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Is language a primary modeling system? 
On Juri Lotman's concept of semiosphere 

Hatt-liang Chang 
Dept. of Foreign Languages and Literatures, National Taiwan University 

No. 1, Sec. 4, Roosevelt Road, Taipei, 106 Taiwan 
e-mail: changhl@ccms.ntu.edu.tw 

Abstract. Juri Lotman's well-known distinction of primary modeling system 
versus secondary modeling system is a lasting legacy of his that has been 
adhered to, modified, and refuted by semioticians of culture and nature. 
Adherence aside, modifications and refutations have focused on the issue 
whether or not language is a primary modeling system, and, if not, what 
alternatives can be made available to replace it. As Sebeok would concur, for 
both biosemiosis and anthroposemiosis, language can only be a secondary 
modeling system on top of the biological experience of Umwelt or human 
sensory system. This paper proposes to explore the possibility of a "pre-
verbal" modeling system suggested by Lotman's spatial concept of semio­
sphere, and discuss its implications in cross-cultural dialogue. 

The well-known distinction of primary modeling system versus secon­
dary modeling system suggested by Lotman and others (Lotman 1977) 
is a lasting legacy of the Tartu School's that has been adhered to, 
modified, and refuted by semioticians of culture and nature (Sebeok 
1991; 1994; Sebeok, Danesi 2000).1 Adherence aside, modifications 
and refutations have focused on the issue whether or not language is a 
primary modeling system (hereinafter PMS) and, if not, what alterna-

1 It would be inaccurate to attribute this distinction to Lotman. Sebeok (1991: 49) 
identifies A. A. Zaliznjak, V. V. Ivanov, and V. N. Toporov (Zaliznjak et al. 1977 
[1962]) as the original users of the terms in their joint paper for the Moscow-based 
Academy of Sciences. It must be noted, however, that Sebeok and Danesi do not 
explicitly make the PMS and SMS distinction; instead, they suggest the gradational 
and hierarchical relationships among strata, for example, a situation in which natural 
language mediates between the most abstract mathematical model and the least 
abstract but most connotated religious model (Zaliznjak et al. 1977: 47). 



10 Han-liang Chang 

live can be made available to replace it. For both biosemiosis and 
anthroposemiosis, language can only be a secondary modeling system 
(hereinafter SMS) on top of the biological experience of Umwelt. As 
Sebeok and Danesi have recently observed: 

language is, by definition, a secondary cohesive modeling system providing 
humans with the resources for extending primary forms ad infinitum. [...] 
From a biosemiotic perspective, the language code can be defined as the 
cohesive system providing the modeling resources for converting what von 
Uexküll (1909) called 'concrete living existence' into 'active plans'. (Sebeok, 
Danesi 2000: 108) 

Here they are reiterating Sebeok's entrenched position over the 
decades. He had observed in 1991, "Solely in the genus Homo have 
verbal signs emerged. To put it in another way, only hominids possess 
two mutually sustaining repertoires of signs, the zoosemiotic non­
verbal, plus, superimposed, the anthroposemiotic verbal" (Sebeok 
1991: 55). According to Sebeok, what the Russo-Estonian semioti­
cians call "primary", i.e., the anthroposemiotic verbal, is "phylogeneti-
cally as well as ontogenetically secondary to the nonverbal; and, there­
fore, what they call 'secondary' is actually a further, tertiary aug­
mentation of the former" (Sebeok 1991: 55). In anthroposemiosis the 
triadic relationship is "developmental" (Sebeok, Danesi 2000: 10) and 
can be displayed as follows. 

(1 ) Primary Modeling System (PMS) = the system that predisposes the human 
infant to engage in sense-based forms of modeling. 
(2) Secondary Modeling System (SMS) = the system that subsequently impels 
the child to engage in extensional and indexical forms of modeling. 
(3) Tertiary Modeling System (TMS) = the system that allows the maturing 
child to engage in highly abstract (symbol-based) forms of modeling. (Sebeok, 
Danesi 2000: 10) 

In this more refined configuration, language as symbolic system is 
reduced (or elevated) to the still higher tertiary layer. This accepted, a 
cultural system with maximal modeling capacity like religion would 
be none other than a quartiary model (Zaliznjak et al. 1977 [ 1962]), 
still further removed from the biological foundation. Sebeok's argu­
ment against the Russo-Estonian semioticians can stand insofar as 
language is secondary to human sensory system, the appropriateness 
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of the Peircian terms being another question." However, insofar as that 
sensory system or any other biological system is articulated and 
described in language, its a priority and transparency would be com­
promised and undermined. This is especially true to semiotics of 
culture, which is a major contribution of the Tartu School's. 

Given the fact that language, as Emile Ben veniste (1969) asserts, is 
the only semiotic system that can be at once both an interpreting and 
interpreted system, the primacy granted to object-language is replaced 
by the dialectic between object-language and meta-language. This 
had already been observed by the joint authors of the "Theses", 
manifesto of the Tartu-Moscow School: 

The choice of a discrete metalanguage of distinctive features of the types 
upper-lower, left-right, dark-light, black-white, to describe such continuous 
texts as those of paintings or the cinema, may itself be regarded as a 
manifestation of archaizing tendencies which impose on the continuous text of 
the object-language metalinguistic categories more characteristic of archaic 
systems of binary symbolic classification (of mythological and ritual types). 
But we must not rule out the fact that features of this kind remain as 
archetypal features even during the creation and perception of continuous 
texts. (Lotman et al. 1975: 64) 

The dating of this manifesto is important because only a few years 
later were Lotman and Uspensky (1978 [1971]) seen to criticize 
Benveniste's unqualified privileging language. Their criticism shows, 
from the perspective of linguistics or semiotics of language, a 
seemingly contradictory position which can be explained only by 

2 The triadic structure suggests Peirce. However, a number of questions can be 
raised. (1) Whilst the development from Firstness to Secondness and Thirdness is 
acceptable, only two rather than three types of sign are at work here, namely, the 
indexical and the symbolic. One wonders if the iconic does not have a role to play, 
especially with reference to the sign of sphere. (2) As far as the human sensory 
system is concerned, the fundamental and dominant sign that cuts across the three 
realms is the indexical. (3) In Peirce the triadic relationship of representamen, 
object, and interprétant is irreducible. 
3 Lotman and Uspensky (1978: 212) allude to Benveniste (1969) to support 
their argument for the PMS versus SMS distinction. Whilst they agree with 
Benveniste on natural languages' metalingual capacity, they believe that, in actual 
historical functioning, "languages are inseparable from culture". To be sure, the 
distinction is only heuristic and by no means precludes inter-level or inter-sys­

temic transcoding. 
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looking at Lotman historically, i.e., in terms of historicity. Since this is 
a key passage, it is worth quoting in length. 

A key question is the relationship of culture to natural language. In the 
preceding publications of Tartu University (the semiotic series), cultural 
phenomena were defined as secondary modeling systems, a term which 
indicated their derivational nature in relation to natural language. Many 
studies, following the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, emphasized, and examined the 
influence of language on various manifestations of human culture. Recently 
[i.e., 1969] Benveniste has emphasized that only natural languages can fulfill 
a metalinguistic role and that, by virtue of this, they hold a distinct place in the 
system of human communication. More questionable, however, is the author's 
proposal in the same article to consider only natural languages as strictly 
semiotic systems, defining all other cultural models as semantic, that is, not 
possessing their own systematic semiosis but borrowing it from the sphere of 
natural languages. Even though it is valuable to contrast primary and secon­
dary modeling systems (without such a contrast it is impossible to single out 
the distinguishing characteristics of each), it would be appropriate to stress 
here that in their actual historical functioning, languages are inseparable from 
culture. No language (in the full sense of the word) can exist unless it is 
steeped in the context of culture; and no culture can exist which does not 
have, as its center, the structure of natural language. (Lotman, Uspensky 1978: 
212; emphasis mine — H. C.) 

Several points in this passage merit our notice, and most of which 
recur here and there, some more developed than others, throughout 
Lotman's writings. Particularly relevant to this paper is the word 
sphere, which I shall dwell on later. The emphasized passage is quite 
puzzling. For now, one should examine closely the authors' position 
regarding language. 

First of all, the authors agree with Benveniste that only language 
can be in itself both object-language and meta-language. This, how­
ever, should not be construed to mean that language is the only meta-
semiotics, mathematics and logic being two other notable examples. 
As meta-language, language serves to model, describe, explain, and by 
so doing, impose its linguistic features, such as binarism, on the object 
it studies. As homo loquens, we verbalise other semiotic systems, in 
the same way that we, as homo symbolicum, configurate such systems 
in mathematics and symbolic logic. By virtue of its double articu­
lation, language is capable of mapping culture, i.e., articulating cultu­
ral phenomena as secondary modeling systems, as aptly demonstrated 
by Zaliznjak et al. (1977) on religion. The authors of the "Theses" 
actually lend their support to Benveniste when they assert that culture 
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is "a system of systems based in the final analysis on a natural lan­
guage (this is implied in the term 'secondary modeling systems', 
which are contrasted with the 'primary system', that is to say, the 
natural language)" (Lotman et al. 1975: 76); and that "the analysis of 
Slavic cultures and languages may prove a convenient model for 
investigating the interlations between natural languages and secondary 
(superlinguistic) semiotic modeling systems" (Lotman et al. 1975: 
78). 

To return to their criticism of Benveniste, one may observe that the 
afore-said structural function of language as system by no means 
precludes the PMS's being affected reversely by the SMS, nor for that 
matter, language's being historicised. However, our defense of Ben­
veniste may run the risk of missing the point of Lotman's attempt, 
albeit in its embryonic form, to propose an alternative model. The 
possibility of a pre-verbal or non-verbal modeling system suggested 
by Lotman is the semiosphere. What is significant about this model is 
its holistic approach as a remedy to the linguistic model's atomism. 
While early linguistics-based semiotics "moves from simple and 
clearly defined atomic elements to gradually more complicated ele­
ments", the semiosphere is "a semiotic continuum filled with semiotic 
structures of different types and with different levels of organization" 
(Lotman 1989: 42-43 [Russian 1984]). The semiosphere is arguably 
Lotman's major contribution in his later years. Presumably proposed 
in 1984, this latter conceptual category, even in Sebeok and Danesi's 
words, is so "pliable" and "adaptive" (Sebeok, Danesi 2000: 106) that 
one may wonder why it does not have the potential of serving as a 
PMS if the hierarchical order of "bottom-up" can be reversed to "top-
down" (Alexandrov 2000: 343). 

Two questions can be raised regarding semiosphere's semiotic 
functions: first, "Whether the semiosphere and language as modeling 
systems (PMS) are compatible?" second, "How does the semiosphere 
function heuristically?" Regarding the first question, one recalls that 
Lotman has defined the semiosphere as "the semiotic space necessary 
for the existence and functioning of languages, not the sum total of 
different languages"; and in a sense it "has a prior existence and is in 
constant interaction with languages [...]. Outside the semiosphere 
there can be neither communication, nor language" (Lotman 2001: 
123-124). 

I shall return to the relationship between semiosphere and language 
towards the latter part of the paper. I raised the first question in an e­



14 Han-liang Chang 

mail correspondence with Professor Mihhail Lotman. In his good 
reply, Mihhail Lotman comments,4 "In my opinion, the concept of 
semiosphere is not in conflict with a language as primary-modelling 
system, if we approach language as well in so-to-say holistic perspec­
tive!/,] contradiction evolves only if we treat semiosphere in holistic 
way, but language in atomistic way".5 One may certainly look at 
language holistically, but one does not analyse it that way. This leads 
to the next question: How can the holistic model of semiosphere be 
cognitive and operational? This question is not only a fundamental 
one of semiosis but also one of hermeneutic circle involving the dia­
lectic relationship between part and whole.6 

Since the early stage of Tartu School, Lotman's writings have been 
highlighted by his favourite word of sphere — I say word rather than 
concept because this single word may stand for a whole spectrum of 
concepts. The word had recurred throughout his writings, until the 
writer coined the term semiosphere in 1984. It seems appropriate now 
to examine the very concept of sphere as a semiotic entity, because we 
are confronted with the complex semiotic problem of a single signifier 
closing on a dozen of signifieds as well as the semantic problem of a 
word pointing to a large number of referents and references. The word 
is so frequently used by Lotman that its semantic precision is often 
blurred. In fact, it was already used as early as in the "Theses" and 
used together with the concept of language as PMS though their 
relationship was then not clear. But even there in the "Theses", the 
word sphere seems to be dominating. I have prepared a provisional list 
enumerating its various instances of usage in English translation. They 

4 In an e-mail correspondence with the author, dated December 11, 2001. 
Apparently, in the time-honoured conflict between reductionists and anti-

reductionists, J. Lotman aligns himself with the antireductionists in the belief that 
the whole is predominant rather than the part (cf. Prigogine, Stengers 1984: 173). 
Lotman once criticises the analytical tradition initiated by Descartes to the effect 
that "for this procedure [i.e., 'isolating an object and then making it into a general 
model'] to be a correct one, the isolated fact must be able to model all the qualities 
of the phenomenon on to which the conclusions are being extrapolated" (Lotman 
2001: 123). 
6 Alexandrov points out that in his earlier writings "Lotman's methodology 
entailed a systematic and hierarchical accumulation of data ranging from sound 
repetitions to broad ideological formulations and never dissolved an individual 
work's sui generis patterns ot meaning in larger considerations such as ideology, 
genre, or period" (Alexandrov 2000: 343). 
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are not arranged according to the chronological order, nor do they 
show necessary evolution. 

( 1 ) As space 
(a) "from this point of view [the functional correlation of different sign 
systems] particular importance is attached to questions of the hierarchical 
structure of the languages of culture, of the distribution of spheres among 
them, of cases in which these spheres intersect or merely border upon each 
other" (Lotman et al. 1975: 57); 
(b) "culture will have the appearance of a certain delimited sphere" (ibid.: 
57); 
(c) "the sphere of organization (information) in human society" (ibid.: 58); 
(d) "the sphere of cultural organization" (ibid.: 58); 
(e) "the sphere of extracultural nonorganization" (ibid.: 58); 
(f) "culture and non-culture appear as spheres" (ibid.: 58); 
(g) "the spheres of the unconscious" (ibid.: 59); 
(h) "the tension between the corresponding cultural spheres" (ibid.: 61); 
(i) "mutual breaches of the cultural sphere into chaos and of chaos into the 
cultural sphere" (ibid.: 61); 
(j) "different spheres of culture have inherent in them a different extent of 
internal organization" (ibid.: 82); 
(к) "culture [...] forms [...] a marked-off sphere" (Lotman, Uspensky 
1978: 211); 
(1) "the space of the semiosphere is abstract in nature" (Lotman 1989: 43); 
(m) "it is a specific sphere, with the same attributes that are ascribed to a 
closed sphere" (ibid.: 43). 

(2) As system [of signs] 
(n) by inference, "culture appears as a system of signs" (Lotman, Us­
pensky 1978: 211); 
(o) "the sphere of natural languages" (ibid.: 212); 
(p) "a semiosphere" can be defined as "the semiotic space necessary for 
the existence and functioning of languages" (Lotman 2001: 123). 

(3) As geographical place 
(q) "the function of myth [...] is [...] to establish identity between different 
spheres" (ibid.: 152); 
(r) "when the semiosphere involves real territorial features as well, the 
boundary is spatial in the literal sense" (ibid.: 140). 

(4) As collection of texts 
(s) "if we take the central and peripheral spheres of culture to be texts 
organized in a particular way, then we shall notice that these texts have 
different types of internal organization" (ibid.: 162). 

(5) As academic discipline 
(t) "the dispute between the causal-predetermined and the probability 
theories in theoretical physics of this century is an example of the conflict 
we have been discussing in the sphere of science" (ibid.: 163). 
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(6) As conceptual category 
(u) "so if dialogism is the penetration of the diversity of lite into the 
ordered sphere of theory, at the same time mythologism penetrates into 
the sphere of the extraordinary" (ibid.: 167). 

(7) As genre 
(v) "the sphere of the detective story" (ibid.: 164). 

(8) As geometrical figure 
(w) "in the light of Pythagorean ideas about the perfection of the circle 
and the sphere among geometrical figures and bodies, we can explain the 
circular construction of Hell as follows: the circle is the image of 
perfection" (ibid.: 181). 

(9) As celestial body [in Dante] 
(x) '"after the boundary the poet ascends the mountain of Purgatory and is 
carried up through the heavenly spheres'" (quoted from Pavel Florensky; 
ibid.: 178). 

(10) As Hell [in Dante] 
(y) "for it is not the centre of the sphere but the top of the Axis that is his 
[Dante's] point of spatial and ethico-religious orientation" (ibid.: 182). 

(11) As cerebral division, i.e., hemisphere 
(z) "to our surprise, observations about the bipolar asymmetry of semiotic 
mechanisms has been paralleled by research into the functional 
asymmetry of the large hemispheres of the brain" (ibid.: 2-3). 

The list is not exhaustive, but the present one is enough to reveal the 
semantic flexibility of the concept. The first thing we notice is that all 
the eleven classes listed are conceptual categories, and for that matter, 
super-ordinate categories rather than basic-level categories that need 
the mediation of bodily experiences (Lakoff, Johnson 1999: 26-27). 
The next thing worth notice is that as "spatial-relations concepts" 
(Lakoff, Johnson 1999: 30), they cannot be perceived, but are rather 
conceptualised by our projection of a large amount of complex 
imagistic structure unto a scene. The only invariable element that 
helps to construct such structure is perhaps the simple circle which is 
but an image-schema, the so-called "container schema", with the 
attributes of inside, outside, and boundary (Lakoff, Johnson 1999: 31-
32).7 But does this container schema, this iconic sign have such an 
extensive semantic power? The answer may be negative unless, with 
Peirce and his devout followers, iconicity can be granted a preliminary 
function in the holistic web of semiosis (Merrell 1991: 248; Spinks 
1991:444). 

7 Strikingly, the two schemata identified by Lakoff and Johnson (1999; 31-34) 
container schema logic and source-path-goal schema, are exactly the two models 
used by Lotman, viz. sphere and communication or information transmission. 
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Lotman's sources of the term sphere are quite heterogeneous. One 
is reminded of the word used by the Formalists and their followers. 
Vladimir Propp (1928), for one, proposes seven "spheres" of action 
which can accommodate the thirty-one functions of the kernel Russian 
fairy tale. Lotman occasionally uses sphere in this Proppian sense, 
e.g., "[A] plot-space is divided by one boundary into an internal and 
an external sphere, and one character has the plot-possibility of 
crossing that boundary" (Lotman 2001: 157). 

As is well-known now, Lotman has derived his semiosphere from 
Vladimir Ivanovich Vernadsky's biosphere and noosphere (2001: 123, 
125), and their rapport has received much critical attention recently 
(Kull 1998; 1999; Mandelker 1994; 1995; Mikulinsky 1984; Samson, 
Pitt 1999; Alexandrov 2000; M. Lotman 2001). Not a Slavist nor 
biologist by training, I have benefited from these studies, and in 
particular, am personally indebted to Professor Kull for his correspon­
dence regarding the Lotman-Vernadsky links and the research he has 
done.8 From the perspective of influence study, the possible rapports 
between Vernadsky and Lotman and between Jakob von Uexküll and 
Lotman would be worthy topics for further enquiry. Let it suffice to 
make the following brief comment. 

As a closed geometrical figure or form, whether regular or 
irregular, symmetrical or asymmetrical, the sphere is a semiotic 
construct. Because of the long tradition of usage where it iconically 
stands for celestial bodies, including the Earth, and the popular 
references to the components of geosphere, viz. lithosphere, hydro­
sphere, and atmosphere, one tends to take what it stands for as 
empirical facts, and confuse genesis with metagenesis (Koch 1991: 
214), or, in Popper's words, world-1 with world-3 knowledge.9 Such 
is the case of biosphere. Lotman comments on Vernadsky's terms, 

We should caution against confusing the term noosphere, introduced by V. I. 
Vernadskii, with the concept of semiosphere, which is our contribution. The 
noosphere is a specific stage in the development of the biosphere, a stage 
associated with the rational activity of man [...]. The noosphere is formed 

8 E-mail correspondence with the author, dated 16 January 16, 2002. 
9 According to Koch, there is a "mirror-like difference" between genetic and 
metagenetic evolution. While genesis proceeds "from the general primum (e.g. 
atom) to a genetical secundum (e.g. molecule)", metagenesis "proceeds, in its 
process of the neural reflection of the outward world, from what is, in the eyes of 
overall evolution and genesis, posterior (e.g. the human body) to what is prior 
(e.g. geographical landscape, mountains)" (Koch 1991: 214). 
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when human reason acquires a dominant role in this process. Whereas the 
noosphere has a material and spatial existence that embraces part of our 
planet, the space ot the semiosphere is abstract in nature. However, this by no 
means implies that the concept of space is used here in a metaphorical sense. 
It is a specific sphere, with the same attributes that are ascribed to a closed 
space. (Lotman 1989: 43) 

Let us put aside Lotman's rather arbitrary assertion that the noosphere 
is material and the semiosphere abstract (but "specific" [Sic!]) as well 
as his curious argument that no metaphor is being used for his concept 
of space — our list above proves the contrary. The point is that not 
only is the noosphere a semiotic construct, like the semiosphere, but 
also is the biosphere or geosphere a construct. The only difference is 
that one tends to verify or falsify the other empirically a priori spheres 
by scientific observations and experiments, whereas one may not 
verify or falsify noosphere and semiosphere with the same methods. 
In fact, from our point of view, both noosphere and semiosphere take 
semiotics to construct and thus contribute to the so-called world-3 
knowledge. 

Before moving to the next topic of semiosphere as model, let me 
conclude this discussion by quoting Mihhail Lotman's well-balanced 
observation which he made in Taiwan in 2001: 

The relationship between semiosphere and biosphere is the relationship 
between two possible worlds. They exist, so to say, in parallel: while 
biosphere is formed in accordance with laws of science (physics, biology, 
etc.), which is the realm of time and causality, [the] semiosphere is formed by 
means of semiotic mechanisms. (M. Lotman 2001: 100) 

With the problematic of the two kinds of sphere's parallelism or con­
vergence bracketed, I would return to the topic of language, which, I 
believe, constitutes what Mihhail Lotman means by "semiotic mecha­
nisms". 

We could agree with Lotman that the sphere, as micro-structure, is 
an icon (What else can it be?) and when temporalised, that is, from the 
macro-structural perspective, the dynamic, evolutionary semiosphere, 
together with the biosphere and noosphere, may be conceptualised, 
i.e., via the secondary indexisation and tertiary symbolisation, as an 
iconic continuum. In its most abstract form, i.e., as the micro-structure 
circle, the sphere no doubt conforms to what Sebeok and Danesi mean 
by model: "[A] form that has been imagined or made externally 
(through some physical medium) to stand for an object, event, feeling, 
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etc., known as a referent, or for a class of similar (or related) objects, 
events, feelings, etc., known as referential domain" (Sebeok, Danesi 
2000: 2). This iconic sign may indeed in some aspect stand for 
something to someone. But when the icon is taken too literally, i.e., 
resembling a circle, and its iconicity too metaphorically, i.e., any kind 
of delimited space, so that it can be generalised as a master-sign that 
claims to embrace and subsume all the cultural and natural pheno­
mena, then it loses its function and attraction as a model and fails to 
serve as a discovery procedure. This may have been what has 
happened to some generalisations of Peircian universe of the mind. 
Now among the items listed above, it is dubious if they can be 
grouped as referential domain precisely because the expression seems 
to be capable of content (i.e., reference) free.10 Whereas a Peircian 
would regard every thought-sign iconic and therefore the human mind 
an infinite semiosis of iconicity, that is, "a continuous extension in 
space" (Peirce, CP 6.277); others have cautioned against using 
extending space as a semiotic model. Greimas and Courtés, for one, 
have this to say: "When all the different metaphorical uses of this 
word [space] are added together, one can see that the use of the term 
space requires great prudence on the semiotician's part" (Greimas, 
Courtés 1982: 305). 

We recall Lotman has designated the semiosphere as pre-requisite 
to language, a prior space only on which can language communication 
be enacted. From the perspective of mereology, the universe of 
semiosphere is indeed larger than that of language. However, qua 
model, the semiosphere is confronted with a dilemma: On the one 
hand, it has to be a "minimalist" abstraction (Merrell 1998: 153), the 
condition of which may be fulfilled by the iconic sphere; on the other, 
it should function to "constitute an entire system dictating semantic 
rules" and to provide "both descriptive and explanatory adequacy for a 
successful theory" (Merrell 1991: 257)." How does one get across 

10 Much has been discussed about iconicity as modeling. In addition to 
diagrams, maps, metaphors, and images, almost ever instance of representation of 
human thinking is iconic in its firstness. See, for example, Spinks (1991). 
11 Floyd Merrell, in commenting on Ernest H. Hutten's concept of model, has 
this to say: "A model specifies the meaning of an entire theoretical corpus. It 
prescribes a context and provides a universe of discourse, setting the very limits to 
what can and cannot be said, thus establishing a theory's content and the logical 
range of the propositions. Moreover, a model, in addition to its metaphorical 
character, is not limited to a single expression, or even to a series of expressions. 
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this dilemma, or in Mihhail Lotman's phrase, the paradoxes of semio 
sphere (2001)? 

Following Mihhail Lotman, one could suggest that the semio­
sphere is a holistic world model, one of metagenesis, in connection 
with which semiotics serves a metadiscipline (Koch 1991). By pro­
posing this alternative we can hope to solve the afore-mentioned 
problem of semantic imprecision and semiotic border-crossings. When 
one assumes this holistic perspective (if possible at all!), inter-
systemic intricacies and mechanisms of system mutations often retreat 
or even vanish from the horizon of perception. 

As our preliminary list of the dozen categories (semantic areas) 
suggests, the semiosphere as world model provides ample space for the 
practice and interaction of multiple semiotic systems. However these 
categories can be grouped in different orders, whether as genre, 
collection of texts, or academic discipline, they belong to the discursive 
structure within the framework of subject and object relation, that is, the 
human subject's appellation and/or interpretation of supposedly extra-
linguistic referents or contexts. In other words, linguistic semiosis 
(signification and communication) is always already there. Whereas 
natural languages are capable of making abstract semantic categories 
explicit — this is also seen in "the sphere of the detective story", some 
of the semiotic systems identified by Lotman, such as the sphere of the 
"extraordinary", are noted only for their semantic implicitness. 

