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In his critical reading of the book Prolegomena to a Theory of Language,
Safaie (2021), referring to a Kantian epistemology and several other
approaches, considers Hjelmslev’s theory of language a priori, non-
empirical, pure, rationalist, and transcendent. In our study, after presenting
the relationship between the Prolegomena and the theory of language as a
whole, as well as pointing out some issues regarding the Persian translation
of this book, we assess the main problems raised in Safaie's critique by
referring to a wider range of Hjelmslev’s works. Looking from a Kantian
viewpoint, we conclude that the knowledge and propositions provided in this
theory, are “analytical a posteriori”. Examining the problem of
“immanence”, we find that “Holuli” (“entering from outside”) and
“transcendent” cannot be attributed to Glossematics. Under the issue of
“structure”, we state that this theory is “constructive” and that no “a priori
necessity” is imposed on the structure. In general, we describe Hjelmslev’s
theory of language in terms of methodology and epistemology as empirical,
a posteriori, reflexive, deductive, constructivist, and immanent, and therefore
we don’t agree with the idea of putting this theory among "objectivist"
theories criticized by Lakoff. Finally, by pointing to the possibility of
dialogues with other linguistic theories (including cognitive approaches), we
underline the potential importance of Glossematics in the field of language
theorization today.
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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

Recently, a serious and in-depth critical study of Louis Hjelmslev’s theory of language
(Glossematics) has been published in the form of an article (Safaie-Qalati 2021:203-225). Basing
his reception of the theory on Prolegomena to a Theory of Language (1961 [1943]), and comparing
it to Kant’s metaphysics in Critique of Pure Reason (1998 [1781]), Safaie seeks to read Hjelmslev’s
Glossematics as a theory of “Pure Linguistic Reason”, before rejecting it relying on a multifaceted
critical perspective. The author concludes that Glossematics is an a priori, non-empirical, pure,
rationalist, and transcendent theory, which should be abandoned in favor of an alternative
cognitive approach. In this paper, we will demonstrate how inadequate Safaie's interpretation of
the theory is.

2. Considerations on Prolegomena

After a general review of primary sources of Hjelmslev’s theory, we conclude that a. since the
book Prolegomena is literally a “prolegomenon’ to his theory, we must bear this fact in mind when
criticizing it, b. we should necessarily proceed beyond this work to better demonstrate the
inadequacies in Safaie's critique.

3. Criticism of the Kantian Reading of Hjelmslev’s Theory

3-1. A Priori, Empirical; Deductive, Inductive

In his A Treatise of Human Nature (2003 [1739]), Hume had argued that we only know the mind
through a subjective —essentially illusory— succession of perceptions. Fundamental ideas of
metaphysics, such as substance, necessity, causality, morality, and objects are not evident in
experience, so their reality may be questioned. The great metaphysical project of Kant was in fact
arose from his effort to overcome Hume’s radical skepticism. In his Critique of Pure Reason (1998
[1781]), he shows that in the metaphysical method we should distinguish between these two
dichotomies: a priori/a posteriori and analytic/synthetic. Then, he claims that, contrary to Hume’s
empiricism, some knowledge exists inherently in the mind, not self-evident —then, synthetic—,
however independent of experience —then, a priori. The “synthetic-a priori” knowledge is in fact
the necessary condition for a subject to experience. This argument helps Kant to build up his
categories of the faculty of understanding.

What we are interested in here is not Kant’s very metaphysics, but the four types of knowledge
made possible by his double distinction: “analytic-a priori”, “synthetic-a posteriori”, “synthetic-a
priori”, and “analytic-a posteriori”. According to Kant (2004:17), only the three first classes of
knowledge are possible. However, some Kantian philosophers, such as Palmquist (1987, 2012),
argue that the 4" class, e.g., “analytic-a posteriori”, not only is possible but also necessary for all
other three classes of knowledge.
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In this respect, if we look at Hjelmslev’s methodological (and epistemological) doctrine of
Glossematics, being empirical and deductive at the same time as the necessary condition prescribed
for an immanent semiotic knowledge (particularly in< 1939:¢113-132; 1954¢164; 196113), can be
inferred as “analytic-a posteriori” in Kantian classification. The following table illustrates the
outcome of our investigation

