
u n i ve r s i t y  o f  co pe n h ag e n  

Francis J. Whitfield and the Strata of Definitions

Cigana, Lorenzo; Prampolini, Massimo

Published in:
Scritti in onore di Paolo Fabbri

Publication date:
2021

Document version
Publisher's PDF, also known as Version of record

Citation for published version (APA):
Cigana, L., & Prampolini, M. (2021). Francis J. Whitfield and the Strata of Definitions. In Scritti in onore di Paolo
Fabbri (pp. 33-58). [3] ZeL Edizioni. Janus. Quaderni del Circolo Glossematico Vol. 17

Download date: 23. maj. 2023

https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/persons/lorenzo-cigana(6278c088-f956-4c32-bfec-1728be3189e1).html
https://curis.ku.dk/portal/da/publications/francis-j-whitfield-and-the-strata-of-definitions(83bb629e-7086-410e-8979-7ad1297e3cc2).html


a cura di

Romeo Galassi

Andrea Zucchi

Scritti in onore

di Paolo Fabbri

• quaderni del circolo glossematico •



5

Indice

Prefazione   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  7

 di ROMEO GALASSI

SERENA BRASILIANI 

Osservazioni sul saggio di Louis Hjelmslev Accento, intonazione, quantità (1937)  . . . . . . . . 9

COSIMO CAPUTO 

Paolo da Rimini e il «geologo danese spinoziano»   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 17

LORENZO CIGANA, MASSIMO PRAMPOLINI 

Francis J. Whitfield and the Strata of Definitions . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 33

FRANCIS J. WHILFIELD 

The Strata of Definitions in Louis Hjelmslev’s Résumé of a theory of language . . . . . . . . . . 47

VALERIO MARCONI 

Che cos’è la “designazione” connotativa?   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 59

TIZIANA MIGLIORE 

La funzione hjelmsleviana di “mutazione” per Paolo Fabbri . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 71

ENRICO ORFANO 

Lingua, pensiero e conoscenza semantica.Un viaggio da Hjelmslev alle scienze cognitive   .  .  .  . 83

MALINKA PILA 

Il caso ‘locativo’ in russo: distribuzione e problemi di sviluppo storico  . . . . . . . . . . . . . 95

ANNA STOMEO 

La semiotica glossematica nel dialogo performativo tra parola e immagine, tra vocalità e musica. 

Un’ipotesi interpretativa  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 115

ANDREA ZUCCHI

Ernst Cassirer, Louis Hjelmslev e il realizzabile soggiacente al realizzato . . . . . . . . . . . 135

GLI AUTORI.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 156



33

LORENZO CIGANA, MASSIMO PRAMPOLINI

 

Francis J. Whitfield and the Strata of Definitions1

1In what follows we present an unpublished paper by Francis James Whitfield 
(1916-1996), American linguist, close friend of Louis Hjelmslev and English edi-
tor of some of his most important works. The mostly handwritten2 paper, dated 
1976 and entitled The Strata of Definitions, was not meant for publication, rather 
conceived as a personal working note concerning glossematics as given in the Ré-
sumé of a Theory of Language (Hjelmslev 1975; cf. PTL, § 8: 20 ff.). More precisely, 
it consists of a rearrangement of the definitions that form the backbone of that 
better-known text. Given its interest, however, we deemed it worthy of publi-
cation in its own right. In so doing, we do not think we depart too much from 
Whitfield’s own purpose: to provide specialists – first and foremost himself – with 
a tool for gaining a deeper understanding of the metalinguistic structure of glos-
sematics. Before presenting the conceptual features of this document (§ 3), then, 
it would seem useful to recall the basic tenets of glossematics (§ 1) and to discuss 
Whitfield’s peculiar commitment to Hjelmslev’s grand projet (§ 2).