One final word about the use of semiosphere from the cross-
cultural perspective. Among the cultural mechanisms which Lotman 
and his colleagues have identified (M. Lotman 2001), dialogue and 
translation figure prominently. With Lotman, dialogue as well as 
translation, in their continued process of emission and transmission of 
energy, can be enacted not only between historical periods of one 
culture, but also between inter-cultural and cross-cultural systems. A 
profound semiotician and cultural historian, Lotman will continue to 
shed light on our discipline of comparative culture with his insight 
into the possibility of intercultural dialogue. With this high tribute I 
beg to conclude my paper. 

It constitutes an entire system dictating semantic rules for future propositions. The 
system, so to speak, provides for both descriptive and explanatory adequacy for a 
successful theory. In short, a model functions as if it were an exceedingly complex 
and systematic metaphor, or, in a manner of speaking, an allegory" (Merrell 199L 
257). 
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Является ли язык первичной моделирующей системой? О 
понятии семиосферы у Юрия Лотмана 

Широко известное лотмановское разделение на первичные и вторич­
ные моделирующие системы надолго стало "ярлыком" для того, к 
чему это "приклеивалось", подвергаясь модификации и опроверже­
нию со стороны семиотиков культуры и природы. Как приверженцы 
этой теории, так и пытающиеся ее модифицировать или опро­
вергнуть, фокусировались на вопросе, является ли язык первичной 
моделирующей системой, и если нет, то какая альтернатива могла 
бы занять это место. Как предложил Томас Себеок (для биосемио-
зиса и для антропосемиозиса), язык может быть только вторичной 
моделирующей системой, надстраивающейся над биологическим 
опытом умвельта или человеческой сенсорной системы. Данная 
статья предлагает исследовать возможность выделения "довербаль-
ной" моделирующей системы, исходя из лотмановского понятия 
семиосферы, и обсудить ее возможные применения в межкуль­
турном диалоге. 

Kas keel on esmane modelleeriv süsteem? 
Juri Lotmani mõistest 'semiosfäär' 

Juri Lotmani tuntud dihhotoomia — primaarne modelleeriv süsteem vs 
sekundaarne modelleeriv süsteem — on pikka aega hoidnud ärevil 
semiootikute meeli. Nii selle teooria pooldajad, modifitseerijad kui ka 
eitajad keskenduvad seejuures põhiküsimusele: kas keel on primaarne 
modelleeriv süsteem? Ja kui ei ole, siis mis võiks seda kohta täita? 
Thomas Sebeok pakkus välja nii antropo- kui biosemioosi ühendades, et 
keel võib olla vaid sekundaarne modelleeriv süsteem, järgnedes omailma 
või inimese sensoorse süsteemi bioloogilisele kogemusele. Artiklis paku­
takse välja J. Lotmani semiosfääri mõistest lähtuv "eelverbaalne" model­
leeriv süsteem, ja arutletakse selle võimalikke implikatsioone kultuuride­
vahelises dialoogis. 
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Abstract. With our paper we intend to offer a critical overview of state of the 
art in semiotics, with specific reference to theoretical problems concerning the 
relationship between culture and nature. In other words, we intend to focus on 
the relationship between the concepts of semiosphere (Lotman) and biosphere 
(Vernadsky) considering the various approaches to this issue and proposing 
our own point of view. An important reference for a valid overview view of 
semiotics today is the Handbook Semiotik/Semiotics. It is no incident that the 
subtitle of this work is A Handbook on the Sign-Theoretic Foundations of 
Nature and Culture. In this handbook a fundamental role is carried out by 
Thomas A. Sebeok and his particular approach to semiotics, which may be 
designated as 'global semiotics'. One of the pivotal concepts in Sebeok's 
global semiotics is that of modeling which traverses nature and culture. This 
concept connects natural semiosis and cultural semiosis and ensues in an 
original formulation of the relationship between the notions of 'semiosphere' 
and 'biosphere'. Such problematics respond to semiotic research in Tartu 
today, especially as it finds expression in the present journal. And, in fact, as 
in his book of 2001, Global Semiotics, Sebeok often underlined the impor­
tance of the Estonian connection himself in his writings for the development 
of semiotics. 

From global semiotics onwards 

This paper proposes a critical overview of semiotics today. For a 
description and analysis of the state of the art an important point of 
reference is Semiotik/Semiotics. A Handbook on the Sign-Theoretic 
Foundations of Nature and Culture, edited by Roland Posner, Klaus 
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Robering, Thomas A. Sebeok, 1997-2003. This work includes four 
volumes (the fourth is forthcoming) of more than 3000 pages with 178 
articles written by 175 authors from 25 countries. As such it may be 
considered as a representation of the general state of research in de­
scriptive and applied semiotics compared with other single disciplines 
and interdisciplinary approaches including medicine, physics, che­
mistry, biology, psychology, sociology, economics, mathematics, lo­
gic, grammar, stylistics, poetics, musicology, aesthetics, philosophy, 
etc. 

This handbook studies sign processes in human cultures as well in 
non-human animals, in their orientation, perception and communica­
tion activities, in the metabolism of all living organisms generally, 
therefore in the behaviour of all living beings. In relation to human 
culture it deals with social institutions, everyday human communi­
cation, information processing in machines, knowledge and scientific 
research, the production and interpretation of works in literature, 
music, art and so forth. 

Semiotics owes to Sebeok its current configuration as 'global 
semiotics'. By virtue of this 'global' or 'holistic' approach, Sebeok's 
research into the 'life of signs' may immediately be associated with 
his concern for the 'signs of life'. In his view, semiosis and life 
coincide (however, for a critical discussion of 'the relationships 
between the concepts of life process and sign process', arguing against 
what he considers the danger of oversimplifying equations, see Kull 
2002). Semiosis originates with the first stirrings of life, which leads 
to his formulation of an axiom he believes cardinal to semiotics: 
'semiosis is the criteria! attribute of life'. Semiotics provides a point of 
convergence and observation post for studies on the life of signs and 
the signs of life. Moreover, Sebeok's global approach to sign life 
presupposes his critique of anthropocentric and glottocentric semiotic 
theory and practice. In his explorations of the boundaries and margins 
of the science or (as he also calls it) 'doctrine' of signs he opens the 
field to include zoosemiotics (a term he introduced in 1963) or even 
more broadly biosemiotics, on the one hand, and endosemiotics, on the 
other (see Sebeok, 'Biosemiotics. Its roots, proliferations, and 
prospects', in Sebeok 2001: 31—43). In Sebeok's conception, the sign 
science is not only the 'science qui étude la vie des signes au sein de la 
vie sociale' (Saussure), that is, the study of communication in culture, 
but also the study of communicative behaviour in a biosemiotic per­
spective. 
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The object of global semiotics, of semiotics of life, is the semio-
sphere. This term is taken from Juri M. Lotman ( 1990) but is under­
stood by Sebeok ('Global semiotics'.1 Sebeok 2001: 1-16) in a far 
more extended sense than Lotman's. In fact, the latter limited the 
sphere of reference of the term 'semiosphere' to human culture and 
claimed that outside the semiosphere thus understood, there is no 
communication (cf. Lotman 1990: 123-124). On the contrary, in the 
perspective of global semiotics where semiosis coincides with life (in 
this sense we may also call it 'semiotics of life'), the semiosphere 
identifies with the biosphere, term coined in Russian by Vladimir 
Vernadskij in 1926, and emerges therefore as the semiobiosphere. 
Global semiotics is in a position to evidence the extension and 
consistency of the sign network which obviously includes the 
semiosphere in Lotman's sense as constructed by human beings, by 
human culture, signs, symbols and artifacts, etc. But global semiotics 
underlines the fact that the semiosphere is part of a far broader 
semiosphere, the semiobiosphere, a sign network human beings have 
never left, and to the extent that they are living beings, never will. 

Another meaning of 'semiotics' 

We may add another meaning of 'semiotics' in addition to the general 
science of signs: that is, as indicating The specificity of human 
semiosis. Sebeok elaborates this concept in a text of 1989 'Semiosis 
and semiotics: what lies in their future?', now Chapter 9 of his book A 
Sign is Just a Sign (1991: 97-99). We consider it of crucial impor­
tance for a transcendental founding of semiotics given that it explains 
how semiotics as a science and metascience is possible. Says Sebeok: 

Semiotics is an exclusively human style of inquiry, consisting of the 
contemplation — whether informally or in formalized fashion — of semiosis. 
This search will, it is safe to predict, continue at least as long as our genus 
survives, much as it has existed, for about three million years, in the 
successive expressions of Homo, variously labeled — reflecting, among other 
attributes, a growth in brain capacity with concomitant cognitive abilities — 

1 Global Semiotics. Plenary lecture delivered on June 18,1994 as Honorary 
President of the Fifth Congress of the International Association for Semiotic 
Studies, held at the University of California, Berkeley. Published in Sebeok 2001 : 
1-16.  
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habilis, eredus, sapiens, neanderthalensis, and now s. sapiens. Semiotics, in 
other words, simply points to the universal propensity of the human mind tor 
reverie focused specularly inward upon its own long-term cognitive strategy 
and daily maneuverings. Locke designated this quest as a search for 'humane 
understanding'; Peirce, as 'the play of musement'. (Sebeok 1991: 97) 

This meaning of semiotics is implicitly connected with the general 
plan of Semiotik/Semiotics and its typology of semiosis. 

In the world of life, which coincides with semiosis (see Sebeok 
1997: 436-437), human semiosis is characterized as metasemiosis, 
that is, as the possibility of reflecting on signs. This means to make 
signs not only the object of interpretation not distinguishable from the 
immediate response to these signs, but also of interpretation under­
stood as reflection on signs, as the suspension of response and possi­
bility of deliberation. We may call this specific human capacity for 
metasemiosis 'semiotics'. Developing Aristotle's correct observation, 
made at the beginning of his Metaphysics, that man tends by nature to 
knowledge, we could say that man tends by nature to semiotics (see 
Petrilli 1998). 

Human semiosis or anthroposemiosis is characterized as semiotics. 

Substitution and interpretation 

Semiosis is an event in which something functions as a sign. We find 
the standard notion of semiotics in Article I, 'Semiotics and its pre­
sentation', of Semiotik/Semiotics: 

We therefore stipulate that the following is a necessary and sufficient 
condition for something to be a semiosis: A interprets В as representing C. In 
this relational characterization of semiosis, A is the interpreter, В is some 
object, property, relation, event, or state of affairs, and С is the meaning that A 
assigns to B. (Posner 1997a: 4) 

In a Peircean definition, A is viewed as the Interprétant that some 
interpreter uses to relate B, the Representamen, to C, the Object. 

According to Sebeok ( 1994: 10-14), the Object (O) as well as the 
Interprétant (/) are Signs. Consequently, we may rewrite О as SQ  and 

I as S l n, so that both the first distinction and the second are resolved in 

two sorts of signs. 
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In our opinion, the sign is firstly an interprétant (cf. Petrilli 1998: 
3-4) in accordance with Peirce who reformulated the classic notion of 
substitution, in the medieval expression above, in terms of inter­
pretation. 

In fact, the Peircean terms of the sign include what we may call the 
interpreted sign, on the side of the object, and the interprétant, in a 
relation where the interprétant is what makes the interpreted sign 
possible. The interpreted becomes a sign component because it 
receives an interpretation. But the interprétant in turn is also a sign 
component with a potential for engendering a new sign. Therefore, 
where there is a sign, there are immediately two, and given that the 
interprétant can engender a new sign, there are immediately three, and 
so forth as conceived by Peirce with his notion of infinite semiosis, 
which describes semiosis as a chain of deferrals from one interprétant 
to another. 

To analyze the sign beginning from the object of interpretation, 
that is, the interpreted, means to begin from a secondary level. In other 
words, to begin from the object-interpreted means to begin from a 
point in the chain of deferrals, or semiosic chain, which cannot be 
considered as the starting point. Nor can the interpreted be privileged 
by way of abstraction at a theoretical level to explain the workings of 
sign processes. An example: a spot on the skin is a sign insofar as it 
may be interpreted as a symptom of sickness of the liver: this is 
already a secondary level in the interpretive process. At a primary 
level, retrospectively, the skin disorder is an interpretation enacted by 
the organism itself in relation to an anomaly which is disturbing it and 
to which it responds. The skin disorder is already in itself an inter­
prétant response. 

To say that the sign in the first place is an interprétant means that 
the sign is firstly a response. We could also say that the sign is a 
reaction: but only on the condition that by 'reaction' we understand 
'interpretation' (similarly to Morris's behaviourism, but differently 
from the mechanistic approach). To avoid superficial associations with 
the approaches they respectively recall, the expression 'solicitation-
response' is preferable with respect to the expression 'stimulus-
reaction'. Even a 'direct' response to a stimulus, or better solicitation, 
is never direct but 'mediated' by an interpretation. Unless it is a 
'reflex action', the formulation of a response involves identifying the 
solicitation, situating it in a context, and relating it to given be­
havioural parameters (whether a question of simple types of beha­
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viour, e.g., the prey-predator model, or more complex behaviours 
connected with cultural values, as in the human world). 

The sign is firstly an interprétant, a response through which, on the 
one hand, something else is considered as a sign and becomes its 
interpreted, and which, on the other, may engender an infinite chain of 
signs. 

In sum, in Peirce's view, semiosis is a triadic process and relation 
whose components include sign (or representamen), object and 
interprétant. 'A Sign, or Representamen, is a First which stands in 
such a genuine triadic relation to a Second, called its Object, as to be 
capable of determining a Third, called its Interprétant, to assume the 
same triadic relation to its Object in which it stands itself to the same 
Object' (CP 2.274). Therefore, the sign stands for something, its 
object 'not in all respects, but in reference to a sort of idea' (CP 
2.228). However, a sign can only do this if it determines the inter­
prétant which is 'mediately determined by that object' (CP 8.343): 
semiosis is action of sign and action on sign, activity and passivity. 'A 
sign mediates between the interprétant sign and its object' insofar as it 
refers to its object under a certain respect or idea, the ground, and 
determines the interprétant 'in such a way as to bring the interprétant 
into a relation to the object, corresponding to its own relation to the 
object' (CP 8.332). 

Thanks to what we call 'semiotic materiality', the interpreted ob­
ject has its own consistency, a capacity to resist just any interpretation, 
which the interprétant will have to take into account and adjust to. 
What is interpreted and becomes a sign because of this — whether it 
be an utterance or a whole line of conduct (verbal and nonverbal), or a 
written text, or a dream, or a somatic symptom — does not lie at the 
mercy of a single interprétant. This is so because the interpreted is 
open to several interpretations and is therefore the place where nume­
rous interpretive routes intersect. 

Semiotics must reflect upon the conditions of possibility of what 
Husserl calls the already given, already done, already constituted, 
already determined world. And this is necessary to critical analysis of 
the world's current configuration, with a view to alternative planning. 
We might say that semiotics carries out the overall task of what 
Husserl calls constitutive phenomenology. As he shows in particular in 
Erfahrung und Urteil [Experience and judgement], 1948, the aim of 
constitutive phenomenology is to clarify the entire complex of ope­
rations leading to the constitution of a possible world. To investigate 
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how the world is formed means to deal with the essential form of the 
world in general and not our real effectively existent world. This 
means to investigate the modeling structures and processes of the 
human world not simply in terms of factuality, reality and history but 
also in terms of potential and possibility. Such an investigation is 
specific also in the sense that it deals with a species-specific modality 
of constructing the world. In fact, unlike other animals, the human 
animal is characterized by its capacity for constructing innumerable 
possible worlds. With Sebeok we call the human modeling device of 
the world 'language'. Such a capacity exists uniquely in the human 
species, because unlike all other species only humans are able to 
construct innumerable real or imaginary, concrete or fantastic worlds 
and not just a single world (cf. Sebeok 1991). 

Semiosis and dialogism 

The interprétant of a sign is another sign which the first creates in the 
interpreter, 'an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign' 
(CP 2.228). Therefore the interprétant sign cannot be identical to the 
interpreted sign; it cannot be a repetition, precisely because it is 
mediated, interpretive and therefore always new. With respect to the 
first sign, the interprétant is a response, and as such it inaugurates a 
new sign process, a new semiosis. In this sense it is a more developed 
sign. As a sign the interprétant determines another sign which acts, in 
turn, as an interprétant: therefore, the interprétant opens to new se-
mioses, it develops the sign process, it is a new sign occurrence. 
Indeed, we may state that every time there is a sign occurrence, 
including the 'First Sign', we have a 'Third', something that is 
mediated, a response, an interpretive novelty, an interprétant. This 
confirms our statement that a sign is constitutively an interprétant. The 
fact that the interprétant (Third) is in turn a sign (First), and that the 
sign (First) is in turn an interprétant (is already a Third) contextualizes 
the sign in an open network of interprétants according to the Peircean 
principle of infinite semiosis or endless series of interprétants (cf. CP 
1.339). 

Therefore, the meaning of a sign is a response, an interprétant that 
calls for another response, another interprétant. This implies the 
dialogic nature of sign and semiosis. A sign has its meaning in 
another sign which responds to it and which in turn is a sign if there is 
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another sign to respond to it and interpret it, and so forth ad infinitum. 
In our terminology (Ponzio 1985; 1990b; Ponzio et al. 1999) the First 
Sign' in the triadic relation of semiosis, the object that receives 
meaning, is the interpreted, and what confers meaning is the inter­
prétant which may be of two main types. 

The interprétant which enables recognition of the sign is an 
interprétant of identification, it is connected with the signal, code and 
sign system. The specific interprétant of a sign, that which interprets 
the actual sense, is the interprétant of answering comprehension. This 
second type of interprétant does not limit itself to identifying the 
interpreted, but rather expresses its properly pragmatic meaning, 
installing with it a relation of involvement and participation: the inter­
prétant responds to the interpreted and takes a stand towards it. 

This bifocal conception of the interprétant is in line with Peirce's 
semiotics, which is inseparable from his pragmatism. In a letter of 
1904 to Victoria Welby, Peirce wrote that if we take a sign in a broad 
sense, its interprétant is not necessarily a sign, but an action or 
experience, or even just a feeling (cf. CP 8.332). Here, on considering 
the interprétant as not being necessarily a sign, Peirce is using the 
term 'sign' in a strict sense. In fact the interprétant understood as a 
response that signifies, that renders something significant and that 
consequently becomes a sign cannot be anything else but a sign oc­
currence, a semiosic act, even when a question of an action or feeling. 
In any case, we are dealing with what we are calling an 'interprétant 
of answering comprehension', and therefore a sign. 

Semiosis as a prerogative of organisms 

In his article 'The evolution of semiosis', Sebeok (1997: 436) discus­
ses the question 'what is semiosis?' citing Morris (1946: 253), who 
defined semiosis as 'a process in which something is a sign to some 
organism'. This definition implies effectively and ineluctably, says 
Sebeok, that in semiosic processes there must be a living entity, which 
means that there could not have been semiosis prior to the evolution of 
life. 

For this reason one must, for example, assume that the report, in the King 
James version of the Bible (Genesis I: 3), quoting God as having said 'Let 
there be light,' must be a misrepresentation; what God probably said was 'let 
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there be photons, because the sensation of perception of electromagnetic 
radiation in the form of optical signals, that is, luminance, requires a living 
interpreter, and the animation of matter did not come to pass much earlier than 
about 3,900 million years ago. (Sebeok 1997: 436) 

Let us return to Morris's definition. 'Signs', says Morris, 'are there­
fore described and differentiated in terms of the dispositions to 
behaviour which they cause in their interpreters' (Morris 1971: 75). 

Semiosis as biosemiosis 

In 'The evolution of semiosis' Sebeok discusses the question of the 
cosmos before semiosis and after the beginning of the Universe with 
reference to the regnant paradigm of modern cosmology, that is the 
Big Bang theory. Before the appearance of life on our planet — the 
first traces of which date back to the so-called Archaean Aeon, from 
3,900 to 2,500 million years ago — there were only physical pheno­
mena involving interactions of nonbiological atoms and, later, of 
inorganic molecules. Such interactions may be described as 'quasi-
semiotic'. But the notion of quasi-semiosis must be distinguished from 
that of 'protosemiosis' as understood by the Italian oncologist Giorgio 
Prodi (1977) (to whom is dedicated as a 'bold trailblazer of con­
temporary biosemiotics' the milestone volume Biosemiotics, edited by 
Sebeok and Umiker-Sebeok 1992). In fact, in the case of physical 
phenomena the notion of 'protosemiosis' is only a metaphorical 
expression. In Sebeok's view, to semiosis must be assigned that which 
concerns life. He distinguishes nonbiological interactions from 
'primitive communication', which refers to transfer of information-
containing endoparticles, such as exists in neuron assemblies where 
such transfer is managed in modern cells by protein particles. 

Since there is not a single example of life outside our terrestrial 
biosphere, the question of whether there is life/semiosis elsewhere in 
our galaxy, let alone in deep space, is wide open. Therefore — says 
Sebeok — one cannot but hold 'exobiology semiotics' and 'extra­
terrestrial semiotics' to be twin sciences that so far remain without a 
subject matter (cf. Sebeok 1997: 437). 

In the light of present-day information, all this implies that at least 
one link in the semiosic loop must necessarily be a living and 
terrestrial entity, which may simply be a portion of an organism, or 
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even an artifactual extension fabricated by a human being. Semiosis is 
after all terrestrial biosemiosis. A pivotal concept in Sebeok s research 
as well as in the Semiotik/Semiotics handbook is the identification of 
semiosis and life. On one hand semiosis is considered as the criteria! 
feature that distinguishes the animate from the inanimate, on the other, 
sign processes have not always existed in the course of the develop­
ment of the universe: sign processes and the animate originated 
together with the development of life. Identification of semiosis and 
life invests biosemiotics with a completely different role from that 
conceived by Umberto Eco (1975) when he refers to 'the inferior 
threshold of semiotics', or from it's more reductive interpretation as a 
sector of semiotics which in his view is a cultural science. In Sebeok's 
research semiotics is interpreted and practiced as a life science, as 
biosemiotics. 

This conception of semiosis as biosemiosis is the object of Article 
19, 'Biosemiose' ['Biosemiosis'] by Thure von Uexküll in S/S (T. v. 
Uexktill 1997; see also T. v. Uexküll 1992; Sebeok et al. 1999). In this 
article, Th. von Uexküll distinguishes between three different kinds of 
semiosis characterized by differences in the roles of emitter and 
receiver. Th. von Uexküll calls these three kinds of semiosis: 

(1 ) semiosis of information or significations 
(2) semiosis of symptomatization\ 
(3) semiosis of communication. 

In semiosis of information or signification we have an inanimate 
environment which acts as a 'quasi-emitter' without a semiotic 
function. The receiver, i.e., a living entity, a living system, which 
makes whatever it receives meaningful via its receptors, must perform 
all semiotic functions. In semiosis of symptomatization the emitter is a 
living being sending out signals through its behaviour or posture 
which are not directed towards a receiver and do not await an answer. 
The receiver receives signals as signs called 'symptoms'. In semiosis 
of communication signs are emitted tor the receiver and must find the 
meaning intended by the emitter (cf. T. v. Uexküll 1997: 449-450). 

Reformulating Thure von Uexküll's typology of semiosis 

In our terminology and in accordance with Peirce, these three kinds of 
semiosis, which are characterized by differences in the role played by 
emitter and receiver, may be reformulated in terms of differences in 
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the roles of the interprétant sign and the interpreted sign. We can say 
that 

(1) the interpreted may become a sign only because it receives an 
interpretation from the interprétant, which is a response (semiosis of 
information); or 

(2) before its interpretation as a sign by the interprétant, the inter­
preted is itself an interprétant response (symptom) which however is 
not oriented to being interpreted as a sign (semiosis of symptomati-
zation)\ 

(3) before its interpretation as a sign by the interprétant, the 
interpreted is itself an interprétant response which is now directed at 
being interpreted as a sign, i.e., it calls for another interprétant respon­
se (semiosis of communication). Our reformulation of Th. von Uex­
küll's typology of semiosis, distinguished by differences in participa­
tion in interpretation by the interpreted and interprétant, presents some 
advantages over the conception of semiosic differences established on 
the basis of 'emitter' and 'receiver' participation. We believe that our 
reformulation: 
(a) emphasizes the role of the interprétant in semiosis; 
(b) explains the meaning of 'the inanimate quasi-interpreter' in se­

miosis of information or signification as the 'interpreted-non-inter-
pretant' (while in semiosis of symptomatization the interpreted is 
an interpretant-interpreted which is not directed at being inter­
preted as a sign; and in semiosis of communication the interpreted 
is an interpreted-interpretant directed at being interpreted as a 
sign); 

(c) identifies semiosis with the capacity for interpretation, i.e., for 
response; 

(d) confirms the importance of the pragmatic dimension in semiosis; 
(e) is in line with Th. von Uexküll's definition of biosemiotics as 

'interpretation of interpretation', or, in a word, 'metainterpretation'. 
Semiosis of information or signification, semiosis of symptomati­
zation, and semiosis of communication are founded in a specific type 
of modeling characteristic of a specific life form. The capacity of a 
species for modeling is required as an a priori for processing and 
interpreting perceptual input in its own way. 

Thus we may say with Sebeok: 

As Peirce (CP 1.358) taught us, 'every thought is a sign', but as he also wrote 
(CP 5.551), 'Not only is thought in the organic world, but it develops there.' 
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Every mental model is, of course, also a sign; and not only is modeling an 
indispensable characteristic of the human world, but also it permeates the 
entire organic world, where, indeed, it developed. The animals' milieu 
extérieur and milieu intérieur, as well as the feedback links between them are 
created and sustained by such models. A model in this general sense is a 
semiotic production with carefully stated assumptions and rules for biological 
operations. (Sebeok 1991: 57) 

Centrality of the interprétant in semiosic processes 

Thure von Uexküll's model is so broad as to include sign processes 
from microsemiosis and endosemiosis to semiosis of higher organisms 
through to human biosemiotic metainterpretation. This model covers 
most of the complete catalogue of elements postulated for semiosis in 
Article 5, 'Model of semiosis', by Martin Krampen (1997). 

Krampen's semiosic matrix is centered on the notion of inter­
prétant. In fact, as we have already stated, the interprétant mediates 
between solicitation (interpretandum) and response (signaling beha­
viour or instrumental behaviour). In Peirce's view such mediation is 
what distinguishes a semiosis from a mere dynamical action — 'or 
action of brute force' — which takes place between the terms forming 
a pair. On the contrary, semiosis results from a triadic relation. It 'is 
an action, or influence, which is, or involves, a cooperation of three 
subjects, such as a sign, its object, and its interprétant', nor is it 'in any 
way resolvable into action between pairs' (CP 5.484). The interprétant 
does not occur in physical phenomena or in nonbiological interactions, 
in short, in the inorganic world. As a consequence, Morris defines 
semiosis as 'a process in which something is a sign to some organism' 
(Morris 1971: 336). This definition according to our previous 
statements must not only be interpreted restrictively as referring to a 
whole organism, but also in a wider sense as referring to any living 
being or living system whatever. 

