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Interpreting the notion of arbitrariness and the relative motivation
In Saussurean Linguistics

WANG Yan
(Staff Office of English, Sichuan Petroleum Technical Secondary School, Chengdu China, 610213)

Abstract: Arbitrariness and the relative motivation are two key notions in Saussurean Linguistics and the interpretation
of them should be made according to the Principle of Time. That is, both of the authentic and revolutionary features are
to be considered in the interpretation from the perspective of heritage and continuity respectively. Starting from this
perspective, the author believes that arbitrariness is a broad notion and it contains fifteen meanings and three functions;
the relative motivation is the origin of the idea of non-arbitrariness which is not only related to the concept of inner
form of compound signs but also embodies the notion of linguistic motivation. Hence the nature of linguistic signs can
be and should be described by arbitrariness and motivation altogether.

Key words: Saussure; the relative motivation; semiology