1. The basic tenets of glossematics

One of the most formal outcomes of European structural linguistics, glosse-
matics was developed by Hans Jørgen Uldall (1907-1957) and Louis Hjelmslev 
(1899-1965) in the 1930s and reworked over a decade, before theoretical diver-
gences and physical distance between the two authors became unbridgeable, 
resulting in two quite different models. While glossematic theory is surely the 
“work of just two men” (Ege 1965: 19), it is also important to stress the fact that 
the two models, Hjelmslev’s and Uldall’s, do not overlap – and this to such an 
extent that it is nowadays customary to talk of glossematics as the version of the 
theory that was put forward in works such as Omkring Sprogteoriens Grundlæggelse 
(1943; Eng.: Prolegomena of a Theory of Language, cf. Hjelmslev 1961 [PTL]) and 
Theory of Language. Résumé (1975), both by Hjelmslev, confining Uldall’s role to 

1 This paper was written together by Massimo Prampolini (sections 2, 3) and Lorenzo Cigana 
(sections 1, 3).

2 Apparently, Whitfield never felt comfortable with typewriting.
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the somewhat more marginal Outline of Glossematics (cf. Uldall 1971).
Yet, besides the fact that both works only contain the theory in a partial form 

(the first vulgarising the basic ideas of glossematics, the second being incomplete 
and published posthumously; cf. Ege 1965: § 6, 23-24), Hjelmslev himself was not 
inclined to present the theory as his own. To him, glossematics was not his crea-
tion. Properly speaking, it was not even a theory: it was a science, the necessity of 
which did not stem from the initiative of its creators, but directly from the episte-
mological underpinning of the new paradigm of language and linguistics that per-
meated the 20th century. It was thus a necessary branch of linguistics, as Hjelmslev 
likes to say, obtained by simply pushing “Saussure’s assumptions to their logical 
conclusion” (Ege: 19). It was a branch, which dealt with the minimal linguistic 
form elements, or glossemes3 (Hjelmslev & Uldall 1936: 2-3), identified on a purely 
combinatory, functional basis: “Form elements are called glossemes, and the branch 
of linguistics which deals with glossemes (the theory of system and norm) is called 
glossematics” (Hjelmslev & Uldall 1936: 2-3).

Glossematics prescribed a description of linguistic phenomena in terms of pos-
sibilities to be deduced from general conditions (cf. Hjelmslev 1971b: 140). To 
this purpose, a vast terminology was developed and reworked over twenty years. 
This included notions which sometimes clashed with traditional linguistics and 
often led to counterintuitive claims. Such terminology was especially necessary 
since, in order to comply with the structural approach, all the characteristics of 
linguistic elements had to be redefined on a purely combinatory basis, as units oc-
curring in different functional configurations.

So, for instance, the idea of difference (between ideas or between sounds), 
which, according to Saussure, constituted la raison d’être of linguistic classes (cf. 
Ducrot 1965: 96), was reformulated in terms of commutation, defined as a syn-
tagmatic function (relation) between two paradigmatic functions – each one be-
longing to a different plane. The idea of “system” was defined as the complete 
set of categories of units which might occur in all possible positions in a chain. 
The idea of “value” of a unit was revamped as the sum of the dependences which 
such a unit might contract, thus its potential valence, and so forth. In other terms, 
any linguistic phenomenon (that is, any entity amenable to description) had to un-
dergo a complex process of redefinition from within on the basis of dependences.

Dependences themselves were said to constitute the form: the structure of an ob-
ject (cf. Hjelmslev 1954) which can be manifested through different substances with-
out being bound to any specific one. Being a kind of language itself (cf. Hjelmslev 
1971e: 106-107), linguistics had to mirror such essential features of its own object:

Linguistics must then see its main task in establishing a science of the expression 
and a science of the content on an internal and functional basis; it must establish 

3 “Form elements are called glossemes, and the branch of linguistics which deals with glossemes 
(the theory of system and norm) is called glossematics” (Hjelmslev & Uldall 1936: 2-3).
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the science of the expression without having recourse to phonetic or phenomeno-
logical premises, the science of the content without ontological or phenomenologi-
cal premises [...]. Such a linguistics, as distinguished from conventional linguistics, 
would be one whose science of the expression is not a phonetics and whose science 
of the content is not a semantics. Such a science would be an algebra of language, 
operating with unnamed entities, i.e. arbitrarily named entities without natural 
designation, which would receive a motivated designation only on being confronted 
with the substance (PTL: 79).