In the article 'Models of semiosis' the semiosic matrix is also used 
to discuss the various types of semioses postulated in the history of 
semiotics. Consequently, the famous 'functional cycle' described by 
Jakob von Uexküll (1982) — this 'pivotal model', this 'simple albeit 
not linear, diagram', which 'constitutes a cybernetic theory of mo­
deling so fundamental that the evolution of language cannot be 
grasped without it' (Sebeok 1994: 122) — may be represented within 
the semiosic matrix. 
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The dialogic nature of signs 

Dialogue too is illustrated graphically through the semiosic matrix 
(cf. Krampen 1997: 260). The author of the article in question 
maintains that dialogue commences with signaling behaviour from 
a sender that intends to communicate something about an object. 
What is not taken into account is that the 'if ... then' inference, 
hypothesis formation, and 'chain of thought' are dialogic forms in 
themselves. Contrary to Krampen's view, for the 'if ... then' model 
or 'chain of thought' to have a dialogue form, it is not necessary 
that the 'if ... then' model should 'combine with the dialogue 
model' as when 'the semiosis of the former type triggers a 
signaling behaviour', nor that the 'chain of thought' should 'occur 
in the organisms of the participants' (Krampen 1997: 260). 

In inference, in the hypothetical argument, and in the chain of 
interpreted and interprétant thought signs generally, dialogue is 
implied in the relation itself between the interpreted sign and the 
interprétant sign (cf. Ponzio 1985; 1990a; 1997b; Ponzio et al. 1999). 
The degree of dialogism is minimal in deduction, where the relation 
between the premises and the conclusion is indexical: here, once the 
premises are accepted the conclusion is obligatory. In induction, 
which too is characterized by a unilinear inferential process, the 
conclusion is determined by habit and is of the symbolic type: identity 
and repetition dominate, though the relation between the premises and 
the conclusion is no longer obligatory. By contrast, in abduction the 
relation between premises and conclusion is iconic and is dialogic in a 
substantial sense, in other words, it is characterized by high degrees of 
dialogism and inventiveness as well as by a high-risk margin for error. 
To claim that abductive argumentative procedures are risky is to say 
that they are mostly tentative and hypothetical with only a minimal 
margin for convention (symbolicity) and mechanical necessity (inde-
xicality). Therefore, abductive inferential processes engender sign 
processes at the highest levels of otherness and dialogism. Thus we 
may say that 'abductive reasoning' (see the excellent entry by Wirth 
1998) is at once 'dialogic reasoning'. 

In Semiotik/Semiotics a direct analysis of the concept of dialogism 
is lacking, and yet semiosis as evidenced in this handbook is a 
dialogic process. The relation between sign (interpreted) and inter­
prétant, as understood by Peirce, is a dialogic relation. We have 
already evidenced the dialogic nature of sign and semiosis. In 
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semiosis of information or signification (T. v. Uexküll 1997), where 
an inanimate environment acts as a 'quasi-emitter' — or, in our 
terminology, where the interpreted becomes a sign only because it 
receives an interpretation by the interprétant, which is a response — 
receiver interpretation is dialogic. Not only is there dialogue in 
semiosis of communication (T. v. Uexküll 1997), where the interpreted 
itself, before its interpretation as a sign by the interprétant, is an 
interprétant response directed at being interpreted as a sign. But also 
there is dialogue in semiosis of symptomatization (T. v. Uexküll 
1997), in which the interpreted itself is an interprétant response 
(symptom) that is not directed at being interpreted as a sign, as well as 
in semiosis of information or signification. Dialogue does not com­
mence with signaling behaviour from a sender intending to commu­
nicate something about an object. The whole semiosic process is 
dialogic. 'Dialogic' may be intended as dia-logic. The logic of 
semiosis as a whole and consequently of Krampen's semiosic matrix 
is a dia-logic. The interprétant as such is 'a disposition to repond', an 
expression used by Krampen (1997: 259) to describe the dialogic 
interaction between a sender and receiver. 

Krampen's semiosic matrix in fact confirms the connection we 
have established between dialogue and semiosis. In fact, it shows that 
the two terms coincide not only in the sense that dialogue is semiosis, 
but also in the sense that semiosis is dialogue, an aspect which 
Krampen would seem not to see. The dialogue process presented in 
the semiosic matrix is similar to the 'if ... then' semiosic process, to 
hypothesis formation, chain of thought, and functional cycle after 
Jakob von Uexküll. In the article by Krampen, the semiosic matrix 
illustrates dialogue with two squares which represent the two partners, 
that is the sender and the receiver, where each has its own rhombus 
representing the interprétant. Despite this division, the graphic 
representation of dialogue is not different from the author's diagrams 
representing other types of semiosis. It could be the model, for 
example, of an 'if ... then' semiosis in which the two distinct 
interprétants are the premises and the conclusion of an argument in a 
single chain of thought. 
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Dialogism and the 'functional cycle' 

J. von Uexküll s (1973) 'functional cycle' is a model for semiosic 
processes. As such it too has a dialogic structure and involves 
inferences of the it... then type which may even occur on a primitive 
level, as in Pavlovian semiosis or as prefigurements of the type of 
semiosis (where we have a 'quasi-mind' interpreter) taking place 
during cognitive inference. 

In the 'functional cycle' the interpretandum produced by the 
'objective connecting structure' becomes an interpretatum and 
(represented in the organism by a signaling disposition) is translated 
by the interprétant into a behavioural disposition which triggers a 
behaviour onto the 'connecting structure'. The point we wish to make 
is that in the 'functional cycle' thus described a dialogic relation is 
established between an interpreted (Interpretandum) and an inter­
prétant (interpreted by another interprétant, and so forth) which does 
not limit itself to identifying the interpreted, but establishes an 
interactive relation with it. 

Vice versa, not only does the 'functional cycle' have a dialogic 
structure, but dialogue in communication understood in a strict sense 
may also be analyzed in the light of the 'functional cycle'. In other 
words, the dialogic communicative relation between a sender that 
intends to communicate something about an object and a receiver may 
in turn be considered on the basis of the 'functional cycle' model. The 
type of dialogue in question here corresponds to the processes 
described by the 'functional cycle' as presented, in Th. von Uexküll's 
terminology, neither in semiosis of information or signification nor in 
semiosis of symptomatization but in semiosis of communication. Here 
the interpreted itself, before its interpretation as a sign by the 
interprétant, is an interprétant response addressed to somebody both to 
be identified and to receive the required interprétant of answering 
comprehension. 

The theory of an autopoietic system is incompatible with a trivial 
conception of dialogue, whether this is based on the communication 
model which describes communication as a linear causal process 
moving from source to destination, or on the conversation model 
governed by the turning around together rule. Also, the autopoietic 
system calls for a new notion of creativity. Otherwise, one may ask 
with Nöth ( 1990: 180): 'how are processes such as creativity and 
learning compatible with the principle of autonomous closure?' As 
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Maturana (1978: 54-55) would suggest, creativity and dialogic 
exchange as opposed to communication understood as a linear process 
from source to destination or as a circular process in which the 
participants take turns in playing the part of sender and receiver, 
should be conceived as 'pre- or anticommunicative interactions'. 

Another contributor to semiotics 

We have already stated that in Semiotik/Semiotics a direct analysis of 
the concept of 'dialogism' is lacking. This weak point may be 
attributed to the fact that these pivotal concepts as developed by 
Bakhtin and his collaborators are not held in due consideration in this 
handbook, which nevertheless deals with the theory of signs in 
Mikhail M. Bakhtin and his 'Circle'. Bakhtin's semiotic conception is 
explained in Article 114 ('Der Russische Formalismus' ['Russian 
Formalism']), by Rainer Griibel (1998) which assembles under this 
title various other topics, including Vladimir Propp, Lev S. Vygotskij, 
Gustav Špet, Mikhail Bakhtin and his Circle as well as Russian 
Formalism. Other Russian contributions to the study of signs such as 
those by Roman Jakobson, Nikolaj Trubetzkoj, Juri M. Lotman and 
the Moscow-Tartu School are suitably treated in Articles 115, 'Prague 
functionalism' (Winner 1998), 116, 'Jakobson and structuralism' 
(Rudy, Waugh 1998), and 118, 'Die Schule von Moskau und Tartu' 
('The Moscow-Tartu School', Fleischer 1998). 

Dialogism and biosemiosis 

In Bakhtin's view dialogue consists of the fact that one's own word 
alludes always and in spite of itself, whether it knows it or not, to the 
word of the other. Dialogue is not an initiative taken by self. As 
clearly emerges from novels by Dostoevsky, the human person does 
not enter into dialogue with the other out of respect for the other, but 
rather and even predominantly out of contempt for the other. Even a 
person's identity is dialogic. As we read in the entry 'Dialogism' in 
the Encyclopedia of Semiotics (Bouissac 1998), 'even the self cannot 
coincide with itself, since one's sense of the self is essentially a 
dialogic configuration' (Fielder 1998: 192). The author then quotes a 
statement made by Bakhtin in 'Discourse in the Novel' (1934. in 
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Bakhtin 1981: 341): 'The ideological becoming of a human being [...] 
is the process of selectively assimilating the words of others' (Fielder 
1998: 192). They also quote a statement by Voloshinov 1986: 86: 
word is a two-sided act. It is determined equally by whose word it is 

and for whom it is meant. As word, it is precisely the product of the 
reciprocal relationship between speaker and listener, addresser and 
addressee', with the comment that 'communication is grounded in 
dialogism' (Fielder 1998: 192). 

The word and the self alike are dialogic in the sense that they are 
passively involved with the word and self of the other. Self is implied 
dialogically in otherness, just as the 'grotesque body' (Bakhtin 1965) 
is implied in the body of the other. In fact, dialogue and body are 
closely interconnected. Bakthin's dialogism cannot be understood 
separately from his biosemiotic conception of sign on which basis he 
criticizes both subjective individualism and objective abstraction. 
According to Bakhtin, there cannot be dialogism among disembodied 
minds. Unlike platonic dialogue, and similarly to Dostoevsky, for 
Bakhtin dialogue is not only cognitive and functional to abstract truth, 
but rather it is a life need grounded in inevitable entanglement of self 
with other. 

Dialogue is not a synthesis of multiple points of view, indeed it is 
refractory to synthesis. Therefore, Bakhtin opposes dialogue to 
unilinear and monologic dialectics. Dialogism emerges here as another 
configuration of logic which contrasts with both formal logic and 
dialectic logic and their monologic perspective. All this is excellently 
expressed by the author of the entry 'Dialogism' (Fielder 1998: 192) 
when he says that the term 'dialogic' must be understood not only as 
dialog-ic but also as dia-logic: 

Understood in this way, dialogism undercuts the hegemonic assumption of a 
singular, rational form of logic. Bakhtin does not accept the linear, 
teleological trajectory of simplistic dialecticism, particularly the assumption 
that synthesis is actually ever realizable. Final and absolute agreement is not 
possible. Even the self cannot coincide with himself, since one's sense of the 
seifis essentially a dialogic configuration. (Fielder 1998: 192) 

Interpretation of the term 'dialogic' as 'dia-logic' validates our 
conviction (discussed elsewhere) that Bakhtin's main interpreters — 
Holquist, Todorov, Krysinsky, Wellek, etc., — have all fundamentally 
misunderstood Bakhtin and his concept of dialogue (cf. Ponzio's 
presentation in Bakhtin 1997). And this is confirmed by the fact that 

6 
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they compare Bakhtin's concept of dialogue to its formulation by 
Martin В über, Jean Mukarovsky, Plato. Above all, they all understand 
dialogue in the abused sense of encounter, agreement, convergence, 
compromise, synthesis. It is symptomatic that Todorov (1981) should 
have replaced the Bakhtinian term 'dialogue' with 'intertextuality', 
and 'metalinguistics' with 'translinguistics'. 

Intertextuality reduces dialogue to a relation among utterances, 
while translinguistics, which unlike linguistics focuses on discourse 
rather than on language (langue), reduces the critical instance of 
metalinguistics to a sectorial specialization. This approach minimizes 
the revolutionary capacity of Bakhtin's thought — if it does not 
completely annul it! The 'Copernican revolution' operated by Bakhtin 
on a philosophical level and by Dostoevsky on an artistic level, 
concerns the human being as he is involved with his entire life, needs, 
thoughts, and behaviour in the life of others, not only the human other, 
but all living beings. 

By contrast with Kant's 'critique of pure reason' and Sartre's 
'critique of dialectic reason', Bakhtin inaugurates a 'critique of 
dialogic reason'. 

Consciousness implies a dialogic relation including a witness and a 
judge. This dialogic relation is not only present in the strictly human 
world but also in the biological. Says Bakhtin: 

When consciousness appeared in the world (in existence) and, perhaps, when 
biological life appeared (perhaps not only animals, but trees and grass also 
witness and judge), the world (existence) changed radically. A stone is still 
stony and the sun still sunny, but the event of existence as a whole 
(unfinalized) becomes completely different because a new and major 
character in this event appears for the first time on the scene of earthly 
existence — the witness and the judge. And the sun, while remaining 
physically the same, has changed because it has begun to be cognized by the 
witness and the judge. It has stopped simply being and has started being in 
itself and for itself [...J as well as for the other, because it has been reflected in 
the consciousness of the other [...J. (Bakhtin 1970-1971: 137) 

For Bakhtin dialogue is the embodied, intercorporeal expression of the 
involvement of one's body, which is only illusorily an individual, 
separate, and autonomous body, with the body of the other. The image 
that most adequately expresses this is that of the 'grotesque body' (cf. 
Bakhtin 1965) in popular culture, in vulgar language of the public 
place, and above all in the masks of carnival. This is the body in its 
vital and indissoluble relation to the world and to the body of others. 
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The shift in focus from identity (whether individual, as in the case of 
consciousness of self, or collective, that is, a community, historical 
language, or cultural system at large) to alterity is a sort of 
Copernican revolution in itself (see Ponzio 1997a). With such a shift 
Bakhtinian critique of dialogic reason calls into question not only the 
general orientation of Western philosophy, but also the dominant 
cultural tendencies that engender it. 

The 'great experience' in Bakhtin's view of dialogism 

In human beings architectonics becomes an 'architectonics of answer­
ability', a semiotic consciousness of 'being-in-the-world-without-
alibis'. It may be limited to a small sphere — i. е., a restricted life 
environment of the single individual, one's family, professional, 
working, ethnic religious group, culture, contemporaneity — or 
instead it may extend, as 'global semiotic' (the term is Sebeok's) 
consciousness, to the whole world in a planetary or solar, or even (as 
hoped by Victoria Welby) cosmic sense. Bakhtin distinguishes 
between 'small experience' and 'great experience'. The former is 
narrow-minded experience. Instead, 

[...] in the great experience, the world does not coincide with itself (it is not 
what it is), it is not closed and finalized. In it there is memory which flows and 
fades away into the human depths of matter and of boundless life, experience 
of worlds and atoms. And for such memory the history of the single individual 
begins long before its cognitive acts (its cognizable 'Self). (Bakhtin's 'Notes 
of 1950', in Bakhtin 1996: 99. Eng trans., our own) 

We must not forget that in 1926 Bakhtin authored an article in which 
he discussed the biological and philosophical subject. This article 
appeared under the name of the biologist I. I. Kanaev, but un­
fortunately it is not even mentioned in the entry on Bakhtin included 
in Encyclopedia of Semiotics. In any case, this article is an important 
tessera for the reconstruction of Bakhtin's thought since his early 
studies. Similarly to the development of research by the biologist 
Jakob von Uexküll, in Bakhtin too we find an early interest speci­
fically in biology in relation to the study of signs. 

The article on vitalism was written during a period of frenzied 
activity for Bakhtin during the years 1924-1929, in Petersburg, then 
Leningrad. 
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In this productive period of his life he published four books on 
different subjects (Freud. Russian Formalism, philosophy of language, 
Dostoevsky's novel), of which only the last under his name, while the 
others (together with several articles) were signed by Voloshinov or 
Medvedev. Among Bakhtin's early articles we find 'Contemporary 
vitalism', of 1926, published in two parts in the popular scientific 
Russian journal Man and Nature (Nos. 1 and 2), signed by his friend, 
the biologist Kanaev. Bakhtin's authorship of 'Contemporary vita­
lism' has never been disputed. 

Bakhtin's life in Leningrad was very difficult. Given the increasing 
seriousness of his illness (osteomyelitis) he qualified for a state 
pension which, however, was meager. Bakhtin lived in his new friend 
Kanaev's apartment for several years, from 1924 until 1927, where 
with his wife he occupied a big but sparsely furnished room described 
by Konstantin Vaginov, another friend from the 'Bakhtin Circle', as 
follows: 'Two motley blankets / Two shabby pillows / The beds stand 
side by side! But there are flowers in the window [...]. Books on the 
narrow shelves / And on the blankets people / A pale, bluish man / 
And his girlish wife' (Vaginov, 'Dva pestrykh odeyala...', quoted in 
Clark, Holquist 1984: 99). 

Kanaev contributed to Bakhtin's interest in biology. Thanks to 
Kanaev Bakhtin, as he says in a note to his text 'Forms of time and the 
chronotope in the novel' (1937-1938, in Bakhtin 1981: 84), attended a 
lecture on the 'chronotope' in biology in the summer of 1925. held by 
the Leningrad physiologist Ukhtomsky. This lecture influenced 
Bakhtin's conception of the chronotope in the novel. And as Bakhtin 
further clarifies, 'in the lecture questions of aesthetics were also 
touched upon'. Ukhtomsky was also an attentive reader of Dostoevsky 
from whose novel the Double he derived his conception of the 
double's ghost as an obstacle to comprehending the interlocutor. 

Bakhtin owes to the biological research of his time such as that 
carried out by Ukhtomsky (1966), the view of the relation of body and 
word as a dialogic relation in which the body responds to its 
environment modeling its world. 

From this point of view Bakhtin's research can be associated with 
Jakob von Uexküll's. The latter is named in Bakhtin's text signed by 
Kanaev as one of the representatives of vitalism. In reality, Uexküll 
kept away from total adhesion to vitalism just as he remained 
constantly critical of conceptions of the behaviouristic and mecha­
nistic type. As he was to state in his book of 1934 (cf. J. Uexküll 
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1967), he was not interested in how the organism-machine works but 
how the driver works. And Uexküll too was to find an explanation to 
life in the sign. 

We may state, therefore, that both Uexküll and Bakhtin face the 
question of life in a semiotic perspective. Even if Bakhtin was to 
increasingly concern himself with problems connected with the 
literary sign, his dialogism is conceived in the context of research in 
biology, physiology (precisely the study of the central nervous 
system— Petersburg was one of the world centers in this field), 
physics, as well as in psychology and psychoanalysis. In particular, 
his concept of dialogism cannot be understood if it is not placed, with 
Uexküll's research in biology, on the line of development that leads to 
the contemporary field of biosemiotics (cf. T. v. Uexküll 1998: 2189— 
2190). 

In 'Contemporary vitalism' Bakhtin's criticism of vitalism, that is, 
the conception which theorizes a special extramaterial force in living 
beings as the basis of life processes, is turned against Henry Bergson 
and specifically against the biologist Hans Driesch. The latter stated 
the difference between life and non-life and interpreted the organism's 
homeostasis in terms of radical autonomy from its surrounding 
environment. On the contrary, in his description of the interaction 
between organism and environment, Bakhtin, opposing the dualism of 
life force and physical-chemical processes, maintains that the 
organism forms a monistic unit with the surrounding world. 

In his works of the 1920s Bakthin criticizes both the vitalists and 
the reflexologists, as well as both Freudianism and mechanistic 
materialism (for instance the mechanistic view of the relation between 
base and superstructure). In Bakhtin's view, each of these different 
trends are vitiated by false scientific claims which underestimate the 
dialogic relation between body and world, which results in either 
dematerializing the living body or physicalizing it in terms of 
mechanistic relations. Bakhtin's reflection on signs is fundamental to 
such a critique. Reference to signs contributes to an understanding of 
both living and psychic processes as well as historical-cultural 
relations, such as that between base and superstructure. Another 
contribution to an adequate understanding of these processes ensues 
from replacing both unilinear and conclusive mechanical dialectics 
with the dialogic model. Jakob von Uexküll's research develops in the 
same way. For both Bakhtin and Uexküll the process under 
examination is a semiosic process. Though Uexküll does not use the 
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dialogic model explicitly, we have seen above how it is central to his 
famous 'functional cycle'. 

Dialogism and the biosemiotic view 
in the 'Rabelaisian world' 

Rabelais occupies a place of central importance in the overall archi­
tectonics of Bakhtin's thinking. In contrast with oversimplifying and 
suffocating interpretations of Marxism, Bakhtin works on Marx's idea 
that the human being only comes to full realization when 'the reign of 
necessity ends'. Consequently, a social system that is effectively 
alternative to capitalism is one which considers free time, available 
time, and not work time, as the real social wealth (see Marx 1974 
[1857]). In Bakhtin's language this is the 'time of non official 
festivity', which is closely connected to what he calls the 'great time' 
of literature. 

Today's world of global communication is dominated by the 
ideology of production and efficiency. This is in complete contrast 
with the carnival worldview. Exasperated individualism associated 
with the logic of competition also characterizes the world of global 
communication. However, as much as production, efficiency, indivi­
dualism, competition now represent dominant values, the structural 
presence of the grotesque body founded on intercorporeity, involve­
ment of one's body with the body of others, cannot be ignored. The 
human being's vocation for the 'carnivalesque' has resisted. Literary 
writing testifies to this. Indeed, in Orwell's J984, the ultimate 
resistance to a social system dominated by the values of production 
and efficiency is offered by literature. In this sense we may say that 
literature (indeed art in general) is and always will be carnivalized. 

To conclude: modeling and dialogism are pivotal concepts in the 
study of semiosis. Communication, information or signification, and 
symptomatization are all forms of semioses that presuppose modeling 
and dialogism. This is particularly evident if, in accordance with 
Peirce (who reformulates the classic notion of substitution in terms of 
interpretation), we consider the sign firstly as an interprétant, i.e. a 
dialogic response foreseen by a specific type of modeling. 
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Binarism, triadism and dialogism 

Concerning binarism in semiotics, the scope of semiotic enquiry as it 
appears in Semiotik/Semiotics as well as in Sebeok's global semiotics 
undoubtedly transcends the opposition between the semioticians with 
a Saussurean/Hjelmslevian/Greimasian orientation (see Larsen 1998; 
Johansen 1998; Parret 1998) and the semioticians of Peircean 
observance (cf. Pape 1998; and Paul Bouissac's article 'Semiotic 
terminology', in Bouissac 1998: 568-571). These two factions would 
seem to oppose binarism to triadism. However, the volumes forming 
Semiotik/Semiotics would seem to confirm our opinion that the heart 
of the matter does not at all lie in the opposition between binarism and 
triadism. Instead, of focal importance we believe is the opposition 
between a model of sign that tends to oversimplify things with respect 
to the complex process of semiosis and a semiotic model (as 
prospected by Peirce) that would seem to do more justice to the 
various aspects and factors of the process by which something is a 
sign. This is not merely achieved on the basis of an empty triadic 
form, but rather thanks to the specific contents of Peirce's triadism, in 
other words, thanks to the categories his triadism in fact consists of, 
the typology of sign it proposes, the dynamic model it offers by 
describing signs as grounded in renvoi from one interprétant to 
another. The categories of 'firstness', 'secondness', and 'thirdness', 
the triad 'representamen', interprétant', and "object', characterization 
of the sign on the basis of its triple tendency towards symbolicity, 
indexicality, and iconicity, enable us to emphasize and maintain in a 
semiotic perspective the alterity and dialogism constitutive of signs. In 
previous books and papers we have attempted to highlight the dialogic 
and polylogic character of Peircean logic. The merit does not go to the 
triadic formula. Proof for this is offered by Hegelian dialectic in which 
triadism, abstracted as it is from the constitutive dialogism of sign life, 
gives rise to metaphysical, abstract and monological dialectic. It is odd 
that in the entry 'Binarism' in Encyclopedia of Semiotics, the author 
should propose Hegelian philosophy as a means of overcoming the 
theory of binary opposition in Lévi-Strauss's structuralism (cf. 
Thibault 1998: 81). Bakhtin, in his 1970-1971 notebooks, gives a 
good explanation of how Hegelian monological dialectic is formed, 
showing how it actually has its roots in a vital dialogic sign context. 
The process consists in taking out the voices (division of voices) from 
dialogue, eliminating any (personal/emotional) intonations, and thus 
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transforming live words into abstract concepts and judgements, so that 
dialectic is obtained in the form of a single abstract consciousness. 
Peirce himself also took a stand against the systemic skeleton of 
Hegelian analysis, against dialectic intended as a kind of hypo­
chondriac search for an end, that is, as being oriented unilaterally 
instead of being open and contradictory (on the relation between 
dialogue and dialectic in Peirce and Bakhtin, see Bonfantini, Ponzio 
1986; Bonfantini et al. 1996). 

The alternative in semiotics is not between binarism and triadism, 
but between monologism and polylogism. 

Language and writing 

In Sebeok's view language was exapted for communication 'into 
speech, and later still, into other linear manifestations, such as script' 
(Sebeok 1997: 443). We have proposed (Ponzio et al. 1999) a 
distinction between 'script' or 'transcription' and 'writing'. In our 
opinion this distinction is as important as that between language and 
speech. We may use the term 'writing' for that characteristic of 
language understood as human modeling designated by Sebeok with 
the term 'syntax'. 

Without distinguishing between script and writing — writing avant 
la lettre — it is not possible to free the mind from the widespread 
prejudice that in today's society writing is overwhelmed by other sign 
forms. Part of this prejudice is the thesis that nowadays the image 
dominates over writing, as though all forms of human sign production 
were not as such forms of writing. The fact is that we have a restricted 
view of writing. Accordingly, writing is identified with the tran­
scription of oral language, which it merely registers, appearing as a 
sort of outer covering, subaltern and ancillary with respect to orality. 

Thus considered writing is no more than mnemotechny (as in 
Plato). Such a restricted view is not only connected to the precon­
ceived idea of the primacy of the oral word, of the phoné, and 
therefore to a prejudicial phonocentric order. It is also connected to a 
prejudicial view of an ethnocentric order. According to this per­
spective, writing — reduced to the status of transcription — would 
wrongly seem to be the prerogative of certain social forms and not 
others. It is thought to represent a fundamental stage in human history, 
a discriminating factor between prehistory and history, between 'cold' 
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societies devoid of history and 'warm' societies endowed with history, 
capable of evolution and historical memory. 

