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Structure (sic) of the talk 

• On Linguistics at the turn of the century 

• Structuralism in quest of a paradigm for 
empirical work 

• The Praguians 

• The Copenhagen Circle 

• The history of the glossematic theory that 
never appeared 

• Reflections: What have we learned? 

• Creativity today 



Linguistics at the beginning of the 20th 
century 1 

• The end of historicism 

• A diagnosis of why historicism ended: 

– Unclear terminology 

– Mass of details 

– Distance between what the linguist does and what 
he thinks he does 

– A new quest for constancy - structure 



Linguistics at the beginning of the 20th 
century 2 

• Ferdinand de Saussure and the structuralist 
alternative 

• The peculiar genesis and fate of the Cours de 
linguistique générale 

• The structuralist dichotomies 

• Thinking in dichotomies, thinking in processes, 
thinking in definitions and operations 





Kuhn on the history of science 

• The history of science is the empirical study of 
the theory of science 

• Revolutionary science as questioning 
fundamentals 

• Normal science as forging a new paradigm 
complete with fundamental research 
questions, new methods and an exemplar of 
how to apply them to the questions asked 



Structuralism as revolution 

• Kuhnian revolutions 

– Conceptual change 

– Are the scientific practices before and after the 
revolution commensurable (compatible, 
comparable)? 

– Normal science and the demand for a paradigm 



The battle for a structuralist paradigm 

Contenders: 

• Geneva: Ch. Bally, A. Sechehaye 

• Prague: Roman Jakobson, N. Trubetzkoy, (S. 
Karcevsky, the trickster) 

• Copenhagen: Louis Hjelmslev, Viggo Brøndal 

• The Americans: The Boas-Sapir group; the 
Bloomfield group 



The Prague linguistic Circle 

• Model: The communist cells 

• Method: the manifesto 

• Propaganda: The international congress of 
Linguists 1928 

• Special focus: phonology 

 





The Copenhagen linguistic Circle 

• The invitation, an analysis 

• The first years: 1931-34 

– Inner workings: surveying the new literature, 
creating a common frame of reference 

– Inner workings: the committees 

• Hjelmslev’s reactions to the break down in 
1934 



Louis Hjelmslev 1899-1965 



Inner circles and outer circles 

• The inner circle: Hjelmslev and Uldall (Lier) 

• The outer circle: Brøndal and his pupils 

• The enemy: The historians 

 

• The central event: The Copenhagen Congress of 
linguists 1936 (and the ’other’ congress of 1936) 

• The famous leaflet promising a theory ’to be 
published in the autumn’ 





1943 

• The world war and the separation of 
Hjelmslev and Uldall 

• The writing of the OSG (Hjelmslev: Omkring 
Sprogteoriens Grundlæggelse (Prolegomena to 
a theory of language)) 

• The character and genre of the OSG 

• The theory itself (Resume of a theory of 
language) 

• The reception 



The CLC in perspective 

• The division of labour between the Praguians 
and the Copenhageners 

• The second world war and the fate of Praguian 
thinking: Trubetskoi’s death and Roman 
Jakobson’s long voyage to the US 

• After the World war 2: The Paris and Oslo 
Congresses 



Individual or collective 

• Hjelmslev as the lone rider, single person 
genius 

• Hjelmslev and his soul mate Uldall 

• Hjelmslev and his circle as a pedagogical 
endeavour 

• Was the circle a creative environment? 

• Pros: 

• Cons: 



Revolution - or evolution? 

• Did Hjelmslev (together with Uldall) revolutionize 
Danish and/or international linguistics? 

• The ’Chomskyan revolution’ as a complicating 
factor 

• The long term influence of Hjelmslev’s thinking: 
Neostructuralism: Rischel, Basbøll and The new 
Copenhagen functionalist school (Harder, Heltoft 
et al.) 

• Glossematics and other disciplines: Højrup’s 
ethnology (life modes), Literary sciences 



A personal coda 

• Labovian sociolinguistics as a reaction to 
American theoretical linguistics à la Noam 
Chomsky 

• The need for a linguistic theory that 
encompasses both structure and variation 

• How to create a milieu that may meet this 
challenge 

• Careers and creativity 



Thank you for your attention! 
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