In fact, language was said not to be bound to any specific phonetic (articulatory 
or acoustic), written, gestural or mimetic expression-substance4, nor to any spe-
cific conceptual, phenomenological, discursive, cognitive or behavioural content-
substance. Those are just possible manifestations which depend on a so-to-say 
interpretation of language’s mereological definition as an “abstract transformative 
structure” (PTL: 108) which only consists of functions (albeit of different kinds). 
Its basic structure came to be defined as follows:

The above diagram, given in the Résumé (cf. Df 23), represents the defining 
feature of a semiotic – “Mutation” –, the necessary and sufficient condition for 
a language to be identified as such. Yet this definition is a purely formal one: this 
means, substance can manifest it to different extent (for instance, one of the two 
first-degree derivates, expression, can be manifested by phonetic, by graphic, or 
by gestural substance, etc.).

4 For instance, since “the choice of substance for expression is purely conventional and depends 
on the usage, not on the norm or system” (Hjelmslev & Uldall 1936: 3), it is assumed that “the 
fact that articulated sound is the most common means of expression, is not a consequence of 
any peculiarity inherent in the system, but is due to the anatomico-physiological constitution of 
man” (ibid.).
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Precisely because language is conceived as a general form which can be 
manifested by many different substances, semiotics is explicitly required as an 
autonomous discipline, having its own program and procedures, and aiming to 
describe all realisable systems of signs. In fact, Hjelmslev’s own goal was to set up 
a “general encyclopaedia of sign structures” (PTL: 109) by means of a “mutually 
fructifying collaboration” (ibid.) between sciences.

However, this perspective remained largely unaccomplished, and not just be-
cause of Uldall’s sudden death, in 1957, and Hjelmslev’s progressive illness: as a 
theory of the structure of semiotic systems, glossematics only sets out the formal 
premises for a project to be carried out in the longer term through an interdiscipli-
nary, yet methodologically uniform, coming together of other disciplines. In fact, in 
order to gain an exhaustive description of language, the description of form does not 
suffice: substance, too, has to be taken into account. The description of substance 
as such was delegated to neighbouring disciplines, as only those disciplines could 
investigate in terms of form what from a linguistic perspective was considered sub-
stance. Thus, a proper description of language is reached by progressively providing 
structural (formal) analyses of all the different levels which happen to depend on 
semiotic forms, eventually reaching different non-linguistics systems.

Such a framework being assumed, it is worth examining the role that Francis 
James Whitfield played in it, not from the point of view of a proper elaboration of 
such a model, but from the point of view of its textualisation (provided that these 
are two utterly distinct aspects) and, at any rate, from the point of view of its un-
derstanding.

2. The role of Francis J. Whitfield

Very little is known of the linguist Francis James Whitfield, even less of his 
passionate commitment to glossematics. From the first half of the 1950s, Whit-
field assumed a progressively more central role in the understanding and diffusion 
of Hjelmslev’s works, trying, at the same time, to correct some misunderstand-
ings5. One might even say that, at least in some respects (such as the command 
of English language), Whitfield occupied the place Uldall had vacated in 1957, as 
one of Hjelmslev’s most trusted interlocutors. His attitude towards glossematics 
was that of a keeper: Hjelmslev’s theory had to be maintained as free from misun-
derstandings as possible, precisely because it was still a work in progress. Besides 
applying some procedures (that properly belonged to the pre-glossematic period) 
to Slavic languages6, he himself never ventured to apply or extend glossematics, 

5 See Canger (2002: 232-234) for an account of Whitfield’s somewhat harsh critiques (namely A. 
Llorach, Coseriu, Siertsema, van Holk).

6 Cf. Whitfield’s study on Polish cases, deposited in his archive at the Royal Library of Copenha-
gen.
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preferring to secure its infrastructure, as it were, disclosing the “theoretician’s 
workshop” (cf. Whitfield 1985) by bringing together theoretical awareness and 
philological attention. To his mind, what glossematics really needed was applica-
tion in the field of research, which would challenge the theory and, quite possibly, 
lead to its completion.