Writing understood as transcription is connected to 'culture' in a 
narrow sense, according to which writing is opposed to 'non culture' 
and is thought to belong to the 'man of culture', with all the 
connections that writing thus described has with power and with the 
consolidation of relations of dominion of man over man. On the 
contrary, the capacity for writing as a species-specific capacity be­
longs to 'culture' in a broad sense, in an anthropological sense which 
opposes writing to 'nature', attributing it to man as such. 

In reality, the invention of writing as transcription presupposes 
writing understood in a far more complex sense, and in a far broader 
temporal sphere than man's historical-cultural evolution, given that it 
concerns the very process of hominization, that is, the formation and 
evolution of the human species. Writing is a human species-specific 
modeling device through which the human being, resorting to various 
means — including one's body or external physical means —, 
organizes experience as well as surrounding reality both spatially and 
temporally conferring sense upon them and constructing whole 
worlds. The human being is capable of inventing new senses and 
constructing different worlds with the same means and elements. All 
animal species construct their own worlds in which things take on a 
given sense; the distinctive feature of the human species lies in the 
capacity to confer different senses upon the same elements, even 
limited in number, and to construct a plurality of possible worlds. 

Thus intended the capacity for writing, 'ante litteram' writing, 
writing antecedent to the written sign, to transcription, represents a 
fundamental stage in the hominization process antecedent to speech 
which is privileged with respect to other — even earlier — means of 
communication. Writing thus understood is not a means of commu­
nication like speaking and its transcription, but rather precedes and is 
the foundation of all forms of communication. 

The development of speech and of relative verbal systems, that is, 
languages, presupposes writing. Without the capacity for writing man 
would not be in a position to articulate sounds and identify a limited 
number of distinctive features, phonemes, to be reproduced phone­
tically. Without the capacity for writing humans would not know how 
to assemble phonemes in different ways so as to form a great 
multiplicity of different words (monemes), nor would they know how 
to assemble words syntactically in different ways so as to form 

1 
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utterances that are always different, expressing ever different 
meanings and senses. 

And when, as in the case of deaf-mutes, the development of 
writing in the phonic form is impossible, writing — if adequately 
elicited — finds other possibilities of grafting (gesture, drawings) 
which (at times) allows for the noteworthy development of the 
language capacity unaccompanied by speech. 

Today we are witnesses to a noteworthy development in languages 
which proliferate thanks to developments in technology as well as to 
encounters and exchanges among different cultures (closed frontiers 
and the assertion of community identity cannot obstacle such 
encounters and exchanges which obviously go far beyond market 
exchange). Nowadays writing understood in the broad sense described 
above has greater possibilities of manifesting itself in different ways. 
And thanks to language as described above, photography, cinema, 
television, vidéocassettes, computers represent new possibilities of 
writing increasing our capacity for the 'play of musement'. Further­
more, traditional forms of expression such as theatre, music, the 
figurative arts may now resort to new developments in technology to 
invent new forms of writing within their own spheres as well as 
through processes of reciprocal contamination leading to the forma­
tion of new expressive genres. Picture writing, design, photographic 
writing, film writing, musical writing should now all be reconsidered 
in this light and viewed as representing high levels in the manifes­
tation and development of the creative need of writing understood as 
the capacity for language. 

There is no question of the crisis of writing. No other historical era 
has ever been so rich in writing as the present. We are now living in 
the civilization of writing. And this fact should be stated emphatically 
to anyone who, confounding writing and the written sign, writing and 
transcription, should complain — through ignorance or for ideological 
reasons — about the 'loss' or 'debasement' of 'writing'. 

These days what we especially need is a commitment to achieving 
the right conditions for the spread and free growth of writing systems, 
delivering them from any form of subjection to whomever holds 
control over communication. This is the real problem for education in 
writing. It is not a question of falsely opposing 'writing' to the 
'image' in current forms of communication, but of the objective 
contradiction between continuing increase and expansion of writing, 
languages, the tree 'play of musement' and increasing control over 
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communication, which is also increasing concentration of such control 
in the hand of a few. 

Literary writing is another important place, and perhaps the 
earliest, where writing attains independence from transcription, that is, 
where the written sign attains independence from its ancillary function 
with respect to oral language, and therefore where writing is no longer 
reduced to mnemotechny. Today other forms of writing develop and 
supplement the work of literary writing. 

Disengagement of literary writing, that is, disengagement with 
respect to the obligations characterizing other genres where writing 
figures as mere transcription, frees it from defined and circumscribed 
responsibilities, delimited by alibis. As writing and not as transcrip­
tion, literary writing is refractory to any form of power that may 
obstacle it (see Orwell 1949). Such disengagement from (technical) 
partial and relative responsibility charges literary writing with the kind 
of (moral) responsibility that does not know limits (Bakhtin). This 
delivers man from all that which may obstacle the free manifestation 
of what characterizes him in his specificity as a human being: lan­
guage, in other words, the possibility of the infinite play of 
constructing — and deconstructing — new possible worlds. The 
human lies in this nonfunctional, unproductive, freely creative play of 
writing, independent of need, an excess in relation to functionality, 
productivity, external to the 'reign of necessity' (Marx). 

On the dimensions of semiosis: 
syntactics, semantics, and pragmatics 

In Semiotik/Semiotics, Chapter II, 'Systematica' (next after Posner's 
presentation), deals with the tripartition of semiotics into the three 
branches of syntactics, semantics and pragmatics (articles 2-4, 
respectively Posner, Robering 1997; Robering 1997; Posner 1997b). 

It was Charles Morris (1938) who introduced this tripartition into 
semiotics, but the historical origins of these branches can be traced 
back to the artes dicendi, i.e., grammar, rhetoric, and dialectic, taught 
as part of the so-called trivium in Medieval European schools. 

Morris's trichotomy is related to Peirce's, who distinguished 
between speculative grammar, critical logic — the successor of 
dialectic — and methodeutic — the successor of rhetoric (cf. CP 
1.191 ff and 2.93). Thus Peirce reinterpreted the artes dicendi as 
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branches of semiotics and systematized these as disciplines that treat 
signs as Firstness, Secondness, and Thirdness, respectively (cf. S/S, 1: 
4). In this sense, semiotics consists of three subdisciplines: 'specu­
lative grammar', which gives us a physiognomy of forms, a classi­
fication of the function and form of all signs; 'critic', the study of the 
classification and validity of arguments (divided into three parts: the 
logic of abduction, induction and deduction); and 'methodeutic', the 
study of methods for attaining truth. Pragmatism, which is based on 
the thesis that the meaning of a sign can be explicated by considering 
its practical consequences as the response of an interprétant, is a 
methodeutic theory in Peirce's sense (cf. Pape 1998: 2020). 

As Posner (1997b) notes, although Morris's trichotomy is related 
to Peirce's, it is also motivated by reference to three leading philo­
sophical movements of his time, Logical Positivism, Empiricism, and 
Pragmatism. 

In Morris 1938, the three branches of semiotic, syntactics, seman­
tics, and pragmatics, correspond respectively to the three dimensions 
ofsemiosis, the syntactical, the semantical and the pragmatical. 

According to a tradition that goes back to Michel Bréal's séman­
tique (1897) understood as 'the science of significations', meaning is 
generally associated with the semantical dimension of semiosis. On 
the contrary, however, meaning is present in all three dimensions in­
cluding the syntactical and pragmatical and to state that it belongs 
uniquely to the semantical is the result of a misunderstanding. When 
Morris claims that syntactics deals with relations among signs, this 
does not exclude that it involves meaning, which too is part of the 
relation among signs. Similarly, as much as pragmatics focuses on the 
relation of signs to interpreters, as says Morris, it too deals with signs 
and therefore with meanings (cf. Rossi-Landi 1994 [1972] which 
includes his paper of 1967, 'Sul modo in cui è stata fraintesa la 
semiotica estetica di Charles Morris'). 

To restrict meaning to the semantical dimension of semiosis 
instead of tracing it throughout all three dimensions is to reduce the 
sign totality to one of its parts only, in the case of semantics to the 
relation of designation and denotation. Similarly, the relation of the 
sign to other signs does not only concern the syntactical dimension in 
a strict sense to the exclusion of the pragmatical and the semantical, 
just as the relation of the interpreter to other interpreters does not 
uniquely concern the pragmatical dimension to the exclusion of the 
syntactical and the semantical. Each time there is semiosis and, 
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therefore, a sign, all three dimensions are involved and are the object 
of semiotics. 

Syntactics and syntax 

'Syntactics' covers the syntactical aspects of signs, their formal 
aspects, relations and combinations, including texts, pieces of music, 
pictures, industrial artifacts, and so on. As specified in this article and 
in accord with our observations anticipated above in our discussion on 
'syntax' (in Sebeok's sense), in linguistics, phonology, syntax (in the 
strict sense) and the morphology of natural language all fall under 
syntactics. Syntactics includes morphology as well as syntax. 

An example of syntactics as the study of combination rules to form 
complex signs is in Posner and Robering's view Chomsky's trans­
formational grammar which studies rules of transformation from 'deep 
structures' to 'surface structures' (Posner, Robering 1997: 33-37). 

This distinction (introduced in Chomsky 1965), as well as the 
previous between 'nuclear' and 'non-nuclear sentences' (Chomsky 
1957), is connected with a very questionable conception of language 
and knowledge and with an equally questionable method of analysis 
(cf. Ponzio 1973, amplified French, ed. 1992; 1997b: 313-320; 2001). 
In a context such as that offered by the Semiotik/Semiotics handbook, 
it would not have been out of place to signal some narrow ideas in 
Chomsky's linguistics. Apart from previous criticism, his limits in 
linguistics quite inevitably emerge in the light of a Peircean and 
Morrisian approach to the study of signs. 

Chomsky's theoretical framework is lacking in those methodo­
logical features characteristic of a scientific sign theory enumerated in 
articles on semiotic method (see above). Chomsky sees no alternative 
to vulgar linguistic behaviourism (such as Skinner's), other than 
appealing to the rationalistic philosophy of the seventeenth century, 
and taking sides with men tal ism and innatism. That the Chomskyan 
conception of language remains tied to the classical alternatives 
between consciousness and experience, rationalism and empiricism is 
not without negative consequences for a theory of language, even with 
respect to such a specialized branch as syntax. In this sense 
Chomsky's approach is alien to both Kantian criticism and along the 
same lines, to the conceptions of Edmund Husserl, Peirce, Ernst 
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Cassirer, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Morris, etc. (see § 2. 'Kants Lehre 
vom Zeichen', Scheffczyk 1998: 1430-1431). 

Unlike Chomsky's dichotomy between linguistic competence and 
experience, in modern conceptions after Kant experience is described 
as a series of interpretive operations. These include inferential pro­
cesses of the abductive type (Peirce) through which the subject 
completes, organizes, and associates data which are always more or 
less fragmentary, partial, and discrete. Experience is these operations 
as such is innovative and qualitatively superior by comparison with 
the limited nature of eventual input. After all, experience coincides 
with competence. What Chomsky (1986) baptized 'Plato's problem' is 
a consequence of the false dichotomy between competence and 
experience as well as of the ensuing conception of experience as a 
passive state of the subject. 

Morris's concept of syntactics as well as the notion of syntax 
which belongs to it are connected with semantics and pragmatics. 
Instead. Chomsky's syntax — as well as his phonology and semantics 
(morphology) — belongs to syntactics equated with syntax, as in 
Carnap, and separated from semantics and pragmatics. 

Moreover, Chomsky confuses levels of analysis, mistaking the 
description of the objects of analysis for the construction of the models 
of analysis. In this sense, Chomsky's linguistics is a unigradual 
linguistic theory which, unlike Rossi-Landi's (1998 [1961]) 'methodics 
of common speech' (see Ponzio 1988; 1990a) or Shaumyan's (1987) 
bigradual theory of generative grammar, fails to distinguish between the 
genotypical level and the phenotypical level. This is a serious limit in 
the hypothetical-deductive method, or more properly, recalling the 
Peircean concept of 'abduction', in the abductive method. 

Chomsky's error is no different from that of Oxonian analytical 
philosophy, which claimed to describe ordinary, daily, or colloquial 
language in general while, in reality, describing the characteristics of a 
given natural language. Such confusion between two levels, the 
general and abstract level of language and the particular and concrete 
level of a given language at a given moment in its historical 
development, is recurrent — and not only in the Oxonian conception 
or in more recent analyses of language inspired by the latter. 
Chomskyan generative grammar, too, mistakes the specific characte­
ristics of a language — yet again English — for the universal struc­
tures of human language. The untranslatability of sentences used by 
Chomsky as examples of his analyses is symptomatic of the problem 
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at hand. The transformational model proposed by Chomsky confuses 
elements that in fact belong to two different degrees of abstraction, 
ideal language and natural language. 

Thus Chomskyan grammar with its méthodologie suppositions and 
dualism between competence and experience and between deep struc­
tures and surface structures, would not seem to offer a suitable 
example of syntactics3 as understood by Posner and Robering (1997: 
14) and in accord with Morris's approach to semiotics. Elsewhere 
(Ponzio 1990; 1997b; 2001) we have proposed, as a branch of syn­
tactics which studies combination rules applied to verbal form 
complexes, an 'interpretive linguistic theory' able to 'generate' (in 
Chomsky's sense) an utterance in terms of its relation to another 
utterance that interprets it, an utterance that acts as interprétant. In 
fact, all utterances are engendered, that is, produced, identified and 
characterized by their interprétants. According to this approach, the 
interprétant of a 'sentence' (the dead cell of linguistic system) or, as 
we prefer, 'utterance' (the live cell of discourse) is not a deep structure 
grounded in underlying elementary sequences, but another verbal sign. 
An interprétant identifying an utterance or any verbal sign whatever is 
simply 'unexpressed' until the conditions are realized for its expres­
sion, explicitation'. We have introduced the expression 'identification 
interprétant' (cf. Ponzio 1990) for this type of interprétant which 
(a) identifies the verbal sign in its phonemic or graphic features; 
(b) identifies the verbal sign in its semantic content; 
(c) identifies the morphological and syntactic physiognomy of the 

verbal sign. 
Given that the three dimensions of semiosis (syntactical, semantical 
and pragmatical) are inseparable, the interprétant engendered by an 
utterance or any verbal sign whatever is not only an identification 
interprétant. It is also an 'answering comprehension interprétant' 
which has a special focus on the pragmatical dimension of signs. 
Without the interprétant of answering comprehension, it is difficult or 
even impossible to recognize the sign at the level of phonemic or 
graphemic configuration, morphological and syntactic structure, as 
well as semantic content. 

Just as we have highlighted the presence of syntactics in all aspects 
of signs, in the same way we must underline that the question of 
meaning (i.e., of the relation between interpreted and interprétant) is 
also present at the level of identification of the units composing 
words, phrases, utterances and texts. 
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The referent as designatum and denotatum 

Concerning the semantic dimension we wish to remember the impor­
tant contribution made by Morris to sign theory in relation to the issue 
of the referent. At a given moment in the recent history of semiotics 
referential semantics was contrasted to nonreferential semantics. The 
starting point of the debate was Ogden and Richards's famous but 
often deviating triangle with its distinction between the three apexes 
denominated 'symbol', 'thought or reference' and 'referent'. Under 
the influence, among other things, of Saussure's binary conception of 
sign as the relation of a signifiant to a signifié, meaning was described 
as the relation of a 'symbol' to 'thought or reference' 

Thus the question under debate became whether or not the 
'referent' should be eliminated from this triangle. Supporters of non-
referential semantics included Stephen Ullmann (1962) and Umberto 
Eco (1975). Subsequently, Eco (1984) became aware of the need to 
recover the concept of referent and did so implicitly by resorting to the 
Jakobsonian concept of renvoi. 

In any case, if we accept Morris's distinction between designatum 
and denotatum the question of the referent and its misunderstandings 
are easily solved. This distinction was originally proposed by Morris 
in his 1938 book, Foundations of the Theory of Signs. 

'Where what is referred to actually exists as referred to the object 
of reference is a denotatum', says Morris (1971: 20). For example, if 
the sign 'unicorn' refers to its object considering it as existent in the 
world of mythology, that sign has a denotatum since unicorns do exist 
in mythology. On the contrary, if the sign 'unicorn' refers to its object 
considering it as existent in the world of zoology, that sign does not 
have a denotatum since unicorns do not exist in zoology. In this case 
the sign has a designatum (Morris 1938), or a significatum, as Morris 
(1946) was later to call it (see below), but it does not have a 
denotatum. 'It thus becomes clear that, while every sign has a designa­
tum, not every sign has a denotatum' (Morris 1971: 20). By using 
Morris's distinction between designatum and denotatum misunder­
standings in regard to the referent can in fact be avoided. 

In other semantic theories, the referent is eliminated altogether on 
the basis of the fact that what the sign refers to does not always exist 
in the terms referred to by the sign. In this case the designatum is 
obviously not taken into account. On the contrary, as has been amply 
demonstrated (Calabrese et al. 1993; Ponzio 1985; 1990; 1997b; 
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Ponzio et al. 1999), the sign has a referent always, or in Morris's 
terminology, a designatum, and if this referent exists in the terms 
referred to by the sign, it also has a denotatum. 

Indeed, the object of reference, referent, or Object in Peirce's sign 
triad, is a component of semiosis. In Ponzio (1990: 33-36) we 
proposed to consider the referent as an implicit interprétant. In other 
words, the referent of a sign is another sign to which the former refers 
implicitly. Once explicited, the referent changes position and becomes 
an interprétant with an explicative function; while the sign which had 
a referent, i.e., the sign with implicit meaning, becomes an interpreted. 

Referent (object), interprétant, and interpreted (representamen, 
sign vehicle) are, therefore, three different functions carried out by the 
sign. A referent is an implicit part of an interpretive route that the 
explicit part (interprétant) refers to. The impossibility of expliciting all 
interprétants of a sign given that they are infinite in number (Peirce's 
'infinite semiosis') causes every sign to have a referent (implicit 
interprétant) just as it has meaning (explicit interprétant). Meanings 
(and therefore signs) without a referent do not exist. Consequently, 
that the referent, or object of reference, is a component of semiosis, 
means that the referent is not external to sign reality, even if as a 
'dynamical object' it is external to a current semiosis. It is not possible 
to refer to something without this something becoming part of an 
interpretive route, i.e., without it being an implicit interprétant or 
interpreted. Referents are not external to the network of signs. 

Pragmatics and 
the interprétant of answering comprehension 

Morris defined pragmatics as the study of the relations of sign 
vehicles to interpreters or more simply as 'the relations of signs to 
their users' (Morris 1938). Unlike Rudolf Carnap (1939) who 
restricted the field of pragmatics to verbal signs only to include 
nonlinguistic signs much later (1955), Morris's conception of prag­
matics concerns both verbal and nonverbal signs. John L. Austin 
(1962) and John Searle ( 1969) also limited their interest in the prag­
matical dimension to verbal signs. On the contrary, Morris goes so far 
as to include the ethic and esthetic dimensions as well. Morris's 
interest in the relation of signs to values is closely connected with 
pragmatics which deals with the relation of signs to interpreters. 
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Speech act theory (cf. McHoul 1998) 'is both distinct from and to 
some degree competitive with theories of significatory and systemic 
difference proposed by the semiotician' (McHoul 1998: 591). In our 
opinion, the substantial difference between speech act theory and 
Peircean or Morrisian semiotics is that the former fails to consider two 
factors in the pragmatic dimension of meaning which, on the contrary, 
must not be neglected: interpretation and alterity. In other words, 
speech act theory does not account for the interprétant of answering 
comprehension. This is a consequence of the fact that the concept of 
verbal sign (in John L. Austin and John R. Searle) lacks a semiotic 
foundation. 

Stressing the interprétant rather than the interpreter, pragmatics 
concerns the interprétant which does not merely identify the 
interpreted, thereby acting as an 'identification interprétant', but 
responds and takes a stand towards it. This is what we have called the 
interprétant of answering comprehension, which, unlike the identi­
fication interprétant, is specific to a sign interpreting its actual sense. 
Sign interpretation in terms of answering comprehension opens to 
interpretive trajectories connected with sense, advancing towards 
signness or semioticity beyond signality. Rather than use the term 
'meaning' in relation to interprétants whose task it is to identify 
interpreteds, or 'sense' for interprétants whose task is not limited to 
merely identifying the interpreted, we may distinguish between two 
zones of meaning, that of signality (the object of syntactics) and that 
of signness (the object of pragmatics). As anticipated, the interprétant 
relative to the signal and to signality is the identification interprétant 
(cf. Ponzio 1985; 1990; 1997b; Ponzio et al. 1999); instead, the 
interprétant specific to the sign, that which interprets its actual sense 
has been called respondent or answering comprehension interprétant. 
This interprétant or this dimension of the interprétant concerns the 
pragmatical dimension of the sign, that is, the sign as such. The 
relation between interpreted and the answering comprehension 
interprétant depends on the models, habits and customs of the world in 
which the interpreted-interpretant relation is situated. The interprétant 
of answering comprehension is the conclusion of a line of reasoning in 
an inferential process with a dialogic structure. Pragmatics deals with 
the relation between the sign vehicle or 'representamen', the inter­
preted and the interprétant in its full sign nature, that is, as the 
interprétant of answering comprehension. 
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Моделирование, диалог, глобальность: 
биосемиотика и семиотика самости. 

1. Семиозис, моделирование, диалогизм 

Статья предлагает критический обзор положения дел в семиотике, 
обращая особое внимание на теоретические проблемы, сосредота­
чивающиеся вокруг соотношения культуры и природы. Другими 
словами, мы фокусируемся на соотношении понятий семиосферы 
(Ю. Лотман) и биосферы (В. Вернадский), учитывая разные подходы 
и предлагая свою точку зрения. Существенным источником при 
изучении состояния современной семиотики является пособие 
Semiotik/Semiotics, подзаголовком которого не случайно является 
Руководство по теоретико-знаковым основам природы и культуры. 
В этой книге существенна роль Томаса А. Себеока и его понимания 
семиотики как "глобальной". Одним из центральных понятий гло­
бальной семиотики Себеока является моделирование, которое про­
низывает как природу, так и культуру. Понятие моделирования 
соединяет два семиозиса — природный и культурный — и приводит 
к оригинальному определению понятий "семиосфера" и "биосфера". 
Эта проблематика соотносится и с семиотическими исследованиями 
в современном Тарту, что находит свое выражение в журнале Sign 
Systems Studies. Как неоднократно подчеркивал Себеок, в частности 
в его вышедшей в 2001 году книге Global Semiotics, эстонские связи 
играют существенную роль в развитии семиотики. 

Modelleerimine, dialoog, globaalsus: 
biosemiootika ja enesesemiootika. 

1. Semioos, modelleerimine, dialogism 

Esitatakse kriitiline ülevaade olukorrast semiootikas, pöörates erilist 
tähelepanu teoreetilistele probleemidele, mis koonduvad kultuuri ja loo­
duse suhete ümber. Teiste sõnadega, me paigutame fookuse semiosfääri 
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(J. Lotman) ja biosfääri (V. Vernadski) mõistete suhtele, arvestades erine­
vaid lähenemisi sellele küsimusele ja pakkudes välja oma vaatekoha. 
Oluline allikas tänapäeva semiootikast ülevaate saamisel on käsiraamat 
Semiotik/Semiotics, mille alapealkirjaks ei ole mitte juhuslikult Looduse 
ja kultuuri märgilis-teoreetiliste aluste käsiraamat. Selles käsiraamatus 
on oluline roll Thomas A. Sebeokil ja tema arusaamal semiootikast kui 
"globaalsest semiootikast". Üks kesksetest mõistetest Sebeoki globaal-
semiootikas on modelleerimine, mis läbib nii loodust kui kultuuri. 
Modelleerimise mõiste ühendab kaks semioosi — loodusliku ja kultuu­
rilise — ning viib mõistete "semiosfäär" ja "biosfäär" seose originaalse 
määratluseni. See problemaatika vastab ka semiootilistele uuringutele 
tänapäeva Tartus, mis leiab väljendust ajakirjas Sign Systems Studies. 
Nagu Sebeok oma kirjutistes rõhutas, sealhulgas 2001. aastal ilmunud 
raamatus Global Semiotics, on eesti-sidemed tähtsad semiootika arengu 
jaoks. 



Sign Systems Studies 31. 1 ,  2003 

Modeling, dialogue, and globality: 
Biosemiotics and semiotics of self. 

2. Biosemiotics, semiotics of self, and semioethics 

Susan Petrilli 
Dept. of Linguistic Practices and Text Analysis, University of Bari 

Via Garruba 6, 70100 Bari, Italy 
e-mail: s.petrilli@lingue.uniba.it 

Abstract. The main approaches to semiotic inquiry today contradict the idea 
of the individual as a separate and self-sufficient entity. The body of an 
organism in the micro- and macrocosm is not an isolated biological entity, it 
does not belong to the individual, it is not a separate and self-sufficient sphere 
in itself. The body is an organism that lives in relation to other bodies, it is 
intercorporeal and interdependent. This concept of the body finds confir­
mation in cultural practices and worldviews based on intercorporeity, inter-
dependency, exposition and opening, though nowadays such practices are 
almost extinct. An approach to semiotics that is global and at once capable of 
surpassing the illusory idea of definitive and ultimate boundaries to identity 
presupposes dialogue and otherness. Otherness obliges identity to question the 
tendency to totalizing closure and to reorganize itself always anew in a 
process related to 'infinity', as Emmanuel Levinas teaches us, or to 'infinite 
semiosis', to say it with Charles Sanders Peirce. Another topic of this paper is 
the interrelation in anthroposemiosis between man and machine and the 
implications involved for the future of humanity. Our overall purpose is to 
develop global semiotics in the direction of "semioethics", as proposed by S. 
Petrilli and A. Ponzio and their ongoing research. 

Dialogic interconnections among semiosic spheres 

Semiotics today has come a long way with respect to the science of 
signs as it had been conceived by Ferdinand de Saussure. In Semiotik/ 
Semiotics: A Handbook on the Sign-Theoretic Foundations of Nature 
and Culture, edited by Roland Posner, Klaus Robering, Thomas A. 
Sebeok, 1997-2003, semiotics is far broader than a science that 

о 
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focuses on signs in the sphere of socio-cultural life. Semiotics is not 
only anthroposemiotics but also endosemiotics (semiotics of cyber­
netic systems inside the organic body on the ontogenetic and phylo-
genetic levels), microsemiotics (the study of metabolism in unicellular 
life forms), mycosemiotics (semiotics of fungi), phytosemiotics 
(semiotics of plant life), zoosemiotics (semiotics of interactions among 
animals), machine semiotics (semiotics of sign processing machinery), 
environmental semiotics (the study of the interaction between different 
species and environment). 