Procedure Analytic Synthetic
Presupposition
(1) Analytic-a priori (3) Synthetic-a priori
A priori (Presuppositional deductionism) (Presuppositional inductionism)
Rationalism Transcendentalism

Hume -> impossible
Kant -> possible (& necessary

(4) Analytic-a posteriori (2) Synthetic-a posteriori
(Empirical deductionism) (Empirical inductionism)
A posteriori Immanentism (Glossematics) (classical) Empiricism
Hume -> impossible / Experimentalism

Kant -> impossible

As a result, Safaie's assessment of Hjelmslev's theory as being “analytic-a priory” is no longer
valid.
3-2. Immanence, Transcendance
After a brief philological account of the concept of immanence and its usage in modern Western
philosophy, we have argued that Safaie’s interpretation of this concept as “entering from outside”
(Holul) cannot be sustained both when discussing immanent philosophers, such as Deleuze and
Guattari, as well as Hjelmslev’s immanent approach in Semiotics/Linguistics.

In this regard, we reject Safaie's critique of immanence in Hjelmslev's Glossematics on four
grounds:

a. Safaie (2021, 211) claims that Glossematics could be immanent only if it had
succeeded to establish an a priori and autonomous knowledge within the “mind of the subject”.
This obviously mentalist view, which transcends “subject” and “mind”, is aforethoughtly
rejected in the absolute immanent approach of Hjelmslev.

b. Separating methodology from epistemology, Safaie (210) asserts that his criticism
solely applies to the epistemological aspects of Hjelmslev’s immanentism, while there would
be no controversy in terms of methodology. However, this does not work here: for Hjelmslev,
the epistemological issues are settled in the basic/early stages of linguistic methodology; there
IS no separation there.

c. Referring to Hjelmslev’s Genetic Linguistics, Safaie (210) erroneously understands it
in a biological sense, and thereby, relates it to the Chomskyan biological linguistics and his
Universalism. But this term is, in fact, used by Hjelmslev to designate the glossematized
“historical-comparative” linguistics which is defined as opposed to Typological linguistics (cf.
Hjelmslev 1970). Thus, biology has no bearing on this issue.
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d. A fundamental character of Hjelmslevian immanent epistemology concerns its
reflexivity: “linguistic theory must be susceptible of being made its own object” (Hjelmslev,
1941:107). We claim that reflexivity, which is completely neglected in Safaie’s criticism, can
best demonstrate the ‘absolute immanence’ in Hjelmslev’s epistemology.

3-3. Which Structure? Which Structuralism?

Safaie (2021: 217-222) puts forward his criticism, this time of the concept of “structure”, based on
certain different perspectives (which, we believe, are incompatible with his previous position).
Referring to Derrida (1967), he claims that “the center”, which is paradoxically both inside and
outside of structure, is the very concept of structure in Hjelmslev’s work, and, as a “transcendental
signified”, fundamentally prevents his theory from being truly immanent. We argue against this
reading that Hjelmslev’s theory, by virtue of its peculiar immanent method and particularly with
respect to its reflexivity, problematizes the “structurality” that might be regarded as a “rupture” in
a Derridean sense. Moreover, Hjelmslev’s structuralism is neither “universal” nor “pure”, and we
therefore propose labeling his approach “constructionist”.

From a logical (positivistic) standpoint, he then argues that since a structure is necessarily
“limited” (bounded), it does not allow for the registration of unrestricted (unbounded) changes. We
have shown that if we establish a conception of structure as a dynamic game (which we believe is
the case in Hjelmslev’s Glossematics), this seemingly insurmountable criticism is disolved.

4. Conclusion

We have shown that some of Safaie's criticisms are groundless. We suggest, contrary to his reading,
that Hjelmslev’s theory of language should be described as empirical, a posteriori, reflexive,
deductive, constructivist, and immanent, both in terms of methodology and epistemology. In this
respect, we don’t agree with the idea of placing this theory among “objectivist” theories criticized
by Lakoff (1987). Finally, by indicating the possibility of dialogues with other linguistic theories
(including cognitive approaches), we underline the potential importance of Glossematics in the
field of language theorization today.
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