Three examples of such an attitude can be cited:
(1) In his paper of 1985, Whitfield presents one of the key concepts of glossematic 
procedure, i.e. the notion of “establishment”. The “rapid, breath-taking pace” 
(Whitfield 1981: 204) of the Prolegomena prevented such a notion from receiv-
ing proper discussion. It was only mentioned in order for the argumentation to 
proceed, and nothing of the real conceptual endeavour to install his notion within 
the framework of glossematics transpires from Hjelmslev’s dry, unforgiving style. 
To obtain a glimpse of such an effort, one has instead to turn to Whitfield’s own 
notes provided in the Résumé. Indeed, it was both philological concern and theo-
retical interest which pushed Whitfield to depart “from the generally conserva-
tive principle of editing” (Whitfield 1985: 22), showing Hjelmslev’s struggle to 
find a consistent definition of “establishment”: he thus decided to complement 
the standard definition found in the Résumé (Df 98) with a lengthy discussion of 
Hjelmslev’s own considerations, which “would almost certainly have appeared in 
the revised version” (Whitfield 1985: 22). Moreover, in 1985, he presented many 
of Hjelmslev’s personal (and at that time unpublished) annotations concerning 
specific issues and consequences of choosing different definitions. Thanks to this 
micro-analysis, we are able to follow the progressive redefinition of this notion 
through at least five phases. A proper theoretical discussion of this highly interest-
ing concept was, however, not provided: Whitfield’s aim was rather to pave the 
way for further critical investigation in glossematics.
(2) The second example concerns the role Whitfield played in the preparation of 
the French edition of the Nouveaux Essais (1985). As a condition for being allowed 
to publish the French translation of the first part of the Résumé (the so-called 
“Universal Component”), the editor was asked to submit the draft translation for 
Whitfield’s approval. Twenty-one pages of handwritten references for correc-
tions or alternative rendering were sent back by Whitfield to the editor. One of 
the most interesting remarks concerned the definition of “Analysis” (Df 3) and 
the translation of the terms “uniform dependence”. The translation proposed by 
the editor was “dépendances homogènes”, a term that actually fit with the French 
translation of the Prolegomena7. In fact, Whitfield added, it was “[…] most unfor-
tunate that the word ‘homogène’ was used in the corresponding definition in Pro-
légomènes, and the mistake should most certainly not be repeated here. The reason 

7 Cf. “Le facteur particulier qui caractérise la dépendance entre la totalité et les parties […] semble 
être l’homogénéité de la dépendance: toutes les parties coordonnées résultant de la seule analyse 
d’une totalité dépendent de cette totalité d’une façon homogène. Cette homogénéité caractérise 
aussi la dépendance entre les parties” (PTL: 43-44 ff.).
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is that ‘homogène’ must be reserved for eventual translation of the technical term 
‘homogeneous’ (as found, for example, in Df 228 of Résumé)” (unpublished letter, 
24.5.1984). So the French editor was advised to translate ‘dépendances uniformes’” 
(Whitfield 1984).
(3) Our third example is the document The Strata of Definitions itself.

3. Rearranging the system of definitions

After Hjelmslev’s death, on May 30th 1965, Whitfield went to Copenhagen 
in order to organise Hjelmslev’s personal archive. He spent the whole summer 
of 1967 reviewing documents and putting together an inventory. His was, in all 
likelihood, the last handling of Hjelmslev’s papers before their delivery to Copen-
hagen’s Royal Library, on April 23rd 1993, by Jesper Düring Jørgensen. During 
this period, Whitfield received a copy of Danish text of the Résumé, by Eli Fisher-
Jørgensen, in the version of 1943(-45), called Sprogteori: Résumé (as opposed to the 
first draft of 1941), consisting of 187 typewritten pages. In the years thereafter, he 
patiently reconstructed the text by integrating the typescript with material gath-
ered from the original annotations stored in the archives, and from Hjelmslev’s 
lectures of 1942-43 (Whitfield 1975: XVI).

The result was the Résumé of a Theory of Language, in which “the theory is pre-
sented in the form of a procedure and consists exclusively of operations together 
with the necessary definitions, rules and principles that enter into them” (Whit-
field 1975: XV). Keeping glossematics at the centre of his research, Whitfield 
produced a mass of personal working papers, for the most part still deposited at 
Copenhagen Royal Library, in which he translated, reformulated and reorganised 
sections of Hjelmslev’s published and unpublished material.