Main trends in semiotic inquiry today contradict the idea of the 
individual as a separate and self-sufficient entity. The body of an 
organism in the micro- and macrocosm is not an isolated biological 
entity, it does not belong to the individual, it is not a separate and self-
sufficient sphere in itself. The body is an organism that lives in 
relation to other bodies, it is intercorporeal and interdependent. This 
concept of the body finds confirmation in cultural practices and 
worldviews based on intercorporeity, interdependency, exposition and 
opening, though nowadays such practices are almost extinct (what 
remains are mummified, archeological residues studied by folklore 
analysts or preserved in ethnological museums and in the histories of 
national literature). 

Think of how the body is perceived in popular culture, the forms of 
'grotesque realism', as discussed by Mikhail Bakhtin (1963; 1965). In 
such contexts the life of the body is not conceived in individual terms, 
that is, separately from life over the planet, indeed from the world in 
its globality. However, only very weak traces of the grotesque body 
have survived in the present day. We are alluding to such signs as 
ritual masks, masks used during popular festivities, carnival masks. 
According to grotesque realism the contours of the body are 
undefined. In other words, the body is not confined to itself, but rather 
flourishes in relations of symbiosis with other bodies, in processes of 
transformation and renewal that transcend the limits of individual life. 
'Grotesque realism' is characteristic of medieval popular culture 
indicating a condition préexistent to the development of individualism 
in relation to the rise of bourgeois society, to the development of an 
individualistic conception of the body. However, we wish to underline 
what would seem to be a paradox — in today's society of world and 
global communication this individualistic, private and static con­
ception of the body has in fact been reinf orced and exasperated. 
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An approach to semiotics that is at once global and detotalizing 
presupposes dialogue and otherness. In other words, global semiotics 
presupposes the capacity for listening to the other, a disposition for 
opening to others, for listening to others in their otherness, for 
hospitality. According to such logic, opening is not only understood in 
the quantitative sense (that is, with reference to the omnicom-
prehensive character of global semiotics), but also in the qualitative 
sense. Otherness obliges the totality to reorganize itself ever anew in a 
process related to 'infinity', as Emmanuel Levinas teaches us, or to 
'infinite semiosis', to say it with Charles S. Peirce. This relation to 
infinity is far more than cognitive: beyond the established order, 
beyond the symbolic order, beyond our conventions and habits, it 
presupposes a relation of involvement and responsibility. The relation 
to infinity is a relation to what is most refractory to the totality, a 
relation to the otherness of others, of the other person. And the 
expression 'other person' is not understood in the sense of another 
Self like ourselves, another alter ego, an I belonging to the same 
community, but another in its extraneousness, strangeness, diversity, 
the alien self. This is also a question of difference that Self cannot 
ignore, towards which it cannot be indifferent in spite of all efforts 
and guarantees offered by identity. 

As anticipated by Augusto Ponzio (2003), all semiotic interpre­
tations by the student of signs must keep account of the dialogic cha­
racter of the relation with the other. In fact, dialogism is a fundamental 
condition for an approach to semiotics that is oriented according to a 
global perspective with a tendency to privilege and enhance the 
particular and the local rather than englobe or enclose it. 

Sebeok's contribution to semiotics 

Following a suggestion from Thomas A. Sebeok as may be deduced 
from the chapter title 'Looking in the destination for what should have 
been sought in the source', included in The Sign & Its Masters 
(Sebeok 1979: 84-106), the source we intend to research is the com­
prehensive view of semiotics presented by the general project sub­
tending and orienting the Handbook Semiotik/Semiotics. We believe 
that this source coincides with Sebeok's own scientific and editorial 
work. Furthermore, he is one of the figures who has most contributed 
to promoting semiotics across the world through organizational activi­
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ties leading to the institutionalization of semiotics on an international 
level and to its current configuration in the world of academia and 
research. 

We believe that the foundational scope of Semiotik/Semiotics 
coincides with Sebeok's own approach to semiotics — which is 
holistic, ecumenical, or, to use his most recent terminology, global. 
The editorial enterprise achieved with this Handbook would not have 
been possible without Sebeok's semiotic enquiry (and as much may be 
said about The Encyclopedia of Semiotics, edited by Paul Bouissac 
1998). The terms 'zoosemiotics' and 'endosemiotics' were coined by 
Sebeok in 1963 and 1976 respectively (cf. Sebeok 2001: 20, 27). And 
though the term 'biosemiotics' already existed, Sebeok was a pioneer 
in this field as well, which he was committed to promoting (cf. the 
entry 'Biosemiotics' by Hoffmeyer 1998, which mentions Gregory 
Bateson as another scholar in this field). Sebeok was one of the editors 
of Semiotik/Semiotics, but more than this we believe he created the 
conditions which made the general plan of the Handbook possible. 
Consequently, some information in the present context about his 
research and the directions in which it developed will be appropriate. 

Sebeok's interests cover a broad range of territories varying from 
the natural sciences to the human sciences (see Sebeok, 'Signs, 
bridges, origins', in Sebeok 2001: 59-73). Consequently, he deals 
with theoretical issues and their applications from as many angles as 
the number and variety of disciplines he interrogates: linguistics, 
cultural anthropology, psychology, artificial intelligence, zoology, 
ethology, biology, medicine, robotics, mathematics, philosophy, litera­
ture, narratology, and so forth. Initially Sebeok's research may seem 
rather erratic as he experiments different perspectives and embarks 
upon a plurality of different research ventures. However, the truth is 
that the broad scope of his interests come together in the focus of his 
'doctrine of signs' and fundamental conviction subtending his general 
method of enquiry: the universe is perfused with signs, indeed, as 
Peirce hazards, it may even be composed exclusively of signs. 

As a fact of signification the entire universe enters Sebeok's 
'global semiotics' (see Sebeok 2001). Semiotics is the place where the 
'life sciences' and the 'sign sciences' converge, therefore where con­
sciousness is reached of the fact that the human being is a sign in a 
universe of signs. Says Sebeok in his 'Introduction' to Global 
Semiotics: 
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In sum, global semiotics can bee seen as composed of two partially over­
lapping estates: 'normal' semiotics, as defined above, the subject matter of 
which is, intrinsically, Minds, Models, and Mediation; and biosemiotics, all 
this and much, much more, as presented throughout this book. Needless to 
point out, practitioners ot the discipline may be qualified to work in one 
aspect or the other, or, as a rule, in one or more fractions of the supervening 
category. Scarce is the polymath of the magistral stature of, say, Charles 
Peirce, capable of reaching athwart more than a couple of divisions, especially 
across the humanities and the sciences, which are perhaps uniquely bridged by 
semiotics [...]. (Sebeok 2001: xxii) 

Through his numerous publications Sebeok has propounded a wide-
ranging vision of semiotics that coincides with the study of the 
evolution of life. After Sebeok's work both the conception of the 
semiotic field and history of semiotics are changed noticeably. Thanks 
to him semiotics at the beginning of the new millennium presents a far 
more expanded view than that of the first half of the 1960s. 

Language in anthroposemiosis 

In Semiotik/Semiotics, Article 18, 'The evolution of semiosis', 
authored by Sebeok (1997), analyzes the origins of anthroposemiosis 
signaling its distinctive feature with respect to nonhuman zoosemiosis, 
namely language. Hominid forms, which evolved out of the austral-
opithecines, include Homo habilis ('handy man', 2.4 to 2.0 million 
years ago), first described in 1964, which is the first hominid with a 
distinctly enlarged brain (600-800 cm3). It appears virtually certain 
that H. habilis had language, as an interior modeling device, although 
not speech. A modeling system is a tool with which an organism ana­
lyzes its surroundings. Language-as-a-modeling-system seems to have 
always been an exclusive property of the genus Homo. Members of 
early hominid species communicated with each other by nonverbal 
means, in the manner of all other primates. Homo erectus too ('upright 
man', over 1.5 million years ago) with a brain volume of 800-1,200 
cm' and a far more elaborate tool kit, including fire, had language, yet 
not speech (cf. Sebeok 1997: 443; see also Sebeok 1986; 1991a; 
1994). 

Thus while language as a specific human primary modeling system 
emerged on the scene perhaps 2.5 or even 3.0 million years ago circa, 
verbal language or speech appeared solely in Homo sapiens as a 
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communication system and gradually as a cognitive system, that is, a 
secondary modeling system, with the appearance of Homo sapiens 
sapiens. 

Emphasizing the species-specific character of human language, 
Sebeok (with Jean Umiker-Sebeok) intervened polemically and ironi­
cally as regards the general enthusiasm (which he attempted to cool 
down) for theories and practices developed for training animals on the 
basis of the assumption that they too are endowed with a capacity for 
speech (cf. Sebeok 1986: Ch. 2). Also, the distinction between lan­
guage and speech together with the thesis that language appeared 
much earlier than speech in the evolution of the human species 
reinforce the critique of phonocentrism. Language cannot be reduced 
to a mere communicative device (on this point Sebeok is in accord 
with Chomsky, though the latter does not clearly distinguish between 
language and speech). Said differently, in the evolution of anthropo­
semiosis the specific function of language is not to transmit messages 
and give information. 

All species communicate in a world that is specific to the species 
and that ensues from the type of modeling with which a given species 
is endowed (cf. J. v. Uexküll 1992). Very early in its development as a 
hominid, the human species was endowed with a modeling device 
capable of producing an infinite number of worlds. This explains the 
evolution of hominids into Homo sapiens sapiens. The reason why 
human animals are able to produce an unlimited number of worlds is 
that the human modeling device, or language, functions in terms of 
syntax. In other words, a finite number of elements are composed and 
recomposed in an infinite variety of ways in construction, deconst-
ruction and reconstruction processes. The multiplicity of languages 
and of elements (or dimensions) forming each one of them (the 
phonological, syntactic, semantic) all depend on this modeling device. 
Therefore, thanks to this syntactic capacity that which is organized in 
a given way can be reorganized differently. The human modeling 
device is endowed with syntax and is capable of the work of bricolage. 

Thanks to his studies on la pensée sauvage, Claude Lévi-Strauss 
may be counted among those researchers who have most contributed 
to identifying and illuminating the workings of such a special human 
capacity. 
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Syntax and human semiosis as semiotics 

The capacity for syntax, for reorganization presupposes the capacity 
for reflection. In other words, thanks to language human beings are 
capable of reflecting on materials, means and models, and con­
sequently of engendering new modeling processes with the same 
materials. This capacity for reflection is the capacity for metasemiosis, 
or what we propose to call semiotics. In this sense, language and, 
therefore, the work of syntax is semiotical. 

At this point we must specify that when we speak of 'syntax' we 
are not just referring to one of the three dimensions of semiotics, that 
is, syntactics, as opposed to the other two dimensions, that is, seman­
tics and pragmatics, as described by Charles Morris (1938; Posner, 
Robering 1997; Robering 1997; Posner 1997b; Münch, Posner 1998). 
Syntax is part of each of the three 'dimensions'. Or, if in relation to 
verbal language we consider 'grammar' as formed of a phonological, 
semantic and syntactic component along the lines proposed by Noam 
Chomsky, syntax is also present in the other two components. The 
syntax of phonemes gives rise to monemes, and the syntax of 
monemes gives rise to the words of a language even before words 
(categorematic and syncategorematic terms) are organized by syntax 
properly understood. Consequently, syntax is language itself con­
sidered from the viewpoint of its constructive, deconstructive and 
reconstructive capacity, just as semiotics is language considered in 
terms of its capacity for metasemiosis. 

By virtue of its syntactic component, language does not represent 
immediate reality. From this point of view Sebeok (1991a: 57-58) 
observes that language is, properly speaking, a secondary modeling 
system. Instead, the relatively simple, nonverbal models activated by 
nonhuman animals and likewise by human infants are examples of 
primary modeling. The models in question here are more or less 
pliable representations that must fit 'reality' sufficiently to tend to 
secure survival in one's Umwelt. 

Such 'top-down' modeling (to use a current jargon borrowed from the 
cognitive sciences) can persist, and become very sophisticated indeed in the 
adult life of exceptionally gifted individuals, as borne out by Einstein's 
testimonial or by what we know about Mozart's or Picasso's ability to model 
intricate auditory or visual compositions in their heads in anticipation of 
transcribing this onto paper canvas. This kind of nonverbal modeling is indeed 
primary, in both a phylogenetic and an ontogenetic sense. [...] Syntax makes 
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it possible for hominids not only to represent immediate 'reality' (in the sense 
discussed above) but also, uniquely among animals, to frame an indefinite 
number of possible worlds in the sense of Leibniz. (Sebeok 1991a: 57-58) 

In his article 'Evolution of semiosis', Sebeok (1997) briefly mentions 
the 'exaptation' processes of language into speech (and into other 
manifestations such as script), and vice versa of speech into language. 
In other works, Sebeok deals with adaptation and exaptation in lan­
guage and speech, which being pivotal processes in the evolution of 
anthroposemiosis are topics that belong to anthroposemiotics (cf. 
Sebeok 1991a). 'Exaptation' is a term coined by paleontologists 
Stephen Jay Gould and Elizabeth Vrba as a counterpart to the 
Darwinian notion of 'adaptation'. Encyclopedia of Semiotics includes 
the entry 'Exaptation' (by Michael Ruse who is also the author of the 
entry 'Evolution'; Ruse 1998a; 1998b). Two types of exaptation have 
been identified: in fact, exaptation processes may arise either in a 
situation in which 'a character, previously shaped by natural selection 
for a particular function (an adaptation), is coopted for a new use' or 
when 'a character whose origin cannot be ascribed to the direct action 
of natural selection [...] is coopted for a current use' (Gould, Vrba 
1982: 5). Observes Ruse: 

The idea of an exaptation is one with obvious implications for any biological 
theory of communication, such as that of Noam Chomsky, which wants to 
locate language in evolution but has trouble seeing how the Darwinian 
mechanism of natural selection can do all that is required. (Ruse 1998b: 226) 

The plurality of natural languages (as well as the 'inner plurilingua-
lism' of any single natural language) cannot be explained (the 'Babel 
enigma') in terms of Chomsky's linguistics in spite of his insistence 
on the 'creative character of (verbal) language', given that his 
approach presupposes an innate Universal Grammar. Such phenomena 
as the plurality of languages and 'linguistic creativity' testify to the 
capacity of language, understood as a primary modeling device, for 
producing numerous possible worlds. Both phenomena ensue from the 
fact that human modeling is able to invent manifold worlds. In other 
words, linguistic creativity as well as the plurality of languages derive 
from the gift of language for the 'play of musement'. 'Purport', 
according to Hjelmslev (1953: 32-33) is an amorphous continuum 'on 
which boundaries are laid by the formative action of language'. 
Language articulates the shapeless purport of expression and content 
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in different ways in different languages. For instance, the human 
phonic material of purport is divided into different figurae (phonemes) 
by different languages; and the color continuum is also divided 
differently, e.g. in English or Welsh (see Johansen 1998: 2275-2282). 
All this may be explicated on the basis of creativity characterizing 
language understood as a species-specific human modeling device. To 
use Ferruccio Rossi-Landi's terminology, 'linguistic work' produces 
different paradigms that correspond to the various worlds of different 
languages. The same thing happens in the articulation and organi­
zation of the social continuum in different cultures — think of the 
systems of family relations analyzed by Lévi-Strauss (Scheffczyk 
1998: 1454-1456; see also Ponzio 1997: 191-218; Ponzio et al. 1999: 
50-53). 

Chomsky's language theory does not keep account of the diffe­
rence between language and speech. And the theory of the origin of 
verbal language also tends to ignore this difference. Consequently, 
Chomsky's language theory attempts to explain the different historical 
natural languages and their grammars in terms of a hypothetical 
universal grammar, while the latter searches for the origin of natural 
languages in another (primordial) natural language. On the contrary, 
the origin is to be searched for in the human species-specific primary 
modeling device, in Sebeok's terminology, language, which was a 
primary adaptation in the evolution of hominids. Speech developed 
out of language, and like language made its appearance as an 
adaptation, but for the sake of communication and much later than 
language, exactly with Homo sapiens, not more than about 300,000 
years ago. Only after the physical and neurological capacity for speech 
evolved in Homo sapiens was speech possible, that is, use of language 
for vocal communication. Consequently, language too ended up 
becoming a communication device; and speech developed out of 
language as a derivative exaptation. 

The relation between language and speech, as observes Sebeok, 
has required a plausible mutual adjustment of the encoding with the 
decoding capacity. On the one hand, language was 'exapted' for 
communication (first in the form of speech, i. е., for 'ear and mouth 
work' and later of script, and so forth), and, on the other, speech was 
exapted for (secondary) modeling, i.e., for 'mindwork'. 'But', adds 
Sebeok, 'since absolute mutual comprehension remains a distant goal, 
the system continues to be fine-tuned and tinkered with still' (Sebeok 
1991a: 56). 

10 
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But we also find another process of exaptation in the evolution of 
anthroposemiosis. We are referring to the separation between manual 
work and intellectual work, which coincides with the separation 
between 'nonlinguistic' [nonverbal] or 'material' work and 'linguistic 
[verbal] work', in Rossi-Landi's terminology. The expressions 
'linguistic work' and 'nonlinguistic work' are convenient abstractions. 
However, we should note that they are more than this: they are 
'concrete abstractions'. More than just simply convenient expressions 
for conceptual operations carried out in a theoretical context, they are 
also aspects of historico-social reality itself. From this second point of 
view, these two abstractions really exist, they are part of historical 
reality. Given that verbal linguistic work is functional not only to 
communication but also to modeling, it presents a fundamental condi­
tion with respect to nonlinguistic work. All nonlinguistic work takes 
place on the basis of the instruments, materials and models of 
linguistic work. Today's automatic machine represents one of the 
highest results of exaptation of linguistic work for production and 
profit, with all the derivative difficulties and contradictions that ensue 
in social relationships of production. 

Machine semiosis and human language 

In their discussion of machine semiosis, Andersen, Hasle, and Brandt 
(see Andersen et al. 1997) ask what roles may eventually be played by 
machines in semiosis understood, following the Peircean definition 
and elaborated by Posner (1997a: 2), as the relationship between 
interprétant, representamen, and object. The exact question is: we 
know machines can be objects of signs, but can they be represen-
tamens and interprétants? The authors take as their point of departure 
the homological scheme of production proposed by Rossi-Landi 
(1975; 1992). 

Recognizing humans as the concrete subjects of history, the 
responsible agents of culture and communicative systems, Rossi-
Landi formulates the thesis of a homology between verbal and non­
verbal communication. Linguistic work may be placed on the same 
level as work that produces physical objects because 'if we do not 
want to admit that something human can exist for man without the 
intervention of man himself, we must adhere to the principle that 
every wealth or value, however understood, is the result of work 
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which man has accomplished and can do again' (Rossi-Landi 1983: 
35). Since human beings construct themselves historically through the 
production of tools and verbal messages, Rossi-Landi suggests we 
render the definition of human beings as speaking and working 
animals a unitary definition, and consider these two modes of social 
behaviour as being homologous. 

Rossi-Landi's goal was to study the relation between material 
artifacts and verbal artifacts through a method of analysis referred to 
as the 'homological method'. This method does not consist in 
identifying immediate and superficial relations of resemblance, as in 
analogy, but in identifying homologies, that is, resemblances of a 
structural and genetic order among objects associated with different 
fields of knowledge, and which at a superficial glance would seem to 
be separate. In spite of their different disciplinary provenance and the 
fact that they appear separate, material and linguistic artifacts may be 
considered as parts of the same totality because they are the result of 
human work. Therefore, the homological method has contributed to 
the critique of hypostatization of parts separated from the totality, to 
which instead they in fact belong. In so doing this method has also 
aided discussion about the need to transcend separatism in the 
sciences. 

The homological element breaks with specialization: it obliges one to keep in 
mind different things at the same time, it disturbs the independent play of 
separate sub-totalities, and calls for a vaster totality, whose laws are not those 
of its parts. In other words, the homological method is an antiseparatist and 
reconstructive method, and, as such, unwelcomed by the specialists. (Rossi-
Landi 1967-1972, 16-17; 1985: 53)' 

It is obvious that Rossi-Landi's semiotic perspective is holistic or 
global. Moreover, Rossi-Landi's scheme concerning the structural 
homology between material and linguistic production does not only 
use the linguistic notion of the double articulation of language, but 
also contributes to explaining it. For example, the passage, as 
described by André Martinet (1960), from the articulation of sentences 
into words and monemes and these into phonemes turns out to be 
oriented in the opposite direction from the real process of linguistic 
production (cf. Rossi-Landi 1992: 173-176). The linguistic work of 
speakers — both phylogenetically and ontogenetically — proceeds 

1 On Rossi-Landi's homological method, see also Ponzio 1988. 
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from sounds that are initially disarticulate and gradually become ever 
more articulate as they form words, phrases and sentences of 
increasing complexity. 

Syntactic articulation and modeling 

The important semiotic concepts of articulation and modeling are 
closely interrelated and throw light upon each other. 

In his homological scheme of production, described in 'Articu­
lations in verbal and objectual sign systems' (in Rossi-Landi 1992: 
189-232), Rossi-Landi identifies ten levels in human production. 
These progress from the zero level of intact, unworked-upon nature, 
i.e., of material nonsound substance and material sound substance, to 
the tenth level of global production, i.e., of all objectual sign systems 
and all verbal sign systems forming a productive unit. 

The pieces parked in these five levels, which involve qualitative 
leaps in the transition from one to the other, are used to build different 
constructions. The concept of modeling was developed by the 
Moscow-Tartu school of semiotics in the early 1960s (Lucid 1977; 
Rudy 1986) to indicate natural verbal language (langue) described as 
a primary modeling system, while all other human cultural systems 
were described as secondary modeling systems. However, Sebeok 
extended the concept of modeling beyond the boundaries of human 
semiosis relating it to the concept of Umwelt as described by the 
biologist Jakob von Uexküll (1909). The notion of Umwelt is under­
stood as a model of the external world and has proven crucial for 
research in disciplines grouped together as 'biosemiotics'. Following 
such research Sebeok too maintains that probably all life forms are 
indiscriminately endowed with a modeling capacity. His book of 
2000, co-authored with Danesi, The Forms of Meaning, focuses on 
human modeling processes as distinct from other life forms in the 
living universe, in particular the world of superior animals. 

Machines that interpret 

Let us now return to Rossi-Landi's level 5, the automated machine, 
and in particular to computer systems. The second question asked by 
Andersen, Hasle, and Brandt (1997: 549, 552) about machine semiosis 
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is the following: 'Should we place machines in the interpreter role?'. 
The authors' answer is affirmative. This confirms the spontaneous 
interpretation made in colloquial speech by those who use computers 
when they anthropomorphize their machines using words like 'ask', 
'answer', 'comment', 'know', 'want'. 

Finally, the authors deal with the question of whether it is possible 
to characterize machine-semiosis of semiotic-machines, i.e., of 
computer-based signs in a relation of contrast with human semiosis. 
Their reply is negative and is coherent with research on autopoietic 
systems carried out by the two Chilean biologists, Humberto R. 
Maturana and Francisco J. Vare la (cf. 1980) and their followers, who 
submit that exactly the same processes obtain in biological organisms. 
We have already had occasion to mention the autopoiesis theory with 
regard to the relationship between modeling and dialogue (see A. 
Ponzio's paper above). 

The term autopoiesis was applied to semiosis in 1973 (in a paper 
entitled 'Autopoiesis and the organization of the living') by Maturana 
and Varel a (see 1980) to name the capacity for self-producing organi­
zation unique to living beings. According to this theory, living sys­
tems are self-reproductive or autopoietic organizations: these consist 
of a network of processes that simultaneously produce and materialize 
that same network as a unity (see also the entry 'Artificial life', 
Keeley 1998). 

The autopoietic organization is defined as a unity by a network of production 
of components which (i) participate recursively in the same network of 
productions of components which produced these components, and (ii) 
participate recursively in the same network of productions as a unity in the 
space in which the components exist. (Varela et al. 1974: 188) 

The theory of autopoietic systems arises from the classical idea of 
homeostasis, but, as we read in the entry 'Autopoiesis' (Thompson 
1998), extends the latter in two significant directions: 

First, it makes every reference to homeostasis internal to the very system itself 
through the mutual interconnection of processes; second, it posits this mutual 
interconnection as the very source of the system's identity or, in biological 
terms, of its individuality. (Thompson 1998: 54) 

In the light of this theory, according to Andersen et al. (1997: 569), a 
tentative conclusion of the discussion on the possibility ol dis-
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criminating between semiotic machines and human semiosis could run 
as follows: 

[T]he difference between human and machine semiosis may not reside in the 
particular nature of any one of them. Rather, it may consist in the condition 
that machine semiosis presupposes human semiosis and the genesis of the 
former can be explained by the latter. (Andersen et al. 1997: 569) 

Automatic machines and human work 

Let us comment on the interpretation, formulated in this article, of the 
relation between 'semiotic machine', 'computer-based signs', or 'sign 
machine', on the one hand, and human semiosis, on the other, whose 
specific characteristic is language, or in Rossi-Landi's terminology, 
'linguistic work'. 

Subordination of work to the machine is connected with the 
development of signs (which is discernible in the growth or prolife­
ration of knowledge, competencies, specializations, and sciences). A 
specific form of subordination is that of linguistic work to the sign 
machine. In the present age the relation between these two poles is 
ever more a relation of identification than of homology. Production 
and communication can no longer be separated while the relation with 
machines coincides with the relation with signs, verbal and nonverbal. 
Nor is this simply a case of commodities that are messages and 
messages that are commodities. 

If we follow Rossi-Landi's suggestion and shift from the level of 
the market to that of linguistic production and sign production in 
general, we soon realize that automation not only concerns the system 
of machines but also the system of languages. Reference is to 
language generally and to historical-natural languages alike, as much 
as these two different forms of language cannot operate separately 
from each other. Human work in the communication-production 
processes of automation developed to the level of the semiotic 
machine is linguistic work. We have identified a homology between 
work and its products in the ordinary sense, on the one hand, and 
linguistic work and its products, on the other (cf. Rossi-Landi 1975; 
1985; 1992; 1994). These two faces of a common human capacity for 
work have now been united in the sign machine as is visible in the 
relation of inseparability between computer software and computer 
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hardware. Indeed, when we speak of linguistic work, reference is to 
language understood as a specifically human semiotic capacity. 
Language is a modeling device structural to human beings (cf. Sebeok 
1997:443-444). 

Such considerations need to be related to the condition of world or 
global communication. As indicated by the union which has come 
about between computer software and hardware, the expression 
'global communication-production' — beyond referring to the world­
wide extension of the communication phenomenon, that is, over the 
whole planet — indicates a social system characterized by a new 
phase in production where machines and signs mutually integrate each 
other. 

In today's phase of development in capitalist production, the 
machine may replace intellectual work. And this obviously implies 
that extremely high levels in automation have at last been reached. We 
are alluding to the fact that automation presents itself in the form of 
communication, so that in today's technologically advanced world the 
machine too functions as a sign. 

