of the
mind" (to quote Hegels) in defense of oneself. .

Language has & special characteristic of being often implicit,
symbolic and of having hidden, implied meaning. If it is so in daily
language, this is even clearer in literary language, especially in poetry.
But if, between the exactitude of language, which agrees with thought and
reality, and the implicitness of language, this implicitness is primary
(according to the structuralists' extreme position), then mankind would
have been long in danger, and the structuralists themselves would not have
the ambition of positing this or that hypothesis!

The specific laws of languege in phonemics, morphemics, semantics,
grammar, the contradiction between the signifier and the signified, and the
implicitness of language are real things. But, in reality, the intimate
relation between form and content in language, which Saussure compared to
"the two sides of a sheet of paper," has made the exactness and the unity of
language become fundamental. The arbitrary and conventional character of
linguistic symbols basically does not prevent the essential nature of the
inner concept or the agreement between concept and thought, or between con-
cept and reality. Consequently language generally speaking agrees with
thought, with consciousness, with reality, and this agreement has been tested
by mankind's practicalities and demonstrated by life and science. Even the
implicitness of language will be clarified by the rational activities, living
experiences and ties of man, of the collectivity with reality.
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from the basic nature of the objective and thus to reach a point where the
laws of life are bent and distorted according to the researcher's subjectivity

''o sum up, from the point of view of philosophy and methodology,
structuralism is clearly ldealist and metaphysical. It wants to rescue and
salvage bourgcols philosophy, but being itself still within bourgeois ideology
it is not able to save itself, let alone save something else. Science and
life have proved and will prove that every world view which is idealist and
metaphysical will ultimately bury itself, and not even mathematics or any
exact science can intervene and come to its rescue.

To us, only Marxism-Leninism and the Party's science policy constitute
a solely creative and solely serious compass. It is very necessary to
follow and pay attention to all useful methods and techniques of research.
However, our world view, our consciousness and our thinking must of course
turn to a single objective, on behalf of the very future of science and
of the struggle to defend the ideals and guidelines of the revolution.

Once more, our people's victorious resistance against the United
States to save our country has proved that our Party has with creativity
applied Marxism-Leninism to the particular situation of our country, pursued
an independent, autonomous policy, and maintained the highest sense of
responsibility before our people and before our brotherly friends. Springing
from the general policy, our Party's sclence policy has become the guiding
light and the source of dynamism for all sectors of scientific research.
To struggle against the influence of bourgeols and revisionist viewpoints as
well as that of conservative and dogmatic viewpoints is a task of the social
sciences that aims at safeguarding the Party's policy. An effort to under-
stand, criticize and evaluate structuralism, a fashionable movement which
has appeared in Western bourgeois ideology and deeply infiltrated the
temporarily occupied areas of South Vietnam, lies within that political
task.

FOOTNOTES
1. PFerdinand de Saussure, the Swiss linguist (1857-1913), author of the

Cours de Linguistique Generale, edited by his students. - We use the
Payot (Paris, 1961) edition.

[}®]

Here Baussure does not recognize the real speech sounds, and this is
his idecalist viewpoint.

3. Roland Barthes, Essais Critiques (Editions du Seuil, 1964).

. Claude levy Strauss, Anthropologie Structurale (Plon, 1958).

5. Pierre Macherey, Pour une Theorie de la Production Litteraire (Maspero,

1966).

- - 14 -






-