The document presented hereafter, entitled The Strata of Definitions, and dated 
June 4th 19768, results from this patient and incessant elaboration on the Résumé of 
a Theory of Language and, more specifically, from the paradigmatic structure of its 
definitions.

The principle according to which the definitions are organised into a formal 
system called “theory” was already discussed by Hjelmslev in Chapter 8 of Prole-
gomena (cf. PTL: 20-21). In that chapter, Hjelmslev states that the formalisation of 
definitions, intended as semiotic entities, does not rely on the exhaustive enumer-
ation of the intensional features of those concepts, nor on the delimitation of their 
extension – which were the two classical ways of defining a concept. Hjelmslev 
instead suggested another way of formalising them: by merely “anchoring these 
objects [read: concepts or definitions] relatively in respect to other objects, simi-
larly defined or premised as basic” (PTL: 21), thus by describing them in relation 

8 A sign that his work on Hjelmslev’s formalisation did not stop after the publication of the Ré-
sumé.
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to their mutual (inter)connections. And the interconnected totality formed by 
these definitions, as for any other functional structure, can be analysed from two 
complementary angles, the syntagmatic and the paradigmatic dimension:

The hierarchy of the definitions can be viewed as a process, since first one defini-
tion is stated, written, or read, then another, and so on; or it may be viewed as a sys-
tem, that is, as potentially underlying a possible process. The functions between the 
definitions are determinations, since the definitions designed to be placed early in 
the process (or system) of definitions are presupposed by those designed to follow 
later, but not vice versa. If the hierarchy of definitions is viewed as a process, there 
is selection between the definitions; if it is viewed as a system, there is specification 
between the definitions (PTL: 25).

As a text, the Résumé displays a syntagmatic order, i.e. a both logically and 
perceptually linear sequence of units (Definitions, Principles, Rules, Notes), the 
progressive numbering of which represents a “signal” of this textual arrangement. 
This, of course, means that “opposed definitions” – definitions which result from 
a single analysis of a term and are thus coordinated (represented in the diagram 
below) – are disposed in such a way that their coordination cannot appear from 
the textual arrangement and is merely symbolised by the notation “Df opp”. In 
fact, all junctions which give birth to multiple coordinated terms are disentangled 
by succession: logically opposed and even mutually exclusive terms, which cannot 
occur together in their concrete instantiations (applicative contexts), are simply 
postponed, one after the other.

paradigmatic organisation:

syntagmatic organisation:

At the same time, however, this bundle of interdefined units can also be seen 
paradigmatically, by abstracting from their linear disposition. The paradigmatic 
order allows the hierarchical deduction to be reconstructed and ultimately visual-
ised: the derivational link, which connects two or more coordinated definienda (as 
components) to their common definiens (as a class), overrides the linear organisation 
of the text.

1

2a 2b

1 2a 2b
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Actually, the proper paradigmatic organisation of the Résumé was already 
signalled, as far as possible, by Hjelmslev himself: the specific graphic notation 
adopted throughout the text, namely the capitalised letters of the terms, as well 
as labels such as “opposed definitions”, are meant to make the paradigmatic con-
nections between terms visible, enabling the reader to follow them regardless of 
which point of entrance is chosen. This feature allows the Résumé to be described 
as an intertextual object.

Yet those paradigmatic connections occur between single items: the definitions 
themselves. Whitfield’s merit is to have grouped such items into classes: what his 
paper shows is not the paradigmatic organisation of the definitions, but the para-
digmatic organisation of their classes, defined by unilateral determination, called 
strata – something which truly highlights its originality in relation to the Résumé.