This situation may be analyzed from two different though inter­
connected viewpoints: the economic and the semiotic. However, in 
both cases we are dealing with a new event. Regarding the economic 
aspect, communication is no longer limited to the intermediary phase 
(exchange) in the social reproductive cycle as in former phases in the 
development of the capitalist system. On the contrary, communication 
now identifies with production in the sense that the productive process 
now presents itself in the form of a communicative process. Further­
more, the third phase in the social reproductive cycle (consumption) 
also presents itself in terms of communication. In fact, consumption 
today is above all consumption of communication. 

From a semiotic point of view, the development of automation 
(even in operations which had previously been reserved to inter­
vention by human intelligence) means that communication extends to 
the field of the artifact, therefore to the field of the artificial and 
inorganic. This state of affairs does not question the relation of 
identification between semiosis and life. Indeed, even though com­
munication is now possible in machines, machines continue to be part 
of the organic world given that they presuppose biosemiosis, and even 
more specifically anthroposemiosis. The fact is that machines pre­
suppose a certain level in historico-social development in the sphere 
of anthroposemiosis, and the sphere of anthroposemiosis is the only 
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context where machines function as signs. This is exactly what marks 
the difference between human semiosis and machine semiosis as 
clarify Andersen et al. (1997: 569). 

In any case, automatic development of the machine in terms of 
'artificial intelligence' (see Peschl 1998 : 44—46) marks the advent of 
something new in the field of semiosis over the planet Earth. The 
Authors of the article entitled 'Machine semiosis' are right when they 
claim that the level of the semiotic machine represents a whole new 
ladder with respect to preceding levels (cf. Andersen et al. 1997: 551). 
In the case of traditional automatic machines (i.e., machines that are 
mechanical and able to replace physical force), communication among 
machines has always been possible, whether internally or externally 
with respect to a single piece of machinery. But high levels of 
development in automation today achieve far more than just a 
mechanical type of communication relation. It is now possible to 
achieve in machines as well that type of semiosis we call language, 
which so far has been described as a species-specific characteristic 
pertaining to humans. 

Machines and metasemiosis 

On the basis of these remarks, the expression 'semiotic machine' is 
particularly meaningful. Semiotically speaking, we may claim that the 
machine able to replace human intelligence is not only capable of 
semios/j but also of semiotics. In this context, as anticipated, by 
'semiotics' is understood a metasemiosic process, that is, a process 
capable of interpreting other semiosic processes, therefore capable of 
metacommunication. Thus understood semiotics is specific to human 
beings. And if language is understood in the same terms, we may 
claim that language, or semiotics, is only possible within the field of 
anthroposemiosis. Therefore, the automatic machine in a position to 
replace intellectual work is a machine capable of semiotics a 
machine endowed with language. 

In this perspective, it is soon obvious that the type of automation 
we are describing does not merely involve extending semiosis to the 
inorganic world. In reality, even more significantly that which is 
extended to the inorganic order is 'semiotics' as we are describing it. 
Surprisingly enough, then, that which is not possible in any instance 
of zoosemiosis other than in anthroposemiosis, may instead be 
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achieved in the inorganic world. And such a limitation on zoosemiosis 
incapable of 'semiotics' is as real as the fact that communication is 
present throughout the entire organic world, indeed is the criterial 
feature of life itself. However, unlike every other form of organic life 
beyond the unique exception of human life, the inorganic may be 
communicative at the highest levels of metasemiosis. This is the most 
innovative aspect of sign machines, to the point that we may speak of 
revolution: the inorganic becomes communicative and, what's more, 
not only in terms of semiosis but also of metasemiosis or semiotics. 
Consequently, we may now claim that the machine endowed with 
language is the only case existent of non-organism that is com­
municative — even more than this, it is the sole non-organism that is 
not only semiosically but also semiotically communicative. If we 
consider the biosphere in its entirety in the present age, it will imme­
diately be obvious that not only are human beings endowed with a 
capacity for metasemiosis, but also the machines that human beings 
produce. 

Interactivity between humans and machines 

At a superficial glance, it may seem that the extremes reached by 
machine automation thanks to progress in artificial intelligence 
complete subjection of humanity to the machine, so that machines lose 
their instrumental character and humans their agency. However, at a 
closer look, we soon realize that at high degrees of automation this 
process is inverted. Humans become active subjects once again as they 
relate to machines that are progressively more intelligent. In fact, as 
they interact with such machines, human beings recover their function 
as an indispensable agent in the work process: neither humans nor 
machines are passive tools, but, on the contrary, are interactive 
participants in complex processes of exchange (see Böhme-Dürr 
1997). Interactivity would seem an apt term to name this relation of 
exchange. Furthermore, continuous technological development in 
artificial intelligence calls for the ongoing acquisition of new compe­
tencies among the operators of high-powered automatic machines, not 
only in quantitative terms but also qualitatively. 

From a technological perspective, intelligent machines doubtlessly 
require that human beings continuously update their active response, if 
they are to equal the new tasks and potential put to them by progress. 

1 \ 
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With earlier forms of automation, most typically represented by the 
assembly line (think of Charlie Chaplin's comico-ironical perfor­
mance in Modem Times), human intelligence was mortified by the 
machine's capacity for efficiency. On the contrary, human intelligence 
today is continuously elicited and challenged for services that are not 
repetitive but rather require re-elaboration, redefinition and renewal of 
one's intellectual and practical competencies. Unlike the type of 
machine unendowed with language, intelligent machines elicit inter­
activity: active, variable response, innovation, updating, permanent 
training are all necessary and inevitable even for the sake of mere 
implementation. The decisive point here is that operators and not only 
inventors are active. Furthermore, the interactive relation not only 
concerns the relation between operator and machine, but also between 
one operator and another. The work process develops through mutual 
participation, reciprocal assistance, reciprocal exchange of infor­
mation, data, etc. The functional scheme is neither linear nor circular, 
indeed the figure that best portrays this new condition is no doubt a 
grid. Intelligent machines require interactions that develop in net­
works and, in turn, networks that elicit interactions. 

On the subject of the individual's active role in today's social 
system, Terry Threadgold's observations à propos contributions from 
the social sciences to semiotics in her article 'Social media of 
semiosis' are enlightening: 

What social labour has asunder is now weaving back together again. It is 
perhaps interesting just to recall here that all of this also encompasses another 
significant rewriting, the re-alignment of social and the individual with quite 
different collocational sets and values. In de Saussure's early formulation, the 
social was located in the system, the individual outside it. Now, individual 
action, dialogism, heteroglossia, conflict, institution and society, all those 
individual and specific things which de Saussure's system excluded, are 
actually defined as the social, as what constitutes the social and constructs the 
systematics. The social and the individual are seen as mutually constructive 
and as constructive of the systems in terms of which they are understood. 
(Thread go Id 1997: 400) 

Threadgold clarifies that interaction between the individual and the 
social should not be understood in terms of opening to alterity to the 
outside. In this case, too, what we have is an autopoietic system 

There is no longer any inside and outside, only a constant dialectic between 
individual and social. The dynamic excluded other (the individual) has 
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become the social and the system, and the static, synoptic, social system has 
now to be accounted for within the terms of that dynamic, as sets of products, 
codes, whose processes of production have been forgotten, and which 
maintain only a use-value within this dynamic economy. (Threadgold 1997: 
400) 

The new type of work that the intelligent machine requires from 
human beings is assimilated to abstract work, to work in general or 
indifferent work. Such assimilation is the condition of possibility for 
the evaluation of work in today's society. In other words, work 
associated with intelligent machines is quantified according to para­
meters established by the purchase and sale of work in capitalist 
society, therefore it is measured in hours. 

But the type of work required by the intelligent machine involves 
specifically human qualities, most notably the capacity for language, 
semiotic sign behaviour, complex inferential processes capable of 
innovation and inventiveness. As such this type of work resists 
standard measurement as employed in today's society: that is, 
measurement in terms of work time. The type of human work we are 
describing is incommensurable and unquantifiable. Here human work 
manifests itself in its constitutive incommensurability, in its essential­
ly qualitative character with respect to which quantity plays a sub­
ordinate role; in fact, quantity cannot be the true criterion or norm to 
account for human work. 

In spite of its incommensurability as the source of all historico-
social value, human work has been assimilated to quantified abstract 
work measured in hours. As such it has been reduced to the status of 
commodities, which is the condition for the very constitution of 
capitalist society. This same operation has already been applied to 
linguistic work as well, to the point that we may speak of 'linguistic 
alienation' (cf. Rossi-Landi 1983; 1992). However, never before has 
capitalist profit depended so heavily on the reduction of linguistic 
work to the status of commodities, as in the current phase in capitalist 
production (which may be described as the 'communication-pro­
duction' phase: see Ponzio 1999; Ponzio, Petri Hi 2000). It is para­
digmatic that, as Anderson et al. (1997: 551) note, software (sign 
complexes) now defines the 'machine' while hardware (the physical 
machine) plays a subordinate role. This fact represents a fundamental 
change in the human production of artifacts. Such expressions as 
'immaterial investment' or 'appreciation of human resources' or 
'human capital' are symptomatic of today's subordination of produc­
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tion to linguistic work. At the same time, however, the authors 
mentioned also refer to the employment of linguistic work, therefore 
of intelligence, the mind, the human brain as inexorable resources in 
the present day and age for the development of companies and their 
competitiveness. 

All this implies that in today's world human individuals dis­
tinguish themselves thanks to their capacity for metasemiosis, i.e., for 
language, the source of value, while work continues to be considered 
in terms of commodities and evaluated in such terms. Consequently, 
never before has there emerged in human work so sharp a contrast 
between the inherent capacity to increase its value and its status as a 
commodity. While human work as such is manifestly incommensur­
able, today more than ever it is treated as just another piece of 
merchandise. The contradiction between linguistic work and the work 
market is intensified in a manner similar to the contradiction between 
the inherent unquantifiability of human work and the systematic 
demand to commodify (thus, to quantify) the worker's economic 
contribution to capitalist production. Such a contradiction in this 
specific system exalts the quality of work in the form of linguistic 
work to a maximum degree and is specific to what we have identified 
as communication-production society. This new contradiction 
between linguistic work and the work market ensues from the relation­
ship between work in the contemporary world and semiotic machines. 

Semiotics, signifies and ethics 

As we have claimed elsewhere against a reductive interpretation of 
Peircean semiotics (see Petrilli 1997; 1999a; Sebeok et al. 2001: 73-
135), the problem of the relation to others, of dialogue and ethical 
responsibility are no less than pivotal in Peirce's conception of the 
human subject. An aspect of Peirce's sign theory that should not be 
underestimated is its contribution towards a redefinition of the subject. 
In a Peircean perspective the human being, the self, viewed as a sign, 
coincides with the verbal and nonverbal language it is made of with 
thought. The subject comes into being as a semiosic process with the 
capacity to engender a potentially infinite number of signifying 
trajectories in the dynamics of the relationship between utterance and 
interpretation. As says Peirce, 'men and words reciprocally educate 
each other; each increase of a man's information involves and is 



Modeling, dialogue, and globality II 85 

involved by, a corresponding increase of a word's information' (CP 
5.313). Insofar as it is a sign, that is, a sign in becoming, the subject 
emerges as a dialogic and relational open unit, an ongoing process 
evolving in the intrapersonal and interpersonal dialogic interrelation­
ship with other subjects. The dialogic conception of thought and 
subjectivity as developed throughout the course of his research may be 
traced back to Peirce's early writings. Insofar as it is a sign, the 
subject's boundaries are not defined once and for all and can only be 
delimited in the dialogic encounter with other subjects. The human 
person is born into a community where experiences are lived in 
relation to the experiences of the other members of that community 
and never isolatedly from it. 

[W]e know that man is not whole as long as he is single, that he is essentially 
a possible member of society. Especially, one man's experience is nothing, if 
it stands alone. If he sees what others cannot, we call it hallucination. It is not 
'my' experience, but 'our' experience that has to be thought of; and this 'us' 
has indefinite possibilities. (CP 5.402, n.2) 

As regards the ethic and social implications of semiotic inquiry, 
another eminent student of signs in addition to Peirce, Bakhtin, and 
Morris (see especially The Open Self, Varieties of Human Value, and 
Signification and Significance), is Victoria Lady Welby (see Petrilli 
1998a; Sebeok 2001: 146-148). An article on 'Signifies' (Schmitz 
1998), the name of the semiotico-philosophical trend founded by 
Welby, is included in Semiotik/Semiotics, but it reserves too small a 
space for such an important scholar while lightly highlighting the 
Signifie Movement in the Netherlands, which originated from 
Welby's research through the mediation of Frederik van Eeden. 

Welby's signifies transcends pure descriptivism in the effort to 
analyze signs in their ethical, esthetic and pragmatic dimensions 
beyond the epistemological and cognitive boundaries of semiotics, 
where semiotics and axiology intersect. Welby's proposal of signifies 
arises from the assumption that the problem of sign and meaning 
cannot be dealt with separately from consideration of the place and 
value of meaning in all possible spheres of human interest and 
purpose. Her project pushes beyond the limits of semiotics understood 
as 'cognitive semiotics' as much as beyond the specialism of 
semantics. Being concerned with problems of meaning in everyday 
life and not just in relation to specialized sectors, signifies invites us 
all, not just the specialist but each one of us in daily life, to ask the 
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question 'What does it signify?', which is not intended to interrogate 
linguistic meaning alone but also the value something has for us. 
Consequently, signifies emerges as a method in mental exercise with 
implications of an ethic and pedagogic order, relevant to interpersonal 
and social relationships and therefore to making responsible choices. 

Other expressions used by Welby to designate her theory of sign 
and meaning, or signifies, is 'philosophy of significance' and 'philo­
sophy of translation', which highlight different aspects of her 
approach. The significance of signs increases with the increase in 
translative processes across different types and orders of signs. In fact, 
translation as described by Welby is a method of interpretation and 
comprehension and as such is pioneeristically conducted into the 
territory of reflection on signs and meaning. In this context translation 
is not understood solely in interlingual terms, though it is this too, but 
even more significantly as intersemiotic and intralingual translation, to 
use Jakobson's terminology. All signs and expressions are already 
translations in themselves, as confirmed by Peirce's concept of sign. 
Mental activities, as Welby maintains — once again in accordance 
with Peirce — are automatic translative processes. Welby's theory of 
translation is structural to her signifies and is closely connected with 
her reflections on the figurative nature of language, therefore on the 
role carried out by metaphor, analogy, and homology in the 
development of thought, knowledge and communication processes. 
Thanks to such an approach signifies also emerges as a method for the 
enhancement of awareness, for augmenting and mastering translative 
processes as the condition for understanding the sense, meaning and 
significance of verbal and nonverbal behaviour at large. As such 
Welby's signifies concerns the ethic dimension of sign life and its 
study beyond the strictly cognitive or epistemological dimension. 

Listening and the vocation of semiotics 
for the health of life 

In the first and second volumes of Semiotik/Semiotics music is treated 
a topic in the study of signs, and is analyzed in different cultures and 
successive eras in Western history: sign conceptions in music in 
Ancient Greece and Rome (Riethmüller 1997), in the Latin Middle 
Ages (Gallo 1997), from the Renaissance to the early 19th century 
(Baroni 1998), from the 19th century to the present (Tarasti 1998) 
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Moreover, in the third volume (Posner et al. 2003) discussion of the 
relationship between semiotics and the individual disciplines (Chapter 
IX) also includes an article (Mazzola 2003) on semiotics of music. As 
in the case of other disciplines, discussion concerning music and 
musicology also focuses on the epistemologically relevant question 
concerning the extent to which the subject matter, methods, and forms 
of presentation in this discipline may be understood as sign process. 
But we must observe that music is not just another subject among 
many others in semiotics. Music is a special subject. 

With respect to semiotics and the other sciences of language, 
music has proven to be a very difficult topic to deal with if treated in 
the light of the verbal language paradigm. Of the various languages 
music more than any other resists the phonocentric approach to 
semiosis. Semiotics of music must answer the question: 'which semio­
tics for semiotics of music?'. On referring to music, semiotics must be 
ready to interrogate its own categories and methods. Music may be 
understood as a sign process on the condition that semiotics is 
'semiotics of music'. Here 'of music' is understood as a subject 
genitive, i.e., 'semiotics of music' not in the sense of semiotics 
applied to music, but semiotics as a perspective belonging to music, 
semiotics as proposed by music. Since music is inconceivable without 
the attitude of listening, semiotics of music is semiotics also in the 
sense of general semiotics understood as semiotics of listening. Instead 
of interrogating the different and various types of signs on the basis of 
preexisting categories, semiotics thus described is first of all listening. 
Global semiotics is global not only in terms of extension, but first and 
foremost because of its capacity for listening (on these aspects of 
general semiotics and semiotics of music, see Ponzio 1993: 138-154; 
Lomuto, Ponzio 1997). 

Listening evokes auscultation, a medical posture. In Ancient 
Greece music was thought to be therapeutic. On the other hand, it 
seems that semiotics originated from semeiotics, classified by Galen 
as one of the principal branches of medicine (on sign conceptions in 
medicine in Ancient Greece, see Langhoff 1997; on the medical origin 
of semiotics, see Sebeok 1994: 50-54; on Galen in medical semiotics, 
see Sebeok 2001: 44-58). Besides auscultation and other ways of 
inspecting symptoms, diagnosis and anamnesis, following Galen, 
include listening to the patient who is invited to talk about his ailments 
and to tell the story of his troubles. 
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Medicine today, as denounced by Michel Foucault, is functional to 
exercising what he calls 'bio-power', to promoting the techniques of 
subordination of the body to the knowledge-power of biopolitics. 
Medicine contributes to the controlled insertion of bodies into the 
production cycle. With its specialisms and manipulation of bodies as 
self-sufficient entities, medicine strengthens the dominant conception 
of the individual as belonging to spheres of interest that are separate 
from each other and as having needs that are indifferent to each other. 
In such a context listening becomes 'direct, uni vocal listening', 
imposed by the Law (Barthes, Havas 1977: 989), by the 'order of 
discourse' (Foucault 1970), it becomes 'applied listening', 'wanting to 
hear', imposition to speak and, therefore, to say univocally. Listening 
is one thing, to want to hear is another. Listening is answering 
comprehension: 'listening speaks', says Barthes (Barthes, Havas 
1977: 990) similarly to Bakhtin; listening is turned to signs in their 
constitutive dialogism. By excluding responsive listening, the will to 
hear or applied listening belongs to a 'closed universe of discourse' 
(Marcuse), which fixes interrogation and responsive roles and 
separates listening from answering comprehension. Unlike listening 
understood as dialogue and answering comprehension which 
continuously produces new signifiers and interprétants without ever 
fixing sense, 'applied' listening takes place in a rigid network of 
speech roles: it maintains the 'ancient places of the believer, the 
disciple, the patient' (Barthes, Havas 1977: 990). 

The attitude of listening is decisive for the task of global semiotics, 
for the capacity to understand the entire semiosic universe as well as 
to discuss the different forms of separatism and the different 
tendencies to take the part for the whole, whether by mistake or in bad 
faith. This is the case of individualism in social and intercultural life 
as well as of the current 'crisis of overspecialization' (Posner et al. 
1997: xxix) in scientific research. 

The capacity of semiotics for listening is an effective condition for 
reconnecting semiotics to its early vocation and expression as medical 
semeiotics, as described especially by Sebeok. If semiotics is 
interested in life over the whole planet since life and semiosis coincide 
(however, for a critical discussion of the equation between 'the 
concepts of life process and sign process', see Kull 2002), and if the 
original motivation for the study of signs is 'health', we may claim 
that a non negligible task of semiotics, especially today in the era of 
globalization, is to care for the whole of life in its globality. 
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Semiotics and responsibility: semioethics 

With the spread of "bio-power" and the controled insertion of bodies 
into the production system, world communication goes hand in hand 
with the spread of the idea of the individual as a separate and self-
sufficient entity. As anticipated at the beginning of this paper, the 
body is experienced as an isolated biological entity, as belonging to 
the individual, as part of the individual's sphere of belonging which 
has led to the almost total extinction of cultural practices and 
worldviews based on intercorporeity, interdependency, exposition and 
opening. We have already compared the private and static conception 
of the body in today' system of global production-communication 
with 'grotesque realism' in medieval popular culture, as theorized by 
Bakhtin (1965) for example. 

As Foucault in particular has revealed (but let us also remember 
Rossi-Landi's acute perception of the situation as formulated in his 
books of the 1970s), division and separatism among the sciences are 
functional to the ideologico-social necessities of the 'new canon of the 
individualized body' (Bakhtin). This in turn is functional to the 
controled insertion of bodies into the reproduction cycle of today's 
production system. 

A global and detotalizing approach to semiotics demands opening 
to the other and the extreme capacity for listening to the other, 
therefore, it involves the capacity for a dialogic relationship with the 
other. Accordingly, we propose an approach to semiotics that privi­
leges the tendency towards detotalization rather than totalization. 
Otherness opens the totality to infinity or to 'infinite semiosis' which 
leads beyond the cognitive order or the symbolic order to enter the 
ethic dimension, opening to the condition of infinite involvement and 
participation with the other, of responsibility towards the other. 

Such considerations orient semiotics according to a plan that is not 
the expression of a specific ideology. On the contrary, semiotics thus 
described concerns behaviour ensuing from awareness of the radical 
nature of human responsibility as a 'semiotic animal'. Properly under­
stood, the 'semiotic animal' is a responsible actor capable of signs of 
signs, of mediation, reflection and awareness in relation to semiosis 
over the entire planet. In this sense global semiotics must be 
adequately founded in cognitive semiotics, but it must also be open to 
a third dimension beyond the quantitative and the theoretical, that is, 
the ethical. Since this third dimension concerns the ends towards 

n 
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which we must strive and which we aim to reach, we propose to 
characterize it as 'semioethics' (see Ponzio and Petrilli 2003). 

For semiotics to meet its commitment to the 'health of semiosis' as 
well as to cultivate its capacity to understand the entire semiosic 
universe, it must continuously refine its auditory and critical func­
tions, its capacity for listening and criticism. And to accomplish such 
tasks we believe the trichotomy that distinguishes between (1) cogni­
tive semiotics, (2) global semiotics, and (3) semioethics is important, 
indeed decisive not only theoretically but also for therapeutic reasons. 

Subjectivity and alterity 

The categories of 'identity' and 'subjectivity' are intimately intercon­
nected and perform a decisive role in world-wide and global com­
munication, whether a question of the identity of the individual or of 
the collective subject (Western world. European Union, nation, ethnic 
group, social class, etc.). 

The concepts of individual and community identity alike call for 
analysis in a semiotic key. And identity in either form may either be 
governed by a monologic or by a dialogic. The difference is profound 
and pervasive. 

Peirce's reflections have contributed significantly to a redefinition 
of the subject (Petrilli and Ponzio 2002; see also Colapietro 1989; 
Petrilli 1999b; Sebeok et al. 2001). The human being, the I, is a sign 
of an extraordinarily complex order, made of verbal and nonverbal 
language: 'It is that the word or sign which man uses is the man 
himself [...J the man and the external sign are identical, in the same 
sense in which the words homo and man are identical' (CP 5.314). 
Consequently, the subject may be described as a semiosic process, 
indeed thanks to its interpret!ve-propositional commitment, the subject 
consists of a potentially infinite number of signifying trajectories. 

As a developing sign, the subject is a dialogic and relational entity, 
an open subject emerging in the intrapersonal and interpersonal 
interrelationship with other subjects. Therefore, the boundaries of the 
subject-sign are not defined once and for all, but can only be defined 
in and through dialogic encounters with other with other subjects. 

The human person develops in sociality, relatedly to the expe­
riences of others and never in isolation. Indeed, the self, the subject is 
a community structured to obey the laws of the logic of otherness. The 
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self is a community of dialogically interrelated selves. If we interpret 
the word 'in-dividual' literally as meaning 'non divided, non divisib­
le', with Peirce we may claim that 'a person is not absolutely an 
individual" (CP 5.314). Peirce rejected the 'illusory phenomenon' of a 
finite self or a self-sufficient self. 

The social and communal character of self does not contrast with 
its singularity and uniqueness or with its signifying otherness with 
respect to any interpretive process that may concern it. The self is 
ineffable (cf. CP 1.357), it is saying beyond the said; the utterances of 
self convey significance beyond words. At the same time, however, 
the ineffability and uniqueness of self do not imply incommunicabi-
lity. 

The identity of the subject is multiplex, plurifaceted and pluri-
vocal, it is delineated and modeled in the dialogic relation among its 
various parts. Welby establishes a distinction between the I and the 
Self as we learn from her unpublished manuscripts, which include a 
file entitled Subjectivity with texts written between 1903 and 1910 
(Welby Collection, York University Archives, Toronto, cf. Petrilli 
1998a for a description of the materials available at the archives). In 
the papers included in this file, especially those written between 1907 
and 1910, she analyzes the problem of subjectivity in terms of the 
complex and articulated relation between what she calls the 'I', or, 
introducing a neologism Ident, and the 'self'. The self, also designated 
with the neologism ephemeron, is mortal, ephemeral like the body. By 
contrast, the I tends towards immortality beyond the mortality of the 
body and of the self. Formed in this way, identity is not unitary or 
compact, but on the contrary presents a surplus, something more with 
respect to identity itself. Identity is constructed in the dialogic 
relationship of the self with the I. Welby's conception of identity re­
calls Peirce's as we have already discussed it. I or Ident is not the 
'individual' but the 'unique'. Indeed, 'It is precisely our di-viduality 
that forms the wealth of our gifts', as says Welby in the unpublished 
papers we are interpreting. 

That the subject is inevitably an incarnate subject, thus inter-
corporeal being, that is to say, a body connected to other bodies from 
the very outset, an expression of the condition of intercorporeity on 
both the synchronic and diachronic levels for the whole of its 
subsequent life, that the subject is not incarnated in a body isolated 
from other bodies is not indifferent to our conception of the person. 
The subject is an incarnate entity from the point of view of biological 
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evolution, of the species, as well as of sociality and cultural history. 
The body plays a fundamental role in the development of awareness or 
consciousness: consciousness is incarnate consciousness. The body is 
a condition for the full development of consciousness, of the human 
being as a semiotic animal. The self develops interrelatedly with other 
bodies through which it extends its boundaries, therefore the 
boundaries of the world it experiences. The word is an extension of 
the body. Indeed, echoing Bakhtin, we may claim that the word forms 
a bridge joining one's own body to the body of others. Peirce makes 
recurrent use of the expression 'flesh and blood' (cf. CP 1.337, 7.591) 
for the physiological body which can only be distinguished from the 
semiotic body by abstraction similarly to the distinction between 
physical, extrasign and instrumental materiality, on the one hand, and 
sign material which ultimately has a physical referent, on the other, 
even though it may not be immediately obvious as in the case of 
dreaming or silent thinking (see Petrilli 1986 and 1998b, new ed.: 38-
48, and 146-147). 

Given its broad scope, semiotics must keep account of and account 
for the 'reason of things'. However, the capacity for detotalization as 
the condition for critical and dialogic totalization implies that the 
ability to grasp the reason of things cannot be separated from the 
capacity for reasonableness. The issue at stake may be stated in the 
following terms: given the risks inherent in the current phase in 
historical development for semiosis and for life, human beings must at 
their very earliest change from rational animals into reasonable 
animals. 

Both Welby and Peirce have contributed to the development of a 
truly global science of signs capable of accounting for signifying 
processes in all their complexity and articulation, of considering 
meaning not only in terms of signification, but also of sense and 
significance. For Peirce and Welby alike, study of the life of signs and 
of the signs of life cannot be conducted in merely descriptive terms, 
that is to say, with claims to neutrality. If Welby coined the term 
'signifies' her aim was to indicate a sign theory that is comprehensive 
and critical, one squarely confronting the problem of the relation of 
signs and values. The term 'signifies' designates the disposition for 
evaluation and, therefore, the value conferred upon signs, their 
pertinence, scope, signifying value, significance. 
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In Welby's view, hedonist ethics, the dominant ideology of her 
time (similarly to the present era), reduces the vast multiform cosmos 
to the status of mere annex of the planetary egoist and parasite. 

It is significant that Peirce too should have turned his attention 
specifically to the normative sciences in the final phase of his 
research. He linked logic to ethics and esthetics: while logic is the 
normative science concerned with self-controled thought, ethics 
focuses on self-controled conduct, and esthetics is devoted to 
ascertaining the end most worthy of our espousal. In this context, 
Peirce took up the question of the ultimate good, summum bonum, or 
ultimate value, which he refused to identify with either individual 
pleasure (hedonism) or with societal good such as the greatest happi­
ness for the greatest number of human beings (English utilitarianism). 
On the contrary, he insisted that the summum bonum could only be 
defined in relation to the 'evolutionary process', that is, to a process of 
growth. Specifically, he identified the highest good in the continuous 
'growth of concrete reasonableness'. 

The dialogic relation between self and other (the other from self 
and the other of self) emerges as one of the most important conditions 
for continuity in the creative process. A driving force in this creative 
process is love in the sense of agape. According to Peirce, the most 
advanced developments in reason and knowledge are based on the 
creative power of reasonableness and the transformative suasions of 
agape. 

Thus conceived, reasonableness is endowed with the power of 
transforming one's horror of the stranger, the alien, one's fear of the 
other understood as the fear one experiences of the other foreign to 
oneself, into sympathy for the other become lovely. Developing 
Peirce's discourse in the direction of Levinas's philosophy of 
subjectivity, we might add that under the hardened crust of its identity 
the subject rediscovers its fear for the other through love, for the 
other's safety, a fear that renders one incessantly restless and pre­
occupied for the other. Love, reasonableness, creativity are all 
grounded in the logic of otherness and dialogism, and together they 
move the evolutionary dynamics of consciousness. 

While working on pragmaticism with reference to the problem of 
subjectivity, the self considered as a set of actions, practices, habits, 
Peirce identified 'power' as opposed to 'force' as a fundamental 
characteristic of the self. He describes the self as a center oriented 
towards an end, an agent devoted to a more or less integrated set of 
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•purposes'. This may be related to what Welby understood with the 
terms 'purport' or 'ultimate value' when she described sense as the 
signifying value designated by the third element of her meaning triad, 
that is to say, 'significance'. Power is not 'brute force' but the 
'creative power of reasonableness', which, by virtue of its agapastic 
orientation rules over all other forms of power (cf. CP 5.520). We may 
claim that power, that is, the ideal of reasonableness, is the capacity to 
respond to the attraction exerted upon self by the other; power and 
reasonableness are related to the capacity for response to the other and 
the modality of such response is dialogue. 

The relationship between self's humility and fragility, on the one 
side, and the risks implied in selfs readiness to venture towards that 
which is other, on the other side, has already been portrayed by Plato 
in his myth about Eros (in the Symposium), a sort of intermediate 
divinity or demon generated by Penia (poverty, need) and Poros (the 
God of ingenuity), who is capable of finding the way even when it is 
hidden. With reference to the human world, Welby described the 
connection between self enrichment and risky opening towards others 
as a condition for evolution. Such connection engenders an orientation 
which may be described in terms of the critique of 'being satisfied', 
that is, in terms of 'transcendence' with respect to reality as it is, with 
respect to ontological being given and determined once and for all: 
'We all tend now. men and women, to be satisfied [...] with things as 
they are. But we have all entered the world precisely to be dissatisfied 
with it', says Welby in the unpublished manuscripts on Subjectivity 
cited above. 'Dissatisfaction' is an important ingredient for the 
concept of 'mother sense' and signals the need to recover the critical 
instance of the human intellectual capacity. So beyond the cognitive 
capacity, it should now be obvious that we are alluding here, in the 
first place, to the capacity for otherness, to the structural capacity for 
creativity and innovation, for shifting and displacing sense. And 
thanks especially to the procedures of abductive logic this critical 
instance allows for prevision and 'translation' in the broadest sense 
possible, understood, that is, as interpretation and verification of 
verbal and nonverbal signs beyond the limits of interlingual 
translation. 

It is significant for our discussion that Welby, in a letter of January 
21st. 1909, agreed with Peirce's observation that logic is the 'ethics of 
the intellect', which she related to a concept central to her own 
theory— 'primal' or 'mother-sense': 'Of course I assent to your 
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definition of a logical inference, and agree that Logic is in fact an 
application of morality in the largest and highest sense of the word. 
That is entirely consonant with the witness of Primal Sense' (in 
Hardwick 1977: 91). Scientific rigor in reasoning results from 
agapastic logical procedures, from 'primal sense', therefore from the 
courage of admitting to the structural necessity — for the evolution of 
sign, subject and consciousness — of inexactitude, instability and 
crisis. 

Humanism of human signs 

In the light of what has been said so far, semioethics may be con­
sidered as proposing a new form of humanism. In fact, semioethics is 
committed at a pragmatic level, furthermore it is capable of tran­
scending separatism among the sciences relating the natural sciences 
and the logico-mathematical sciences to the historico-social or human 
science, and again it evidences interconnectedness between the 
problem of humanism and the question of alterity. 

This new form of humanism cannot but be the humanism of 
alterity, a point convincingly demonstrated by Levinas throughout his 
writings and especially in Humanisme de l'autre homme (1972). The 
claim to human rights centered on identity, the approach to human 
rights to have dominated thus far, has left out from the very concept of 
'human rights' the rights of the other. This approach must quickly be 
counteracted by the humanism of alterity where the rights of the other 
are the first to be recognized. And our allusion here is not just to the 
rights of the other beyond self, but also to the self's very own other, to 
the other of self Indeed, the self characteristically removes, suffocates, 
and segregates otherness mostly sacrificed to the cause of identity. But 
identity thus achieved is fictitious, so that all our efforts invested in 
maintaining or recovering identity thus understood are destined to fail. 

Semiotics contributes to the humanism of alterity by bringing to 
light the extension and consistency of the sign network that connects 
each human being to every other. This is true both on a synchronic and 
a diachronic level: the world-wide spread of communication actually 
means that a communication system is progressively being established 
on a planetary level and as such is a phenomenon susceptible to 
synchronic analysis; and given that the human species is implied in all 
events, behaviours, individual decisions, in the overall destiny of the 
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individual from its most remote to its most recent and closest 
manifestations, in its past and in its evolutionary future, on a biological 
level and on a historico-social level, diachronic investigations, to say the 
least staggering for diversity, are necessary. The sign network we are 
describing concerns the semiosphere as constructed by humankind, a 
sphere inclusive of culture, its signs, symbols, artifacts, etc.; but global 
semiotics teaches us that this semiosphere is part of a far broader 
semiosphere, the semiobiosphere, forming the habitat of humanity (the 
matrix whence we sprang and the stage on which we are destined to 
act). 

Semiotics has the merit of having demonstrated that whatever is 
human involves signs. Indeed, it implies more than this: whatever is 
simply alive involves signs. And this is as far as cognitive semiotics 
and global semiotics reach. But semioethics pushes this awareness 
further in the direction of ethics and even beyond ethics; for 
semioethics makes the question of responsibility inescapable at the 
most radical level (that of defining commitments and values). Our 
ethos, but more than this, the cosmos itself falls within the scope of 
our responsibility. Among other things, this means that we must 
interpret humanity's sign behaviour in the light of the hypothesis that 
if all the human involves signs, all signs are human. This humanistic 
commitment, however, does not mean to reassert humanity's 
(monologic) identity yet again, nor to propose yet another form of 
anthropocentrism. On the contrary, what is implied is a radical 
operation of decentralization, nothing less than a Copernican 
revolution. As Welby would say, 'geocentrism' must be superceded, 
then 'heliocentrism' itself, until we approximate a truly cosmic 
perspective. The attainment or approximation of such a perspective is 
an integral part of our ultimate end, hence a point where global and 
'teleo-' or 'telosemiotics' or, as we now propose, 'semioethics' 
intersect. As already observed, otherness more than anything else is at 
stake in the question of human responsibility and therefore of 
humanism as we are now describing it. But the sense of alterity here is 
other than what has previously been acknowledged: it is not only a 
question of our neighbour's otherness or even of another person at a 
great distance from us, in truth now recognized as being extremely 
close, but also of living beings most distant from us on a genetic level. 

Reformulating a famous saying by Terence {homo sum: humani 
nihil a me alienum puto), Roman Jakobson (1963) asserts that: 
linguista sum: linguistici nihil a me alienum puto. This commitment 
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on the part of the semiotician to all that is linguistic, indeed, endowed 
with sign value (not only relatively to anthroposemiosis nor just to 
zoosemiosis, but to the whole semiobiosphere) should not only be 
understood in a cognitive sense but also ethically. Such a commitment 
involves concern not only in the sense of 'being concerned with...', 
but also of 'being concerned for...', 'taking care of...'. Viewed in this 
perspective, concern, care, responsibility, unlimited by belonging, 
proximity, community, communion, is not even that of the 'linguist' 
nor of the 'semiotician'. Modifying Jakobson's claim, we may state 
that it is not as professional linguists or semioticians that we may not 
consider anything that is a sign as a me alienum, but rather (leaving 
the first part of Terence's saying unchanged) we could claim that 
homo sum, and, therefore, as humans we are not only semiosic 
animals (like all other animals), but also semiotic animals and in this 
sense we are unique. Consequently, nothing semiosic, including the 
biosphere and the evolutionary cosmos whence it sprang, a me 
alienum puto. 

Semioethics does not have a program to propose with intended 
aims and practices, nor a decalogue, nor a formula to apply more or 
less sincerely, therefore, more or less hypocritically. From this point 
of view, semioethics contrasts with stereotypes as much as with norms 
and ideology. On the contrary, semioethics proposes a critique of 
stereotypes, norms and ideology, of the different types of value 
characterized, for example, by Morris in Signification and 
Significance, 1964 (above all, his tripartition of values into operative, 
conceived, and object values, along with the subordinate distinctions 
of the dimensions of value into detachment, dominance, and 
dependence). Semioethics is the capacity for critique and its special 
vocation is to make manifest sign networks where it seemed there 
were none, bringing to light and evaluating interconnections, implica­
tions, involvement, contact which cannot be evaded, where it seemed 
there were only net separations, boundaries and distances with relative 
alibis. These serve to safeguard responsibility in a limited sense, 
therefore consciousness, which in fact very easily presents itself as a 
'clear conscience'. The component 'telos' in the expression 'teleo-' or 
'telosemiotics', terms we also propose for this particular orientation in 
semiotics, does not indicate some external value or pre-established 
end, an ultimate end, a summum bonum outside the sign network. 
Rather it indicates the telos of semiosis itself understood as an 
orientation beyond the totality, beyond the closure of totality, 
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transcendence with respect to a given entity, a given being, infinite 
semiosis, movement towards infinity, desire of the other. And, indeed, 
in the present context one of the special tasks of semioethics is to 
expose the illusoriness of the claim to the status of differences that are 
indifferent to each other (cf. Ponzio 1994). 

Bioethics and semioethics 

Problems relevant to bioethics must be appropriately contextualized if 
they are to be treated adequately. Global semiotics provides con-
textualization of the phenomenological and ontological orders, but we 
must also consider today's socio-economic context, that is, the context 
of global communication-production (see Petrilli, Ponzio 2002: 
III. 1.1). These contexts are closely interrelated from the perspective of 
ethics. 

In fact, if we consider the contribution made by global semiotics to 
bioethics from the point of view of global communication-production 
today, semiotics must clearly face an enormous responsibility, that of 
evidencing the limits of communication-production society. Semiotics 
must now accept the responsibility of denouncing incongruities in the 
global system with the same energy, instruments and social possi­
bilities produced by the global communication-production system 
itself. Semioticians must now be ready to denounce the dangers 
inherent in this system for life over the entire planet. 

The current phase in the development of the capitalist system has 
been indicated as 'global communication'. This expression may be 
understood in at least two different ways: (1) that communication is 
now characterized by its extension over the whole planet; and (2) that 
it accommodates itself realistically to the world as it is. Globalization 
implies that communication is omnipresent in production and charac­
terizes the entire social reproductive cycle: not only is communication 
present at the level of the market, of exchange, as in earlier phases in 
socio-economic development, but also at the level of production and 
consumption. Globalization is tantamount to heavy interference by 
communication-production not only in human life, but in life in 
general over the whole planet. 

An adequate understanding of world-wide global communication-
production calls for an approach that is just as global. While the 
special sciences taken separately are not in a position to provide such 
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a global view, the general science of signs or semiotics as it is taking 
shape today on the international scene is, thanks especially to Sebeok 
and his ongoing research. 

A full understanding of global communication today implies a full 
understanding of the risks involved by global communication, 
including the risk that communication may come to an end. However, 
this risk does not simply refer to the phenomenon known as 'incom-
municability', a subjective-individualistic ailment which emerged in 
the transition to communication in its current forms (and no longer 
separable from production). More than this, if it is true that com­
munication and life converge, the risk that communication may end is 
nothing less than the risk that life itself on the planet Earth may come 
to an end, considering today's enormous potential for destruction by 
comparison with earlier phases in the development of the social 
system. 

Therefore, the expression 'global communication-production' does 
not only refer to the expansion of the communication network and of 
the market supporting it at a world-wide level, but also to the fact that 
the whole of human life is englobed by the communication-production 
system: whether in the form of development, well-being and 
consumerism or of underdevelopment, poverty and impossibility to 
survive; health or sickness; normality or deviation; integration or 
emargination; employment or unemployment; transfer functional to 
the work-force characteristic of emigration or transfer of peoples 
characteristic of migration as their request for hospitality is denied; the 
traffic and use of legal commodities or of illegal goods, from drugs to 
human organs, to 'non-conventional' weapons. Indeed, this process of 
englobement is not limited to human life alone. All of life over the 
entire planet is now inexorably implied (even compromised and put at 
risk) in today's communication-production system (cf. Petrilli, Ponzio 
2002: III, II. 1.1). 

Reflection on problems relevant to bioethics today keeping account 
of the context they belong to, that of globalization, requires an 
approach that is just as global. An approach that does not simply con­
sider partial and sectorial aspects of the communication-production 
system according to internal perspectives functional to the system 
itself; an approach that is not limited on an empirical level to 
psychological subjects, to subjects reduced to the parameters imposed 
by the social sciences, that is, measurable in terms of statistics. Global 
communication-production calls for a methodological and theoretical 
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perspective that is just as global as the phenomenon under obser­
vation, a perspective capable of understanding the logic of global 
communication-production and of proceeding therefore to an adequate 
critique. 

Analysis of today's world of global communication in all its 
complexity calls for conceptual instruments that must be as precise as 
possible. These can only be furnished by a new theory of commu­
nication. Such conceptual instruments must also be as rigorous as 
possible and this can only be furnished by their philosophical 
grounding. An attempt in this sense has been made by Ponzio in the 
volume, La comunicazione (1999) and in another volume co-authored 
with Petrilli, II sentire nella comunicazione globale (2000). 

Social reproduction in the global communication-production 
system is destructive. Reproduction of the productive cycle itself is 
destructive. It destroys: (a) machines, which are continuously replaced 
with new machines — not because of wear but for reasons connected 
with competitivity; (b) jobs, making way for automation which leads 
to an increase in unemployment; (c) products on the market where 
new forms of consumerism are elicited, ruled completely by the logic 
of reproducing the productive cycle; (d) previous products which once 
purchased would otherwise exhaust the demand and which in any case 
are designed to become immediately outdated and obsolete as new and 
similar products are continuously introduced on the market; (e) 
commodities and markets unable to resist competition any longer in 
the context of the global communication-production system. 

The conatus essendi of communication-production destroys natural 
environments and life forms. It also destroys different types of 
economic systems and diversity in culture tending to be eliminated by 
the processes of homologation operated by market logic. These days 
not only are habits of behaviour and needs rendered identical (though 
the possibility of satisfying such needs is never identical), but even 
desires and the imaginary tend to be homologated. The conatus 
essendi of communication-production also tends to destroy traditions 
and cultural patrimonies that contrast with or obstacle or are simply 
useless or nonfunctional to the logic of development, productivity and 
competition. The conatus essendi of communication-production tends 
to the destruction of those productive forces that escape the logic of 
production penalizing intelligence, inventiveness and creativity, which 
are over-ruled by or subjected to 'market reason' (which cannot be 
avoided when production must necessarily invest in 'human re­
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sources'). The destructive character of today's production system is 
also manifest in the fact that it produces growing areas of under­
development as the very condition for development, areas of human 
exploitation and misery to the point of nonsurvival. Such logic 
subtends the expanding phenomenon of migration which so-called 
'developed' countries are no longer able to contain due to objective 
internal space limitations — no doubt greater than in earlier forms and 
phases in the development of the social system. 

Universalization of the market, that is, the application of the status 
of commodities to all things and relationships is destructive; and the 
more so-called commodities are illegal and prohibited — think of 
drugs, human organs, children, uteruses, etc. — the more they are 
expensive. The principle of exploiting other people's work is destruc­
tive. Work obviously costs less the more it produces profit: with the 
help of global communication developed countries are more and more 
turning to low cost work in underdeveloped countries. The disgrace of 
the communication-production world is particularly manifest in the 
spreading exploitation of child labour that is heavy and even 
dangerous (much needs to be said and done about children as today's 
victims of underdevelopment, in misery, sickness, war, on the streets, 
in the work-force, on the market...). 

The destructive character of world-wide communication-produc­
tion is also evidenced by war, which is always a scandal. Global 
communication-production is the communication-production of war. 
War requires new and flourishing markets for the communication-
production of conventional and unconventional weapons. War also 
requires widespread approval acknowledging it as just and necessary, 
as a necessary means of defence against the growing danger of the 
menacing 'other': therefore, war as a means of achieving respect for 
the rights of 'one's identity', 'one's difference'. The truth is that 
identities and differences are neither threatened nor destroyed by the 
'other'. The real menace is today's social system that encourages and 
promotes identity and difference while rendering them fictitious and 
phantasmal. And this is precisely one of the reasons why we cling to 
such values so passionately, being a type of logic that fits the 
communication-production of war to perfection. 

The technologies of separation as applied to human bodies, to 
interests, to the life of individual and collective subjects are functional 
to production and to identifying production with consumption cha­
racteristic of today's production system. With respect to all this and 
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thanks to its ontological perspective, global semiotics (or semiotics of 
life) if nothing else can oppose a whole series of signs showing how 
each instant of individual life is wholly interrelated, even compro­
mised with all other forms of life over the entire planet. 

To acknowledge such interconnectedness, such compromise 
involves a form of responsibility that far exceeds all positive rights 
and all limited responsibilities, restricted responsibilities with alibis. 
Such awareness is ever more urgent the more the reasons of 
production and of global communication functional to it impose 
ecological conditions that impede and distort communication between 
our bodies and the environment. 

An ontological reformulation of bioethics on the basis of semiotics 
of life with reference to today's socio-economic context as delineated 
by global communication helps identify two fundamental principles 
for the human being: dispossession and extralocalization. These 
principles allude to the human individual as a living body inter­
connected with all other forms of life over the planet thanks to the 
condition of diachronic and synchronic intercorporeity. The human 
body is dispossessed with respect to techniques that encourage and 
favour subordination to the knowledge-power of biopolitics 
(Foucault); and extralocalized with respect to chronotopic coordinates, 
projects, structures and roles functional to reproduction in the 
economico-social form of global communication. 

The principles of dispossession and extralocalization are manifest 
in the body's tendency to 'escape without rest' from techniques that, 
on the contrary, aim to dominate and control it; the body's 
'persistence in dying'. Dispossession and extralocalization are 
principles that must be taken into account for the prolegomena of an 
approach to bioethics that is critical, philosophical and theoretical — 
the very condition for recognizing nothing less than the moral and 
juridical status of such principles. 
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Моделирование, диалог, глобальность: 
биосемиотика и семиотика самости. 

2. Биосемиотика, семиотика самости и семиоэтика 

Основные современные подходы в семиотических исследованиях 
противоречат идее индивида как обособленной и самодостаточной 
единицы. Тело организма в      - и макрокосмосе не является 
изолированной биологической единицей и не принадлежит отдель­
ному индивиду. Тело является организмом, который живет в отно­
шениях с другими телами, таким образом находясь как бы между 
телами и во взаимной зависимости. Такое понимание тела находит 
подтверждение в культурных практиках и в мировоззрениях, кото­
рые основываются на межтелесности, взаимной зависимости, пре­
зентации и открытости — хотя к настоящему времени они почти 
исчезли. Подход к семиотике как к чему-то глобальному и в то же 
время способному преодолеть иллюзорную идею об определенных и 
окончательных границах идентичности, предполагает диалог и 
инаковость (otherness). Инаковость заставляет индивида сомневаться 
в направленности на всеобщую закрытость и постоянно себя пере­
формировывать в процессе, соотносимом с "бесконечностью" (как 
учит Эммануэль Левинас) или в "бесконечном семиозисе" (следуя 
Чарльзу Пирсу). Вторая тема — соотнесенность человека и машины 
в антропосемиозисе и исходящие из этого сценарии будущего. Цель 
данного совместного (с А. Понзио) исследования — развитие 
глобальной семиотики в направлении "семиоэтики". 

Modelleerimine, dialoog, globaalsus: 
biosemiootika ja enesesemiootika. 

2. Biosemiootika, enesesemiootika ja semioeetika 

Peamised praegusaegsed vaated semiootilises uurimistöös räägivad vastu 
indiviidi kui eraldatud ja eneseküllase üksuse ideele. Organismi keha 
mikro- ja makrokosmoses ei ole isoleeritud bioloogiline üksus, ta ei kuulu 
üksikolendile, ei ole omaette eraldatud ja eneseküllane sfäär. Keha on 
organism, mis elab suhetes teiste kehadega, olles seega kehadevaheline ja 
vastassõltuvuses. Taoline keha mõiste leiab kinnitust kultuurilistes prakti­
kates ja maailmavaadetes, mis põhinevad kehadevahelisusel, vastassõl-
tuvusel, esitusel ja avatusel — kuigi praeguseks on need peaaegu välja­
surnud. Lähenemine semiootikale kui globaalsele ja samaaegselt 
suutelisele ületama illusoorset ideed identiteedi kindlakujuliste ja lõplike 
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piiride kohta, eeldab dialoogi ja teistsugusust (otherness). Teistsugusus 
sunnib identiteeti kahtlema suunitluses üldisele suletusele ja end aina 
ümber korraldama "lõpmatusega" seonduvas protsessis, nagu Emmanuel 
Levinas õpetab, või "lõpmatus semioosis" Charles Peirce'i järgides. Teine 
teema ses artiklis on inimese ja masina suhestumine antroposemioosis 
ning sellest tulenevad tulevikustsenaariumid. Käesoleva ühisuurimuse 
eesmärk on globaalsemiootika arendamine "semioeetika" suunas. 
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Abstract. The aim of the article is to introduce the knowledge profile as a tool 
to make realistic representations of knowledge organizations. In order to make 
these realistic representations, we must identify the fundamental sign of the 
given knowledge domains, since it seems to be the case that the fundamental 
sign puts epistemological constraints upon its research objects, eventually 
making the knowledge organization of a knowledge domain unique. Further­
more, the article points out that in order to make the realistic representations 
of knowledge organizations, we need a basic understanding of how conceptual 
relations emerge, develop and become related terms. In order to strengthen the 
theoretical points and to show the usability of the knowledge profile, we 
include a case study of a knowledge domain. 

Pragmaticism consists in holding that 
the purport of any concept is its con­
ceived bearing upon our conduct. 

C. S. Peirce (CP 5.442) 

Introduction 

In the literature on Library and Information Science (LIS),1 we often 
encounter the concept "related term" as an entity that needs no further 

1 We use LIS as an example of a research field that uses a well-developed 
classification of relations. Naturally, there are other research fields, which also 
have developed such classification. However, being a librarian (Thellefsen) LIS 
seems obvious to use as an example. 

mailto:tlt@hum.auc.dk
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definition and as something that is obvious. However, if we submit the 
concept to further exploration, the lack of preciseness makes the 
definition and classification of related terms somewhat confusing. In 
the literature on thesaurus construction," relations are classified in the 
following way: broader term (BT) defined as a superordinate term in 
a hierarchical relation; narrower term (NT) defined as a narrower term 
to the heading term; related term (RT) defined as a term in a semantic 
relation, but not in a hierarchical relation, to another term; semantic 
relation (SR) defined as a relation between terms that is true as a 
matter of general knowledge, rather than depending on what the terms 
refer to in some particular document. 

Of course, this is only a small excerpt of the general classification 
of terms in the study of thesaurus construction. However, we believe 
that the terms mentioned here emphasize one of the basic problems in 
LIS, namely the lack of ability to provide an answer to the most basic 
and simple question: regarding the nature of a related term — or to put 
it more simply: What is a related term? 

When looking at the classification of related terms cited from LIS, 
there seems to be a need to operate with different types of relations. It 
is unclear; however, what makes a term more or less broad. Moreover, 
are NTs or SRs not related terms as a related term has it own name 
RT? Furthermore, the classification is unable to explain how relations 
emerge and how they are identified. How do we, e.g., determine that 
the term activity dysfunction within the knowledge domain of Occu­
pational Therapy is related to activity? The answer could be based on 
the obvious similarity between the words. However, the case is 
considerably more complicated when the question addresses A-one as 
a related term to activity. Our answer to these questions is: a related 
term is a term that shares epistemological qualities with the concept 
to which it relates. This means that the epistemological qualities of the 
concept are displaced to the related term, hence we get a displace­
ment of meaning and the relation is maintained by an interpretative 
habit of conduct. 