Whitfield’s document, The Strata of Definitions, exists in at least two versions. 
One (labelled MP and reproduced hereinafter) was personally given as a signed 
copy to a co-author of this paper, Massimo Prampolini, on the occasion of his visit 
to Berkeley in August 1980. The other one (labelled KB) is the original handwrit-
ten text, which was possibly left by Whitfield himself to Hjelmslev’s archives at 
the Royal Library, kept in the dossier nr. 16 (section 2 “Personalia”). From the 
point of view of the content, there is no real difference between the two versions, 
which only present slight differences in their textual items and tone. More specifi-
cally, both versions bear the same introduction, including a legend concerning the 
symbols and redactional conventions employed, an explanation of how to read the 
content of a single stratum, the proper topic (the “strata” or ranks of definitions), 
and a final index of definitions assigned to the stratum they belong to. Differences 
are listed below for comparison:9

   
Items Copies

MP KB

Handwritten front page +
Typewritten front page + +

Handwritten introduction +
Typewritten introduction + +

30 strata + +
Index A (vertical) +

Index B (horizontal) + +
Errata9 +

As for the core of the document, which is simply presented without further 
discussion, it offers a complete reorganisation of most definitions contained in 

9 This Errata refers to typos and errors found in the Résumé (Hjelmslev 1975).
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the Résumé – “except for the terms introduced in op Dff 80-87” (Whitfield 1976: 
Introduction) – arranged in up to 30 classes referred to as Strata. We have seen 
that the visible arrangement of the Résumé is syntagmatic, while the paradigmatic 
structure is made explicit only through signalisation, i.e. through linking two 
or more terms or definitions by specific symbols or conventions: each term is 
progressively introduced in the chain of the text as far as it presupposes already 
defined definienda (textually marked by capital letters) along with their possible 
coordinated terms (where those occur, see above). Only in a few cases are the 
first-degree derivates of a term, i.e. the definienda resulting from a single operation 
of articulation of that definiens, given.

Whitfield’s paper is concerned with the paradigmatic arrangement of the Ré-
sumé. This is brought about by assigning each definition, along with its presuppos-
ing terms, to a numbered stratum.

Apart from the index, Whitfield’s document provides three sets of informa-
tion. Firstly, it lists the 30 strata along with the definienda (definition number 
and defined term) belonging to each of them. Secondly, it gives “immediately 
following, in brackets […] the numbers of presupposed definitions, preceded by 
large numerals indicating the strata to which they belong” (Whitfield 1976: Intro-
duction). In other words: the definientes that enter in each definiendum of a given 
stratum, preceded by the number of stratum they belong to. Thirdly, it lists, for 
each definition of a given stratum, the strata of the other definitions connected 
with the former, mentioning only their numerals, preceded by the number of the 
corresponding stratum: “If the defined term appears in any definitions belonging 
to higher strata, those definitions, preceded by their stratum-number, are listed in 
the following lines of the entry” (Whitfield 1976: Introduction).

For instance, stratum 4 includes a series of eleven terms, including “Process” 
(Df 9). This definiendum has two definientes (Df 7 Relation and Df 8 Hierarchy) 
both belonging to stratum 3. Moreover, a further three Definienda are listed below 
Df 9 “Process” and ranked by stratum, namely Dff 19 “Partition”, twenty-two 
“Derivates” and thirty-three “Syntagmatic”, respectively ranked in strata 8, 9 and 
12. The information is plotted as follows:

 

1. Definitions (also called terms 
or definienda) belonging to the 
stratum given above

2. Stratum (capitalised), which 
includes the definientes of the 
corresponding definiendum

3. Definitions 
which include the 
corresponding term 
in their definienda
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Terms are ranked in strata according to the following criterion: a given term 
occurs “in the lowest stratum it can occupy without presupposing the definition 
of any term in the same or a higher stratum”10 (Whitfield 1976: Introduction). 
This means that, for each term (or definiendum), the definiens which belongs to the 
highest possible stratum decides which stratum the definiendum itself will belong 
to.

So, for instance, if a term presupposes definentes belonging to strata 4, 6 and 21, 
that definition will automatically be ranked in the stratum immediately higher – 
stratum 22, provided there are no other reasons to affect this (such as coordinated 
definitions resulting from the analysis of a same term)11. Take, for instance, the 
definition Df 140 (Hjelmslev 1975: 81):

Df 140 A Class is said to be REALIZED (symbol: X) if it can be taken as object for 
Particular Analysis. – opp Df 141 VIRTUAL.

As the notation used in the Résumé indicates, Df 140 presupposes only three 
definientes12: “Class” (Df 4), “Particular” (Df 65) and “Analysis” (Df 3). “Analysis” 
does not presuppose any other definition, so its stratum is 1. “Class” only presup-
poses “Analysis” (stratum 1), so its stratum is 2; the same holds true for “Particu-
lar”, which only presupposes “Operation” (stratum 1). When a term presupposes 
some definientes, it also presupposes the class which they belong to – the stratum. 
This means that Df 140 cannot belong to either stratum 1 or stratum 2, those be-
ing presupposed, so it is allotted in the next available stratum – in our case, stratum 
3. This suggests that Whitfield conceived the strata as linked by syntagmatic de-
termination, so that, for instance, stratum 1  stratum 2  stratum 3, and so forth.

Let us consider a given set of definitions (Df 11 System, Df 10 Correlation, Df 
8 Hierarchy, Df 6 Function, Df 4 Class, Df 3 Analysis) and the so-called “primi-
tives” (Description, Object, Uniform, Dependence). In this case, the definition of 
highest degree (Df 11) presupposes two definitions: Df 10 and Df 8. This means we 
can trace back the deduction of these two terms, following two parallel pathways: 

10 Such spatial indexicals can be quite confusing as they clash with the normal apperception of the 
development of a text (occurring earlier = higher in the page vs. occurring later = lower in the 
page). In the case of glossematics, instead, “higher stratum” does just mean “the stratum that has 
the higher number”, thus occurring “later” in the text. Conversely, “lower stratum” means “the 
stratum that has a lower number”, thus occurring “earlier” in the text (cf. Hjelmslev 1975, Df 
21, N 13). In other words, high-ranked definitions presuppose low-ranked definitions that are 
located at the bottom (or at the foundation) of the whole edifice. Most complex terms, which 
occur later in the Résumé (since they include the highest number of presupposed definitions), are 
thus ranked higher in the strata.

11 Whitfield’s treatment of these cases is not fully consistent. See further in the paper.

12 The term “Object”, being a primitive, is not counted among the definientes and thus does not 
belong to any stratum. Df opp 141 is ranked in stratum 3, which seems adequate. Yet this is not 
always the case, see note 16.
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the first, connecting Df 10 to its presupposed definitions, Dff 6 and 3; the second, 
connecting Df 8 to its Dff 4 and 3. All these definitions are distributed across dif-
ferent strata. The complete overview is given below: 

We only carried out such reconstruction for a group of definitions, but Whit-
field applied this criterion to the whole system, so that each stratum represents a 
closed paradigm of terms connected to others by determination and – as a gen-
eral rule – the closure of such strata depends on the fact that all belonging terms 
presuppose at least one definiens belonging to a preceding (lower-ranked) stratum 
(most often, the one immediately preceding).

It is legitimate to ask whether Whitfield’s reconstruction has other uses besides 
bringing to light a paradigmatic grouping of the glossematic definitions. The 
paper is not easily readable, and the rearrangement proposed is not always con-
sistent. Readability is of no minor importance if one of the possible uses of the 
document is to enable the specialist to check the formal consistency of the Résumé.

The Résumé does indeed contain some local “inconsistencies” which Herre-
man (2014) has classified into three classes: a) errors in the opposed definitions13, 
b) cases of discrepancy in their analysis, and c) misplaced definitions14. The lat-
ter class of errors – the most serious one – seems not to be immediately obvious 
from Whitfield’s arrangement. For instance, as signalled in Herreman’s edition, 
Df 249 (“Intense Character”) presupposes two definitions which come in a higher 
position and which are not already defined, namely Df 308 (“Character”) and 331 
(“Centrifugal”). Yet, such inconsistency disappears if the same node is observed 
from the point of view of the strata: while Df 249 belongs to stratum 25, Dff 308 
and 331 belong respectively to strata 22 and 24, which are correctly presupposed 
by the former.

Moreover, the treatment of the “opposed definitions” may give rise to doubts: 
in some cases, one gets the impression that opposed definitions are also taken into 

13 “L’opposition entre définition est une relation symétrique: si une première définition est oppo-
sée à une seconde définition, la seconde doit l’être à la première” (cf. Herreman 2014: <https://
resume.univ-rennes1.fr/erreurs_opposees.html>).