This answer leads to even more questions: What is an epistemolo­
gical quality and how do we identify these epistemological qualities; 
and are concepts able to carry such qualities in the first place? Further­
more, what is a habit of conduct? Are we able to identify such a habit? 

2 See http://instruct.uwo.ca/gplis/677/thesaur/main00.htm for a thorough defi­
nition of how to construct a thesaurus. 
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These questions imply a more theoretical understanding of concepts 
and related terms. We believe that it is crucial to ask these kinds of 
questions since the answers provide new and, in our opinion, better 
ways to create representations of knowledge organisations. 

Before we address the questions, we make a digression to Peirce's 
doctrine of pragmaticism since this doctrine is able to provide the 
theoretical background for the answers to the above questions. We 
will not deal with pragmaticism in detail. Instead, we will define basic 
concepts from pragmaticism, which have an important impact upon 
concepts and related terms. Furthermore, we will introduce a new 
method of making representations of knowledge organisations: the 
knowledge profile (Thellefsen 2003b; 2004b). The knowledge profile 
consists of three elements: the epistemological basis, the consequen­
ces of this epistemological basis, and a knowledge map (Thellefsen 
2003a; 2004a). 

The epistemological basis is the knowledge basis of a particular 
knowledge domain. It contains the goal(s) and epistemological quali­
ties (in a knowledge management context, epistemological qualities 
could also be called values) of the knowledge domain. 

The consequences of the epistemological basis are the meaning of 
the epistemological basis. The consequences are manifestations of the 
epistemological basis. It is the sum of consequences that lead us 
towards the full understanding of the epistemological basis. 

Knowledge profiling as a research area is also a matter of 
sharpening the terminology of a research area. The identification of 
the epistemological basis is a process of sharpening terminology - an 
identification and construction of a given conceptual order. The most 
precise state of the epistemological basis, where most of the disturbing 
connotations have been removed and its most precise consequences 
are identified is the fundamental sign3 of the particular research area. 

The knowledge map depicts the knowledge organization of a parti­
cular knowledge domain. It shows how the related terms are organized 
in relation to the fundamental sign of the knowledge domain. The 
knowledge map differs from other classifications of relations since the 
terms are organized according to the socio-cognitive knowledge 
structures of the actors in the knowledge domain. When drawing the 
knowledge map, we do not engage any relation classifications such as: 
superordinate or subordinate levels or any other concept hierarchies. 

3 The fundamental sign is developed in Thellefsen (2002; 2003b). 



112 Torkild Thellefsen, Christian Jantzen 

These classifications seem to be artificial concept constructions that 
are unrealistic when it comes to mapping the knowledge structures of 
a research area.4 

Summing up, knowledge profiling has the following aim: to iden­
tify the epistemological qualities of a research area such as: a concept, 
a research project, a knowledge domain, a corporation, etc. and thus to 
identify the habits of conduct within a particular field of research in 
order to: (1) sharpen the given terminology of the particular research 
field; (2) identify the fundamental sign of a particular research field; 
(3) draw a knowledge map of the particular research field. 

These points are important since it is the habit of conduct that 
makes the relation between a concept and a related term possible. 
Basically, we need the knowledge profile in order to answer the 
questions stated above. In order to demonstrate the theoretical points, 
we present the complete knowledge profile and structure of concepts 
for the knowledge domain MARKK3. 

MARKK is a research unit within Market Communication and 
Aesthetics at Aalborg University. It was founded in 2002 by a group 
of four senior researchers who have been working within this field in 
various more or less formalised groupings for at least a decade. The 
reason for establishing MARKK was primarily to create a permanent 
organisation for developing the knowledge domain. Secondly, the 
intention was to integrate junior researchers and PhD-students into 
more formal research programmes. The wish to create a platform for 
external funding was a third reason for this initiative. Today, MARKK 
consists of 10 members and offers frequent seminars on research 
topics. As a research unit, MARKK focuses on aesthetic aspects of 
Market Communication in order to: (a) examine the aesthetic poten­
tials of the formal features of Market Communication; (b) investigate 
the impact of aesthetics on cognition in the moment of exposure, (c) 
understand by which means and in which ways Market Communi­
cations has a bearing on culture (and cultural change), e.g. on 
influencing the ideas and values of the consumer or on shaping 
concrete forms of practice (habits, rituals, etc.). 

4 This does not mean that we disapprove of the mentioned concept hierarchical 
structures. We simply mean that they come into play in a later stage of knowledge 
organization. 
5 MARKK is an abbreviation for (Market communication, Aesthetics, 
Reception, K(C)ognition, and K(C)ultur). 
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As an acronym, MARKK stands for "Market communication and 
Aesthetics: Reception (exposure), Cognition and Culture". However, 
before we start defining the knowledge profile, let us take a closer 
look at the doctrine of pragmaticism. 

Pragmaticism 

Peirce's doctrine of pragmaticism is central to the understanding of 
knowledge and knowledge organisation. Indeed, Peirce defines the 
meaning of a concept to be the sum of its conceivable consequences. 
"Pragmaticism consists in holding that the purport of any concept is 
its conceived bearing upon our conduct" (CP 5.442). And further: 
"[...] pragmatism does not undertake to say in what the meanings of 
all signs consist, but merely to lay down a method of determining the 
meanings of intellectual concepts, that is, of those upon which 
reasonings may turn" (CP 5.8). Furthermore, Peirce writes: "Now 
pragmaticism is simply the doctrine that the inductive method is the 
only essential to the ascertainment of the intellectual purport of any 
symbol" (CP 8.209). In other words, pragmaticism deals with identi­
fying the meaning of symbols by examining the consequences of 
symbols. If we translate symbols6 to concepts within a knowledge 
domain, and we have to accept that the knowledge domain places 
interpretive constraints upon its concepts, we arrive at the following 
definition: within a knowledge domain, the meaning of a concept is 
identifiable in its related terms. 

Let us elaborate upon this. How does a consequence become a 
related term? This can be accounted for by the following interpretive 
steps. 
1. We understand bearing (from the quote) as consequences. 
2. Tested consequences are general relations hence the general 

relations of a concept are related terms and only general relations 
can be related terms. 

3. Since any interpretation of a concept is a consequence and can 
express personal whims and preferences among the users, the 
consequence have to be tested within the knowledge domain. 

fl Indeed, a concept is a symbol or a network of symbols. 
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4. A test is simply whether or not the term finds footing and is used 
according to the methods to obtain knowledge in the knowledge 
domain. 

5. If so, the knowledge it contains is generalised and has been found 
useful; if it does not find footing, it may wither away. 

Summing up, a related term is a consequence that has been tested 
through the use and experience of members in a knowledge domain 
and not all consequences become related terms. 

Based on this very short pragmaticistically inspired definition of 
the meaning of concepts, we gain a very useful idea of the relation 
between a concept and its related terms. However, in order to answer 
the questions posed in the beginning of the article, we have to take a 
closer look at the epistemology that lies within the doctrine of prag­
maticism. However, we will not deal with all the aspects of pragma­
ticism. The aspects that lie within the doctrine of fallibilism and the 
metaphysical realism will be sufficient to provide the epistemological 
background for satisfactory answers to the question of relations. 

The fallibilistic and realistic angle of knowledge 

The doctrine of Fallibilism is the idea that knowledge is provisory. 
This means that knowledge is not static but develops as its meaning 
grows and, as Peirce writes, symbols tend to grow as a response to the 
usage of the symbols (CP 2.302). This growth of meaning also applies 
to concepts within knowledge domains. However, the growth of a 
concept resides in its conceivable consequences, which means that the 
development of a concept resides in the future. Consequently, the 
meaning of a concept cannot be static since we have not learned the 
consequences of the given concept. Peirce defines the doctrine of 
fallibilism in the following quotations. 

Thus, the universe is not a mere mechanical result of the operation of blind 
law. The most obvious of all its characters cannot be so explained. It is the 
multitudinous facts of all experience that show us this; but that which has 
opened our eyes to these facts is the principle of fallibilism. Those who fail to 
appreciate the importance of fallibilism reason: we see these laws of 
mechanics; we see how extremely closely they have been verified in some 
cases. We suppose that what we haven't examined is like what we have 
examined, and that these laws are absolute, and the whole universe is a 
boundless machine working by the blind laws of mechanics. This is a 
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philosophy which leaves no room for a God! No, indeed! It leaves even 
human consciousness, which cannot well be denied to exist, as a perfectly idle 
and functionless ßäneur in the world, with no possible influence upon 
anything — not even upon itself. Now will you tell me that this fallibilism 
amounts to nothing? (CP 1.162-163) 

Even though this quotation has a cosmological turn, it emphasises the 
nature of fallibilism in a very precise way. We simply cannot suppose 
the exactitude of what we have not examined based on what we have 
examined. In knowledge organization, this means that we cannot just 
presuppose a concept relation without prior investigation just because 
similar cases indeed turned out to be relations. In the following quota­
tion, Peirce defines the doctrine of fallibilism in the context of pro­
portions. 

All positive reasoning is of the nature of judging the proportion of something 
in a whole collection by the proportion found in a sample. Accordingly, there 
are three things to which we can never hope to attain by reasoning, namely, 
absolute certainty, absolute exactitude, absolute universality. We cannot be 
absolutely certain that our conclusions are even approximately true; for the 
sample may be utterly unlike the unsampled part of the collection. We cannot 
pretend to be even probably exact; because the sample consists of but a finite 
number of instances and only admits special values of the proportion sought. 
Finally, even if we could ascertain with absolute certainty and exactness that 
the ratio of sinful men to all men was as 1 to 1 ; still among the infinite gene­
rations of men there would be room for any finite number of sinless men 
without violating the proportion. The case is the same with a seven legged 
calf. Now if exactitude, certitude, and universality are not to be attained by 
reasoning, there is certainly no other means by which they can be reached. 
(CP 1.141-142) 

Basically, Peirce states the same here as in the previous quotation; our 
senses are fallible thus our reasoning is fallible and based on the fact 
that every proportion we make can only be approximately true. Of 
course, this is the case when dealing with knowledge organisation. A 
representation of a knowledge domain e.g. a knowledge profile, a 
thesaurus, or a classification scheme is only approximate. When we 
accept this, we must do our outmost to make realistic representations 
that are as close as possible to the object represented. Here, we argue 
that we have to use the knowledge profile as the foundation for 
making realistic or approximately true representations. A thesaurus or 
a classification scheme that is constructed without this thorough preli­
minary work will be unrealistic or simply wrong. We will conclude 
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this line of quotes with another quote that sums up the fallibilistic 
impact upon knowledge: 

By his system of nomenclature, Sir William Hamilton has conferred an 
immense boon not alone on his own school but on all English philosophers 
who believe in anchoring words to fixed meanings. I deeply regret that I am 
not one of these. That is the best way to be stationary, no doubt. But, 
nevertheless, I believe in mooring our words by certain applications and 
letting them change their meaning as our conceptions of the things to which 
we have applied them progresses. (Peirce, Writings 1: 58)7 

Hence, the essence of fallibilism is that the meaning of a concept 
grows concurrently with the amount of the consequences we learn 
from the concept. In some way, we have to deal with the progressive 
nature of knowledge. Universalistic knowledge theories certainly 
cannot grasp the growth of concepts if our aim is to make realistic 
representations of knowledge organisations. 

However, fallibilism is not the only aspect of Peirce's doctrine of 
pragmaticism that has an impact upon our understanding of concepts. 
As the researcher Eugene Halton writes: "Though largely of a 
conventional nature, language is a mode of conduct, and as such, 
produces conceivable consequences and is normatively bounded. In its 
abilities to body forth new possibilities for conduct, to determine and 
be determined by further experience, and to communicate valid 
generals bearing conceivable consequences, language is real".8 Peirce 
writes: "But if he thinks that, whether the word 'hard' itself be real or 
not, the property, the character, the predicate, hardness, is not invented 
by men, as the word is, but is really and truly in the hard things and is 
one in them all, as a description of habit, disposition, or behavior, then 
he is a realist" (CP 1.27 Cross-Ref). 

So, it is not the word as such that is real, it is the qualities carried 
by the word and the habits of conduct making the word mean what it 
means that make the word real. And it is the qualities that are 
interesting when dealing with relations, because it is the qualities of 
the concept that become displaced to the related term. Indeed, it is the 
qualities and the interpretative habits we are able to identify. We will 
return to this important point when defining the knowledge profile. 
According to Peirce, a concept is a general and a manifested general is 

Cf. http://members.door.net/arisbe/. 
8 From http://www.nd.edu/~ehalton/Peirce.htm. 

http://members.door.net/arisbe/
http://www.nd.edu/~ehalton/Peirce.htm
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a real (CP 5.430). The general concept is an abstract and real entity, 
and the real is a manifestation of the general concept — it is a relation. 
The researcher C. Hausman describes Peirce's view on generals in the 
following way: 

Peirce's conception of generals as reals was not, as indicated earlier, a 
commitment to the reality of universals in the sense in which uni vers als are 
construed as static, completely determinate identities. For Peirce, generals are 
dynamic; they are tendencies that grow. A general should not be thought of 
apart from a telos. With respect to being a habit, a third or general is what it is 
by virtue of its influence on its future instances. A general is developmental, 
leading toward a more and more determinate realization of what had been 
unrealized. Generals can grow — first, individually, by changing identity or 
by being modified as rules can be modified, and, second, as complexes of 
intelligible identities or rules that contribute their intelligibilities to an 
evolving system of generals. (Hausman 1992: 12) 

The main points from this quote are: (1) generals are dynamic; (2) 
generals are habits of conduct; (3) generals have a tendency to grow; 
(4) generals have a telos; (5) generals develop hitherto unrealised 
aspects. 

If we take a closer look at the first point "generals are dynamic", 
and try to elaborate upon it, we will see that this point implies all the 
following points. How can an abstract entity be dynamic? To answer 
this question, we have to understand Peirce's definition of an idea: 

Three elements go to make up an idea. The first is its intrinsic quality as a 
feeling. The second is the energy with which it affects other ideas, an energy 
which is infinite in the here-and-nowness of immediate sensation, finite and 
relative in the recency of the past. The third element is the tendency of an idea 
to bring along other ideas with it. (CP 1.135) 

However, the definition of the idea concerns the creation of an 
individual idea that starts to grow. The development of the individual 
idea into a symbol is what Hausman means when he interprets Peirce 
by writing: "[...] generals can grow — first, individually, by changing 
identity or by being modified as rules can be modified" (Hausman 
1992: 12). However, the nature of the individual general makes it 
search for "[...] complexes of intelligible identities or rules that 
contribute their intelligibilities to an evolving system of generals" 
(Hausman 1992: 12). This must be what Peirce means, when he 
writes: "Symbols grow [...] a symbol, once in being, spreads among 
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the peoples. In use and in experience, its meaning grows" (CP 2.302). 
Consequently, a general is a symbol or a complex of symbols 
constrained by certain conditions. 

However, we still need to account for the determination of generals 
and more specifically generals as concepts in language of special 
purposes (LSP). Symbols grow through use and experience; concepts 
within knowledge domains also grow through use and experience. In 
fact, concepts are formed by the use and experience of the actors 
within the knowledge domain. The growth of concept meaning is 
determined by the conditions of the knowledge domain in question. 
This not only makes concepts able to grow in meaning but also to 
match the knowledge need in a knowledge domain. We may think of 
concepts as a kind of knowledge plasticity shaped in accordance with 
the way in which we form concepts. This constructs the telos of 
concepts and the form of the concepts is based upon a habit of 
conduct — namely the habit based upon the epistemological basis of 
the knowledge domain. Indeed, it is within the epistemological basis 
that we can identify the basic interpretative habit and its episte­
mological qualities. The epistemological basis can be understood as 
the sum of epistemological choices made in the knowledge domain, or 
as the ontology of the knowledge domain. The interpretative habit is 
similar to the fundamental sign (Thellefsen 2002; 2003). We will 
return to the epistemological basis and the fundamental sign when 
defining the knowledge profile. 

In summary, we are dealing with a kind of constructivism — a 
pragmaticistic constructivism. The meaning of concepts is con­
structed. i.e. formed and sharpened by the use and experience of the 
actors in a knowledge domain. However, this constructivism is based 
on a realism that is best described as a metaphysical realism. 
Therefore, the meaning of concepts refers to generals that exist 
independently of human minds. Manifested reals within a knowledge 
domain are signs that refer to a dominating interpretative habit. The 
qualities and the dominating habit are identifiable in the conceptual 
structures of a knowledge domain. We will return to the definition of 
pragmaticistic constructivism after having defined and discussed the 
concept of sign displacement (displacement of meaning) and the 
knowledge profile. 
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The knowledge profile 

As we stated in the introduction, the knowledge profile is a way to 
create realistic representations of knowledge organisations. We claim 
that these representations are more in accordance with the way 
researchers within a specific knowledge domain actually structure 
their knowledge. Our claim is based on two presumptions: 
(1) we believe that knowledge structures are socio-cognitive: 

meaning within a knowledge domain is created through the 
interactions of the actors in this domain; 

(2) we believe that the knowledge organisation of a knowledge 
domain is unique to that specific domain. 

Knowledge profiling is thus a reconstruction of the unique socio-
cognitive structures in a specific knowledge domain. In order to make 
realistic representations of the knowledge organisations within know­
ledge domains this means that we must be in accordance with the 
knowledge domain in question. If, as information specialists, we 
neglect the uniqueness of every knowledge domain, we commit the 
error of making representations of knowledge organizations that fit 
perfectly into the world of e.g. Library Science but do not represent 
the internal organisation of the knowledge domain in question.9 

As argumentation, we will further define the knowledge profile 
and provide an example of its usability as a tool to investigate the 
socio-cognitive structures of a specific knowledge domain. The know­
ledge profile consists of three basic elements: the epistemological 
basis, the consequences of this epistemological basis and a knowledge 
map. The idea of the epistemological basis is based on the pragma­
ticistic idea that every choice has consequences. This also applies for 
science. Every choice that affects the research object has con­
sequences for this object. If terminology studies are conducted within 
the framework of pragmaticism, we have to follow the basic epistemo­
logical ideas of pragmaticism. We cannot neglect the aspect of 
fallibilism or the metaphysical realism, or the objective idealism for 
that matter. These -isms are essential to pragmaticism. If we ignore 
them, we are guilty of unethical terminological behaviour. We ought 
to have very important reasons and very good arguments for 
neglecting this epistemological basis of the doctrine of pragmaticism. 

Unfortunately, this is the case with most information retrieval systems and 
thesauri. 
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Let us take a closer look at the first part of the knowledge profile: the 
epistemological basis. 

The epistemological basis 

The epistemological basis is the sum of theoretical choices used to e.g. 
solve a given problem or analyse a given research object. The episte­
mological basis is the qualities of the concept that are shared between 
the concept and its related term. It is the way in which the knowledge 
domain has historically chosen to view and understand its particular 
research object. In the following, we will use the knowledge domain 
of "MARKK" as an example of how to draw up a knowledge profile. 

Epistemological basis Consequences 

Research object 

Knowledge profile 

Figure 1. How to draw a knowledge profile. 

We use the Figure 1 and the following six-step method: 
1. Draw the knowledge profile of your concept, your project or your 

knowledge domain by identifying its epistemological basis and the 
consequences of this epistemological basis. 

2. Start by writing the name of the research object (see Fig. 1), the 
concept, the problem, the knowledge domain in the middle. In the 
case of MARKK, we write MARKK in the middle. 

3. Consider what theoretical basis you will unfold upon the research 
object; identify the most general state. Place the most general state 
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of theory on the first line in the upper left side of Fig. 1. In the case 
of MARKK, this is Aesthetics. 

4. Consider how to sharpen this general mode by prefixing or 
suffixing terms to the concept. Peirce did this to positivism, which 
he prefixed with prope, and defined his pragmaticism as prope-
positivism (CP 5.412). See point 2 below. 

5. Consider whether you can sharpen the concept/phrase even further 
e.g. by using a theory within the theory that narrows down the 
knowledge potential of the concept or use another theory that can 
make your concept or project more precise See point 3 below. 

6. Consider whether you need to sharpen your concept even further, 
or whether you are ready to identify the consequences of your 
concept. See point 4, 5, and 6 below. 

Working on the knowledge profile of MARKK, we have identified 
this epistemological basis (of MARKK): 
1. Aesthetics 
2. Aesthetics in Market Communication 
3. Formal aspects of Aesthetics in Market Communication 
4. Formal aspects of Aesthetics in Market Communication from a 

structuralistic perspective 
5. Formal aspects of Aesthetics in Market Communication from a 

structuralistic perspective with focus on the process of signification 
in the moment of exposure 

6. Formal aspects of Aesthetics in Market Communication from a 
structuralistic perspective with focus on the process of signifi­
cation, understood as the intertwining of cognition and culture, in 
the moment of exposure 

The point of departure in MARKK is not Market Communication but 
Aesthetics, which defines MARKK as a humanistic approach and not 
a marketing approach. This is step 1, a crucial one because it is 
seminal for the ideas, methodologies and other ways of practising 
research (organising and presenting knowledge) in MARKK. But in 
step 2, it is stated that MARKK is about aesthetics in a specific field 
(Market Communication). So, it is neither about the philosophy of 
aesthetics nor about art, nor media aesthetics in general. MARKK is 
solely interested in aesthetics that serve market communicative 
purposes: to convince consumers/receivers of the necessity of a certain 
product. Thus MARKK studies aesthetic phenomena — or 
artefacts — like advertisements, logos, brands and design. 
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MARKK's interest in the formal aspects of these artefacts means: 
(a) that expression is favoured over content; (b) that these artefacts are 
treated like texts, i.e. as a coherent and defined structure of meaning 
(or signification). This is step 3. Because these formal aspects are 
analysed from a structural(istic) perspective, the focus will be on 
structuralistic issues like the coding of the text, the system of meaning 
and the formal structure of the artefact (step 4). The next step (5) 
informs us that MARKK is not about the meaning of these formal 
structures per se but about how the receiver/consumer uses the 
text/message and about how formal structures effect — influence or 
determine — the response of the receiver in the moment of exposure. 
In step 6, it is pointed out that effect and use is viewed as a dynamic 
relation — a dialectics — between cognition and culture. This 
intersection is made up of patterns or schemes of emotion, embodi­
ment and thinking. 

Having identified the epistemological basis of MARKK, we have 
also identified the consequences of the epistemological basis. The 
consequences thus correspond to the level of abstractness in the 
epistemological basis. We have listed the consequences (of the 
epistemological basis of MARKK) as follows: 
Ad 1. The Humanities (history, analysis, interpretation, evaluation, 

taste) 
Ad 2. A humanistic approach to Market Communication (focusing on 

artefacts produced to serve marketing purposes) 
Ad 3. Artefacts understood as texts with focus on their formal features 
Ad 4. System, structure, code (paradigms/syntagms) 
Ad 5. Situational aspects of effect and use 
Ad 6. Schemes of emotion, embodiment and thinking 
To sum up, this gives us an overall knowledge profile of MARKK 
(Table 1). 
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Table 1. The knowledge profile of MARKK. 

The epistemological basis of 
MARKK 

The consequences of the epistemo­
logical basis of MARKK 

1. Aesthetics 

2. Aesthetics in Market 
Communication 

3. Formal aspects of Aesthetics 
in Market Communication 
4. Formal aspects of Aesthetics 
in Market Communication from 
a structuralistic perspective 
5. Formal aspects of Aesthetics 
in Market Communication from 
a structuralistic perspective with 
focus on the process of signifi­
cation in the moment of exposure 
6. Formal aspects of Aesthetics 
in Market Communication from 
a structuralistic perspective with 
focus on the process of signifi­
cation, understood as the inter­
twining of cognition and culture, 
in the moment of exposure 

Ad 1. The Humanities (history, 
analysis, interpretation, evaluation, 
taste) 

Ad 2. A humanistic approach to 
Market Communication (focusing on 
artefacts produced to serve 
marketing purposes) 

Ad 3. Artefacts understood as texts 
with focus on their formal features 
Ad 4. System, structure, code 
(paradigms/syntagms) 

Ad 5. Situational aspects of effect 
and use 

Ad 6. Schemes of emotion, 
embodiment and thinking 

As discussed earlier, the basic aim of knowledge profiling MARKK is 
to sharpen the use of terminology amongst the researchers within 
MARKK and to identify the unique fundamental sign of MARKK in 
order to be able to make a realistic representation of MARKK's socio-
cognitive knowledge organization. When focusing upon the use of 
terminology, the concepts are often filled with disturbing connotations 
that make the meaning of the concepts seem unclear not just to the 
members of the knowledge domain but also to people outside the 
knowledge domain. Naturally, this leads to misinformations and 
misunderstandings. Therefore, we have used the knowledge profile to 
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sharpen the use of terminology in MARKK. Furthermore, we have 
sharpened the scientific profile of the knowledge domain. We have 
sharpened the terminology of MARKK to a degree where the termi­
nology is free of disturbing connotations and where it should be 
beyond doubt what the focus of MARKK is. Moreover, we have 
identified the fundamental sign of MARKK as: 

Formal aspects of Aesthetics in Market Communication from a structuralistic 
perspective with focus on the process of signification, which is understood as 
the intertwining of cognition and culture. With focus upon schemes of 
emotion, embodiment and thinking. 

This is the fundamental sign of MARKK and it is this fundamental 
sign that sharpens the meaning of the concepts in use. Moreover, the 
fundamental sign is the basis of the conceptual structure depicted in 
Figure 2. 

This conceptual structure is a graphic representation of key 
concepts in the displacement of meaning that defines the qualities 
inherent in the MARKK knowledge domain of. As already elaborated, 
MARKK is concerned with Aesthetics in Market Communication, 
which makes these two terms the basic related concepts. 

Within the field of Humanities, aesthetics is related to the 
dialectics of expression and content in the signification process. As 
stated in the epistemological basis, MARKK's prime interest is in 
form favouring expression instead of content. The intended meanings 
or ideological values of the message are therefore in the background 
(and therefore grey or dim in the graphic representation). In regard to 
a long lasting debate within aesthetics between autonomists (stressing 
that aesthetics concern "a purpose without purpose" or "l'art pour 
l'art") and functionalists (stressing that aesthetic form should be 
shaped in accordance with the practical purpose of the object), 
MARKK favours function. This is due to MARKK's structuralistic 
approach. Function is analysed in terms of cognition (schemes) and 
culture (patterns). 