14 “Les termes qui entrent dans une définition (definiens) doivent, s’ils sont définis, l’avoir été avant” 
(cf. Herreman 2014: <https://resume.univ-rennes1.fr/definitions_mal_placees.html>). 
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account in order to establish the stratum of a given term; in other cases, not.
For instance15, Df 337 belongs to stratum 26 and is decomposed into three 

definientes: Df 312, belonging to stratum 17, and two others, Dff 414 and 331, both 
belonging to stratum 24. According to this ranking, however, Df 337 should have 
belonged to stratum 25, not 26: in this case, the decisive factor seems to be the 
opposed definition, Df 338, whose stratum is, in fact, the one immediately preced-
ing: 25. Let us compare this example with Df 336, ranked in stratum 25 because 
one of its four definientes belongs to stratum 24. However, the opposed definition, 
Df 335, is ranked 26, which seems to conflict with the idea that coordinated 
definitions should belong to the same class. These examples leave some issues 
unresolved: is it necessary that the stratum of the definiendum and the strata of its 
definientes are immediately consecutive? Can coordinated definitions belong to 
different strata? Trying to solve these issues would probably require checking the 
entire network of the strata and not just some samples consisting of local nodes – 
something which lies beyond the aim of our presentation. 

There is, however, one final aspect which deserves a brief discussion: the term 
chosen by Whitfield for such classification. In fact, the notion of “stratum” is 
not a neutral one in glossematics: in Hjelmslev’s paper of 1954, La stratification 
du langage, the term stratum denotes each of the four layers of language, content-
form, expression-form, content-substance, expression-substance, which result from the 
intersection between designation and denotation. Such homonymy, which Whitfield 
must have been aware of, seems indeed to suggest that he never intended this 
document to be published, or, at least, that such formulation was only provisional. 
This is hardly a major hindrance, though; it rather points toward a curious strug-
gle that Whitfield must have experienced in finding a better term. And, in fact, 
the one he eventually chose exposes him to the same kind of critiques he used 
to address to less-than-perfect translations. It is also true that the idea of a lay-
ered totality was already quite saturated (also by mere connotations)16 by lexemes 
such as “system”, “structure”, “hierarchy”, “network”, and so forth. Of course, it 
was not possible to use the term “level”, as it already designated the articulation 
of extralinguistic substances (cf. Hjelmslev 1954). The same holds for “plane”, 
adopted by glossematics since its very beginning (see Hjelmslev & Uldall 1936: 4). 
“Fold” might have covered the idea of a tangled classification, yet it also conveys 
the picture of an irregular, soft structure, involving implicit content. Our take is 
that “layer” could have been a viable alternative, entailing no conflict with the 

15 For simplicity’s sake, we won’t mention the terms which correspond to the definition-numbers: 
only the structure of the strata matters.

16 Microlanguages of specific scientific domains are at work here, namely those of archaeology, 
geology, botanics and even sociology: in all these domains, the notion of stratification (stratum) 
points towards a horizontal form of overlapping (and in some case homogenous) layers con-
ceived as units. Moreover, suggestions concerning the system of definitions of glossematics as 
“labyrinth” have been presented in Mano (1997); see also Galassi (2004, 2009: 12, 16), Cigana 
(2012).
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already established terminology, while suggesting the same mental representation 
of classes stacked upon one other. 

Whitfield’s document testifies to his cautious yet dedicated commitment to 
glossematics, on a level which could be defined as an exercise de finesse in the best 
of cases, or as a pedantic, micromanagement of the concepts on a very abstract 
level (properly meta-metalinguistic) in the worst. Yet it provides the literature on 
glossematics with a fascinating new construct, the “strata”, which could effectively 
be implemented.
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Agosto 1980: ricevo a Berkeley dal prof. Whitfield The Strata of Definitions. 
La versione che mi consegna è un fascicolo di 11 fogli, liberi e non numera-
ti, così ordinati:
a) un foglio di copertina con titolo, intestazione, data; più dedica e firma 
autografa;
b) un foglio con la descrizione del criterio di classificazione;
c) sette fogli con la descrizione in sequenza dei 30 strati;
d) un foglio con l’indice delle definizioni e della loro collocazione negli 
strati;
e) un foglio di errata-corrige relativo al Résumé (Edizione 1975).
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